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PART ONE: ZSÓFI
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
IN PIECES
Buzz.
Buzz.
My phone jittered against the bedside table. Like a demented bumblebee trapped in a jar. I groaned, rolled over, and squinted at the screen. It was Yuvan. A message: ETA 0800 sweetie.
Shit! 07:52. 
I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. My bare feet landed on bare floorboards, cool and wide beneath me. Eight minutes? Forget the shower. Not if I wanted to look even vaguely human. 
I stood and yanked open the wardrobe door. School uniform. Quickest option. Black skirt, black shoes. Summer, so no horrid tights. On top, a regulation white blouse, then my pin-striped blazer with a Prefect badge pinned to the lapel. Mum had been stoked about that. Nice. Not that I’m the least bit bossy.  
I scraped my hair into a low ponytail. No makeup, no time. Added the straw boater to complete the look. I filled the electric jug and dumped it on the verandah table. There’s a socket for it out there. Then teapot, mugs, and lemon wedges. I’d feel better outside, always do. 
Buzz. 
Buzz. 
Yuvan: Running late. 10 min. 
Called it.
While I waited, I walked down the three wooden steps off the verandah and wandered across to Mum’s garden. Just a month since she’d gone. I picked a few chrysants. Red and white, her favourite colours. Then I made my way back to the top of the dusty access track. The gravel crunched underfoot. 
So there I stood, waiting. 
Listening. 
It felt like a date. 
Or Execution Sunday. 
I checked my mobile. Nada.
The farmhouse stood on a small knoll, overlooking the orchard. I should spot the dust cloud from Yuvan’s vehicle when it came up through the cherry trees. 
So here I was at the top of the drive.
And here was another day. Another day when I had to deal with the family lawyer, and the bank. And only 800 dollars left in the farm account. How am I supposed to live on that? And now, Yuvan.
I was jolted back to reality by the sound of a big diesel engine. A monster off-road ute roared up and parked at the top of the track, next to  the little electric side-by-side UTV we used around the farm. 
Yuvan climbed out. He's a longtime friend of the family, and old enough to be my grandfather. He was wearing a dark business suit, with a bright red tie and a matching red baseball cap pulled low. Like, we’re in the city. Total buzzkill. He waved. I didn’t. He strode over.
“Zsófi, how are you?” he said, all smooth and careful. 
I looked down at the chrysanthemums in my hand. The petals were already looking a bit droopy in the heat. “Not that great, Yuvan Bácsi.” ‘Bácsi’ means 'uncle' in Hungarian. 
Yuvan nodded, his gaze sweeping over the farm. “Of course. You’ve had a shock. A terrible shock.” He paused, then his eyes landed on my uniform. “School, Zsófi. How long are you off school for?”
“All day, Yuvan Bácsi. They said I could take the day off.” My voice was flat. I didn’t want him to hear the tremor beneath.
“Then why the uniform?” He tilted his head, like he was watching a chimp at the zoo.
“It’s for Mum.” My voice cracked despite my best efforts. “She was so proud.”
The tears came unbidden, hot and stinging, leaking away down my cheeks. I tried to blink them away. He put an arm around me. I shook it off, sidestepping away.
He waited a bit, seeming at a loss, his hand hanging awkwardly in the air. He looked around, over towards the orchard, his head tilting to one side as if listening to something only he could hear. He spoke very quietly, almost to himself. “And what about the orchard? How’s that going? Can I ask?”
I shrugged, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand. “It’s the weather, Bácsi. Give it a couple years and the whole planet’ll be screwed. And too late to fix it.” My voice was tight. I was pretty sure Yuvan, with his gleaming SUV and city suit, was a denier. He was one of them.
His head straightened. He nodded a few times, a slow, deliberate movement. His voice was all gentle and soft. “I understand, Zsófi. Things are tough. But there’s no need for doom-mongering.”
“I’m not! It’s legit. This is happening. I have to live with it, whether I like it or not. It’s the biggest thing in my life, after…” I trailed off, unable to complete the sentence. After Mum.
“Okay, Zsófi.” He raised his hands slightly, trying to calm me, but I carried on. The words tumbled out, fuelled by a month of silent rage. 
“We’re stuffed if there’s a storm when the cherries are ripe. It splits the cherries! It ruins the crop! Everything gone, just like that!”
He held up both hands, like he was warding me off. 
“And now we don’t get proper frosts in winter. Cherry trees need frost. What’s the word?  To go dormant. So instead, we spray the trees with chemical, just to fake it.” 
I snorted. “And the bees... seriously, don’t get me started on the bees.” 
“Zsófi,” he said, holding up both hands like I was about to throw a punch, “okay, okay…”
I turned and stomped off towards the private memorial garden. What could Yuvan possibly do? He obviously didn’t know squat about cherries.
I opened the gate in the white picket fence. Inside were two older headstones. They’re in Hungarian, because my ancestors are Csángó, Hungarians in Transylvania. A brand new headstone lay there for Mum. The small grave, where my mother’s ashes now lay, was already filled with soil. Yuvan stood beside me. I tried to hold back the tears.
“Our Father, who art in—”
Bang! I jumped, startled. The sound of flapping wings. Twittering. The scare-cannon in the cherry orchard, of course. I groaned. Forgot to turn it off.
Ping! Yuvan’s mobile.
“Sorry, Zsófi. Code red.”
I groaned again. I couldn’t hold it in any longer. Why come, and then bugger off?
“You promised my father, Yuvan Bácsi.”
“I’ll be back, Zsófi.” For the second time, Yuvan put his arm around me. And I shrugged him off, more forcefully this time. He won’t try that again! 
He began to walk away, then, looking concerned, turned. “You do know how to do the cherry-picking, Zsófi?”
I snorted. “Of course!”
“I’m an engineer, Zsófi. Not a farmer.”
“It all depends on the colour, and the variety. They stop ripening once they’re picked—” But Yuvan was striding off back to his Ute. He turned, and waved goodbye. I ignored him. He got in. Slammed the door. The ute roared off down the track. A long trail of stinking exhaust fumes and diesel smuts hung in the air.
I laid the chrysanthemums on the grave, then stood up. I took the boater off, and let the breeze ruffle my hair. Then I walked back up to the verandah.
There were two walking poles propped in the corner of the verandah. I kicked off my school shoes and shoved them in the corner. The flyscreen door slapped shut behind me, loud in the empty house.
At this point, I went a bit wild. I stripped off and put my uniform away. All neat and tidy. Then I wailed, I screamed, I thumped the wall. But it changed nothing. The wailing ebbed, and finally there was quiet again.
Bang! Then the rush of wings and squawking — stupid scare-cannon! Yeah, there was time. I pulled on my riding boots, and flipped a green linen poncho on. Put my camo cap on, and pulled the ponytail through. I was ready.
Sunglasses, sister!
I eased the door open. It creaked. I peeked out. The world was still there, dammit! Carrots from the kitchen, then off I went to see Táltos and Töhötöm in the back paddock. They’re my emotional support team, my two ponies.
I made it to the back paddock. The ponies were fine, pleased with the carrots. I patted and stroked them in turn, and somehow I felt calmer. Managed a deep breath, then some more, yoga-style. “Everything will be alright. You can do this,” I told myself, looking at Táltos.
I wandered back to the farmhouse, and went in. I got kitted out, boiled a whole jug of water, and poured the water into an old billy with some lemon. I took it back to the orchard, so I had something to drink.
I picked cherries all morning. About noon, I came back inside, and made myself a quick lunch. Then it was back to picking again. Luckily, it was cloudy, and not too hot.
***
Later, I came in and got changed yet again. It was time. I ditched the boots. Okay, I put in a panty liner. Yeah, reusable cotton, no plastic! Then I pulled on some faded denim shorts, and trainers I could drive in. I went outside again, carrying the mobile, and wearing dark sunglasses to brave the world.
I blow-kissed the graves goodbye, then muttered to myself, as I got in the UTV. 
“Breathe. You’ve got this, Zsófi. Just keep moving.”
I drove the UTV down the access track.
 
REGIONAL AIRPORT
 
That’s what the sign said. I turned in and parked up.
16:25
I watched as a two-seater high-winged aeroplane settled gently onto the runway. It was silent as a ghost. It taxied along to the hangars. The pilot got out and hooked it up to the charging apparatus. I wondered what the range was.
I waited.
A passenger turboprop came in to land and came over to the terminal. That might be it. I wandered across to arrivals.
That’s when I noticed her. There she was, standing on the sidewalk, where arrivals emptied onto the pavement. She looked about my age, dressed in stark, angelic white, with a large, silver cross pendant. Oh dear God! An angel. Like she’d stepped out of a daydream.
Near her was an older woman dressed in black, wearing a bonnet, as if for church. She wore two large cross pendants too. Must be Angel’s mother. Between them was a ginormous mound of baggage on a trolley. Talk to Angel!
Then two things happened. A taxi drew up and hid Angel from view. And a sturdy guy with a bag came out the glass doors and just stood there looking around. That must be him!
I walked over, and stopped in front of him. Then I pulled out the mobile, found his photo, and checked. Yup, slanted eyes and early twenties. Yeah! It’s him.
“Altan?”
He nodded and looked relieved. Of course — the agency said he didn’t speak English. Figures. I beckoned him to follow me, and he did. So far, so good.
There was now a tangle of people and baggage on the pavement. I headed for Angel. I half-bumped into her, so I stopped to apologise.
“Sorry!”
Angel turned around, saw me, and smiled. I moved on slowly. I glanced back, and saw she was watching me. I waved with my fingers. Angel waved back. Should’ve got her phone number. Or something.
***
By the time we got back to the orchard, it was almost dark. There’d been no conversation. Who knows what he was thinking? I drove the UTV slowly up the track to the farmhouse.
Altan got out, picked up his bag, and looked around, as if he’d never seen an orchard before. He checked his mobile. He was a horse-whisperer in steppe clothing – a migrant fruit-picker. I’d picked him out of the agency catalogue, because I thought we might get along. And right now, I needed a fruit-picker.
First, I plugged the UTV into the charger. Then I went up to Altan and held out my hand.
“Passport?”
Altan pulled it out and handed it over. I dug a torch from my pocket and checked the visa. It was officially a temporary work visa. I pocketed the passport; that way he wouldn’t run away. 
Then I wandered over to the gravestones and knelt.
After a while, Altan came over too, probably unsure what else to do. He looked down at me and seemed to notice that I was weeping. He knelt down beside me. From time to time, I bowed over in grief.
He started this, well, I found out later it was Mongolian throat-singing. Quietly at first, but then louder. For quite some time. It was really nice. I’ll never forget that. He understood.
That’s when I said goodbye to Mum. Or tried to.
I took him to the packing shed and showed him where to sleep. Then I went and made some soup. I took it out to him, with bread, and raw carrots from the vege patch. No probs.
***
The next day, I made Altan some breakfast. Then we headed out to the orchard. I tried him up a picking ladder, the type with wide foot extensions. Up he went, no problem, and started picking straightaway. I waited on the grass below. Cherries in Mongolia? I wondered. Yes? Or no?
“Altan?” I called up.
I held out my hand for cherries.
“Zhópi,” he replied, hands full.
Well, at least he knew my name! He handed some down to me, holding the stalks like I’d shown him. I inspected them. There was a small cart with cardboard punnets standing next to me, in the shade. I held up the ripe cherries in one hand, showing them to Altan. He nodded. I ate one happily, and put the others in a punnet.
Then I showed Altan the unripe ones. I waggled a finger, shook my head, and handed the ‘baddies’ up.
“Eat!” I instructed.
He tasted them, shook his head, and spat them out. Good-oh! We moved on to the next tree and checked some low-hanging fruit. Altan only picked ripe ones. We high-fived. That was easy. I had to keep my distance, though. I was the boss. 
That second night, I dreamt of Angel.
***
Te Matau-a-Māui College. That’s the school I went to. Unfortunately, the cherry harvest starts just before the end of the school year, so there was a bit of a clash for me. But anyway, I was umpiring the practice game after school. As per usual.
I didn’t bother to get changed or anything. I just strutted up and down the sideline in uniform, blowing the whistle whenever. I wasn’t a coach. It was just a practice game, where I could practise being bossy. It was netball, so there were two teams of fifteen- or sixteen-year-olds, each wearing different coloured bibs.
And there she was, my angel, wearing the white Centre bib. The girl from the airport. She was good at netball, but she needed more discipline. For example, she caught the ball near the shooting circle, and threw it.
Peep!
“Footwork!” I called out.
I paddled my extended arms up and down in front, the gesture that indicates a footwork fault. She looked down at her foot, which was over the white shooting circle line, and shook her head in disbelief. She handed the ball over to the opposing team. Play resumed, until this angel held the ball and hesitated for more than three seconds.
Peep!
“Held ball!”
She looked across at me, as if I was the Devil. I had one hand raised high with three fingers extended. She looked so surprised and frustrated! Angel handed over the ball again. Play resumed. Then she obstructed an opposing-team player.
Peep!
I held out both arms in front, palms facing. 
“Obstruction!”
Angel looked perplexed, but handed the ball over again. Very odd! Didn’t she know the rules?
***
Later. I gave a long blast of the whistle. Game over. Then, a short peep of the whistle. Angel looked over at me, and I beckoned her over. Always make them come to you! She approached slowly. And she looked down. A very good start. Submissive.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Tamara. Tamara Jackson.”
And then I knew! American accent. Born in the USA!
“American?”
“Yup.”
“Is that why? It’s not basketball! It’s netball.”
Tamara frowned.
“No dribbling, no contact. And Centre must stay outside the shooting circle.”
She looked dejected.
“Look, you’ve got the ball-skills. You could make the school team,” I said, smiling at Tamara.
Well, it was my job as Head Girl to support and encourage new girls. Just don’t overdo it. Do small talk for once!
“Which part of the US?” I asked.
“Door County. Wisconsin.”
“What’s that like?”
“Ya know, lots of orchards,” she replied.
I squealed with sudden, acute interest. Oh dear! Undignified.
“Cherry?”
“Sure.”
“Know how to pick cherries?”
“Sure.”
I smiled. It was just so good.
“Awesome! Look, I run a cherry orchard. It’s harvest time right now. And I need more fruit-pickers. Would you be interested?”
“Love to.”
“This weekend, my place?”
“Sure.”
“It’s only the minimum wage. And long hours. Yes?”
“Fine.”
“Good. Friday, bring your weekend gear, then. You’ll be sleeping over.”
Bossy prefect mode! Tamara nodded.
“We can go over the netball rules together, eh.”
She smiled at me.
“Ya know, I’d like that,” she said, trailing off.
“Of course.”
Exit early! Don’t gush!
I waved goodbye with my fingers, and wandered away. Then I looked back with a smile. That should tell her! And I headed off towards the carpark. I checked again. Ah! She was still staring at me. Mission accomplished!
***
A few days later Yuvan sent me a video, so in the evening I sat and watched it. It began with a view of the Pacific from space. Then it zoomed in on one island. There were a few huts, made of palm fronds, by the sea. A few fishing boats. No humans in sight.
Out along the access road, an approaching cloud of dust was visible, caused by two canvas-top Land Rover jeeps flying a WHO/UNMEER flag. The convoy slowed and halted outside the village. Personnel zipped up hazmat suits and donned face masks.
The scene cut to inside the settlement.
A hazmat-suited medic poked his head into the first hut, came out, and held up one finger to the ambos. A couple of stretcher-bearers came, collected one patient, and carried them to the second jeep. I guessed that’s what they called triage.
At the third hut, the triage medic went in.
The view switched to a body cam inside the hut. A family of four lay on the floor. The triage medic checked, then rolled the head of the first person to reveal staring, bloodshot eyes.
Not exactly what a girl wants to see on a video.
The scene cut back outside again. The triage medic emerged, shook his head, made a throat-cutting gesture, and then held up four fingers. The scene cut to the other end of the village, where a funeral pyre had been set up, complete with firewood and a flamethrower.
Oh God! No.
Ambos took blood samples from the dead, before putting the bodies on the pyre.
I would have thrown up.
Hazmat personnel began spraying the village with disinfectant. Smoke billowed from the funeral pyre. 
And that’s all. Yuvan may have been trying to impress me after his ‘Code Red’ exit. Okay, he had to go. But really, not my style at all. Way over the top. What a wanker!
***
Friday, after school, I stood by the UTV in the school car park, waiting for Tamara. It felt like the story of my life.
“Zsófi! Zsófi!”
I looked up. There she was, over on the far side, carrying her satchel and a weekend bag, waving madly. I waved. She waved. I waved. She waved. This could go on for a while. Eventually, she made it to me. 
I was holding a dandelion. I kissed it and presented it to her. She laughed lightly and curtsied. We shared a brief, chaste hug.
Then I explained how to pronounce my name: Zsófi. It’s a Hungarian spelling. The ‘zs’ sounds like the ‘s’ in pleasure.
I slipped my jacket off. She followed suit. Tamara handed her bag and satchel over, and I placed them on the back tray.
“Now for the magic mime!” I thought. Mischievously.
I gestured her towards the nearside of the UTV. Tamara climbed in. I mimed closing the passenger door. Of course, the UTV doesn’t actually have doors, but I liked to pretend.
“Oh dear, the door won’t shut,” I muttered dramatically.
Still miming, I used my hip to ‘shut’ it, putting on a show. Tamara barely managed a half-smile.
Eager, I got into the driver’s side, and we drove off. There was something wrong, I thought. But I waited until we got back to the farmhouse.
***
Once we were back at the farmhouse, I found her a ginger beer, and one for me too, and we sat on the verandah while she told me her story. It went like this:
The previous evening, in the kitchen at her home in the suburbs, she’d had a run-in with her mother. Apparently, her mother was a real, live, fire-breathing dragon. Well, that was Tamara’s version, anyway.
Her Mom, Lara, is in her thirties, a religious, evangelical conservative, but also a solo mother – if that’s not a contradiction. She even dresses like like it’s bible-time. Whereas Tamara was doing her an angelic-white thing with a large pendant cross.
Anyway, her Mom is preparing dinner. Tamara asks if she could come over to my place for the weekend.
“Ya know, it’s just pickin’ cherries, Mom.”
“I must speak with her mother first,” Lara replies.
“Ya know, both her parents are dead already. Zsófi lives on her own”.
Lara snorts. “But I don’t know her. How do I know what sort of bad influence she might be?”
Tamara rolls her eyes, but best not to argue.
Gently, she goes: “Ya know, she’s Head Prefect, Mom.”
“Honour thy mother! Lift up thine eyes unto the hills, child, and pray for discernment.”
Lara stands there with her eyes closed, and begins to say a prayer. Tamara tiptoes away.
“Dear Sweet Lord Jesus, we pray for our daughter Tamara.”
Tamara escapes, leaving the door ajar.
“May she find sweet solace in Thy guiding hand—”
Well, that was how Tamara explained it. To me, it sounded just like a normal, happy family. Just her mum was a bit over the top. What was the big deal?
And then it was time to find some eggs in the chook coop. And dig up some beetroot. And get some parsley from the vege patch. We’ll make chapattis later. Tamara walked off to the orchard and fetched Altan.
So, this is all going to be interesting. She can sleep in the spare room. Tonight. 
CHAPTER TWO : 2022
 
Hey, too much over-anticipation. Nothing, like, actually happened. Except I had weird dreams. I can’t remember exactly what. It was dark. I was outside on some kind of, like, causeway. Alone. And scared. And then I woke up, still feeling scared. That’s it. Not like a sex dream at all. 
I was up at sparrow-fart, and made tea. I took a mug to Tamara and put another one out on the verandah table for Altan, who was already walking up to the farmhouse. I also filled a big thermos for later. It was gonna be a long day of picking. 
Tamara soon appeared, and we started picking cherries while it was still coolish. It’s tough going up and down the ladder all day, and having to lay out the large groundsheets first to catch any droppers. I wore linen, with long sleeves to keep the sun off, and we all had thin cotton gloves on. Otherwise, your fingers get sore. We each had a wide-brimmed straw hat, and a front bucket strapped to our chest.
I checked Tamara’s picking at the start, because it’s all about colour. That’s how you judge whether they’re ripe or not. And the exact colour varies from one variety to the next. Of course, here we grow sweet cherries for the local market, not the sour cherries for export, as they do in Ōtākou. 
From time to time, we carried the pickings to a small, old packing shed and cool-store beside the orchard. At first, Tamara was chatty.
“So, at school, you’re the resident eco-warrior?”
“I call it green activist.”
Tamara looked awkward.
“Right. My bad. So, why cherries? Why not grapes, or apples, or something less messy?”
“It was my grandmother’s choice. She escaped from Hungary in fifty-six. Cherries reminded her of home.”
Tamara nodded slowly. I wondered where this was going.
“Anyway, this environmental stuff. What is it, the ice caps are meltin’, and warmin’ the ocean?”
“Yes, eventually. We’ve also got species dying off, flooding, droughts. That sort of stuff.”
“Okay, the end is nigh. I get it. Ya know, my mother thinks it’s all God’s will. She talks about The Rapture. No point in worrying about the weather when salvation’s just around the corner. Mom’s real hardcore. Like, repent and be saved, or you’ll be cast into the hell-fire.”
Tamara didn’t seem to be joking.
“Go on.”
Myself, I’m a catholic girl, not too well up on this stuff. Tamara’s voice was quiet now. Like she was afraid God was listening.
“Ya know, to her, everything’s a sin. Like, rock music, romantic movies, anything except church and praying. Ya know, I just can’t do it. Not anymore.”
Tamara threw a handful of cherries into a punnet, a little too forcefully. Hmm. What could I say?
“How awful. But we’d better get back to picking now.”
So we walked back. On the way, Tamara stopped and turned to me, her eyes wide.
“I’ve never met anyone like you, Zsófi. You’re so passionate about everything.”
I nodded judiciously, and said nothing.
We started plopping cherries into the buckets again. I wasn’t sure about Tamara; I was a bit disappointed. She looked so good, but she was, like, two years younger than me. And drowning in American culture and values. I wanted a real friend, not someone who was going to dump on me. It was strange; her efforts to be friendly had actually put me off a bit. Oh well, give it time, Zsófi, you’ve got enough on your plate right now! 
About ten o’clock, I went off and made breakfast, and took it down to the orchard. We stopped in the shade for ten minutes to eat, and then went back to work. And so on, all weekend. Pick, drink, repeat, till sundown. Ate on the verandah in the evening gloaming, too exhausted to talk. Slept, then woke up and did it all over again. 
On Monday, the refrigerated truck came at dawn. It’s not so big. We loaded up, and off it went. That’s the only way the farm makes money. We girls showered (in turn, there’s no room for two in there) and put our school uniforms back on.
 
FRIDAY: PROJECTOR ROOM
Being a prefect has its privileges, and using the projector room for private study is one of them. So that’s where I was that arvo, leaning against a high table by the projector, busy making notes, glancing up at two charts, when the school bell rang for the end of the school day.
I was trying to figure out what sort of future was in store for my orchard. Rainfall and temperature are critical. A girl needs a plan. Well, if you are in farming, that is. Or you can do what you will, and see where the wind takes you. Or just wander around in circles, whether clueless or not. Your choice, girl.
The chart on display was the weather forecast for 2090: changes in mean temperature, with separate charts for summer and winter.
Knock, knock!
Tamara came in, mousey as ever. She studies the charts.
“Science?”
Sometimes, she’s remarkably perceptive.
“Weather projections for two thousand and ninety. It should get warmer here, where we are.”
“Cool.”
“Actually, not cool. Hot.”
I switch the projector to rainfall.
“Here in Te Matau a Maui it’ll get drier.”
“What’s with all this extra rainfall down south?”
“Drought in summer; flooding in winter. Or just plain vanilla weather chaos.”
I switch the projector.
“Emissions during COVID. Worldwide.”
“Wow. They went right down!”
“Yeah, it looks like that. But in fact, they only fell around six percent. And the next year emissions climbed straight back up again. And keep on climbing steadily.”
I begin packing my stuff up. Tamara grinned.
“We are climbing! We are climbing!”
 
SCHOOL CARPARK
 We were carrying our bags to the UTV.
“Cherries need frost,” I explained. “Up here, we barely get one frost day a year now. So we use chemical sprays instead.”
We reached the UTV. 
“Whatev.” Tamara shrugged.
“Whereas down in Ōtākou,” I countered, trying to keep my voice even, “it’s cooler, so there’s no need.”
I went to the driver’s side, and Tamara to the passenger side. She looked at me across the bonnet – or as she called it: the hood.
“Where’s Ōtākou, Zsófi,?”
“On the other island. Closer to the South Pole.” There’s no harm in being helpful to your new friends, when they’ve just immigrated.
“So what?” she pushed.
“Who knows? Maybe there’s a tipping point in the weather.” I tried not to patronise.
“Ya know, Zsófi, I thought that was all a hoax.”
I sighed. I’d been here before. Breathe, Zsófi, breathe!
“Who told you that?”
Tamara looked genuinely puzzled. I wondered what to say next. I didn’t want an argument in the carpark. In fact, I didn’t want an argument at all. She’d been brought up with people in denial of weather chaos, and the human hand in it. So, of course, she’d be a denier. It would take a long time for her to reconsider, if ever. Something diplomatic for now, then.
“We’ll find out one day, our generation.”
I walked round and gave Tamara a quick hug. Don’t make an issue of it. Well, not yet. It’s so divisive. Especially now.
“I’m just worried about the orchard,” I murmured.
“Ya know, I just don’t feel it, Zsófi. I just want to do stuff, something excitin’.” 
That was, like, an unpromising start. I frowned. Let’s push on a bit.
“But will we get enough rain this year? Next year?” 
“Shit, Zsófi, just grow date palms and olives, then.”
And there it was. The gulf between us. I blew a raspberry, exasperated. How could we be friends if I was Divergent and she wasn’t? If she saw nothing but sunny days ahead? I’m just worried about fruit yields. That’s all.
Anyway, she sat in; I sat beside her, passed her a helmet, and pulled my own on. We pulled the seatbelts on too. The UTV was built for use on the farm, but it was good for up to thirty kilometres an hour on the asphalt, so it was just about okay for getting to school and back. If a milk-tanker came up behind, I pulled over as soon as possible! And I had to keep it charged. Otherwise, I couldn’t get to school. 
So, off we went. Together for ever, at last! In my dreams.
***
Last week at school. Final year. I booked a session with the school counsellor.
“Don’t be afraid to cry, Zsófi. Tears are the river of life.”
Helpful, not. A river of what, exactly? Grief? Rage? I already felt like I was drowning.
She said to try writing if I couldn’t sleep. Just for the time being. 
“A blog, Zsófi,” she’d said, her voice soft, empathetic. “A digital journal. A way to process. To find your voice again.”
I had no idea what to write about. But I sat down and tried anyway.
Day 34 since Mum died: trying to think about her, about the orchard, about Yuvan. No ideas.
And that was as far as I got. So I put the whole idea on the back burner. I was far too busy with other stuff, anyway.
 
SCHOOL PRIZEGIVING
Another one. The annual ritual. Same old, same old. The front rows are packed with girls in uniform. Behind them, at the back, are the parents, with mobiles at the ready. Just waiting to capture their darling’s magic moment of fame and glory. It’s the annual ritual, routine and dull.
This evening, as Head Prefect, I get to speak. I’d written the speech ages ago, before Mum died. All I have to do is deliver it, thanking the staff, and the founder of our glorious school. A big, gushy tribute to Te Matau-a-Māui College, its legacy, its future. All I need to do is deliver it.
Then, as I look out at them, the pre-written words feel hollow. It’s not enough. Not anymore.
And the rage bubbles up within me.
“I’ll keep this short. But there’s something else I can’t leave without saying, something more important. If there’s one thing this school has taught me, it’s to speak out when things are amiss, not to sit there silent and afraid. Friends, something is broken. Terribly broken.”
Short chunks! Pace it out! My drama teacher’s words echo in my head. But these aren’t the words I’d rehearsed. These are raw and unfiltered. I can’t see the reaction of the teaching staff, because they sit behind me. Probably not good.
“Recycling. They tell us that’s the answer. They tell us to sort our trash. But recycling is a joke. A green lie. It’s not working.”
My gaze sweeps over the sea of faces. Some parents, caught off guard, have lowered their cameras. Others, a few, seem to lean forward.
“Plastics. They choke our oceans. They poison our fish. Microfibres infiltrate our waterways. Plastic taints every breath we take, every drop we drink. The ratio of plankton to plastic? It’s two to one already! Two to one! Soon it will be one to one. Then what? A plastic ocean? A future filled with plastic?”
There’s a hush. But I have their attention. At the back, mobile phones flash. At the very back is a man, using a proper digital camera, supported by a monopod, with a long telephoto lens pointing directly at me. My heart hammers. Maybe he’s more than just a parent.
“Laws making us recycle? They’re useless. Band-aid solutions for a gaping wound. We need to stop it all at source. We need to strangle the beast at its heart.”
I take a deep breath, savouring the sudden power in the silence. This is it. The point of no return.
“Eighty years ago. That’s all. Just eighty years ago, plastics were rare. Just Bakelite and Perspex. Almost non-existent. Did that stop people living? Did that stop people loving? Did it stop people laughing? Of course not!”
I pause. Some of the girls nod, eyes wide. They understand. They feel it too.
“Plastics are not essential! They are evil! Evil as the corporations that pump them out. Evil as the politicians who profit from them.”
A few fists punch the air. My sisters. They’re with me. I feel a surge of adrenaline, intoxicating and dangerous. Wait for it, sisters!
“Who is to blame, then? Not us consumers. We’re just the victims. It’s the suppliers, the companies, the politicians, and the bankers that finance them! The ones who control the systems! The ones who decide what we see, what we buy, what we breathe!”
Tamara applauds wildly, her face alight. Perhaps she thought I was Joan of Arc. The other girls applaud, some cheer, a few pump fists into the air. Like the beginning of a revolution.
I step away from the mike.
They’d let me have my say. That’s real education.
My eyes find the man at the back again. He hasn’t lowered his camera. He’s still focused on me, completely unmoving. He must be the school photographer. Or the press? Am I going to be famous now? Or crucified?
Afterwards, the Principal took me aside. “Two things, Zsófi,” she began, her voice soft, “have you ever heard of the Waist Minimisation Act?”
My brow furrowed. “The Waist Minimisation Act?” I repeated. A girl should really know about this stuff. I mumbled, “No, not really.” 
She gave a small, almost imperceptible smile. “Perhaps you could look it up. It might surprise you.”
I left her office feeling strangely deflated, the adrenaline from the speech slowly draining away, replaced by a lingering confusion. Why wasn’t she angry? And what was this Waist Minimisation Act?
On the way home, it dawned on me. My Damascene moment. It was Waste Minimisation! Oh, the dangers of going off piste! I swore I would never do that again. Must research the topic properly first. My passion was real, but my knowledge, clearly, had massive gaps.
Back at the farmhouse, I rushed inside and Googled it.  And there it was: Waste Minimisation Act 2008, plus regulations. We already had a framework, tools, and legislation in place to address the plastics issue. Tools I hadn't even known about, let alone understood. How could I have been so loud, so certain, and so utterly ignorant of the existing political landscape? 
Later that week, I checked the local rag. And there was my photo with the caption: Head Prefect Zsófi Kovács. The headline read ‘Youth Activist Challenges Status Quo.’ The photographer had clearly been from the local rag. So, I was famous. Or notorious. 
I read the article. It was a simple report. But it framed my speech as ‘radical’ and ‘uninformed.’ Correction: I’d been crucified.
It wasn't just about my lack of research. It was about how my words had been twisted. And back came the rage inside me.
I hadn’t foreseen that at all. Gonna have to be a lot more careful in future. Pre-write the speech, stick to it, and hand a copy to the press. Like a pro. 
And then later, another thought crossed my mind: I wondered what was behind the reporting. Why such a venomous write-up? Perhaps they wanted to make me look stupid, even shut me up. Okay, that’s a bit paranoid, I know. But. I had badly underestimated the opposition.
***
Back in the orchard, there was more picking, but nothing special happened. Then the harvest was over. 
In the end, I got my exam results – good enough. There’s an agricultural college near here; that’s what I wanted to do. But I needed a year off to sort out the farm. And my life.
There’s always lots to do on a farm, and so much to teach Altan. And English. He picked it up quite well – that is, he understood, or guessed. But his pronunciation! He just couldn’t pronounce an “F” properly. And his sentences were all jumbled.
So I couldn’t have a proper conversation with him. But he seemed nice enough. Didn’t seem to mind being alone. I guessed he was lonely, but it’s hard. I was his boss. I couldn’t exactly give him a hug, could I? Don’t want to give him the wrong idea. But he was super with the ponies, so did most of the looking-after.
I didn’t see much of Tamara; I was busy. And, frankly, it’s not like I could ask her over and have her help around the farm for free. She really didn’t know enough about it anyway. I didn’t have time to go and get her, so we took to having a coffee together when I was in town.
Once, her mother came around late one afternoon (just to check me out) and dropped Tammy off for the day. I pretended I was normal, and grieving for my mother. Well, of course, I was grieving. I even put knickers on, in case Lara wanted to check.
One day, just before sunset, I walked Tammy over to the little private garden of remembrance, and we stood there together.
“It’s just my mother’s ashes.”
Tammy gave my arm a squeeze.
“Wow! She was young.”
“Breast cancer. The worst thing is that I can’t talk to her now.”
Tamara gave me a hug. At least she knew I was upset.
“Ya know, Zsófi, you’ve got me now.”
“And an orchard.”
I led Tammy back up toward the house.
“Ya know, Leviticus says: thou shalt not lie with mankind,” she said.
“You do come out with the weirdest things, Tammy.”
At that point, I wasn’t sure whether Tammy was going to be an asset, or a liability. She was two years younger than me. I had enough to look after already. I didn’t need a clinger.
“You’ve kept Altan on, Zsófi?”
“He does stuff. Why? Are you jealous?”
She looked away, then tucked her arm inside mine. 
Interesting. I wonder what that means?
 
STREET PROTEST
I’d decided to protest against pollution and weather chaos. I’d made a placard, and gone off to stand outside the local government offices.
Yeah, I was there alone, holding up a placard that read: STRIKE AGAINST WEATHER CHAOS. Why not? I didn’t have any friends who were as determined or extremist as me. And anyway, it gave me time to think. People came, and walked right on by. No-one took much notice.
Nah, I’m not gonna explain it. You should already know about how the weather’s changing and why. If not, you can find out about it for yourself. You know how to use Google, don’t you? If you want the truth, that is. I mean, I could talk to you about ice cores from Antarctica, and isotopes of thorium, and stuff. But that wouldn’t change your mind, would it? That type of argument doesn’t work. I honestly don’t know what does. 
Maybe, like, start by finding some common ground, and take it from there, step by step. And you’d have to want to. It’s very awkward this stuff, very divisive. I mean, if your oil, gas, and diesel are destroying my life, then it’s like you’re tossing all your garbage over the fence into my backyard. What am I supposed to do?
Along comes this woman in her forties, carrying a placard. She stops some way away from me, gives me a small wave, and raises her placard: I STAND WITH UKRAINE.
Time passed. I moved from one leg to the other. I thought about Mum, and what she would have said. A man wearing a body armour vest emblazoned with “PRESS” came along, and took photos.
I was chuffed. Free publicity! Wow!
Although, why do you need body armour in a park? Had he just come off another job? Or did he habitually wear it? Yes. The bulletproof vest goes with the job. Or was it just stab-proof? I had time to ponder.
But it didn’t seem to be important.
More members of the public, and some council workers came and went, all carefully ignoring both me and the other protester.
Lunch. I hadn’t brought any. I looked across at the other woman with the Ukraine placard, just as she looked at me.
“Coffee?”
“Love to.”
So Inna and I wandered off together. It seemed like a good idea at the time.
 
THE COFFEE SHOP
She took me to an old warehouse-factory unit that had been converted into a coffee shop, The Everyday Grind. There was plenty of space there. We ordered at the counter.
I asked the young assistant where her family was from, and she said Cambodia. I put my hands together, and practised my Khmer, which I’d learnt from a girl at school. “Chom-reap-sore. Socks-a-bye”. That’s all I know: hello, how are you. The girl smiled. You don’t have to know much, but it builds a bridge.
We went over to a bar table by the wall, stacked the placards against the wall to one side, and sat on two tall stools. 
“So Inna, where’re you from?” I asked.
“My family’s from Prokhorovka, near Kursk, in Russia.”
Inna’s eyes looked away, as if she was remembering. I wanted to touch her arm, and console her.
“They were turfed out by the Fascists in nineteen forty-three.” She wiped away a tear. “Sorry. I was brought up near Chop, on the Hungarian border.”
I said nothing. The girl brought the flat whites over in two china mugs, and set them on the high table. Inna had quite a lot locked away. She took a deep breath.
“Sorry.”
After that, we chatted for quite some time. Then there was a long pause.
“Would you like to see my orchard?” 
Inna smiled at me. “I thought you’d never ask, Zsófi.”
We dropped her placards off at her place first, so by the time we got back to my place it was dark.
***
Back at the farmhouse, we were leaning over the verandah balustrade, staring into the night. A light came on in the darkness, then went off again.
“Altan sleeps out under the stars.”
“Is that what you want?”
“Not sure if I can do this.”
“Is this your first time?”
I laughed. “Of course not. I do want to be happy. It’s the chaotic weather that gets me down.”
“Why worry?”
“Because it matters, to me, to my generation. It’ll fuck everything up.”
“When I was young, in Soviet times, the future looked very black. But it all came right in the end.”
“You’re not taking me seriously.”
“Are you sure you’re not just upset about losing your mum?”
“It’s not that.”
Inna sighed. “Zsófi, can you put it to one side for now?”
“Not really. I’m just so angry, because people don’t listen. They just don’t want to know.”
“It was like that in Soviet times, Zsófi. Till Chernobyl.”
“The nuclear accident?”
Inna nodded, and took both my hands in hers. “Nuclear idiocy, more like. Out there are evil men, who don’t want people to know the truth.”
I nodded. We seemed to have reached some mutual understanding. Inna gave me a good hug.
Well, it felt good. Not the same as my mum. But comforting. At least I had someone to talk to, besides myself, that is.
Inna released me. I turned away and looked out into the darkness.
“Do you think I’m normal?”
“It’s pretty normal to be upset when your parents die.”
“No, not that. Do you think I’m normal?”
“Oh, I see. Well, do you think bananas are normal?”
“What? Bananas?”
“Yeah. Cavendish bananas, like you buy in the shops.”
“Cavendish? What’s that?”
“It’s the variety.”
“Yeah, they’re normal bananas.”
What the hell was she getting at?
“Have you ever noticed that they all look the same?”
“Well, they’re bananas. That’s what bananas look like.”
“No. Bananas come in all shapes and sizes. And various colours. The ones in the shops, the yellow ones, they’re Cavendish bananas. That’s what Cavendish look like. In fact, they’re all clones, clones of just one plant, the Cavendish. It’s the biggest plant on the planet.”
“Okay. So they’re clones. So what?”
“So for you, do you want to be a clone? For you, does normal mean being exactly like everyone else?”
“I see. How do you know all this?”
“I’m a botanist.” She smiled.
Inna opened the farmhouse door. We went inside.
 
NEW YEAR’S EVE
The topic of weather chaos soon came up again. It was early morning. I was on the verandah with Tamara, in deshabille. We were sipping English breakfast tea. 
Yeah, Tamara. To escape her mother’s clutches, she’d taken to staying over at my place on weekends. Fortunately, all my contact with Inna was on weekdays. So it worked out fine. For now.
At that time, Tamara and I were truly just friends. I swear on my twot. She was a bit young for me, in the sense that she had all this religious baggage to sort out. Anyway, I asked her.
“There’s a protest coming up, Tamara. Wanna come?”
“Sure. I’d love to.”
Oh dear. I’d expected a no. I stopped to ponder.
“It’s no good coming just to be with me. Your heart has to be in it.”
This time it was Tamara who stopped, perplexed.
“Ya know, I’d just like to see what all the fuss is about.”
I smothered a sigh.
“Okay. On that basis.”
She nodded agreement. It was time for sympathy and understanding. 
“Look, I know it’s hard for you. You were brought up to believe in God and Money. Give it time.”
Suddenly, I heard a whirring, buzzing like a drone. We both stood up, and went to the balustrade, scanning the sky. And there it was, hovering, filming us.
It came closer. 
I waved it away.
Nothing happened.
I rushed inside, unlocked the gun cabinet, and pulled out the shotgun.
Then I realised I’d be on camera.
I put the gun back into the cabinet and locked it.
So instead, I went outside like I was the FBI, hands clasped together, one finger aiming at the drone.
It backed off, and sped away.
Nosey buggers.
CHAPTER THREE : 2023
 
I met Inna at the gym in town, and afterwards we went for coffee again. On the way there, I noticed a black SUV with tinted windows, parked up across the street, outside the launderette. But I couldn’t see anyone in it. Well, where else would you park if you’re doing your laundry? Nothing really amiss. Unless it was.
So I forgot about it. We made it to The Everyday Grind, ordered, and sat down. The waitress brought over a couple of flat whites and set them on the table between us. I stirred my coffee studiously, wondering how to broach the subject of Tamara.
“Can I ask you something about Tammy?”
Inna nodded and waited for me to go on. She was good like that. Better than Mum, in a way.
“So. Tammy. About the weather chaos. She thinks it’s, like, a big conspiracy. A hoax.”
My voice dropped to a whisper.
“How do I even talk to her? She’s so indoctrinated.”
“She’s only sixteen, Zsófi. Telling her she’s an idiot is not going to help.”
As if I would! But the thought had crossed my mind.
“I’m a scientist. I spend my days in a lab, working with facts, with evidence. Science works well there.”
Inna paused to sip her coffee.
“Although, actually, there’s a sort of black hole at the centre of biology and evolution.”
I started to interrupt. I didn’t need a lecture.
“No, hear me out. There’s a weird jump from bacteria and archaea to the formation of the first living cell. Some people  think this is the hand of God. Others call it the God of Gaps, where God simply represents the gaps in our knowledge.”
Inna paused again.
“God is dead? That means she must have been alive at some point. That doesn’t work for me. Is there a universal consciousness? That’s a nice idea, but I think it’s unproven… Well, you did ask, Zsófi.”
“I was thinking more about long-term weather trends.”
“Don’t they teach all that at school now?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, leave it to them. No point in getting involved yourself, Zsófi. You’d just fall out with your angelic Tamara.”
Inna had a point. Actually, what’s surprising about weather chaos is that we’ve known it was coming for well over thirty years now, but so little has actually been done to stop it. Let the next generation to deal with it! Not our problem!
I nodded. It was so much easier to be friends with Inna. She understood my point of view.
We finished the coffee, and left.
We pushed open the heavy glass door, and onto the street. And then I saw it.
A black SUV was coming towards us, with the rear passenger window down. It pulled up near us and a big, long telephoto lens poked out. The camera swung around and pointed straight at us, and then the vehicle pulled away again. 
They were taking photos. Of us?
Who were they? Paparazzi? Surely not. We’re not famous. Or was it a case of mistaken identity? Industrial espionage? No. That didn’t seem right either. Anyway, this is Aotearoa. Things like that don’t happen here. 
Except for Rainbow Warrior.
 
CYCLONE HALE
Tamara had got herself an e-bike with fats. It was a long, arduous ride to get here, but she was motivated. She stayed the weekend, to get away from her mother, I think. On Monday, the weather had started to turn bad, so she texted her mother to say she was staying over again.
We knew there was a storm coming. Cyclone Hale had already hit Auckland hard. We knew that already. We listened to the forecast. The storm was tracking south-east from lower Northland onto northern Auckland and Coromandel. 
But so what? That sort of thing happens sometimes.
This time it was different, though. Cyclone Hale came for us, and stayed, instead of moving away as usual. All night long, we had thunder and lightning. Twice I got up and went out onto the verandah, but couldn’t see much, except for the lightning. The thunder was right overhead, and quite scary.
Dawn brought a rude awakening.
First light, we were both standing out on the verandah, with rain jackets over our nightgear. We peered out into the grey rain, trying to see what was going on.
It was Tuesday morning, the second day. I could hear water – a tremendous amount of it – rushing and gurgling away. I turned to Tammy.
“What’s that over there? Water? Flooding? I’ve gotta take a gander.”
“Gander?”
“Check up on Altan, the ponies, the orchard.”
Tamara looked at the mobile phone in her hand.
“No signal!”
She flicked the outdoor light switch.
“Power’s out.”
No worries, been here before, a thousand times. I went inside and fetched the torch.
“Use the stove on the back porch. There’s wood chopped ready.” I told her. ”And make some tea. And don’t waste the water. Don’t flush the toilet, either. There’s an old long-drop out back. A standalone.”
There was a small header tank in the loft. However, when the power was out, it didn’t refill from the big concrete holding tank outside.
I turned to go down the steps, then stopped, paused, and faced back toward Tamara. “Better still, make soup instead!”
She snapped off a salute. “Yes, Ma’am!”
I gave a small laugh, grabbed the Nordic-walking sticks from the corner of the verandah, and gave a brief farewell wave, using only my fingers.
“I’ve got to find Altan and the ponies.”
 She grabbed my arm as if to stop me. I tried to sound more resolute than I felt.
“I’m going in. I’ll be back.”
I plunged off into the rain. I glanced back. She was watching, looking worried.
***
The farmhouse stood on a slight knoll, thank God. Otherwise, we’d have a torrent of water running through the house. I started off down the access track okay. But very soon I found myself knee-deep in water flooding across the land.
That was new! Never been like that before.
There was a big undertow. It was really hard to keep my balance. Thank God for the walking poles! But where was the track? No way to tell!
I headed off toward the old packing shed, wading along, the light getting stronger. Sheets of rain were slashing at me, and a dark clouds were scudding overhead. My rain jacket was soon soaked through. I should’ve borrowed my father’s old oilskin.
***
I saw the packing shed. It was flooded, of course. No-one was on the roof. I looked inside. And I called his name!
“Altan! Aaaaltaan!”
No response.
“Altan! Aaaaltaan!”
When I called his name, it was like a little prayer! But there was no answer! Either he’d already drowned and floated away, or he’d gone off to save Táltos and Töhötöm. He certainly loved them more than me.
Let’s go then! The cherry trees in the orchard looked distinctly the worse for wear. Just as well we’d got the harvest in already!
The water level was lower here, not too much above my ankles. I could splosh through a bit. And the rows of trees marked out the path.
***
Finally, I spotted Altan. He was sitting on the paddock fence, talking to my ponies.
“Altan! Aaaaltaan!”
I waved madly. He gave me a wave.
“Zhopi!”
I made it to the fence line. I noticed Altan was barefoot, soaked through, and shivering. I wasn’t much better myself. Rain is cold.
“Let’s get the ponies up to the house!” I shouted.
Altan looked blank, so I pointed back up towards the house. I gave Altan one pole, and opened the paddock gate. Táltos came over, and I grabbed hold of his mane with one hand; I had my walking pole in the other. I looked up at Altan. He nodded and took hold of the other pony, Töhötöm.
“Let’s go!”
We set off in line astern.
The journey back was no easier.
***
We got back to the knoll and let the ponies go. They weren’t going anywhere. I looked at Altan. He seemed numb and shuddering. Tamara was waiting at the top of the verandah steps.
“I’ve been so worried! Where were you?”
My teeth were chattering.
On the verandah, towels were now stacked on the table.
I took my raincoat off, and lifted Altan’s T-shirt right off. He was cold, really cold.
“There’s a billy of hot water on the fire. I’ll run a warm bath,” Tamara said, then went inside.
“Altan! Come!”
I dragged Altan by the arm all through the house to the back porch. 
“Bath’s ready!” Tamara called.
She’d already set up the old galvanised bathtub that my dad used to use. No time for modesty. I stripped off, checked the water temperature, and got in. Wow, it was nice and warm! But that was enough. I got out, Tamara wrapped me in a towel, and together, we got Altan to sit in the warm water.
“Stay!” I told him.
I left Tamara to watch him and make sure he got warm. I went off and got myself changed, and then dug out an old, warm, checked farmer’s shirt of my father’s.
Then we got Altan out, towelled him off, and dressed him properly. By this time, he’d stopped shivering.
We returned to the table on the front verandah. Out came Tamara, carrying soup bowls, and biscuits. She put them all on the table, then went back for a huge tureen of chicken soup. At that moment, I didn’t care if it came out of a tin.
We ate together, the three of us, ravenous.
We’d finished eating. I sat back. It was raining, but there was daylight. And then my mind lit up. We should film this! Just as it was.
So we did. In two-minute clips. The ponies. Altan. On one video, Tammy asked me if it was all down to climate change. That was actually unscripted. Natural.
So I said I didn’t know, but we’d had nothing like it before. We did get the tail-end of tropical cyclones somewhere near the top of the North Island most years. So it was half-normal; maybe it was just worse than usual.
It was a start. A good start. A bit dramatic.
***
The power came back on later that day, which was fantastic. As I said, there’s an old long-drop dunny in the backyard behind the house, and if there’s no power, you have to use that for your number twos. It’s pretty stinky.
Altan used it. God only knows where they do their business on the steppe!
Yeah, of course we have a generator, but I won’t run it, because it uses fossil fuel. Duh!
The weather began to clear up, and we all thought life would return to normal. But no. After a couple of days, it started to rain again. Heavily. Not a storm, just rain. So we couldn’t work outside.
We’d found Altan’s clothes wedged in the packing shed. We started to dry them out a bit, but I found him some more of my dad’s old clothes in a drawer, and he put them on. He stayed up at the house for the time being, while we sorted out the packing shed again.
In one place there’s a dip in the driveway, which floods across in a storm. It’s always been like that. This time a lot of silt was deposited there, so I didn’t dare to take the UTV down the track. We might not be able to get back up again.
We started to clear the silt, shovelling the silt to one side, but then the rain came back.
The signal for the mobiles came back on, and Tamara rang her mother to say she was fine, but would stay here for the duration. I texted her mother too, and told her we were digging out the access track. Like I was Tammy’s auntie, and all grown-up at last.
 ***
So here we are, marooned in the pouring rain on a remote island in the Pacific, along with six million other apes.
Umbrellas are useless of course. They blow out straightaway. Gumboots are hopeless in a flood. A big surfboard comes in very handy though. It helps you move stuff around in the floodwaters. And Nordic walking poles: they help keep your balance when the undertow’s dragging you off your feet.
The wisdom of Zsófi. After the flood.
Lastly, take a good dump while you can. You’ll only get one flush.
They declared a local emergency at 10pm that Tuesday. They urged residents to hunker down, whatever that means. But we weren’t going anywhere. How could we?
On the news, they said State Highway 35 was partly closed, and in places, kaputt. Other roads had either slipped away in places, or were blocked by a landslide, or a bridge was out. Some people, some settlements, were totally cut off. No power, no signal, no access.
The rain finally stopped, and we got Altan’s clothes properly dry at last. Of course, there’s no clothes drier here. We hang the laundry out under the verandah instead.
On social media, I found out that some of the other girls had made their own videos, too. What to do with them? I put mine on social media. But I wondered: shouldn’t we do more? Weren’t the video clips somehow more important? They deserved a wider audience. Around the world.
Afterwards, they would try to tell us it was a one-in-twenty-year event. Till it happens again.
Oh! Like, that makes it all right, then.
After all, what does an orchard matter? It’s only been our livelihood for a few generations.
On the radio, someone said it was worse than usual because of changing weather patterns. Maybe. I don’t know how they can be sure about that, though. It could all be normal, whatever that is.
And so it was.
Until Gabrielle came. One month after Cyclone Hale.
 
CYCLONE GABRIELLE
Gabrielle was like the second test in the Bledisloe Cup. When you’ve already lost the first. Everyone and everything was already knackered, the soil sodden, the roads munted. But we prepared as best we could. They told us the second cyclone was coming on the radio. So we were ready, in the sense that we kept the ponies on the knoll. Apart from that, it was the same again, and then some.
Only this time, I was scared and worried. I just wanted it all to end. And to go back to normal. As if. Storms like this are the new normal.
Gabrielle hit us about a month after the first cyclone, but this time the ground was already sodden. The power went out, the signal for the mobiles went out, everything flooded again.
We still had some old cans of baked beans in the cupboard, and the vege garden’s up on the knoll, so we didn’t starve.
But as the water rose around the house, as the world outside dissolved into a gray, watery chaos, I kept thinking of the videos. The ones I’d uploaded, the ones the other girls had made. And I realised that we hadn’t just filmed a storm. We’d filmed something else. The future. Our future on this planet. Weather chaos.
***
After a few days the second bout of torrential rain stopped, and the cleanup began. We’d been out there all morning, shovelling the silt off the driveway, when I heard the roar of an approaching ute. And You-Know-Who came up the track.
I held up my hand in a STOP sign. The stinky diesel ute stopped on the far side of the dip.
Yuvan opens the door, pulls on gumboots and gets out. He looks around and shakes his head in disbelief.
“Yoohoo! Zsófi! I’ve got kai!”
I go a bit mad and yell.
“What?”
Yuvan begins unloading stackable plastic trays of food onto a nearby grassy bank.
I squelch across to the ute. Tamara follows. When I’m close, I speak quietly, but with venom. Sometimes that’s more effective.
“Fucking diesel!”
He looks somewhat perplexed.
“But I’m here to help.”
“Well you’re not!”
Yuvan stares at me. I glance across at Tamara and see she is staring at Yuvan. Then she puts a hand on my arm.
“Let me handle this, Zsófi. Go and get cleaned up.”
I simmer and wander off a bit. But I could still hear them both. Tamara turns to Yuvan. He asks:
“What’s up with Zsófi?”
“Ya know, it’s not about Zsófi. It’s about you, eh. The thing is…”
Tamara shifts her weight from one foot to the other. And then blurts out:
“Are you my grandfather?”
“What?”
“Are you my grandfather?”
“Do I look like your grandfather?”
“Yep.”
“Uh huh.”
“My mother’s Ivaskow.”
“Aaah.”
Tamara jumps up and down and offers her hand. Yuvan shakes it automatically, then wanders off and back in a circle. 
“You knew about me, eh?”
“Not a peep out of your mother.”
I look across at Yuvan. He looks puzzled. Not surprising! I’m surprised too.
“How did you recognise me?”
“Social media. I’ve been lookin’ for you since I was thirteen. Ya know, I just want to know who I am.”
“Not my place to interfere.”
I was dumbfounded. It was right out of the blue, like a meteorite landing in your back garden. Tamara didn’t talk about her past much.
I was calmer now. I picked up two stacked trays, and slowly squelched across the mud and then up back towards the farmhouse.
The others followed of course. Yuvan and Altan carry carboard boxes with tinned food.
Yuvan stops to look at Tamara, as if he cannot quite believe they are related, or wants to check. He looks like a stunned mullet. They walk slowly towards the farmhouse. Yuvan keeps peering at Tamara’s face.
All four of us make two trips. It’s quite a way.
Yuvan could have got through with the Ute. So he says.
I should have bollocked him for using plastic trays, but we did need kai.
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR  
 
THE AFTERMATH
We’re on the verandah. I’m leaning on the railings, next to Tamara, as she whispers excitedly to me about Yuvan being her grandfather. Altan sits on the steps.
Yuvan comes slowly up the steps. Tamara goes off and starts pouring mugs of tea. Yuvan greets Altan.
“G’day. My name’s Yuvan.” Yuvan holds out his hand.
Altan looks puzzled. After all, his English is a bit dodgy at the best of times. But he shakes Yuvan’s hand.
“Altan.”
I turn my back to Yuvan. He continues.
“Altan, eh. Why did you come to Aotearoa?”
“Why?”
“Dzud.”
“Dzud?”
I turn around, scowling.
“Droughts, winter storms, and extreme heat. It killed all his goats and horses.”
Yuvan looks at me.
“You don’t want the diesel here because diesel emissions are one of the causes of weather chaos?”
“What took you so long? You old goat!”
He holds up one hand in quasi-stop position. Enough!
“Now I understand.”
“No, you don’t. You don’t understand the time lag.”
“What time lag?”
“It’ll be ten years before we see the results of your stinking diesel fumes. Ten years of pollution in the pipeline!”
“Who cares? I won’t be here. I’ll be dead and gone.”
Yuvan shrugs.
“You say that you love me? No, you don’t. Just sod off!”
Tamara hugs me from behind, arms and all. I’m a bit wild. Yuvan steps back. Then he nods in agreement.
“Okay, I’ll leave it at the gate next time.”
“And no plastic either.”
Yuvan grunts. I take that as a yes.
Tamara gradually releases me and stands in front of me. I go back inside.
Tamara offers Yuvan a biscuit.
I come out again, calmer. I growl, “Better hug your sodding granddaughter before it’s too late, Mister Yuvan.”
Yuvan opens his arms, Tamara hugs him.
Altan finishes his tea and walks away down the access track. I go after him and catch up. I smile at him. I glance back over my shoulder at the verandah.
Tamara is watching, a thoughtful expression on her face.
Good!
I let Altan go back to clearing a way through the dip in the driveway and wander back to the verandah.
 
YUVAN’S FLOOD
Later, just to get back onside with him, I asked Yuvan how he himself had fared in the cyclones. So he told us his story. Of course, he lives in Auckland, on his own in a brick and tile unit, so it was different. He spoke quite calmly at first, but as he went on, looked distinctly harrowed. 
The wind and rain woke me up in the night. I got up, turned all the outside lights on, and leaned out the window to check what was going on. The gutters were overflowing. The whole section was covered in several centimetres of water rushing across the driveway and garden. I could hear it gurgling in the dark.
It was still raining heavily, and the wind blowing, and CRASH! Massive lightning strikes everywhere.
By the fence line, the water had piled up, and somebody’s Teflon-coated frypan was floating along downhill. I can’t forget that, even now.
Outside the front steps the water was covering the bottom step already. I decided I had to do something right away.
So out I went, with a rainjacket over my pyjamas. I found a shovel in the garage (where two or three inches of water was rushing through) and got to work. I dug a shallow trench through the flower bed, so that the water flowed away down the side of the house. That fixed the front steps.
I’ve lived there twenty years, we’ve had storms before, but nothing like this.
While all this was going on, an ambulance turned up at the house next door, and they carted the old guy living there away. Afterwards, I found out he died in hospital a couple of days later. Later, his house got a yellow sticker, so no-one can live there until it’s all fixed up again.
Anyway, I went back inside, got showered and changed, made myself a cup of tea, and waited for daylight. The water levels slowly ebbed away.
When daylight came, I saw that the cypress tree had split into two. One half had fallen across the driveway, so no-one could get their car out. The other half had fallen across the other neighbour’s section, taking down a small feijoa, and lodging in the side-netting of their children’s trampoline.
Right-o! I got the axe out of the garage, spent ten minutes sharpening it, and set to work, clipping, hacking, sawing, and chopping the fallen tree. It took me a couple of hours just to clear the driveway.
I finished just in time for the young guys from unit three to appear, and offer to help. I was utterly knackered by then and let them tidy up.
We left the other half of the tree where it was. Like most people, the neighbours behind me were still sweeping water out of their basement that morning. I went in for breakfast and a bit of shut-eye.
Later that day, who knows when, I walked down to the coffee shop. There were abandoned cars where the culvert had flooded over. People told me the water had been thigh deep.
Over the next few days, I fixed the other half of the tree and the mower-man got the stump out.
And that’s about it. Oh, the sea wall at the beach washed away, of course. And I’m a bit worried every time it rains now. But I’m not too bad, I mean, a friend of mine had their entire house washed off the footings. They just got out in time. Lucky to be alive. They’ve been in a motel ever since.
 
IN THE CHERRY ORCHARD
That arvo, I took Yuvan round the orchard. Yuvan was carrying a shovel. We’re both wearing farm boots to get through the silt.
Yuvan opened the gate into the orchard and gestured me through. So demeaning! I baulked.
“No, you go, Yuvan Bácsi. I don’t have to go first just because I’m female.”
So he went through first, looking exasperated. I followed. There was a lot of damage. Silt everywhere, and the trees clearly unhappy or broken.
We pick a spot. I held my hand out for the shovel, and he graciously handed it over. I dug a hole in the silt down as far as the original grassy topsoil to show him how deep the silt was.
“It’s less than five centimetres deep, Zsófi.”
“Yes. I think the trees’ll grow through that. But they’re not looking good at the moment, eh.”
“Okay. But you’re just thinking about the short term, Zsófi. Maybe the silt’s a good thing in the long run. Won’t it add more fertility? Isn’t it like the Nile valley, where the silt is fertiliser? Before the dam, I mean.”
Hmm. Maybe he was right. I’d have to go and Google it. Or get some soil tests. 
“Fix the fencing, Zsófi, and replant with something more robust.”
“There’s not enough in the kitty.”
“Then go to the bank and borrow. You have good equity.”
“Even if the banks lent me the money, I couldn’t afford the repayments, Bácsi.”
I shook my head. I needed a solution to the money side of things, and fast. Right now, I just couldn’t see a way forward. I was pretty sure we’d need to replant at least part of the orchard as well. The trees were stuffed.
“I suppose I could buy it off you. As is, where is.”
I’m sure you could, you slimy weasel! And where would that leave me? It was time for Yuvan to head back to the hole he crawled out of.
I followed Yuvan down to the muddy dip in the access track, where Altan was still shovelling away. I said nothing. I was thinking, thinking about nothing. Tired, I suppose.
Yuvan squelched across to the other side, and stood, leaning on his monster Ute, waiting.
Eventually, Tamara came up, carrying her overnight bag.
“Drop me home now, Grandpa.”
So proud of her new-found friend!
Yuvan grimaced and nodded. He opened the passenger door, and tossed the bag in. The pair headed off in the Ute.
“Altan!”
I pointed to the house, and Altan gave up for the day. I wandered back up to the house. Altan followed. It was time to eat.
***
Ping!
I must have dozed off!
It was a text from Inna.
Thank goodness I’d boiled some water out back on the oven top! I washed, got ready, and waited on the verandah. I’d made it through the wilderness. Madonna playing in my head.
Moonlight.
The sound of crickets chirping.
A moving flashlight appeared on the driveway. Inna, in boots, using a hiking stick, and wearing a caving helmet with a flashlight, squelched up the driveway towards the verandah, sometimes struggling in the silt.
“Cooeee! Zsófi! Brought you a plate.”
“Inna! You made it!”
 
FARMHOUSE KITCHEN
I’d lit another candle, and made tea. The cake was on the table. I sat beside Inna, leaning against her, my head on her shoulder. I explained:
“I’m not running the generator. Must save on gas.”
“Me neither. Lord knows when we’ll get any.”
“My head’s in a whirl.”
“What’s going on?”
We shared the cake.
“Plan A is to reinstate and rebuild.”
“But?”
“Money, and weather chaos. The orchard’s munted for years.”
I put my head in my hands.
“Long term?”
“Who knows? Probably worse.”
And suddenly it happened. The light came on!
We had power again. Hallelujah! Bravo to the power line mechanics! I could shower in hot water at last! I don’t know how people had survived without it. Civilisation was back! 
 Now, at last, I could cook again! And no more using the long-drop dunny out back! I popped straight out and put the UTV on the charger, so that I could go into town. When I came back, we snuffed out the candles. Inna smiled. I wiped my eyes. Life was so good! I spread out a map of Aotearoa on the table.
“I’ll show you. Cherries only keep ten days, even with refrigeration.”
I pointed to Te Matau-a-Maui.
“We’re here. Our main market is Tāmaki Makaurau, a five-hour road-trip. There’s no rail connection.”
“So?”
“It goes by truck, diesel truck.”
“Got it. Let’s work it out. Right now.”
I went off, fetched my laptop, and set it up on the kitchen table.
“By the way, since the last protest, I’ve been getting all this hatemail.”
“Really? I haven’t had any.”
I sat beside Inna, close up, touching, comforted.
***
Tamara came over at the weekend. She gave me the latest episode about the Dragon. Well, her version of it.
Lara had been cooking. Tamara stood there, her gaze on the floor. Lara was incredulous, with suppressed anger.
“Listen, you little harlot, thou shalt have no truck with thy grandfather!”
Tamara looked suitably contrite.
“Ya know, it was an accident, Mom. It won’t happen again, eh.”
“It shall not.”
Lara closed her eyes.
“For the evil man has no future; the lamp of the wicked shall be extinguished.”
“Ya know, God’s dead, Mom.”
“Wash your mouth out, young lady!”
“You’re the victim of a conspiracy, Mom.”
“Don’t try and blind me with science, young lady!”
“A conspiracy that’s lasted two thousand years, eh.”
Overcome with anger, Lara closed her eyes and prayed.
“The Lord maketh me lie down on green pasture. He leadeth me into still waters.”
Tamara tiptoed away. Lara breathed and calmed down. Eventually, she continued in a husky voice.
“I shall not want. Thy rod shall comfort me.”
I didn’t know what to make of this tale. It sounded, somehow, wrong. Overdrawn. Like, made up. I couldn’t make it out. But it gave Tamara a good reason to stay over at weekends. Maybe that’s it.
***
So I texted Lara and said Tammy was welcome to come and stay weekends, if she worked on the farm or in the orchard while she was here. I almost said Tammy would be doing God’s work on the farm, but that sounded a bit over the top. Lara asked me if we went to church. I told her my family was from Transylvania and Catholic. She didn’t reply.
I also invited Lara to afternoon tea whenever, but warned her the roads were still bad, impassable in anything but a farm vehicle or off-roader, although Tammy could get through on her bike.
So Tammy slept at home during the week, so that she could get to school. And I didn’t have to put her up, or put up with her during the week. I was free to roam.
 
SCHOOL STRIKE
It was time. Time for action. Students and young people marched in protest against the lack of action on weather chaos. All around the globe, including New Zealand. We marched, we filled the streets, we shouted, we protested, we held up banners, we waved placards, like NO PLANET B.
Except in Hawke’s Bay!
We were still cleaning up the mess.
I took time out with the ponies. Gave them news of the outside world. In the Napier area alone, over 70,000 residents had no health services, power, roads, wastewater, drinking water, internet, or cellphone networks. It’s hard to visualise. I’d found footage online of the aftermath. Gisborne and Tolaga bay had also copped the same packet.
Here, on the farm, we’d been pretty lucky. Whoever chose to build the old farmhouse right atop the knoll made a really good decision.
Weekends, Tamara slept over. Altan was teaching her to ride, and how to look after the ponies. I made her wear a helmet. One day Tammy popped the question. She went down on one knee, took my hand in hers, and looked up at me with those big doe eyes.
“Zsófi,” she asked, “do you think I’m normal?”
Oh dear God! Why ask me? I wasn’t going to tell her she was bananas! Just tell her to spend more time with the ponies? No, that’s too dismissive. I side-stepped. Normal, that’s the question.
“What d’you mean by normal, Tam? Humans lived as a hunter-gatherers for a millions of years. Technically, that’s what’s normal. But there’s not many of us doing that these days. Rather like dogs, cats and chickens, we’re basically domesticated animals now, eh. Although, darling, some of us are less domesticated than others.” I smiled. ;=))
“What? Oh, dear sweet Jesus, you do make it soooo complicated, Zsófi.”
“Well, the short answer is that I don’t know what normal is.”
“Ya know, that doesn’t help.”
“It’s not meant to.”
“What am I supposed to do then?”
I put my prefect hat on.
“Talk to the counsellor at school about it. You have to find your own answers for yourself. It’s the only way. I’ve been there myself, believe me.”
I gave her a hug.
 
AT THE GYM
You know what a gym looks like, eh. The usual array of machines whirring away, the clank of weights, the background music wafting over the soft blowing from the air-conditioning vents. Plus weightlifting women with belts. And the odd thump as they lower weights to floor. And the rhythmic whoosh-whaaa of the rowing machines. I’m pulling away on the machine next to Inna’s. You’re supposed to stay upright, but I like to lean back and give my abs a workout at the same time. In between, I puffed out my story.
“They wouldn’t give me any finance. They said I’m too young, too inexperienced, unqualified…”
Inna slowed momentarliy. “You’re intelligent and determined, Zsófi.” 
“The man said I should appoint an estate manager to run everything.” 
“And?”
We moved over to the cross-trainers. I began by going backwards; it’s more interesting. 
“I can’t afford that. We’re not big enough. It’s a family-sized orchard, not thirty hectares plus.” 
“And what was the manager like?”
I pulled a face. “Yucky.”
I switched to cycling forwards, and pushing hard with my arms. The anger bubbled up. “Wish I’d worn trousers.” 
Inna smiled across at me. “We’ve all been there, darling.”
I sighed, and switched to pulling with my arms. Cross-trainers, I love them.
***
Later, we wander out through the foyer together. It’s dark outside already, but the lights from the foyer light up the sidewalk. 
As we step out onto the street, there’s this black SUV again, parked up opposite, the rear passenger window open, a hooded man with a big, camera taking photos of us again. The SUV pulls away from the kerbside and moves off into the night.
“What the hell was that!” I spat that out.
Inna’s voice was low. “Surveillance, Zsófi. We’re on someone’s radar.”
“You, me, or both of us?”
Inna frowns. “You’re the one who got the hatemail, Zsófi.”
“But what do they want?” 
“To intimidate you. To shut you up. To stop you being an activist.”
That made sense. Too much sense, in fact.
 
FARMHOUSE KITCHEN
Inna stayed over. It felt safer, somehow, to not be alone. The next morning, Inna started making breakfast. I’d spread a large map of the South Island out across the table. We’d been talking about the orchard, as usual. 
“And Plan B?” Inna asks.
I hesitate, then point to Cromwell. “We move to Ōtākou. The weather’s better there in the long term.”
“And the marketing?” 
I’m not sure. “Five hours by truck gets us to Otautahi. It’s a smaller market, a third of the size.”
“But the operation’s more sustainable?”
We eat the wombled eggs and toast in silence. I was thinking. Finally I have an answer.
“I think so. If they rebuild the old coastal railroad.”
“So what’s stopping you, Zsófi?”
That’s a good question. I ponder again. 
“Money. I’d have to find a buyer for this place, and then some.”
“But is moving to Ōtākou what you want, Zsófi?”
“There’s a future there. Hope.”
Inna reaches across the table, and takes my hand in hers.  
“Go for it.”
 
IN THE ORCHARD AGAIN
It’s June 2023 already. Evening, a clear sky, and already chill. I walk through the orchard with Yuvan, inspecting the damage from the cyclone. Some trees are bent over, down. There’s still silt over the grass in places. So, it’s time to put the question.
“What about Plan B then, Yuvan Bácsi?” 
“Plan B? What’s that, Zsófi?”
“I sell this orchard and buy another one in Ōtākou. The weather should be better there.”
“Can you afford it?”
“No.”
“I can get you the money, Zsófi.”
“What?” What’s he on about?
“I’ll take this orchard off your hands. I brought the contract with me. It’s all ready to go. You’ll be free to buy an orchard somewhere better.”
Yuvan stares at me, watching for my reaction. I try to keep a poker face, muck-struck.
“You’re so young, Zsófi.”
“When I was twelve, Bácsi, you kept coming to see… my father.” 
Yuvan looks awkward. And so he should.
“But now I’m nineteen. I can cook. I can ride. And cherries I know.” My voice was firm, defiant.
Yuvan turns back towards the farmhouse. “Then come and sign the contract. It’s for the best.”
I followed, somewhat puzzled. “What do you want my orchard for, Bácsi?”
“I can fix it up, Zsófi, sell it on. And I’ll help you find a better orchard. I promise.”
He’d made promises before.
 
NIGHT AT THE FARMHOUSE
We come up the steps, pull off our muddy footwear and leave it outside on the verandah. I’m still pissed off. Yuvan blathers on.
“I can fix my will, so Tamara is the major beneficiary.”
I grunt. Like, a non-committal grunt.
In the kitchen, Tamara serves tea with lemon. Tamara puts a hand on my shoulder. Strangely calming. The radio is on, the news. “In Tanzania, the government has declared an outbreak of a Marburg virus disease.”
I reach over and flick it off. “What about the graves, Yuvan Bácsi?”
“Disinter the ashes, Zsófi, and transfer them to the new orchard.”
I smile at last. I can’t leave without the whānau.
“And a sweetener, Zsófi.”
I grunt. What’s he think? I’m a child?
“You go to Uni, Zsófi, and study something relevant to farming. And I’ll pay your fees.”
I whisper. “It’s my fucking life.”
“Get this weather nonsense sorted out once and for all.”
More patriarchal, patronising bullshit! 
Yuvan looked a bit disconcerted, taken aback. Then Tamara spoke up, her voice clear and cutting.
“And me? Your granddaughter?”
Yuvan sighs. “You too, I suppose.”
“And you’re payin’, eh?” 
Good for you, Tamara! I’ve got an ally!
Yuvan lays the contract papers on the table, then looks at me. “I’ll leave the contract here, Zsófi. You’ll sign in the end, you know.” He makes to leave. Tamara follows him onto the verandah. I don’t bother. But I hear the conversation.
“How old are you now, Tamara?” 
“Sixteen, eh.”
“Old enough.”
I hear his boots on the steps. He must be leaving. I wander out and make a vague wave. Yuvan goes down the steps and off into the night.
We waited, Tammy leaning on the balustrade next to me. Finally, we hear the distant roar of his Ute, and then two short toots on the horn. He’s gone.
I step up close to Tamara, and wrap her arms behind her back. She turns her lips to mine. I whisper. “You little minx.”
“We’re sort of cousins now, eh.” 
“Yuvan’s just a family friend really.”
“Ya know, family friends can kiss.”
I briefly kiss her on the lips. Gotta keep the whānau happy.
***
Tamara had gone home. It was late in the evening, a few days later. The house had settled into silence. I felt very mixed up inside. I remembered the school counsellor and the blog I had started. Maybe that would help. So I sat down and began a new entry. 
And my mind went blank again. And then I thought I’d just write a nice, simple story instead. About elves. The story felt like a strange diversion, yet the idea drew me in. A relief, an escape from reality.
 
TRANSYLVANIA
Deep in the woods, the elves hold a Grand Council. They don’t usually do this, because it interferes with daydreaming and dancing in the moonlight. But this time, they come from afar, along the Duna and Tisza rivers, and climb up the Maros and Olt to gather in the Carpathian mountains.
The thunder of war is growing. The weather had been changing, and the trees are aching and complaining.
Something has to be done. 
But what?
Tünde volunteers. Her mission is to enter the world of men, and persuade them to change their ways. The older elves give Tünde their blessing.
It’s a long, hard trek. No yellow brick road. Tünde dresses as a human, but often hides in the woods.
Along the way, she meets a girl called Violeta. They talk, and Tünde discovers that Violeta is a climate activist. So Tünde asks:
“How can I persuade the President to stop? What can I say? Stop the War? Just Stop Oil?”
“That won’t be enough, I’ve tried it myself. I’ve talked to the United Nations, to the leaders, and the rest. I’ve told them there’s a mass extinction coming. But all they talk about is money, money, money. And about economic growth, and fairy tales.” 
Violeta pauses. “So, what about the war? Which war?”
“In Ukraine. But it’s not the war, Violeta. Elves don’t really care about humankind. In fact, we just want men to leave us alone. It’s the forest, the trees, they’re aching. So much pollution, so much weather chaos.”
“Then that’s what you need to say, Tünde.”
“Will that be enough?”
“Of course not. You’re like me. So naïve. You think that all you have to do is tell them, that once these people know, they will change. But it’s not like that. They think the world belongs to them. Like it’s a machine they can tweak. Profit now. Fix it up later.”
“Are they just evil, then?” Tünde frowns.
“No, darling. Not at all. Have you been to school? Then you’ve been brainwashed. A nationalist view of human history. The importance of humanity. A story where humans are heroes, and everything exists for them.”
Tünde sighs. It all seems hopeless.
“And beyond that,” Violeta continues, “their leaders are elderly men, whose thinking hasn’t changed in decades. They will not change. You’ll have to fight for what you want. Just like us. Or wait for the next generation.”
“Hold me,” says Tünde.
But Violeta is not like that.
Eventually, Tünde reaches the big city and finds the palace of the President.
Using her elf powers, she slips in unnoticed and seeks out the President himself. He sits there at the other end of a long desk, wearing a dark suit and red tie.
Seeing her, the president immediately presses a buzzer. Two armed security guards burst in, and point their guns at Tünde. But she starts talking anyway.
“Mr President, how long before weather chaos devours the world?”
The President holds up his hand to the security guards.
“One moment!”
The security personnel wait while the President speaks.
“Think about what you are asking, girl. Take Turkmenistan as an example. Seven million people. Seventy percent desert. Over ninety-five percent of its money comes from exporting gas and oil. What else are they supposed to live on? It’s the same in our own country. Without oil, our lifestyle would crumble away.”
The President pauses for a moment. “And who are you, exactly? A girl, an elf, a dreamer. You are not important. We are the ones that matter. We humans, we come first. And our glorious nation, our culture, our achievements. These are the things that matter.”
“But Mr President, you cannot live without nature, without flowers, without clean water, without trees. Your lifestyle is ruining ours!” 
“You’re being alarmist, girl. The world has always had its floods and fires. Nature is robust. And what is it that you’re suggesting? That we go backwards? That we give up our achievements? None of that makes economic sense. You do not understand the meaning of money.”
“Mr President, the war is destroying the land, the trees. Why are you doing such terrible things?”
“Because it’s our land. It belongs to us. We must fight for what is ours.” The President lowers his hand. “Guards, take this silly little elf away.” 
But before they can move, Tünde slips out the door, down the corridor, and away. As only a true elf can.
***
The farmhouse was silent. I read the last lines again. Tünde’s mission was unfinished, her next move unclear. She couldn’t stay in that city, certainly not after her little stunt. Where would she go next?
I stood up, and went into the kitchen, filled the jug and clicked it on. While I was waiting, I wandered out onto the verandah, and stood, staring into the darkness.
Something caught my eye. Altan? There it was again, something moving down by the UTV. I flicked the outside lights on. Just in time to see a black shape disappear down the driveway.
What was that? 
The next morning, I had a good look under the UTV, half-expecting to find a tracking device. But no, there was nothing. 
 
UNI
 
I asked Inna about uni, and she told me to get on with it. So I applied to study online, and signed up for a couple of papers, just to see how it went.
I thought I would do a degree in environmental studies. At least I was interested. I could do a few courses each year and still work the farm. And then one day, come out with an official certificate to prove I was more than just a twot. Then someone might listen to me.
So I enrolled in a couple of courses. It would mean reading a lot of stuff, and writing long essays. I soon found out the worst part was having to give a reference for every point I made. Yes, my essay writing improved, but they didn’t seem to care what I actually thought. It didn’t seem like education.
But it kept my mind occupied. And it took my mind off the orchard and the rest.
CHAPTER FIVE : JULY 2023
 
SARA
I got another text from Yuvan. “With you 1600 sweetie.”
Oh dear. Men’re always late, unless they want something. I wasn’t sure what, though. This time, my heart wasn’t all aflutter.
He turned up at four fifteen. He climbed down out of his stinking ute. He was wearing the business suit, red tie, and red baseball cap, just as before. 
But this time he wasn’t alone. The passenger door opened too, and out stepped an older version of me. I watched the woman as she walked toward me, and instantly disliked her.
“Hi Zsófi. This is Sara, Sara Skripova.”
She took her sunnies off and held out her hand. I shook it, and we went up onto the verandah. There was something wrong here. I felt it, though I couldn’t say how.
“What a lovely place, Zsófi. It reminds me of home.”
“Where’s home, Sara?”
“Melitopol, originally. We grow cherries there. Sour cherries.”
So, from Ukraine. We sat on the verandah. Tamara served tea and warm scones. She’s good like that.
Okay, so this time we were going to be polite and polished.
“So how come you got the ‘Code Red’ call, Yuvan Bácsi?”
“Oh, that. I’m on call for emergencies. In that case, a tourist had unwittingly brought a virus to a remote Pacific island. I use drones to do the recon and co-ordinate the frontline field-response. That’s all.”
“Oh.” I must be fey. He was hiding something. So I tried something else.
“So how did you two meet, Yuvan Bácsi?” I guess he’s shagging her to death. Yuvan looked a bit awkward, but Sara didn’t. 
“Long story.”
I stared at Yuvan and waited. That’s one thing I’m good at. A great skill, really. I’d drag it out of him.
“We met over twenty years ago,” he finally admitted. “On a train from Budapest to Kyiv.”
“What were you doing there, Bácsi?”
“On my way to Kherson. I had business there.”
Sara butted in. “It was August and hot. Forty degrees. We were both standing in the corridor with the windows open to keep cool. And we got chatting. In fact, we were both headed for Kherson. When we got there, I helped Yuvan get an exit visa, and other stuff. That’s all.”
I nodded and smiled politely. Yuvan found his voice again. “But over the years we lost touch.”
He stood up. “Why don’t you show me around the orchard, Zsófi?”
What’s that? Something’s wrong. “Oh yes. Of course. I really should.” I stood too, and we set off down the steps together. Yuvan waited until we were out of earshot.
“I’ve got a little story to tell you, Zsófi. So just be patient, please.”
I was all ears.
“It’s about Sara. You know I play bass clarinet, don’t you? In a community concert band.”
“Yes, of course.”
“Well, one night Sara turned up at band practice. Here in New Zealand. About six months ago. I recognised her straight away.”
I smiled and nodded. I was getting the real goss.
“Anyway, we got on fine. Until one evening this summer. We had this weird conversation afterwards.”
Yuvan gives it to me line by line.
“Oh, Yuvan,” Sara had said. “We must speak between four eyes.”
“You mean in private? Of course! Come outside with me, Sara.” 
“Yuvan, I have such trouble. Please help me!” 
“Of course.”
“They have taken my sister. She is prisoner of war.”
The war in Ukraine, of course. Presumably, the Russians.
“Bastards!” 
“If I help them, they will exchange her.”
“What do they want?”
“Oh, Yuvan. You are electrical engineer? You design avionics? You have your own business? Please, look at this list.” 
“Shit, Sara. This is war matériel. It’s stuff to build control systems for drones!” 
“So. Yes, now I understand. The bastards! But Yuvan, you will help?” 
“No. Not in that way. I only have PR. I must keep my arse clean until I get citizenship. In any case, who are they? How do they contact you?” 
“They won’t say. By phone,” 
“Then it will never be over.” 
“Yuvan, for us both, it will never be end.”
“They lie… Maybe you too.”
Yuvan had reached the end of his tale, and looked at me. “So what do you think, Zsófi?”
Not a lot! I was hoping for something more juicy. I just act dumb. “Why are you telling me all this, Bácsi?”
“Which side is Sara on? Is she an innocent victim? Or a foreign agent? What’s the connection?”
“But why tell me, Bácsi?”
“The drones. I design drones, Zsófi. I can’t tell you any more than that.”
“But why not just ask her, Bácsi?”
“And how would I know whether she’s lying?”
A good point. Anyway, which side was Yuvan on? And besides, I was already under surveillance myself.
 
THE SEARCH
I’d found the place online. A run-down cherry orchard near Cromwell. I talked online to the real estate agent, Srdan Mercep, about a viewing. Yuvan, who was essentially putting up the bridging loan, would come down with me to take a look. All we had to do was get there. Which turned out to be a bit of a mission. Of course, I wanted to go by train, electric train. But no such luck. 
I booked seats on the Kaikoura coast train. Diesel. It’s better than flying. And if people keep using it, one day they’ll have to electrify the railway. That’s the theory.
***
It was early September. I got the text from Yuvan: “Arriving 0730, sweetie.”
He was late, as usual.
I made him coffee and left it on the verandah table. He was now sitting outside on the wicker chair, boots unlaced, his backpack beside him. My own K2 poles were leaning against the railing. I ducked inside to pick up the rest of my gear. This time, I made the old bastard wait a bit.
From inside the kitchen, I could hear the radio. “In Uganda, the government is racing to contain a deadly outbreak of Ebola. Wildfires have broken out in Canada again.” I came out, with my backpack and hiking boots, and flicked the radio off. The cicadas took over. I sat down opposite Yuvan.
“Lemon and ginger, no sugar, please, Bácsi.”
He nodded, and went inside. After a bit, he came out again with my tea, plus a croissant for himself. He offered me a piece. I gave my (pretty) head a shake.
He sat back down, and tore a piece off the croissant. “You still think this bus and train madness is necessary? It would only take a couple of hours by plane.”
“What about the manifesto, Bácsi?” 
“What manifesto?”
“Our teenage transport boycott. No going on planes, on buses, or in cars, unless they’re electric.”
“You do come up with some weird stuff, Zsófi. But okay, well, first off, it would have to be worldwide, or it wouldn’t make any real difference. And secondly, how are you all going to get to school?”
Oh, sod off!
“Why didn’t you oldies stop the weather chaos, Bácsi? You could’ve done something about it.”
He shrugged. “To us, cars and planes were normal. Wonderful inventions!”
I stood up and began pacing up and down the verandah. He went on. “Why go by train, Zsófi, when you can fly? Nobody told us there was a problem!”
“Twelve hundred tonnes a second, Bácsi.” 
“What?” 
That stopped him.
“That’s the total of carbon emissions. Worldwide. Day and night. Every second. Twelve hundred tonnes.”
“So what? Carbon dioxide helps the plants grow. Anyway, it’s just a number, Zsófi.”
“It’s up sixty percent on 1990, Bácsi. It’s been getting worse all the time. Except during COVID, of course.”
“What are we supposed to do? Give up everything? Live on thin air?”
“Just stop oil! One child per family! Eco-commissars!” I spat the words out.
“But that’s not what people want, you silly girl!”
I turned away, leant over the balustrade again, and gazed out over the orchard. Then I turned back and looked him straight in the eye. “Humans don’t want wars, either.”
Yuvan sighed. He pulled a map of New Zealand from his bag, unfolded it onto the small table, and took out a pencil. Then he put it down on the map, and leaned back, ignoring his half-eaten croissant.
“No, Zsófi, they don’t. But wars happen, eh? Not because people like them, but because people, or governments, clash over land and resources. Your magnificent manifesto, it’s just propaganda, a fantasy.”
He paused, letting the words sink in. At least he was taking me seriously.
“Stopping oil would undermine the entire economy. You realise nitrogen fertilizer is made from natural gas? That means fossil fuels are keeping billions of us alive. Your plan would lead to mass starvation, social unrest that would make the Russian revolution look like a garden party.”
He leaned forward slightly. “And eco-commissars? That sounds to me like Russia in the 1920s. Forced collectivisation. The Gulag. The Holodomor.”
He finally reached for the map. “And who, precisely, would decide where the line is? It’s just a receipe for corruption, corrupt officials, and backhanders.”
Yuvan paused. I held my peace.
“Look, Zsófi, it has to be practical. It has to be incremental. It has to be something that people will do, not something they are forced to do at gunpoint. You think twelve hundred tonnes a second sounds bad? Try zero tonnes a second. Try a return to the Stone Age. The solution isn’t to dismantle civilisation. It’s to adapt it, to innovate, to find new ways of doing things. And that takes time, and it takes compromise, and it takes a hell of a lot more nuance than your black-and-white manifesto. You promise a perfect world, but you’ll just deliver bloodshed and tyranny.”
He sighed, and began tracing the route. 
“Okay, Zsófi. As per your glorious manifesto. Bus. Then train, ferry, train again, and then hire an electric car. All told, two days.” 
He traced the journey from Kirikiriroa in the upper North Island to the south. He circled Cromwell in the South Island.
Odd. After all that, he suddenly caved. I wonder why? I mean I like getting my own way. But it seemed like a hollow victory. Something for me to think about on the way. 
 
ON THE TRAIN
I’d booked two seats opposite each other, with a table in between. Way better than having to sit next to Yuvan, and his man-scent!
He rambled on and on about his relationship with Sara, while I stared out the window at the land- and sea-scape. He told me how he’d taken Sara away on holiday to the Kiribati islands in the Pacific. Of course, they’d flown there, which to me was very naughty indeed. But I said nothing. I wasn’t going to convert Yuvan to my way of thinking in a few words, if ever.
Kiribati. I knew about Kiribati. The islands are very low. There’s nowhere more than two metres above sea level, which makes them extremely vulnerable in a storm. And if the sea-level rises, they’ll have to find a new home. I’d seen the photos. There were sea walls right on the beach, with high-rise apartments immediately behind them. The population has pretty much outgrown the space available.
Anyway, I found out Sara’s about forty now, and works in the fashion industry. They’d landed at Cassidy International Airport, and later checked into a beachfront resort. It didn’t actually front the Pacific Ocean; it fronted the lagoon. So, no surf. Their unit was just metres from the water.
So there I was, struggling with the orchard and the winter weather, while Yuvan and Sara were frolicking in a warm tropical lagoon.
Oh my God, Yuvan was still yakking on!
Apparently it was night, they had the French doors open, and they were sitting on the patio, drinking iced water. And he tells her that she’ll be welcome to come and stay at the new farmstead. But Sara wasn’t so keen.
“Yeah, Yuvan, maybe. But it’ll be a bit remote from the fashion world.” 
“It’s just, well, if we get serious, we might need some kind of agreement.”
“But you don’t do family, Yuvan. You don’t do relationships.”
“It’s different now. I have a granddaughter. I want her to inherit. She’s the last of my line, my only family. I’ll do whatever it takes to stay onside with her.”
That must’ve been so disappointing for dear Yuvan! Presumably, he repaired his damaged ego by banging her all night long. That’s what old men do. Unless they fall asleep first.
The next morning, Sara had been more interested in the cleaner, who was pregnant, than in Yuvan. She had befriended the woman, Vaimiti, and found out her baby girl would be named Hawaiki. Sara had given the woman her phone number, and they had agreed to stay in touch.
Yuvan obviously thought that all that banging should get him whatever he wanted. Men are so stupid. Sara seemed pretty normal to me, allowing for Yuvan’s somewhat coloured version of events.
 
LAKE DUNSTAN
We got to Lake Dunstan in the hired EV around noon. The road ran south, hugging the eastern shore of the lake, and I gazed across at the snow on the hills. It was going to be colder than Hawke’s Bay down here, deffo!
Finally, we crossed the bridge towards Cromwell and drove on past the sign showing ‘Welcome to Cromwell and Lake Dunstan’. Wasn’t that the lake we passed already?
In Cromwell, we parked up at the motel and checked in. Yuvan was not wrong. It would have been quicker and easier to fly. Five hours in the car with Yuvan rambling on had been hell. But the scenery had been breathtaking.
We walked to the real estate agent’s office to stretch our legs. The agent, Srdan Mercep met us at the door. He drove us out, in his EV, towards the foothills. The property we were viewing had exactly what we needed: an existing orchard, struggling but viable, and access to a high pasture block. Remote. Defensible. Perfect.
 
HIGH COUNTRY PASTURE
There was snow on the track into the hills, and it became steeper and steeper. In the end, even the SUV started losing traction. So Mercep parked up, and all three of us got out and trudged uphill the last few hundred metres. And then we were there. A vast, snow-covered alpine meadow, ringed by mountains that soared into the grey expanse of the sky. The silence was profound, broken only by sound of the wind.
Mercep explained that we could take over the lease on this grazing block as part of a deal to purchase the farmhouse in the valley below. “It’s the usual leasehold block, controlled by a Māori trust, with strict limits on stock units.”
He pointed out the boundaries, and I took photos. I had my winter boots on, so I asked them both to go back and wait in the car while I paced out the high pasture. “I am just going outside and may be some time, Bácsi.” My heroic last words. Like Captain Lawrence Oates.
Then I walked further. There are two types of heroes: those who pee, and those who don’t. Sometimes the chatter in my head is just rubbish!
I really wanted to walk the boundaries all the way around, just to be sure. But instead, I just walked in the snow, out across the pasture. It was hard work, exhausting. Oh my God, it was big. This was a big, big country! It was quite daunting.
I thought about Altan. Would he know what to do? Could I trust him, rely on him? Well, yes, you great dildo, of course you can. Mongolia’s pretty big too. He’d be in his element.
And suddenly, I just knew it was the place. It wasn’t like I had taken soil samples and ticked off the boxes methodically. I just knew.
So I turned back towards the SUV. By the time I got back, my fingers and face were frozen. I’d been gone half an hour. I knocked on the window. Mercep smiled at me. But I beckoned Yuvan to get out. He got out and slammed the door.
“Yuvan, Yuvan, this is the place, Bácsi. I just feel it. And Altan would be so happy here. It would be just like home for him, with goats, ponies, and a yurt.”
I went to give him a hug. Of course, he took advantage. This time, with the real estate agent watching, I let him. I was cold anyway.
“Oh, please, Bácsi, can we?” I put on my little girl act.
“Let’s have a look at the farmhouse in the valley first, Zsófi, and the existing orchard, and stuff.”
I nodded. “Come on then!”
I got in the back seat of the SUV. Yuvan got in the front passenger seat. I smirked. That was fun. The SUV moved slowly off towards the valley below, where the farmhouse was.
 
THE OTAKOU FARMSTEAD
Mercep parks up the SUV in front of the farmstead. It’s essentially a large bungalow, with a large patio out front, and broad paving down either side. It’s got stone cladding and a tile roof, with a large overhang over the front porch. We all get out again. 
There’s also a very small stone cottage nearby. I walk over there first. The door opens easily enough. Inside, it’s dark and dank, with barely room for a bed. It must’ve been a miners’ sleep-out or something. Or an outhouse for the elves.
Beside the cottage is a red brick forge. And further over there’s a vintage well, with no bucket or winder. I lean over the small stone parapet and look down. I can’t tell whether there’s water or not. Off to one side, there’s what looks like a chicken coop. Hmm! This is going to take a while to sort out. I head up to farmstead itself.
Mercep is waiting for me out front of the farmhouse. 
“So, Zsófi, everything okay so far?”
I nod. “Good enough. It’ll need work.”
Yuvan appears around the corner.
“Where’ve you been?” I ask.
“Round the back.”
“And?”
“There’s an old long-drop out back. The house is stone-clad all the way round. Aluminium window-frames and double glazing all round. But in good condition. When was it built, Mercep?”
“About 1975, I think. But it’s been upgraded since. They put in paving all round to act as a fire break. The stonework itself is not structural, but it’s fire-resistant. And, as you can see, the patio and paving is concrete. You just have to keep the leaves and flammable stuff off it. And the entry is well set back, so there’s a biggish front porch for you to sit in. Sheltered from rain and sun alike. Any questions?”
I shook my head. So did Yuvan.
“Right-oh. Let’s take a gander inside.” Mercep unlocks the double French doors at the back of the porch. They’re flanked by full-height windows both sides. Double-glazed, I notice. There’s also louvre shuttering. I touch it. Aluminium. 
We go in. The room’s quite large, and runs back into the house. I look at Mercep. He explains. “It’s not the usual corridor, it’s a massive foyer that you can use as a lounge or entertaining space. Whatever you wish.”
There’s a door off to one side near the front. Mercep opens it. “There’s two identical rooms, one either side of the foyer.”
I peeked in one. “Bedroom?”
“As you wish.” Mercep replies.
Yuvan checks out the other one, and nods across to me.
I squatted down to inspect the floor. It seemed like genuine solid planking, what they call tongue and groove. Genuine Rimu or Matai, no vinyl or plastic. The bedrooms were the same; in fact, as it turned out, there were hardwood floors throughout.
At the back of the foyer is a large bathroom and a separate toilet. Then, in right-hand back corner is another, well, a third bedroom, I suppose. And in the opposite back corner, there’s a good-sized room with a modern kitchen along the back wall, and a very large island in the middle with a sink. Talk about swish!
As I went in, there was a another pair of doors to my right. Thinking it was a walk-in pantry, I casually opened one of the double doors to reveal, ta-da, this dinky narrow staircase that goes halfway up and then back on itself. So I went up and discovered the attic was wide open, apart from the brick chimney. However, the roof supports were everywhere and there were no windows, nor flooring.
Yuvan comes up behind me. “Ah, pre-nailed roof trusses.”
I stare at him blankly.
“It’s good for storage up here. But difficult to convert into a bedroom or something. And cold. Look, there’s insulation between the joists, but none under the roofing.”
Down we go. Outside again, I look around and notice there’s a concrete tank, which collects water off the roof for drinking. The realtor points out the other features.
“There are a couple of winter paddocks over in the valley. And over there’s a small cherry orchard. It’s twenty hectares, more or less.”
I can’t really get a good view, but the plan shows there’s a large enough area for a cherry orchard, and there’s a stream for water and irrigation.
“We’ll need certified soil test results.”
The realtor nods. I turn to Yuvan.
“I need to check out the orchard and paddocks, Bácsi. Would you mind waiting in the car again?”
Yuvan nods and gets in. I set off again. The snow’s not deep in the valley, so I make good progress. It gives me time to think. There’re a couple of winter paddocks, with an interconnecting gate. There’s a wooden barn nearby, with large double doors. I take a peek inside. On each side is a hayloft, and underneath plenty of space for a couple of ponies to shelter in the winter. Back outside, in the other paddock, there’s a rough three-sided shelter, which could perhaps be converted into something for pigs, goats, or free-range chickens.
It’s the cherry trees I’m not sure about. Sour cherries, I assume, and judging by their size, fully-grown. I suspect they’re over twenty years old, and way past their best. But whatever, we could replant over time, and enlarge the orchard into one of the winter paddocks.
The only question is whether to focus on sweet cherries for the local market, or on sour cherries for export. Or maybe fifty-fifty, and see which is best.
Eventually, I get back to the SUV, mostly frozen again. Yuvan sees me coming, gets out, sneaks a hug again. Then he breaks off and looks at me, like, wanting an answer. So I tell him.
“It’ll take five years for the cherries, Bácsi.”
“But what about my money?”
“Who cares? I can put my heart and soul into this one.”
I stand close and let Yuvan hug me again.
There are things one has to do.
 
GARDEN OF REMEMBRANCE
We were back in Hawke’s Bay. It was Halloween, and dark already. There was no wind. There I was with Tamara, both of us in our farm boots, standing in front of the gravestones. Yuvan stands next to us, holding three candles. I hold chrysanthemums, Tamara the lighter.
“My grandmother Kata escaped after the uprising in fifty-six. Of course, the uprising was crushed when Soviet tanks and troops re-entered Budapest. Her partner Balazs was killed in the fighting. Kata often told me how she was sixteen and already pregnant when she got to Hegyeshalom, the border with Austria. She was carrying just one bag. The border guards turned their backs to her, so she simply walked through to the Austrian side. The officials there checked and stamped her papers. She was free. It was the thing she always talked about.”
I place a chrysanthemum for my grandmother.
“Kata told me how she was in a refugee camp near Vienna for over two years. She lived in one of the wooden barrack-blocks left over from WWII. Each block had a narrow central corridor, and small rooms on both sides. She shared a room with a family of four. There were just two single beds for all five of them. Toilets were outside in the yard, and a communal kitchen at the end of the block. But she was alive. And she had found freedom.” 
I well up.
“Then, this is the bit that always gets me. One day, the Kommandant came into the kitchen, waving a free ticket to New Zealand, part of a resettlement scheme. Kata grabbed it. Four months later, the steamship Captain Cook docked at the wharf in Wellington. Kata began her new life. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here in New Zealand. Rest in peace, Mama.”
I place a chrysanthemum for my father.
“Rest in peace, Dad.”
I place a chrysanthemum on my mother’s grave.
“Rest in peace, Mum.”
I feel Yuvan briefly touch my shoulder.
“My own father was in the Polish air force. Then the RAF. The big war. God rest his soul.”
Yuvan squeezes me around the shoulders. I shake him off.
One by one, I hold out the candles, Tamara lights each one, and I place one on each grave.
We all stand there a while, that is, they stand there with me, watching the candles burning. In Hungarian, it’s called Halottak Napja, the Day of the Dead. I take some night-photos for my cousin Ferenc in Transylvania. Then at last, I turn away and wander back up to the house. Later, I send the photos to Ferenc.
 
TRANSYLVANIA: HALLOWEEN 
Next morning my mobile pings, and I check the new message. It’s from Ferenc, my cousin, a photo of the scene in the local cemetery on the Day of the Dead.
It’s early evening in the village cemetery. Candles are lit on some graves already. Families come, they light candles, stand in respect, and later drift away. 
Among the people in the cemetery is Ferenc, a young man, 20, in military uniform, with a blue and white armband. He stands by tombs of his ancestors: 
Kovácsné Vilma 1897-1960; 
Kovács-Szabó Ulrika 1919-1993. 
Kovács-Szabó Tünde 1949-2021.
There’s a pic of the graves, a candle burning on each one. My whānau. I looked at the photos closely. 
Yes, it’s a graveyard at night. But it’s not particularly spooky. It’s your usual Catholic All Hallows vigil. It’s not like everyone there has massive long canines, and are dressed like it’s a medieval fantasy. Yeah, these people are normal. Just like you and me.
And then I got a long text from Ferenc. He’d volunteered to join the International Brigade and fight for Ukraine. He was leaving his mobile behind. They weren’t allowed a mobile because it would automatically give away their position to the enemy. 
So we were out of touch. And of course I worried. Just not knowing whether he was all right. He was my only whānau now. Apart from his aunt, and some even-more-distant relis. One day I’d pay them all a visit, find my roots. When I’d got my life sorted. When this bloody war is over.
***
I’d kept Altan on. We’d fixed the fencing together, as best we could. The orchard turned out okay. We had a harvest and a bit of income. But the flooding had spooked me. When would it happen again? Was it really a once-in-a-hundred years event, like they said on the news?
Tamara stayed over every weekend. She would’ve stayed school-nights too, but getting to school and back was an issue. Going by electric bike in the wet was, like, wet. As soon as Tammy left school, she, well, moved in, I think. She’d go home once a week, get bored and come back. So Yuvan paid me to rent her a room here, which was okay. I needed the money, and some company too. 
Tammy had this thing going with Altan. Teaching him English, looking after the ponies, riding lessons. She was a good teacher. More patience than I have. Then Yuvan asked me about Mongolian saddles. I found a couple of small Western saddles on the internet. Next thing, out of the blue, he turns up with them, like Father Christmas delivering presents. Just trying to get onside, of course. But Altan was delighted. I’d never seen him smile so much. Without thinking, I gave Yuvan a proper hug, which surprised me. Obviously, I have feelings. Not just blind hatred.
Tamara talked to Yuvan about Uni, and like me, enrolled part-time at Uni, so that she could do most of it online, and help out around the orchard at the same time. She was determined to do a practical horticultural science degree, so working around the farm came in handy. Yuvan paid for her, as promised. So the deal was done. I sold out to Yuvan, mainly because I couldn’t see a future in Hawke’s Bay, but I could see one in Ōtākou. Somehow ,we had to make the orchard pay. And somehow, things were different. We were no longer silly schoolgirls. Money had taken over our mindset. In our society, that’s called growing up.
I took to seeing Inna at the gym, and other places. In a way, it was more exciting. I didn’t want Inna to meet Tamara. She would’ve noticed me looking at Tammy.
 
CHAPTER SIX : 2024
 
OLD FARMHOUSE
I was in the kitchen, just about to have breakfast, when I had a sending. That’s the only way I can describe it. I was in th middle of making breakfast, when, suddenly, my mind wasn't in Hawke's Bay anymore. I could not move. I just sat down, while it all played out in my head.
There is snow on the ground. A roofless hut with the windows knocked out. Inside the hut, ammunition boxes lie around. A heavy machine gun is set up on a tripod, pointing out over the fields, and hidden under a camouflage net. A soldier in snow camouflage slumps exhausted against one wall. He has a blue and white armband.
A lieutenant wearing a white and blue armband, uses field glasses, to scan the snow-covered fields across to the treeline in the distance. Enemy soldiers appear from the treeline and charge. 
“Here they come! Here they come!”
Ferenc?
The other soldier jumps up, removes the camo netting, checks the machine gun, then begins firing long bursts. 
Tat, tat, tat, tat, tat, tat,tat, tat, tat …
Ferenc opens a new box of ammo, feeds ammo. The soldier keeps firing, and firing non-stop, till almost all the ammo is gone. The soldier checks the ammo boxes, puts protective gloves on, unclips the machine gun for transport, and takes the tripod off. Ferenc uses the glasses to scan the fields again. 
“Drón! Tank! Back! Run already!”
Ferenc picks up the tripod. The soldier heaves up the heavy machine gun. Ferenc nods, it’s time to run. Both begin to exit the roofless cottage. The howl of an incoming artillery shell, a big flash, and an explosion. Black. All black.
I cannot move. I sit there. Shaken. I could smell the bacon burning. 
Half an hour passed. That’s what it felt like. Or maybe it was only a minute. Time had lost all meaning.
I made some coffee, took it out and sat on the porch. I stared at the orchard. What did it mean? Was I just worried about Ferenc? Was it real? A premonition? Or fantasy.
The next day Robotyne was on the news again. There had been another battle there. Casualties. I texted Ferenc’s aunt. But she knew no more than I did.
 
FARMHOUSE KITCHEN AGAIN
A month later. It’s early morning. Inna is with me in the kitchen, sitting at the table. We are both in deshabille. I’m making an omelette.
“Would you like omelette?” 
“Why not?”
I have no idea how to answer that question.
“So what did the counsellor say?” 
“Oh, depressed, that was the word she used. But I’m not. I’ve just got no magic solution to weather chaos.”
Inna gets up and finds cutlery and condiments, and lays the table.
“Why not?”
I plate up, with chopped parsley and tomato slices.
“I don’t see how can we meet the deadline for zero emissions.”
We eat.
“Some major oil producers are now outside the Paris Agreement.”
I put my fork down, and frown.
“I don’t see how to fight them. I’d just end up—”
“Falling out the window during a police search. Oh, yes!”
We both smile, like it’s a joke.
“It was like that in the Soviet era. People weren’t happy. But it doesn’t mean they were depressed. You have grief, yes.”
I turn both hands out to the side, palms up.
“So what now?” 
“It must come from the people. The Soviet era ended because people had had enough.”
I tidy the plates to the sink.
“So… an oil boycott.” 
“Why not?” 
“The Turkmenistan problem.” 
“What problem?” 
“Ninety-five percent of their exports is oil and gas. And it’s all desert there. Seven million people all told.” 
“Plenty of room in Siberia. We have holiday camps there. Why not come and work for us?”
Inna shrugs.
“Problem solved!”
We both laugh.
Then I told her my story about the elves. Inna listened. She seemed to understand. I got to the end, and looked at her expectantly.
“So what happened to Tünde and the elves?” 
“I don’t know. I couldn’t finish the story.”
Inna said nothing. In the end, I made up an answer.
“Of course, Tünde escapes, and after many adventures, gets home, and there’s another conclave of the elves. But what can she say? The war goes on. And will likely carry on another twenty years.” 
“Maybe. And?” 
“The weather in the Carpathians has changed already. It’s warmer, and often drier now, but with sudden downpours and flooding in the valleys.”
“You’re so right, Zsófi.”
***
Inna is dressed, ready to go. She pauses, tears welling in her eyes, and takes hold of both my hands.
“So it’s time for you to fly the nest. I’ll miss you. But I’ll be fine. After all, I’m Russian.” Inna kisses the back of each of my hands in turn.
“Nothing is forever.”
I wipe away a tear. I mutter. “Plastics are forever.”
Inna smiles through her tears.
“That’s so you! Text me. Whenever. I’m still your friend.”
Inna turns, and walks down the steps, looks back and waves farewell. I wave back with my fingers, my other hand wiping away tears from my cheeks. Inna turns and raises a clenched fist salute. I force myself to do likewise.
“Love you!”
I blow a kiss.
Yeah, nothing is forever, but in time Inna would come south and visit. She had promised. We’ll meet again. What doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger… and all that shit. Who on earth will I talk to now?
That night I started writing my blog again.
 
THE SECOND GATHERING
Once again the elves came from afar.
Over a year had passed. Tünde looked around the circle. They all had long white beards. Except one, Göncöl. He was young, beardless, and a shaman in training.
They asked Tünde how she had got on. She took a deep breath.
“It didn’t go well. They think that the warming will make it easier to live in Siberia, and it’ll all turn out just fine. They’ve forgotten how to live without oil, that seductive black gold. They cannot live without their devilish machines, either. They live in huge stone and glass canyons, in a world of noise and flashing lights. They’ve forgotten what the forest is like.”
There was muttering.
“Thousands and thousands of apes rushing to and fro in a pother. And they don’t want to stop the war. They like fighting, it brings them heroes, and losers. In their minds, it’s their own story that matters. They’re wrapped up in themselves, and their leaders are elderly, and won’t listen.”
More muttering, louder now. Loser! Why didn’t she stop the war? She waited. But the elves’ attention span was limited, sapped by years of letting the mind wander, years of staring at stones and tablets.
At last, there was quiet again.
“There are two pathways. The first is for us to live further up in the mountains. We slowly abandon the forests and valleys, and move higher. It’ll be cooler there.”
A hubbub broke out. They argued among themselves. It’s not true! The sky’s still blue! The rain’s still wet! The snow’s still dry! Women are all the same! We shall overcome!
And the gathering dissolved into chaos. Elves started to leave, disappearing into the dark shadows of the woods. The gathering broke up in disarray.
In the end, only Göncöl was left. He came close to Tünde.
“What’s the other pathway for us?” 
“We seek new lands somewhere else. A place where our kind can live in peace, where the valleys will bloom again.” 
“Can I come with you?” 
“It’ll be a long and difficult quest, Göncöl.” 
“Perhaps. But we can go to Kush-Tau, the Sacred Mountain. And get help there.”
Tünde shook her head.
“By all means, Göncöl. But I have my own path to follow.”
So Tünde set out. Leaving Göncöl behind.
I looked at the time. It was gone midnight. I went to bed, and somehow I slept. I knew what I had to do.
 
THE TREK 
It was now May 2025, and finally, we got possession. If I were in a Hollywood film, I would have set off on a long trek with the ponies through the mountains, to begin a new life. Pursued by baddies, drones, and foreign agents.
Of course, I’d be dressed in my best elven warrior gear. One has to look the part. Like, long, thigh-high leather boots which miraculously stay up. A bronze bikini. So comfortable. Sitting or walking. You feel the chafe. Fingerless leather gauntlets up to the elbow. A massive clunky DD strap-on bronze bra. Engraved bronze shoulder armour. And nothing else. So that I froze to death amid the snowy mountains. What else? Oh, bow and arrows, or a massive broadsword? Mud, or dried blood on my face? Chains? For when I get captured and kneel.
In fact, I did dream about that. Without the baddies. Without the armour and stuff. Real life is so much more mundane. That’s why we love a good film. You’d look a bit silly dolled up like that, waiting in the checkout line at the local supermarket. But not too bad pushing weights at the gym, eh.
I dreamt about pony-trekking through Harper Pass, through the Southern Alps. Away from it all. Just me and, well, who? Tammy, yes, of course, but she was busy preparing for exams. She was moving back to live with the Dragon until the end of the school year. She’d join us down South in November.
Altan was the obvious candidate where horses were involved. But somehow I didn’t fancy the idea. His English was, like, conversational. That is, I could have a conversation with him about work, and he had the vocabulary. But he couldn’t follow what I said to Tammy. Too fast, too much slang and idiom. Just as well.
Anyway, as for trekking with him, the heart doesn’t want what it doesn’t want.
That left Yuvan. I froze. But my mind went off and imagined what it would be like. Like a demon.
We’re crossing the river in the gorge, leading one pony each, laden with supplies and gear. And Yuvan slips. Into the surging, cold water.
He raises a hand, begging for help.
And I wade on.
To the far bank.
And keep going.
I don’t look back.
So trekking through Harper Pass would just have to wait! That left the actual moving, which took a while, and was quite complex. First, we had to clear the house, and that meant choosing what to take with us. For me, that really meant letting go of a lot of my parents’ stuff. Stuff that had been around me all my life.
That bit was easy. In my dreams. In reality, it was a whole series of seemingly straightforward decisions. For instance, the shelf full of old books in Hungarian. Beyond me. But sentimental value. Each item asked the question: do I want to keep me? What for? What’s your life about? And so on. It all turned out to be a wrench. I kept a few mementos, and all the photos from my childhood. Small stuff. No prob.
Then there were my ponies, Táltos and Töhötöm. Okay, so we could trek down to Cook Strait and get the ferry. Loose horses on the ferry? Nope. Or we could hire a horse box, drive down and get the ferry. And then trek along State Highway seven. With trucks and traffic whizzing past. Nope. The ponies weren’t used to that.
And anyway, were we actually riding? And if so where were the supplies? Or were we walking, and leading the ponies as pack-horses? None of it seemed like a good idea.
So in the end, I found a specialist firm, and Táltos and Töhötöm, went off in a double horse box. ETA one week later. No worries they said. 
While I was waiting, I sat and wrote again.
 
GELIBOLU
Tünde had wandered southward. It was no good going north anymore.
The war, you know. 
So she’d drifted through the forests of Bulgaria and into Turkey. There, she found the Bosphorus area disturbingly littered with humankind, so she wandered further south into Gelibolu. 
You probably know it as Gallipoli. No, she didn’t go to the end of the peninsula and pay her respects to the fallen. Or try to understand who was fighting whom, or why. Why would she? Elves are baffled as to why humans fight humans. It’s quite beyond their ken. But then, they don’t understand why ants fight ants, either. Maybe you do. You’re an ecologist?
Anyway, Tünde didn’t get that far. That arvo, she found a bridge, and snuck across during the night. Into Asia Minor. From there she followed the forests and mountains. Not along well-trodden paths, but slipping through wooded glades and along hedgerows.
She headed eastward. Slowly, stopping along the way to rest and dream and gaze and listen to the whispering wind in the hills. It was there that she had a sense that something or someone was watching over her. Strange. A strange place.
Eventually, about a year later, Tünde would crest a last ridge and behold the Caspian, spread before her, like a blue tablecloth.
She would come to South Azerbaijan.
And here she rests all night.
But in the early morning light, when she wakes up, there is Göncöl standing before her, shuffling from one leg to the other.
“What are you doing here, Göncöl?”
He looks down at his feet.
“I thought you needed looking after, Tünde.”
“No, Göncöl, I don’t. I’m quite capable of looking after myself. Myself.”
And they argue a little. In an elven way.
Tünde felt a bit sorry for him. He’d come a long way.
So did I. So had I. A long, long way.
I went to bed and slept.
***
The next day, I still hankered after a trek through Harper Pass. My dream. Ponies, outback, a kind of holiday from all the hassle and worries. Time to mend. Time to find courage and hope for the future.
A week later, the removals truck came. They picked up the furniture and all the other stuff that was going. It was late afternoon when Altan got in the UTV. I dumped my bag on the tray next to his, and we drove down to the farmgate.
Altan opened it. I drove through, got out, and closed the gate for the last time. I stood there a bit, and said goodbye to my childhood, to my life so far. Onwards and upwards.
Then I got back in and drove us into town. There, the UTV went on a trailer for transport and delivery. And we went to the so-called coach station. Like, the double bus shelter with no seating, where the Inter-City stops. Like before, we took two days to get to Cromwell using bus, train and ferry.
In the meantime, the war took off.
Drones. I found out there were two types, strategic drones (with wings), and tactical drones, the little buzzy things that go up and down like helicopters.
There were remotely piloted drones, but they were subject to jamming and interference. Now they also had tactical drones trailing fibre-optic cables, and they couldn’t be jammed. And then there were interceptor drones to deal with swarms of incoming drones.
So was Yuvan working on autonomous drones, killers that would make tanks and soldiers obsolete? Or what?
He wouldn’t talk about it. Whose side was he on? How could I tell? What about Sara? Even Inna? They could all be double agents or something. Oh, happy days! Next thing is, I’ll wake up and find I’ve been working for MI6 all along. Just didn’t know it.
No. It didn’t do to get paranoid. Life is not Hollywood.
But where was Ferenc? Was he all right? Over there, amid the bombing. That was a fair and reasonable concern of mine. 
 
OTAKOU FARMSTEAD 
We picked up the UTV in Cromwell, and I drove Altan along the track to the new place. Once there, I ran up the steps and unlocked the farmhouse door, then turned, and held out my arms to welcome Altan. He trudged toward me, unloaded his one bag of belongings, and smiled. I turned him around so he could see the paddocks and orchard, and gave him a brief hug from behind. It’s safer that way. 
Later, Yuvan arrived in that bloody diesel ute. Then came the removals van, and finally my support team, Táltos and Töhötöm. We put the ponies in one of the paddocks for the time being, and settled in.
 
JASMINE
Out of the blue, I got a message on social media from someone called Jasmine. She introduced herself as Jasmine van der Velde, the coordinator of CAGE, Citizens Against Global Exploitation. Because they felt caged in by our current thinking and by the current economic and political system.
“Would you be interested?” 
“Yeah, I would.” 
Jasmine directed me to some obscure website, and told me to leave a message there with my details. It would all be encrypted. 
“No. How do I know you’re not the police, the cabal, the FSB?” 
There was a pause. Then, Jasmine offered to meet me in a coffee shop in Dunedin in two weeks. 
“No dice. How do I know you’re not a police stooge in some kind of sting operation?” 
She got back to me a couple of days later, and it turned out a friend of hers was also an old friend of Inna’s. So.
***
Still suspicious, I met up with Jasmine in the coffee shop. She was an older woman, in her early sixties, who had an air about her, as if she’d already been a government minister. Very pragmatic, with a gruff voice. She looked warily around, but the shop was empty, apart from the barista (female). Jasmine didn’t mess about, she was straight into it. 
“Zsófi, let’s look at the facts. New Zealand’s share of the global economy is insignificant, about one thousandth of the total. The same is true of our greenhouse gas emissions. On a global scale, we don’t matter. But you know this already?” 
“Of course.” 
“So look, Zsófi, if we really want to do something about it all, we have to address the world. We have to go global. Just doing our bit in New Zealand is not enough. Do you get my drift?” 
“Of course. But what do you want me to do? Strap four kilos of Semtex to my chest? Blow up pipelines? Fire a missile at an oil tanker?” 
“No, Zsófi, CAGE is non-violent. We’re just about persuasion, and influence. I’m talking about becoming an influencer in the media, particularly on social media. It’s one way of getting your protest to the world, of going worldwide with your protest. How does that sound to you?” 
“I don’t know. Like, okay, I guess. But social media can be pretty shitty.” 
“You’re absolutely right there, Zsófi. CAGE just helps with publicity. And we can help you with online security. That’s about it. Would you like to give it a try?” 
I decided to be blunt, blunt, blunt. It’s the only way. “So what’s in it for you, Jasmine?” 
“I can’t get the message across to the younger generation. But you can.” 
“But what’s your message? Just elderly propaganda?” 
“Yes and no, Zsófi. It’s pretty much like yours. We need to do more to stop climate change.” 
“God, that’s not enough. We need action now.” 
“Yes, Zsófi, that too.” 
“No. It’s not gonna be like that. Enough of this quietly farting in your underwear! We’ve had enough of your generation, even the do-gooders. We decide now. It’s like we’re on the Titanic. The captain’s cocked it up already. We’re headed straight for the iceberg. Full speed ahead!” 
I paused to stir my coffee. Jasmine waited. Good. 
“No. This planet is our only lifeboat in space. There’s no planet B, no escape. We need to get rid of all the oldies and dumblies, put the engines into full astern, and save a few people while we still can.” 
Jasmine didn’t look fazed. She just held my gaze for a long moment. 
“Yes, Zsófi, that’s pretty clear. And you have the fire in your belly, like I used to. That’s what we need.” 
Again she paused. And seemed to look over my right shoulder. “Could I ask you a couple more questions, please?” 
I nod.
“Look, Zsófi, most people blame the big countries, USA and China, for the pollution. Or they blame the biggest companies, you know, the coal and oil companies. But you’re different, you’re blaming my generation. Why’s that?” 
“Because you’re the ones that let it happen. What were you thinking? Ten years ago, scientists were saying we needed to chop emissions by eighty percent before 2020. And keep the human population down.” 
“Ah, yes, Zsófi, you’re absolutely right.” Jasmine finished her coffee. I waited. 
“The thing is, Zsófi, how are you going to fix it, where my generation couldn’t? We protested, we sang, we danced, but to no avail. The old boys’ network is still in power, still in denial.” 
“Exactly. We have to undermine the establishment.” 
A faint smile edged across Jasmine’s face. “You sound like me forty years ago, Zsófi.” 
I waited, thinking there was more to come, that she was going to tell me the whole story of her life. Of youthful dreams, and elderly despair. But no, she just made the ask.
 “Look, can we work together?” Somehow, I felt out-manoeuvred. Smooth! I hedged. 
“I’ll have to talk to Inna first.” 
“Inna?” 
“Our mutual friend of a friend.” 
“Yes, of course, by all means. And Zsófi, you asked what’s in it for me. For me, it’s about passing the baton.” 
Oh, sod off! 
“It’s not a freaking relay race, grandma. It’s not about you, or your legacy. It’s about us, the next generation, our lives. It’s not even about how you’ve failed us. It’s about us taking over. It’s about what we have to do before we reach the tipping point, and the ship breaks in two and plunges to the bottom.” 
“Yes, Zsófi, you’re right.” I drank my coffee. I really had my dander up. My hands were shaking. And yet, dimly, I knew she was trying to help. 
I stood up. “I’ll call you.” 
And we left it there. I do get a bit incoherent sometimes. 
As I came out of the coffee shop, I noticed a black SUV across the street. It had tinted windows. I couldn’t see anyone inside. So I’m paranoid now? 
I told Inna. “They’re trying to intimidate you. Be strong. You won’t get arrested, not in this country. Freedom is everything.” So I went ahead. 
I didn’t join CAGE, though. CAGE joined me.
***
But Jasmine was right. Who was I kidding? My little protest in the park wasn’t gonna change the world. So I emailed her (she was based in Christchurch) and asked her to come up with a list of ideas for thirty two-minute reels.
 Surprisingly, she got back to me same day, like, she already had the list in her back pocket. But most of Jasmine’s ideas, were, like, fuddy-duddy. And then I got a message from a girl in Chengdu. She just asked me to help. She said Jasmine had asked her to write. 
I’m not an utter twot. I copied it to a girl I’d known at school. She spoke Mandarin, and I asked her to check it out for me. Was it genuine? Or a fake? 
A couple of days later, she got back to me. It was either genuine, or a deep, deep fake. Jasmine messaged me. 
“How many more overseas contacts do you need?” 
I decided Jasmine was genuine. I had my own ideas too. About people. I picked out girls from school, and asked them to help. I picked out five girls I knew from school, a Korean, a girl from Kerala, one who spoke Japanese at home, and one whose parents were from Brazil. We already had Inna, and Altan. We could reach most of the world in their own language. My own eco-team. And Jasmine would provide the platform. We could upload videos there. She had editors on tap. That was step number one.
More on this later! 
CHAPTER SEVEN: 2025
 
FORDOW
Göncöl and Tünde didn’t argue long. It was too exhausting. And anyway, it interfered with daydreaming. Göncöl wanted to turn left, and visit Kush-tau, the sacred mountain of the Bashkirs. Tünde couldn’t be bothered. So one day, she stood up and walked off to the right, along the hills bordering the Caspian Sea. She didn’t even look back. She knew Göncöl would follow.
Even in Elvenland, young male elves follow female elves.
So they followed the mountain range, keeping the Caspian Sea on their left, to the north. At one point, they tried going south over the mountains, but there was a lot of bombing and missiles in the distance.
“Those humans’re at it again. No consideration.”
They didn’t notice the stealth bombers stealing overhead.
Why would they? They’re elves, dammit.
But they turned and followed the forest. Eastward. Toward the rising sun. Till they ran out of forest. Ahead lay desert. In the heat of the day, they lay down for a rest in the shade of the last trees.
“Will these humans ever stop their plundering of nature, Tünde?”
“Unlikely. They’d rather die first. That’s why we must find a refuge. Somewhere far, far away.”
“You mean, beyond this desert?”
“Yes, Göncöl. We’ll find somewhere, somewhere with forest, and lush valleys. And we’ll be free of all this pother.”
“But can we have a nap first, Tünde? I’ve been missing my dreaming lately.”
“Of course, Göncöl. These humans are so tiresome. Nothing but trouble.”
“Oh yeah. I wish their evil machines would all crumble away to dust. And all their artificial stone buildings. And we could finally be rid of them. The woods and glades would get back to normal. And we could sing and dance the Horas forever and a day.”
A long pause. Göncöl was asleep already. Tünde whispered:
“One day, Göncöl. One day. With luck they’ll all bugger off to another planet, and leave us in peace.”
Understandable. Tünde certainly had a point. I sat back and sipped my tea. And stared out into the darkness outside.
 
OTAKOU
Meanwhile, back in Aotearoa, there was lots to do that first winter in the South, lots to sort out. 
I kept in touch with Tamara most days, encouraging her, telling her there was light at the end of the tunnel and so forth. She had classmates at school and spread herself around on the weekends. Maybe she slept around and didn’t tell me. It wasn’t my business really. And best she knew what she wanted.
I would see her soon anyway. I was curious whether she’d changed. For instance, we’d discovered rabbits on the high pasture, which is not a good thing. But when I texted Tammy about it, she thought they were cute. I disabused her. They’re a pest in New Zealand. I waited for my angel to get a bit more life experience. Like me.
Tammy was always a bit religious. So I wrote to her about the Way of the Owl. This is the path to wisdom. It begins with the initiation. 
You have to wait for a full moon, and preferably good weather at the same time. And you need to pre-select your Tree of Wisdom, one with a good, strong, fairly horizontal low bough. Not a fir. You need oak, or walnut, or chestnut, something like that, with a good spreading habit.
Then, at dusk, you get out there, climb up, and squat on the branch barefoot, preferably naked. And fold your arms like a chicken or owl. Don’t fall off. That breaks the spell.
When it’s completely dark, you begin to twit-twoo. Softly at first, then gradually increase the volume. 
Twit-two, twit-two, twit-two.
Keep this up till dawn.
You’ll be much wiser.
It’s the Way of the Owl.
Tammy took weeks to reply to this. Maybe she asked someone else. I don’t know. Then she texted, and told me she’d done it. And was sooooo much wiser. And thanked me very much indeed.
That was the kind of friend I needed.
At the end of November, she finally turned up in Ōtākou. I gave her a big hug, and she hugged me back. I’d missed her so much. And somehow, she really was wiser now. I wondered about that.
But, being the Wise One myself, I couldn’t ask. ;=)
 
CAGE AGAIN
Life became more normal again. Whatever normal is. I bought some extra clothes, so that I could make short videos. Celebrity planning, I called it. 
I mean, it’s easy enough to make short videos; the problem is how to attract an audience, and keep them interested.
My idea was to be very honest. If people were to trust me, I had to be. And it had to be a story. An honest story. Not a daily propaganda blog. A raw daily blog. As Tammy put it: give us this day our daily blog. One day, I’ll write my memoir: on becoming an internet star and influencer.
So, no preaching. No going on about weather chaos. No blatant calls for revolution, or death to Satan. Just plain vanilla blog. If they trust me, they’ll believe me. That’s the theory. Trust is everything. So, I had to position myself first as someone very genuine. 
But even genuine people can be genuinely misguided. 
So the second part was to establish the idea that I was well-informed. That’s even more tricky. Because most people think they’re well-informed. Especially the delusional. So that’s a nutty nut to crack. And it’s a bit too intellectual for most people. For example, does the sun go round the earth? Or does the earth go round the sun? It’s, like, both are right. It depends where you stand. No, people decide most things on their gut feeling. It’s like a third brain. So exactly how could I influence people? No idea!
There was something else, too. We’re not just talking about war and weather. Our species faces multiple issues. Take pesticides. They’re only good for ten years. After that, insects adapt. What’s the answer? Ecology! Ecology forever! 
So it must be pretty obvious by now that, to create the right image, I needed to go shopping for new clothes. Every effort to save the planet begins here. On the internet, I found a secondhand maroon sleeveless leather vest. I could put that with jodhpurs and riding boots. And for interviews, I found a pinstripe business jacket that actually fitted me. I’m pretty flat-chested actually. Sorry about that. You probably had me like Barbie with an enormous bust and tiddly waist. Real life is so disappointing, eh?
Anyway, I had my little group of friends from school who were willing to help. So we had lots of messaging about what might work best, and some trial clips. And then I had to buy a proper digital camera. The other girls, my first tier team, bought another one between them and passed it around. And then there was proper microphone gear and stuff. I wrote a script for each clip and sent it to Jasmine. CAGE was my access to professional help. Then I would do a voiceover, and CAGE would put it all together and do the editing.
The trial clips went out to my friends and from there onto their friends abroad. We just asked for comments and reactions. We had to find out what worked and what didn’t. It was like recruiting foreign agents. If they would pass the clips onto their friends abroad, and so on, we could reach the entire world.
Like, it gave me hope. Hope for the future.
 
CAMBODIAN COFFEE 
I was in Cromwell on an errand, and stopped at my usual coffee shop, run by a Cambodian couple. My usual greeting in Khmer was met with a strained smile from the woman behind the counter. She wasn’t her usual cheery self. 
I asked what was wrong, and she spoke of the recent conflict on the Thai-Cambodian border. She pulled out a napkin, sketching a map, pointing to three ancient Angkor Wat temples caught in disputed territory. I’d never seen her so agitated.
It was eerily disquieting. I wondered about the Thai people in New Zealand, how they might feel. Later, I looked it up. Just as in so many other places, the roots of the issue go back to the end of colonialism. Another land, another resource, another conflict. It was all connected. Not to mention the Treaty of Waitangi at this point!
I wondered what Tünde and Göncöl would make of it. If they ever got that far towards the South-East. So, I made myself some lemon and ginger, took it to my den, and sat and wrote.
 
 TURKMENISTAN
“Are you rested, Göncöl?” Tünde was already up and standing waiting. Göncöl pushed himself up. She strode off. He got up and followed.
And so began their crossing of the Karakum. They saw the occasional, distant dust trail of a vehicle, heard the faint growl of diesel, but kept their distance. They skirted the occasional human settlement, and walked on and on, eastwards.
CHAPTER EIGHT : 2029
 
Inna was coming to stay the weekend. I hadn’t seen her for a thousand years. She’d got business in Christchurch. So, why not? 
It was afternoon. Tamara was on the porch, lounging around on the aluminium rocking chair. She was wearing a long linen skirt, a wide leather belt, a lace-up bustier, and a linen poncho. She looked like she’d stepped out of a movie set in 1872, or perhaps defected from an Amish community. Me? I was buzzing around like a bluebottle on steroids. I was going to see Inna again. Finally.
“Ya know, Inna’s not coming to carry out an inspection,” Tammy muttered.
“Just making sure everything’s perfect.” I tried to sound casual. Perfect for Inna. Inna, who’d helped me to live again, who’d given me the best conversations of my life. Best friends for ever.
Was Tammy going to feel jealous? Inna and I had history. She gave me strength. I was just looking forward to having a proper conversation at last. On the other hand, Tammy and I were good. At least, that’s what I felt. Years now of living together, sharing stuff, doing stuff. But.
I wanted to ask Tammy. What do you think? Do you feel threatened? But I couldn’t. Maybe she would try to be cool about the past, like, it’s all water under the bridge. But it wasn’t actually over and forgotten. Not for me. Not at all. Somehow with Tammy, I never quite got to be 100% myself. And vice-versa?
Oh my God. Things could get messy.
There were things about me, things from that past, that Tammy just didn’t understand. Like why I was always so antagonistic towards Yuvan. Once, Tammy had asked. I’d just clammed up, held my finger to my lips, and shaken my head slowly. Some things were better left unsaid.
I slipped inside, into the front bedroom, out of sight. I didn’t want Tammy to see how bloody eager I was. I paced up and down, running a hand over the polished wood of the dresser, listening, waiting.
At last, the crunch of tyres on gravel. The electric taxi, all sleek and silent, came up the track and stopped.
Inna stepped out.
Grayer hair now, yes. But elegant still. The taxi turned, and crunched back down the drive.
“Coooeee! Zsófi!” I’d know that voice in hell itself.
And suddenly, I was running. Out of the bedroom, across the foyer, and down the porch steps. I rushed over, and Inna opened her arms to me. She pulled me into a long, firm hug. She murmured that Russian phrase I’d heard her use before, a lifetime ago.
“How many summers! How many winters!”
I wanted to scream. As girls do. But Tammy would hear.
Then Inna suddenly broke away. What’s wrong? She seemed to be scanning the sky. I heard it then, a faint whir, a distant, insistent buzz, growing louder. We both spotted it simultaneously. A drone. It wasn’t the quadcopter type, but much larger, with cranked wings and downward-pointing wingtips. Like a massive Haast eagle looking for prey. 
“Oh God.”
I grabbed Inna’s arm. “Hurry! Get under the porch!” I practically dragged her. “Yuvan! Yuvan!” My voice came out sharper than I intended.
Yuvan came out of the foyer door, wiping his hands with a rag. He squinted up at the drone now spiralling above us.
“Recon. Long range. What’s it doing here? Why?”
Inna looked at him. “It must’ve followed me, I think.”
I could practically hear Yuvan’s brain cranking away. “And what have you done to deserve that? Inna, isn’t it? Nice to meet you.” The polite greeting was utterly at odds with the situation.
Inna, began speaking her thoughts aloud. “Protesting about the Ukraine war? No, that can’t be it. They’d have been onto me before. Wait. No. It must be you they’re after, Zsófi. I’ve led them to you!”
The drone banked away, and its whirring faded as it as it sped away back towards town. We all stood in silence, watching it disappear.
Then Inna turned. Her gaze, startlingly direct, settled on Tamara, who had risen slowly from the rocking chair.
“You must be Tamara.”
Tamara looked a bit awkward, as if she were unsure whether to shake Inna’s hand or what.
“Wow, Tamara, what an outfit! Looks so good.” Inna took a step forward, half-hugged Tammy, blew an air-kiss, and smiled at her. It was a genuine smile, warm and inclusive. I’d always heard that Russians weren’t supposed to smile at all, that it was a sign of weakness. There you go, another unscientific myth shattered.
Inna had brought an old Gladstone bag that might’ve come out of Russia before the revolution. Tammy picked it up and carried it up onto the porch. I lingered behind. Best to leave them to it. Let them bond.
Tamara took Inna inside, and I heard her show Inna to her room, and where the bathroom was. “Ya know, we’re making afternoon tea, Inna. Just come out onto the front porch when you’re ready.”
Tammy came out onto the porch again. She caught my eye and shrugged her shoulders, a gesture that seemed to say, See? No drama.
And suddenly, it was me that felt like a third wheel.
But it turned out I was wrong. All the wheels came off.
Inna came out, looking better than ever, and sat down at the table Tamara had set tea and homemade scones. Tamara poured her tea, like she was serving the Queen herself. Inna turned to me, her expression serious, her eyes holding that familiar, piercing intensity.
“Zsófi, I must talk to you. It’s about your campaign.” Inna paused, taking a sip of tea. “You want to make people give up their consumer lifestyles, don’t you?”
“Yeah, it’s the only way to make our lives sustainable.”
“But you understand, Zsófi, it would be like torture. Even if you succeeded, it would only last for a while. The next generation would go back to living how we do today. We’re addicted to distraction, unable to face up to reality.”
I shook my head. Because I didn’t want it to be true. “So what’s the answer then?”
“I see no point in worrying about the future. It’s coming ready or not. And we’ve no chance to hide.”
It was like a sledgehammer to my carefully constructed ideas. Why was she smashing them to pieces? “And if the future truly is extinction?”
“There’s no point in worrying about it, Zsófi. In the grand scheme of things, we’re not important. If there actually is a grand scheme.”
“But there’s no harm in trying.” 
“Every species I know of, Zsófi, tries to survive till sundown, and then through the night. Apart from mayflies. They don’t even make it to sundown. Few plan beyond the next few days. Very few hoard food for the winter. Why look too far ahead?”
“Because one day, I might want to have a baby.” The words were out before I could stop them.
Inna’s gaze softened. “That’s a choice every woman has to make now. Do you have faith in the future?”
I shut up. On the one hand, I felt betrayed by Inna, by her brutal lack of support, her dismantling of my core beliefs. On the other, I knew that she was just speaking her mind, as she always did. Actually, I’d rather have it that way. Her honesty, even when it stung, was one of the things I treasured about her.
Tammy looked shocked. Her eyes darted between us, wide. Perhaps because I’d never had a conversation like this with her. She hadn’t seen this side of Inna, or this vulnerable, almost naive side of me.
But there was something else. Something wrong here. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. A tension beneath the philosophical debate. I looked at Tammy, and flicked my eyes twice toward the farmhouse door and inside. Thank God she took the hint, and started clearing away, taking the empty plates inside.
I turned back to Inna, and leaned forward. “How are you, Inna? You haven’t said.”
Inna got up slowly, her movements stiffer than I remembered, and went and leaned on the balustrade. I got up and stood next to her, just like old times. Inna’s voice dropped to a whisper.
“Leukaemia.”
Feck me, no! The words screamed in my head. “And?”
Inna turned to me, her eyes clear, unwavering. “Just palliative care. My choice.”
I’d been through this before, with Mum. I knew. The cold, brutal reality. “The prognosis?”
“Three months. More or less.”
Three months. That was all. My beautiful, brilliant, blunt Inna. Gone.
“Hug?” My voice broke on the word.
“When you’ve told Tamara.”
I nodded, numbly. Inna had this planned out somehow. Even this. I wasn’t even crying. Not yet. The tears were frozen inside me.
I went inside. Tamara was in the kitchen, sitting at the table, engrossed in a book. I recognised it – a textbook on plant biology for Uni. She was actually studying.
“Inna’s got leukaemia. Terminal.”
Tammy stopped, like, mid-sentence. The book slid from her hands, and thudded softly onto the table. She stood up, faced me, and held my hands, both of them, her grip firm, warm.
“I’m so sorry, Zsófi.”
There’s a long pause. Tammy held my hands, her thumbs tracing patterns on my skin. “Ya know, I can’t talk politics like Inna does, Zsófi. But there’s Jasmine. And I’m doing plant biology, and all about adenosine triphosphate. But it won’t be the same, eh.” Her way of saying: I understand what she means to you.
I shook my head, unable to speak. Nothing would be the same.
“Go. Be with her. Ya know, I’ll ring the garden centre. They’ll still be open; there’s just time.” Tammy’s words were a quiet, insistent push, a practical solution to unbearable grief.
Tammy released my hands. I moved, like a puppet on strings, back outside. I found Inna still by the balustrade, watching the horizon where the sun was beginning to dip below the distant hills. I wrapped my arms around her, burying my face in her shoulder. And then, at last, I wept. Why not? Always, I’ll remember how often Inna used that phrase. Why not?
The following afternoon, Tamara went out. When she returned, she had bought back a yew tree, dark green. We planted it together, the three of us, Inna helping as best she could, near the graves of my ancestors. So I’d have something to remember her by, somewhere to come, and stand and cry. Life’s such a bitch, eh.
And then Inna offered me her Gladstone bag, as a present. She could use a couple of shopping bags for the return home. I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t say no. Inna told me she’d brought the Gladstone bag with her when she left Russia. It would remind me that we all have our journey. She smiled then. And I said yes. And we pretended all was normal.
Inna and Tammy got on so well together. That was a damn good thing.
***
I tried to keep busy, to occupy my mind. When Inna had gone, I remembered that there was rationing in the second world war. In the USA, and in the UK. If only we could sell the idea as a temporary national emergency. Pending some techno solution.
So that’s how temporary fuel rationing became the policy of CAGE. It was something we could agree on. Personally, I thought temporary could last for ever. But others didn’t.
So what? At least we had a common policy platform.
***
At huge expense, we replanted and expanded the orchard with cherries, and upgraded the irrigation system. 
Our main system was based on pumping water from a dam in the stream up in the high pasture, and was dependent on the electricity supply to function. 
I wanted a backup system as well. 
Two months rolled on by. In denial, then waiting.
***
And then one day, I got the call. The polite, hushed voice telling me what I already knew, what I had been bracing for. It was now or never. The world didn’t tilt this time; it crumbled, folding in on itself. I stood in the kitchen, mobile in my hand, the drone of the refrigerator suddenly loud.
Tamara found me there, not crying, not moving. She didn’t ask, didn’t prompt. She just held me. And then, at last, the tears came, hot and raw.
I’d already packed the Gladstone bag to take with me. Tammy gave me a lift into Cromwell. She didn’t say much. She waited with me at the shelter, till the bus came, and waved me goodbye. I waved back, using just my fingers. I knew she’d be there for me when I got back.
I spent a few days at the hospice. 
And then it was over.
I brought the bag home. And put it in the bedroom. Where I could see it. So Inna will live in my heart for ever.
***
A couple of years rolled by. We worked hard on the new orchard. And, I have to say it, Tammy was, like, a real rock.
 
OTAKOU: HIGH PASTURE
The wind whipped across the high country pasture. It was still strange how big it all felt, and yet we were still hemmed in by the peaks aroud us. Altan, 29 now, was herding goats toward fresh pasture. Tamara and I were meant to be helping, but my mind was elsewhere.
“Still wrestling with your assignment, Zsófi?” Tamara’s voice was somehow comforting.
“Yes. The relationship between the natural world and business. We’re at loggerheads.” I clench both fists, hold them in front, and punch them together. “My answer is eco-commissars. But of course, the next government could dismantle anything like that. It all becomes a political issue. And meanwhile, weather chaos marches steadily on.” 
“It’s more like a runaway train, Zsófi.” I smiled and nodded. Things had changed. Tamara no longer thought that changing weather patterns were a hoax. Quite the reverse: weather patterns were changing all the time. The question was by how much, and when. They went over all that stuff at Uni. So we could talk about it now, about how it would affect agriculture around the world, and what could be done about it. 
Tamara stopped and turned to me.
“Ya know, Zsófi, I’ve been meanin’ to ask: do you want children?”
“No!”
The word tore from me, sharp and automatic. I halted, listening the goats bleating faintly, the wind howling. Tamara walked a few steps, then turned back, waiting. In that moment, I had only one thought.
“What kind of world would they grow up in?”
We went back to herding, saying nothing. The answer we both knew.
 
CHAPTER NINE : 2031
 
OCTOGON DUNEDIN
It was a bad hair day. Raining. For a protest, there’s nothing worse. Hopefully, just a passing shower. Otherwise, we’ll have to call the whole thing off. It was like the battle of Hastings all over again. I held my brolly aloft to shield us both, as we stood together, Jasmine and I, her arm tucked inside mine. Sisters for ever! Of course, she was a veteran of a thousand protests, like, she came complete with hiking boots, baggy cargo trousers, and a battered canvas jacket. 
“I think we've got enough people already,” Jasmine gruffed.
“Yeah, right.” I lied. I was faking it. Jas was faking it. We were all faking the optimism. My gaze swept over the sparse scattering of people, huddled under their own umbrellas, shoulders hunched against the chill dampening.
I found myself talking about the weather. Mum always said it was a safe topic. It used to be. “We don’t often we get drizzle in Dunedin now. It’s either a storm, or a drought and heatwave.”
People were always moaning about the weather. It was part of normal conversation. But now it was political. The weather was global news now. You name it, floods, droughts, wildfires cyclones, always somewhere around the globe. The question was who to blame. 
We were at the Octagon, the city’s heart. We really needed a good turnout, so that we could film it. That was the whole idea. The CAGE network was truly global now. We had assets in many countries. But a poor turnout here in Dunedin would undermine the whole show. We’d already delayed the speeches because of the weather.
“Perhaps we should protest the invention of umbrellas,” I muttered.
“Ah, Zsófi. You’re so upbeat.” 
“Not really. Let’s just face the facts. Someone’s got to be realistic.”
We got along, despite our differences. To her, hope was a lifeline. To me, hope was a sign of desperation, a sign that the outlook for the years to come was not good at all. 
I adjusted the banner slung over my shoulder, trying to keep it dry. It was made from heavy cotton. If it got wet, it would be even heavier. The wording was stark: NO TO GDP. Economics, the root cause of all our woes.
Tamara stood close by, sheltering under her small, floral brolly. My mind wandered off. Would brollies have helped at the Battle of Hastings? I wondered. Would the arrows have bounced off? We should do an experiment.
Tamara interrupted my musings. Just as well. “Ya know, I get it. Most people don’t know what GDP stands for, let alone what it means, or how it’s measured. How can we expect them to understand what’s wrong with it?”
I snorted, pushing a stray strand of damp hair out of my face. “Tell me about it. It’s like the music in the supermarket, eh? Intentionally bland. Your brain filters it out. Engineered to make you buy more, consume more, but God forbid you actually think about it.”
Tamara just gazed at me, with her wide, innocent eyes. God, she could be so angelic. Jasmine butted in, as usual.
“But that’s precisely the point, eh? They want us to tune out. Because if you actually think about what GDP means — it’s a joke. It just measures consumption and investment. Not the standard of living.”
Spoken like a true politician. A good soundbite. But I’d actually done some economics at university. I knew the theory, the underlying fallacies. The beguiling simplicity. The temporary assumptions that were never really questioned. The joke was even darker than Jasmine knew.
Tamara looked at me. “The deforestation example?”
It was part of my upcoming speech, which we’d practised.
“Later, Tammy. I’d really like to talk about who’s to blame in my speech. In one sense, almost everyone’s individually to blame. If you’ve been in a petrol or diesel vehicle, even the school bus, then you’ve enabled pollution.”
Jasmine smiled at me. 
“You know you can’t do that, Zsófi. You can’t tell the crowd it’s all their fault. Because it isn’t. But most of all, it’s politically unwise.”
I nodded. I knew.
***
The drizzle had stopped. We had a bit of a crowd now. Not huge, mostly just our loyal supporters, but enough. Good camera angles can make a few people seem like a crowd. And we were filming. The whole protest would go out along the CAGE network, go global. I was in the middle of my speech, just as Jasmine and I had planned together.
“Just think about toilet paper!”
The anger bubbled inside me. It powered all my speeches. Rage, rage against the dying of our species.
“Toilet paper. People survived three hundred thousand years without it. How did we do that? I just don’t know. The mind boggles. And then, suddenly, we start chopping trees down to make toilet paper. Why? Were people demanding toilet paper? Of course not. And then we called it progress.”
I looked around at the small crowd. No-one was cheering. They looked blank already. It wasn’t going down well.
“And up went GDP! No accounting for deforestation at all! And what about the greenhouse gas emissions? What about the slash blocking the rivers? What about the loss of habitat? Is all that in GDP? Oh no! That’s just collateral damage, they tell us. It doesn’t show up in the numbers. But it’s not just gross, it’s criminal.”
Nope. It wasn’t working. I looked at Jasmine, held out the megaphone. She took it, her expression unreadable.
“Zsófi’s right. We’re told that GDP is the measure of our living standards, that it measures our happiness. But it’s a blind metric. It counts the building of a new power plant, but not the pollution spewing from its stacks. It counts the bandages on a wound, but not the wound itself.”
That got a reaction. The crowd stirred, murmurs rippling through them. Their faces looked a bit angry now, engaged. I nodded too, punching a fist into the air. This was why I worked with Jasmine, why I’d chosen her. She knew how to cut through the noise.
Jasmine turned and looked at me, offering the megaphone back. I stepped up again. We were a team.
“It’s all a bit depressing, really.” I kept it personal, aiming for an authentic connection. “Like, we’re all just puppets dancing to the tune of some long-dead economist, who invented the system.” I went off piste, ad-libbing. “You know, I took a course in Environmental Economics at university. It was subtitled: Because Saving the Planet Costs Money. Then they told us we can’t afford to do it. Like saving the planet is an optional extra.”
Suddenly, Jasmine was beside me. She gave my arm a squeeze, her touch a strange, grounding force. “What Keynes said, Zsófi.”
I nodded. Get back on track. “Take Keynes. John Maynard Keynes. That so-called great economist. What did he say? In the long run, we are all dead. Wow! What a breakthrough. No-one would have guessed. How great. How cheerful.”
Well, the crowd were still listening. Just.
“And his ideas live on. Economists just don’t give a shite about the long run, or the next generation. They’re all short-sighted. Chasing quarterly profits, annual growth. To them, the long run means the next five years. Whereas in ecology, we can be looking at a much longer timespan. The next generation, your grandchildren, and great grandchildren. The whole future of the human species, and our habitat. That’s what really matters.” God, we were pushing shite uphill with this topic.
“Remember the Wizard of Oz?”
I saw most of the crowd nodding.
“Most people think that’s a story for children. But what’s it really about? The Dust Bowl. The Kansas Dust Bowl. In the nineteen-thirties. There was a drought, and the soil blew away. All the way to Washington DC, where the politicians and economists blathered on. In the meantime, three million people migrated out of the Dust Bowl.”
Tamara was cheering wildly. She knew all about the Dust Bowl years.
“Look, what I want to say is this: it was economics, and economists, that got us into our shite today. Don’t expect them to get us out of it. The answers lie in Ecology, and in good farm practices. That’s what we need more of. That is the way forward.”
The crowd was waiting, expectant. I had them.
“The answer to the Dust Bowl was not in economics. The answer was contour ploughing. That’s what stopped the soil blowing away. Economics itself is a dead-end. Economic growth is a dead-end. We need de-growth. A smaller footprint on this planet. Join me! Let’s say: NO! TO GDP!”
Yes! The crowd got that. Fists pumped. Together they shouted:
“NO TO GDP! NO TO GDP!”
It was a wrap. And then my gaze swivelled to a man with a face mask, standing at the back of the crowd, taking photos with a telephoto lens. The local press? Or something else? 
We were packing up. The rain came again. Jasmine and Tamara started to wander off together sharing Tammy’s brolly. “See you in the coffee shop, Zsófi, the usual one?” Tamara called.
“Yeah, I’ll be there,” I was still furling the wet banner. They went on ahead.
A car belonging to one of the protesters pulled up. I quickly tossed the banner into the boot, and slammed it shut. They drove off into the drizzle. 
I strode towards the exit, feeling the sudden quiet after the roar of the crowd. I was thinking about my speech. I barely registered a man in a business suit coming towards me. Without thinking, I stepped to one side, but at the last second, he bumped right into me, hard and on purpose. I stumbled, tripped, and landed on the ground with a thud.
A male voice, smooth and deceptively calm, came to me from somewhere above. “Do wake up, girl. Or you’ll get hit.”
I twisted round, pushing myself up on my elbow, and looked up just in time to see the man walking briskly away. He climbed into the passenger seat of an enormous SUV, which was waiting at the curb with the engine running. The vehicle immediately pulled away from the kerb and drove off.
What the hell was that all about? I looked around, and spotted two men coming along. They had pig’s head masks on. And swastika pendants. I was still lying on the ground as they strolled past, ignoring me. Then they stopped, just a few metres away, and turned, facing me, standing over me.
I breathed in sharply. Were they going to ask if I was alright? Help me up? No. They just stood there, arms folded, silent. Like they were gloating.
Shaken, I stared up at the vacant pig faces. They just stood there, watching me.
Warily, I got back to my feet. I wanted to run, but, in the event, just managed to stagger away. I didn’t look back. This wasn’t a bad hair day at a damp protest. This was enemy action.
 
 
CHAPTER TEN: 2033
 
THE SALVADORIS
They came. They came to the Salvadoris for an after-harvest celebration. The neighbours, the Yazidis from the next orchard, and us. Tamara, Yuvan, Sara, Altan, and me. It's the local social event of the year.
Salvadori was our neighbour, both an orchardist, and a bee-keeper. A handy man to have around. We’d bought most of our hives from him. He was older than me. Mid-thirties. Old enough to have an almost-teenage daughter, Gabriela. There was this undercurrent about him; sometimes I wondered if he was the local mafia boss, or just really wanted everyone to think he was. Either way, this time of year, he threw open his home for a huge Sunday afternoon gathering.
His whole whānau descend, from far and wide. And then there were the Yazidis – men, women, and children, each in traditional dress, trekking over from their own orchard. 
It was a brilliant Sunday afternoon, Goldilocks-style, not too hot, and not too cold. The buffet was already laid out, a big spread just inside the foyer. Salvadori, playing the lord of the manor, greeted Yuvan with an expansive gesture and a booming welcome.
“Yuvan!” Salvadori’s smile stretched wide. “Welcome! Welcome to our little celebration! I’m so glad you could make it. How’re your bees? How’s your orchard? How are you all?”
Yuvan shook his hand. I smiled a greeting at Salvadori myself. Then I ducked inside, and made a beeline for the buffet. One has to get one’s priorities right. Tamara was right behind me. The food did look good.
“Zsófi! Tamara!”
It was Yuvan calling us back outside. We stepped through the French doors, out onto the patio.
Suddenly, everyone applauded. Tamara and I stopped, puzzled, exchanging a quick glance. Then Yuvan held up a hand, waiting for quiet. When the crowd settled, he made the announcement.
“Zsófi Kovacs: Bachelor of Arts in Environmental Studies.”
Then he started clapping. He had this knack of keeping his palms hollow, so there was a lot of loud banging. I gave a bit of a wave and a faint bow. He gripped my hand like there was no tomorrow. Strangely I thought I saw the gleam of tears in his eyes.
“Tamara Ivaskow: Bachelor of Horticultural Science.”
Tamara was full of confidence these days, and stepped up to the plate. Yuvan raised both hands, stilling the crowd once more.
“I am so proud, so proud of you both.” Yuvan choked up, his voice catching.
The bongo-drummer did a quick, rolling flourish with his hands. Polite applause all round. Then the Yazidi men looked at each other and got their instruments out. Some I recognised, the kaval, a long haunting five-hole pipe, with mad harmonics. And they had a modern tárogató, a Csángó folk instrument, which sounds a bit like a cross between a clarinet and a trumpet. Or, if you play it badly, like a dying pig. Nothing quite like it. It’s truly a sound to die for. And then long bulbous lutes. The Yazidi dance music started. At speed.
 The Yazidi women quickly formed a line, linked arms and danced. Tamara moved to join them, and I followed too. Soon, everyone was dancing, even the children. These people truly know how to celebrate.
***
You’d think that after all this university stuff, Tamara would agree with me about changing weather patterns, wouldn’t you? To some extent, she did. She no longer thought it was all a hoax. I think it was the clouds that changed her mind. They have the biggest effect on night-time temperatures, after all. A clear night and the temperatures plummet. A cloudy night, and they act like a blanket. And greenhouse gases act the same. No problem there.
No, now we disagreed as to what to do about it. It was an amicable disagreement, though. We never actually argued.
Tamara’s course in Horticulture had been very practical. It was about how to run a farm for profit, what to plant where, how to get the harvest to market, and how to look after your soil and plants. My course, on the other hand, was much broader in scope. It was about the world as a whole, and how to manage the environment from a government perspective. And about people’s attitudes to the environment, and regulations. And much more.
Tamara was very fond of pointing out that nothing that happened in New Zealand, no matter what we did, would save the planet.
And she was right. New Zealand’s share of the global economy is zero point one five percent. Absolutely insignificant. So even if I convinced the government and everyone here to do it my way, it wouldn’t save the planet. Persuading the Americans, the Chinese, the Europeans to alter course – that would make a big difference.
Tamara had a point, a good point. It was most frustrating. Not that Tamara was seeking to undermine me or my efforts. No, she understood and supported me. But talking together, we couldn’t find a good solution. Of course, in a Hollywood movie, I would make a speech to the United Nations, the world would change, and bingo! Problem solved. Everyone lives happily ever after.
Or I’d form a band of international guerillas, and we’d go round and blow up every oil rig and refinery we could find. ¡Viva la revolución! Or something else ridiculous. Aliens save the day! But in the silly romance in my head, I had always dreamt that Tammy and I would agree about everything. Maybe, secretly, I still do. What a bugger! I should fall in love with my clone.
***
I joined in the dancing again. Yuvan, Sara, and Tamara did too. The Yazidi women swirled in line and circle dances. The steps simple, although the timing wasn’t. But it was damned good fun.
Eventually, Yuvan and Sara wandered off into the house together, their hands brushing. Salvadori, who had been dancing with his family, broke off and stood watching me. His gaze felt… heavy. Too intense. I broke off too, pulling Tamara with me, needing a distraction.
I stepped up to face Tamara very closely, taking hold of both her hands and gently pressing them behind her back. She didn’t resist, her eyes wide, her lips slightly parted. For a moment, I almost kissed her on the lips. I hesitated, my gaze flickering up. Salvadori was still watching, his expression unreadable, almost calculating.
I just held it there for a while, as if undecided, the air between us charged. Then I leaned in and kissed Tamara on the cheek, just next to her lips. I slowly let Tammy go. She quietly smiled at me, a soft, intimate smile that belied the public display, and didn’t step away.
Salvadori turned away and headed off into the orchard. It felt like an invitation, or perhaps a challenge. I had to know. I went after him, the path twisting beneath the fruit trees.
But that didn’t go the way I expected. Not at all. A few minutes later, I came back towards the house, somewhat flustered. I rushed up to Tammy, who was helping clear up the buffet table. The first thing in my head just blurted out.
“Take me home.” 
Tamara paused. “What’s up?”
I couldn’t explain, not yet. I just wandered off, homeward. Tamara waved goodbye and gave a series of blow-kisses to the Salvadoris, the Yazidis, and everyone else. She’d catch up. She always did.
*** 
She didn’t take long. “Zsófi, what’s up? What happened?”
My words just burst out. “I can’t dance. I can’t do this anymore.”
Tamara reached for me, trying to give me a hug. I flinched. “No! A hug ain’t gonna fix this.”
She stopped. “Fix what?”
I kicked at a loose stone. “D’you think our species is worth saving, Tamara?”
“Why on earth not?” she asked.
“We just mess up the planet. It’s in our nature, eh.” I walked on, then stopped and looked back at Tamara. She just shrugged, resigned. Sometimes, Tammy could be a bit negative.
On the other hand, maybe she’s right. Back when they first invented the petrol engine, nobody really thought about the consequences. Or whether it might kill us all one day. We’re a short-sighted bunch.
“Or perhaps we’ve just been brainwashed to think success means success now, in the short term.” I looked at Tamara. She was still listening.
“Well, Zsófi, guess I'll have to to un-brainwash you. Gotta suck all that boring stuff outta your head. And when you're done, we’ll fill the space with dental amalgam. Ya know, do it like one big root canal, eh.” 
Dear God, she sounded like me. Teasing. She must’ve have picked it up from me. She wasn’t just sweet sixteen and never been kissed. Not any more.
Anyway, by then, I knew. By then, Jasmine had organised a press conference.
 
PRESS CONFERENCE
I sniffed the air in the community hall. It was exactly what you’d expect. Like, early morning pilates had been and gone. Followed by the pensioners’ morning tea group, all elderly biscuits and stale bodies. Jasmine had hired this dismal hall for the afternoon. It was cheap, and that was it’s best point.
Around the world, wildfires and weather chaos had taken over. It wasn’t one big raging global inferno, but there was always a big wildfire somewhere around the globe. And our band of sisters in CAGE was passing out buckets of water to douse the flames. Tiny buckets. Fire-fighting. We needed to get to the root of the issue.
Jasmine was most concerned about projecting the right image.
“It’s all about credibility, Zsófi,” she’d said, her voice firm. “Even if we’re the only ones who believe in us. We need to look like the next government. Like we mean business. Like we’re the future. Like we have the answers ready and waiting.”
So we set it up to look as much like a government press conference as we could. We had two lecterns, each with a glass of tap water, set up facing the audience. An NZ flag hung proudly behind them as a backdrop.
The hall came with one tired, elderly, unarmed security guard. He stood around looking thoroughly bored.
In the event, despite our best efforts, only two journalists could be bothered to turn up. Not to worry, though. It was small, but you gotta start somewhere, eh.
One was Xenia, a nice young woman, who, bless her heart, looked genuinely interested. She scribbled in a notebook, her brow furrowed in concentration.
Then there was the Colonel. Just, the Colonel. He was a crusty old bastard wearing a business suit, complete with a military-style beret. And campaign ribbons on his chest. I could practically smell the scepticism wafting off him.
His eyes were sharp, predatory, and gave me the creeps. Like he’d… No. I forced myself to focus on reality and the present.
I looked across at Jasmine van der Velde, the CAGE coordinator. She was standing at one podium, while I stood at the other. She looked cool, calm. Her presence jerked my mind back to the now, like a splash of cold water. There’s nothing like a good-looking woman to do that.
My outfit was carefully calculated: on top, a linen jacket, skillfully ironed to perfection by yours truly. I wore black denim jeans that were one size too large, plus black socks, and black trainers. Comfortable, functional, subtly defiant. Never toe the line!
I refuse to wear polyester. Sure, that makes shopping for clothes more expensive, and quite restrictive in terms of choice, but think about the environmental impact!
Every time you wash your clothes, tiny plastic particles wash off. They float out in the water, and thence around the world. There’s microplastics on Mount Everest already. And it wasn’t Sir Ed who dumped them there. It was you, me, and everybody.
When shopping in-store, it’s relatively easy; you just walk round and feel the cloth on anything you fancy. In one store, I even asked the assistant if they had anything without polyester. She just looked at me like I was from planet Zworg, or somewhere.
I suppose you’re wondering if polyester is recyclable. Good question. Broadly speaking, the answer is no. But go Google it yourself, sister.
Online, you soon learn to avoid the cheap stuff, and check the fabric care section first. You’ll find the search frustrating, though.
Socks are the hardest. Possum and merino wool blends are nice and warm in winter, but don’t go for a walk in them or you’ll have holes in no time at all. Cotton and silk are fine.
But hey, you don’t have to copy me. It’s all a bit of a performance. And when I’m President, we’ll target the manufacturers, not you, girl.
Oh, you just don’t care, one way or the other? No worries. Not many people realise they’ve been brainwashed by the fast-fashion industry. And it’s actually the government’s job to intervene and fix this type of issue. No-one else can.
Anyway, back to me. If I was going to fight the system, I was certainly not going to do it wearing synthetics. In any case, polyester makes my skin crawl.
But where was I? Ah, the press conference.
The security passes, hastily printed by Jasmine that morning, felt flimsy and inadequate. Still, we plastered on professional smiles as the clock ticked past three.
The Colonel, seated in the front row, launched the first salvo.
“We can’t beat weather chaos,” he declared, his voice gruff, “without global cooperation and world peace.”
Jasmine replied smoothly, her voice betraying none of the contempt I knew she felt. “Absolutely, Colonel.”
“How will you achieve that?” His eyes seemed to bore into her, a challenge, a dismissal, all rolled into one. He didn’t believe us for a second.
It was my turn. I leaned into the microphone. “Colonel, you and I both know that world peace is not going to happen any time soon. Not in our lifetimes. Chaos prevails.”
His gaze flickered over to me, with a perceptible widening of his eyes. “So what’s the plan, then, Ma’am? What’s CAGE’s grand strategy for preventing chaos?”
I took a breath. Time to play the game. One step at a time. “First, let’s imagine that by the end of the year we somehow managed to stop using fossil-fuels. What would happen? The global supply chain would start to crumble away, wouldn’t it, Colonel. Because right now, we have no alternative system in place. We’d need solar panels, sailing ships and electric trains everywhere. And to be producing stuff locally. Or to be producing less stuff. Living greener.”
I leaned forward to sip water, keenly aware of his gaze raking me over.
“Absolutely, Ma’am,” he conceded, his tone dripping with sarcasm.
Ma’am? Ma’am! You bastard. You sarcastic bastard.
“But weather chaos is gradually undermining agricultural food production,” I pressed on, ignoring his tone.
“So what, Ma’am?” His expression remained impassive. “We’ll be fine. New Zealanders are resilient. We’ve faced challenges before and always adapted. Innovation will provide.”
Or maybe you’ll be dead, I thought, holding his gaze.
“Perhaps, Colonel,” I said aloud, “But people living in megacities won’t be fine. The issue with large cities is that the people rely on regular deliveries of fresh vegetables and milk from the surrounding countryside. What if the supply lines break down? What happens then?”
“Not our problem, Ma’am!” he waved his hand dismissively. “Our primary responsibility is to our own populace, within our borders. International issues are for international bodies to address.”
He doesn’t give a rat’s arse. That was clear.
***
I glanced at the clock. Quarter past three. Still trying to deal with the Colonel. He could be bloody difficult!
We were talking about the future. “So New Zealand may get swamped by boatloads and boatloads of refugees,” I said. The Colonel didn’t seem to challenge this idea.
“What’s the answer, then, Ma’am?”, he asked, leaning forwad. “Are we to simply open our borders to an unsustainable influx? Where will we house them? How will we feed them? These are practical realities, not abstract theories.”
“We cannot just machine-gun them,” I said, with dark humour. I paused for a tactical sip of water. What to say now? “And there’s no way we can support them all. Our infrastructure, our resources, they’re finite. We’d be overwhelmed.”
The Colonel raised a hand. “Colonel?” I prompted.
“Why not just let the next generation deal with it?” he suggested, a smug look on his face. “History shows us that we always find a way. Innovation will solve this. Let the tech giants figure it out.”
“I am the next generation,” I snapped back. I could swear the Colonel was checking me out, assessing me.
“The answer is CCS, Ma’am. Carbon capture and storage,” he declared, as if it were a simple, magic bullet. “Just suck the carbon out of the atmosphere. The technology is developing rapidly. With enough investment, we can reverse the emissions, effectively hitting a reset button.”
“Why hasn’t that been done already, Colonel?” I asked, my voice edged with disbelief.
“I can’t say, Ma’am. My field is security, not industrial policy.”
How bloody convenient!
***
Five minutes later. Jasmine was calmly outlining our proposed policy changes.
“Non-essential air traffic would be banned,” she announced.
The Colonel interrupted. “What about the invisible hand of the m—”
Bang! Thump!
The noise came from the double doors at the far end, behind the audience.
The doors burst open.
A Viking-man, wearing a horned helmet and carrying an American flag, burst into the conference chamber, followed by other protesters. Some carried pitchforks.
The security guard, startled but surprisingly spry, plus the Colonel, moved quickly. They blocked the protesters’ path up the aisle. The Viking-man, a huge bearded guy, bellowed.
“Freedom! Democracy!”
The Colonel held his ground. “Wrong flag, wrong Capitol, Rambo.”
Jasmine looked across at me. Together we quickly slipped through the fire exit at the side.
“Freedom! Democracy!” the Viking-man’s shouts echoed, even from outside.
On the other side of the fire exit was the sidewalk.
We emerged, blinking, into the sunlight, and looked around. Jasmine nodded to the right at me, a silent signal, and went left, walking quickly away. I went right.
A black SUV screeched around the corner and headed toward me. I ran back and away, my heart pounding in my chest. Jasmine was nowhere to be seen.
There was a skip bin almost in front of me. I pulled out my mobile and tossed it in. I ran on to the park and looked back.
Men spilled out of the SUV, and one retrieved the mobile.
That distracted them! They were letting me get away!
I ran off through the park, dodging joggers and mothers with strollers alike. There was a gate on the far side. Warily, I pushed through the gate back onto another street.
And there was Jasmine, waiting by a taxi. We scrambled in, and the driver immediately pulled away, heading for her place.
I slept over. But sleep was elusive. I was haunted by the image of the black SUV and dreams of men in black with pigs’ heads.
But what was going on? How did they know? Lucky that my mobile has a password, but, was that enough? And why didn’t they chase me? More to the point, who are they? What do they want? And why?
 
OTAKOU BEEHIVES 
Summer. For Tamara and me, it meant more beehive inspections. We wore white beekeeping suits like aliens from another galaxy. Or perhaps dispossessed ghosts wandering through the orchard.
Just before dusk, with the air still thick with the last heat of the day, Tamara and I geared up. Our veils, fine mesh over stiffened boxes, pulled down over our faces, instantly muffled the world and funnelled our focus. We walked out to the orchard.
Tamara led the way. She was carrying a sturdy, well-used smoker in her gloved hand. We approached the first hive from the side, careful to stay out of the flight path to the landing zone at the front. She puffed gentle trails of white smoke to calm the bees.
Tamara kept puffing away with the smoker, and I gently prised open the lid, and drew out one frame. The honeycomb was a miracle of geometry in the fading light. Some cells showed a medium-dark wax. Other cells were capped with rich, amber gold. I murmured my assessment.
“Looks good. Brood wax is always darker.”
“Magic! Just what we want.” Tamara’s voice was a little muffled behind her veil, but her enthusiasm was clear. “We’ll have to check one more, though.”
I carefully replaced the frame and lid. We moved on to the next hive, the buzzing sound growing louder as we neared. Tamara stopped abruptly, turning to me, and for a moment, I thought something was wrong with the hive.
“Wish we were on Rēkohu,” she said, her voice dropping, more reflective now. “No Varroa mites there, eh.”
I paused and nodded a silent agreement. Tamara continued.
“Hey, you know what? We should plant some borage near the orchard. For the wild bees.”
Now that she’d finished her horticulture degree, Tamara often knew more about modern, sustainable bee practice than I did. It had been a quiet shift in our dynamic, a rebalancing. For years, I’d been the one with the knowledge, guiding her. Now, it was different. Instead of feeling diminished, I found myself admiring her quiet competence, her deep love for the land, her genuine desire to do things right. She was no longer simply someone I taught; she was an equal, a partner.
“Good idea,” I affirmed, leaning in to listen to the hum of the next hive. “We need wild bees. Strong colonies.”
The sun was gone, shadows filled the valley, the hilltops a deep violet. 
 
THE SENDING
Late that same evening, I was just getting ready for bed, when I sat down, thinking about Ferenc. And this story came, I couldn’t stop it. My eyes closed, and I lay back. I was stuck in the story, I had to let it play out to the end.
I feel like a sack of potatoes. A great weight is holding me down. As if I was on morphine, or drifting in some strange, half-waking coma. Blackness. Everywhere black. Then a pale blue dot, slowly getting bigger. It becomes a marble, blue and white, hanging in the empty blackness. Our planet.
Then I hear it. A rhythmic flap, flap, flap. Not like laundry on a line, but heavier, more insistent. Like canvas. A tent flap, maybe? It’s somehow familiar, something felt in my bones. As if I’d been living in and out of tents for years now. And foxholes, dugouts, holes in the rubble. Though here and now the bed is snug around me. Where was I?
Crump. Crump. Artillery fire in the distance. No, no, not again. I’m in Europe. This can’t be happening again.
Ah, pain. A dull, spreading ache in my right leg. Yes, that’s right. That pain.
I’m on a low cot, in a tent. A hospital tent. There are other men too. Other cots. A big Red Cross on the tent wall. And an IV-drip into my right arm. 
I lift the other arm. Army fatigues. A yellow and blue armband. Still. I twist my head slowly and look at the other men. I recognise no-one. Where are they? My guys. From my original unit, the Legion? All long gone. One by one.
Trucks. I remember driving trucks, hauling supplies, trying to stay out of the front line. But it hadn’t worked. The war had found me. Something had happened. I don’t remember exactly what, just the constant, gnawing fear. Street-fighting. The steady drip-drip of men killed or wounded. One by one. And always backwards, always retreating to the next house, the next basement. And where are they now?
And the drones. Always the drones. The fear of running across open ground, even at night. Hunker down, keep your thermal shield on. Don’t let them see your body heat. Get under something, concrete, a fallen tree, whatever.
Where was I? Was that the sea I could hear? A distant, rhythmic crashing.
The crump of artillery shells landing in the distance again. Someone’s getting a packet.
“Stretcher-bearers!” A guttural shout, not in English. What’s happening? Why are they moving me? They seemed to be in a big hurry. Grunts, puffing. That’s not good. Fatigue. Extreme fatigue. It stops you talking.
On the stretcher now. They carry me outside. It’s warm and sunny. I thought it was winter. How long have I been here? Days? Weeks? Months?
A makeshift camp. Lots of Red Cross tents. The stretcher bearers turn left, and we begin to go downhill.
Crump! Crump! Closer now. I can hear the howl of each shell. Where are the drones? They had to be using observation drones, spotting our position. We are sitting ducks out here in the open. We’d get targeted. Soon.
I hear the sea, the crash of the waves. 
Oh my God, there’s a RIB, a Rigid Inflatable Boat. In the shallows, close to the beach. It’s being pushed around by the waves.
A bit of surf, and spray. The stretcher-bearers wade in. There’s a great deal of huffing and grunting. They lift me onboard.
Drones! A whine-whirr. Our turn. Mother of God, not again!
Duh. Duh. Duh-duh-duh-duh-duh.
The slow, staccato drumroll of a heavy machine gun.
Small explosions. Not us. They must be bombing the Red Cross tents back on shore. Dear God, when will this madness end?
The sudden roar of an outboard motor. The RIB gets underway, throwing up a spray of cold water. We plough out, up and down, over the incoming waves.
Where to? Red arcs overhead. Tracer. Coming from where we’re headed.
I feel the lift as we ride up over a swell. We skate down the other side. I get a fleeting glimpse of an ocean-going vessel. An old trawler? But armed. A heavy machine gun is mounted on the bulwarks. Two figures, one firing, one feeding the ammo belt. Thudding away.
Not far now.
The RIB swoops close in. A flurry of shouted orders I don’t understand – it’s not even English. They hoist me aboard. I feel hard steel beneath my head.
I glimpse crew members using binoculars to scan the sky. Two grizzled old men, and a boy. Faces etched with exhaustion.
Duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh-duh.
No big guns here. Good for the drones. No match for the big guns when they find us.
I’d been dumped on the deck. There’s more shouting. Then the big, guttural thumping of a heavy diesel. The rattle of an anchor chain somewhere. We’re getting underway.
So where to now? Where were we going?
Suddenly I was wide awake. My heart was thumping like the trawler’s diesel engine.
The window was open, the curtain flapping gently in the breeze. I lay there, almost trapped, the residue of fear in my body.
Ferenc. The dream had been so impossibly real, a nightmare vision of the horrors he was living, or had lived. The foreign words, the distinct uniforms, the brutal chaos – the same stuff I’d seen on news reports, the video clips I’d found on the net.
I hadn’t heard from him in years now. It felt like a thousand years. I reached for my mobile on the bedside table again. For the hundredth time, I texted an old aunt who was living in Transylvania.
No news.
CHAPTER ELEVEN : 2034-5
 
OTAKOU
In summer, we use the electric barbie on the front porch. Food tastes so much better when you eat in the fresh air. Altan was on tea duty. With my apron on, I was doing the barbie. We’d been given some venison. The strips sizzled and hissed. You can’t go far wrong with venison.
Yuvan brought the plates out. He laid them on the aluminium table, and disappeared inside again. He was soon back out again with the salad bowls. We grew our own. Ten minutes from garden to plate was our motto. Especially with rocket, which goes limp so quickly. But it’s better than trying to grow lettuce and being swamped by slugs and snails. Some of the venison was ready. I grabbed a plate, piled the venison onto it, and put it on the table. And started a new batch on the barbie. Tamara came out.
“Smells good, Zsófi,” Yuvan grunted. There was an old radio on a small side table by the outside plug. We had it on during mealtimes. It took me back to my childhood, to Mum and Dad. We used to eat outside with the radio on. 
These days, the radio news gave us an upbeat, parochial take on the state of the world around us. An MP had been expelled for wearing a shoelace tie. Peace negotiations had failed yet again. The All Blacks will play the test without their usual hooker. And Mrs Jones has lost her cat. The important stuff. Rarely a mention of greenhouse gases.
Today, though, the announcer seemed a bit sharper, more immediate.
“Under new regulations, all milk must be tested for H5N1 bird flu. This comes after reports of increased mammalian infection rates in isolated clusters. In other news, food riots have broken out in several mega-cities around the world, notably in Jakarta and London. A naval destroyer has collided with a container ship in the South China Sea. Peace talks in Alaska have resumed with both parties in separate rooms. The All Blacks lost the first test. The Minister for Sport has resigned.”
Yuvan flicked the radio off. 
Silence. On the barbie, the venison spat. 
A tūī called.
Altan looked around at us. He didn’t quite get it all.
“Well,” Yuvan said, breaking the quiet with a forced cheerfulness that grated, “we’ll think of something. We always have.” He gestured towards the orchard, the valley, and the hills around us. It was the same old story. He kept on coming out with it, even as the world outside had gradually crumbled away, along with our hopes.
I waved the barbie tongs around. “People have been saying that for years, Bácsi. It’s just utter bullshit. First it’s the weather, then it’s the war, and now this, bird flu coming to you, this week.” My voice was sharper than I intended; I wasn’t looking forward to vaccines, restrictions, or a lockdown.
Yuvan’s face hardened. “Then what’re you fighting for, Zsófi? If it’s all so hopeless?”
“For the future, you great duckwit!” I snapped, turning to face him fully, smoke wafting between us. “For the children, for the next generation. So they have a decent start, a decent chance. Just like you did. It’s not about thinking of something, Bácsi, it’s about doing something.”
Altan sighed, a soft, almost imperceptible sound, and poured himself another cup of tea.
I watched the smoke from the venison rise. H5N1. Avian influenza. We kept chickens and ducks. We relied on them. And now, they were saying it was attacking mammals? Goats? Ponies? Humans?
How vulnerable were we? Mutation. That was the word that echoed, loud and clear, beyond the static. Not just a new strain, but something that had jumped, adapted. Straightforward biology, predictable. 
The venison was done. I pulled it from the barbie, and plated up. We ate in silence. I needed to process the news. I needed to plan. I needed to write.
***
Later, I went to my room, opened my laptop and wrote: the outlook for humans is bad: for virus itself, good.
And unlike the shortages, the wars, the slow crumbling of the global supply chain, this felt different. Not quite the beginning of the end. But it was hard to be optimistic about the future.
And then I switched to my story about Tünde and Göncöl. It was my escape, my refuge from the harrowing world I really lived in. It was a world of myth and magic. Somehow I found strength, nourishment, and inspiration in their adventures. 
 
KASHMIR
Tünde and Göncöl had made it to the foothills of the Himalayas. They wandered through the valleys of Kashmir, looking for somewhere to settle, looking for woodlands. Tünde shook her head. 
“Not enough forest. Too many humans here.” 
They moved on, always eastward, choosing the best path they could. Tünde didn’t really know what she was looking for. She just wanted to have the feeling, the feeling that meant she was home. At one point, in the distance, they heard the rattle of gunfire. 
“Humans. Always with their noise. Always with their pointless destruction.”
They heard a distant rumble. It didn’t sound like an avalanche. Either big guns, or bombs.
“That’s all we need,” sighed Tünde. “They’re at it again.”
Göncöl nodded. “It’s those human machines that are the problem. But, Tünde, what if we can’t find an untouched valley? What if there’s none left? What will we do then?” 
“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”
“And what’s on the other side?”
Tünde shook her head, and walked on.
 
ARCHERY
We’d set up a crude archery target in the paddock, about twenty metres away. It was just an experiment, a bit of fun, a practice session. I called it my Mongolian experiment. I’d promised Altan a go when he wasn’t busy. He seemed keen.
Secretly, of course, I had visions of using the bow and arrow to shoot rabbits. By day. Even I couldn’t see that working at night. I’d just shoot all my arrows and never find them again in the dark. 
On the internet, I’d found a women’s red biker vest in real leather, going cheap. It was handy round the farm. Warm, but you could work in it. So that’s what I was wearing. I was teasing Tammy.
“Of course, I could go for the complete warrior princess look. Let’s see. Lace-up thigh boots. A bare waist. Bronze armour shoulder-pads. And bronze armbands.”
At least she smiled, as if she was imagining it.
In my mind, Tammy was wearing the full Goth gear as my personal slave. 
So, it was a fun afternoon.
But Tammy was doing the talking.
“I know you want to save the natural world, Zsófi, and I love you for it.” 
She pauses while she draws and fires.
“But even if you spoke to world leaders personally, and the Pope, nothing changes. It’s all been tried and done before.”
Her arrow hits the target. Wow!
I came up with a line from some film or other.
“A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”
Tammy smiled, but was not to be diverted. It’s like the roles were reversed, and she was being the serious one.
“Just don’t go breakin’ your heart, eh.”
My turn. I draw, aim, loose, and the arrow flies to the target. We high-five. 
Tammy continues.
“The alternative is revolution, eh. Or nothing. We’re out of time. We need Plan B: a refuge. Let the rest go to hell, eh.”
I shake my head, lips compressed. I felt vaguely cornered. Perhaps she’s right. She was simply stating the obvious.
It wasn’t that everything was, like, always fine and dandy between Tammy and me. I mean, we got on, we worked together, we lived together, we were together. And when I look at her, even now, I see Angel, like she’s sixteen again. My angel. 
But that doesn’t mean we blithely agreed about everything. Far from it. We didn’t exactly argue. I tiptoed around our differences. But for me, that’s normal in any relationship. How else can you manage it? Arguing all the time, that’s exhausting.
And it wasn’t that we had wildly differing expectations. No, it wasn’t a case of me coming home of an evening and expecting to find my dinner waiting by the fire. And my slippers warm in the oven. ;=)) Nothing so old-school.
No. It was that I’m a dreamer, and she’s the practical one. I want to save the planet, and she wants to make a living out of farming. I’d be quite happy to go foraging and hunt rabbits, and be a bit nomadic. If that saved the planet.
There was one thing about Tammy that constantly grated on me. Underneath it all, she still had this money madness mindset. Even the course she’d done at Uni was about how to make money out of horticulture. Making a buck. Not about gardening the planet, looking after it.
I’m not like that. Money has no meaning for me, emotionally. Maybe because I’ve never been penniless. Yes, I know I’m wild, stupid, and idealistic. But at least I try to get the big picture. And that’s what humans need right now.
And I just couldn’t talk about political solutions with Tammy. The conversation just went nowhere. She listened, but had nothing to offer. She wasn’t interested. I had to talk to Jasmine about politics now. It used to be Inna. Dear God, I miss her so much. My one true friend.
Yeah, so I was still grieving. As usual. Every day.
But there was something else, something about Tammy. I just couldn’t put my finger on it. Somewhere deep down, I knew. But God knows what, exactly.
Yes, that might be it, she loves me. Secretly. And just can’t tell me. Oh yeah.
 
CAMBODIAN COFFEE SHOP AGAIN
I was waiting for Jasmine. We’d arranged to meet here in Cromwell. It’s easier to spot strangers in a small town. Also, there was an emergency exit at the back of the shop if we needed it. 
Outside, it was pouring down. It made me slightly nervous, even now, years after the cyclones.
It wasn't quite normal. 
Tamara would’ve called it a deluge, like it was biblical. 
Instead, I started reading the muted newsfeed on the massive TV screen on the wall. Record heatwave strikes South-East Asia. 
Crop failures and food shortages in India. 
War in Europe continues. Refugees trapped in camps. 
All the usual shit.
Too depressing! I switched back to outside again. The rain was swirling around a stormwater grating.
Eventually, it backed up and the drain overflowed.
Lately, I’d come to distrust mainstream news. It was suspiciously upbeat. Too upbeat to be the whole truth. I suspected political interference. 
The internet wasn’t much better. Some key websites had gone dark. For key indicators, I now had to rely on stats as measured in NZ. According to them, carbon dioxide in the atmosphere was up by two-thirds compared to eighty years ago.
Not exactly progress.
Jasmine came in, and tried to flick the rain off her coat. She waved to me, and then looked around, like a wary vixen, checking out exactly who was here.
She went up to the counter, ordered, and came over. She didn't sit opposite me, but took the chair at ninety degrees to me. Less confrontational, she’d once explained, easier to work together. It also gave her a clear view of the entrance door. She nudged up a bit closer, and looked round again, as if even the walls had ears.
“Kia ora, Jasmine. How’s it going?”
“Pretty good, Zsófi.” She smiled at me. “So, the Christchurch rally. Totally disrupted. We couldn’t even begin to film. Those guys with pigs’ head masks and swastikas again. Somehow they knew where we’d be.” 
She paused while we listened to the blast and gurgle of the coffee-maker in action. Then Jasmine went on.
“But the question is: how do they know where to find us? Have we been hacked? Is it electronic? Or do we have a leak? A mole in the organisation?”
“A good question. There’s Sara Skripova, Yuvan’s girlfriend. She’s always hanging around. She has time and opportunity. But she might be after his drone tech, nothing to do with CAGE at all. But you’re right. It could’ve been anyone inside CAGE.”
“It must’ve been an inside job. Some kind of mole. All our messaging is encrypted now. Yes. A little burrower.” Her voice was like gravel.
“So, what next?” I asked.
“I think, for the time being, we stop the big public rallies. We switch to filming in remote locations. With just a few people in the know.”
“That makes sense.”
“Agreed then. And the other thing is we compartmentalise the network. Instead of one big network, we divide it into smaller cells. Operating independently.”
“Fine, but what about your server? There must be a master list of CAGE activists on there somewhere. How secure is that?”
Jasmine smiled.
“You’re absolutely right, Zsófi. I’ll have to ask our software guys about that. I’ll get back to you.”
“And we have to assume that there’s a tracker on your EV, and your phone’s already bugged, of course.”
Jasmine leaned back. “Exactly. And it’s not just us, either. Our overseas contacts are getting harassed.”
“I’m not surprised, Jas. Some of them live in rough spots anyway. States that aren’t really democratic. Or places being torn apart by conflict.”
“Or where the gangs have taken over. In some countries, encrypted messages are already blocked. And we don’t know which of our assets has been compromised.”
“Any idea what’s really happening out there?” I asked, looking out the window, at the world beyond the persistent rain. “You know. The web. It’s completely controlled by AI now. One hundred percent. There’s fake videos of everything. I literally can’t tell what’s true anymore.”
Jasmine nodded. She always let me rant a bit.
“And who controls the AI? No-one. Or maybe just more AI. The so-called Shepherding Algorithm? Some piece of code that decides what the public is allowed to know, and what gets blocked.” I tailed off. 
Jasmine finished her coffee. “The other day, I had a message from our asset in Manaus. It sounds like the Amazon's drying up and turning into grasslands. It’s the logging issue. The more trees you chop, the less moist air gets sucked in from the north. They just don’t get the rainfall they used to. The same old crap. That must be true.”
“Shit. Just gotta keep smiling, eh.”
She smiled. “You’re right, Zsófi. Must remember that. So, getting down to business, what’s with this story you’ve sent me? What’s it called? The Parable of the Matriarch. And it’s all about elephants. I mean, I read it. I like it. But what do you want me to do with it?”
“That’s what I wanted to talk about. We need to connect with Africa. So that’s what my script’s about. What I was thinking was that CAGE could find some footage of elephants, and we could put the two together.”
“That’s not how we do it: we start with the clips and do the voiceover afterwards.”
“I know, but this is different. This script is meant to inspire the clips. To set the tone. It’s meant to be the voice of something ancient, the voice of wisdom.”
Jasmine stopped to ponder. I watched as the rain outside kept pelting down. She cleared her throat.
“Let me talk to our people in South Africa. Maybe we can get something done. I’ll have to get back to you. Might take a week or more. Yes. Get the shots. And fix the script. One thing though, it’ll need someone in Africa to read it. We must make it sound authentic.”
I looked at her, and nodded. She was good at this. She understood. The story I’d written was about more than just elephants. It was about survival, about the global water shortage, and the desperate search for a new beginning.
 
PARABLE OF THE MATRIARCH
I am Nobantu, the grandmother of the herd. I lift my trunk up high and sniff the air for the slightest hint of moisture. Where’s the rain hiding? I turn and gaze at Ichibi Elingcwele, the Sacred Lake.
A thousand moons ago, the lake was so deep I could swim in it without touching the bottom. Now it’s just a mud hole. The shores are cracked and baked. They’re dotted with bones. 
Thandi, my grandmother, used to lead us to other waterholes. Our bodies sailed through tall, lush grass, across good savannah dotted with trees.
Once upon a time.
I snort.
Many, many moons I’ve led the herd to feeding grounds and water. I’ve got the better of lions. And those bastard apes that walk on their hind legs, with the thunder-sticks that bang and kill you at a distance.
How many babies did I have? Well, all told, six, all female. But two died. Lions got one in the night. The other got sick.
So now there are four: Mbali, the eldest, then Bongani, Ramla the Seer, and the youngest, Lindiwe. They all have their own little herds now. The herds have thrived, grown. Almost too much, too well.
Over the years, the weather has changed. Lush grassland no longer. The dry season grows longer and harsher. The rainy season comes later these days and doesn't last nearly as long. 
And now, we all share the last waterhole. Each new calf born becomes another drinker at the lake. 
We’re going to run out of water.
Thandi, Thandi, you never told me this could happen.
And then, a flicker, a vague image from the distant past.
I remember Ichibi Lezulu, the Lake of Heaven. I’ve only been there once, when I was very young. It’s somewhere in Ulwahlulo Olukhulu, the hills over the horizon.
***
In the pre-dawn darkness, I visit Mbali, then Bongani, then Ramla. I sniff and touch them, each in turn, trying to reassure them. Then I drive them off toward Ulwahlulo Olukhulu. Mbali is rebellious as ever. We leave Lindiwe behind, with her young teenagers, no babies; they may survive. 
I lead the three groups out. They shuffle behind me, their grey hides covered with a layer of crimson dust. 
The next day we cross Ulwahlulo Olukhulu.
We arrive at a clearing. In the centre, surrounded by lush vegetation, is a spring. The water is crystal clear, shimmering in the sunlight. It’s Ichibi Lezulu. But not quite as I remember it. It used to be bigger, much bigger. Or I was much smaller. 
The herd surges forward; they drink deep. And before my eyes, the tiny lake shrinks to nothing, with only a tiny trickle to fill it from the spring.
And so I lead them on again. To the far side of Ulwahlulo Olukhulu. Soon, the terrain flattens, opens up. We come to a vast sandy desert of dunes, called Intlango YaseKhoekhoegowab, the Great Land of Thirst.
Bigger than I remember. 
And there I scream and drive Ramla and her little herd off to the North. It’s the best direction to find water. 
Then Mbali to South; no hope at all.
And myself, I lead Bongani to the West, into Intlango YaseKhoekhoegowab, deeper into the dunes. I plod forward confidently, up, over, and down. Like we weren’t all going to die of thirst. Like our bones will never bleach out on the desert sands. 
I look back. I see four lions following our trail, their shapes shimmering in the heat. They know. They always know. Such is the ancient pact of this harsh land.
CHAPTER TWELVE : 2036
 
THE BRICK FORGE
The anvil rang with each strike. I’m forging a horseshoe and some arrowheads, just like Dad taught me. All those years ago. I’d borrowed his old leather apron and gloves. A girl should look the part.
Tamara pumps the bellows, a constant hiss and roar. She has her uses!
She keeps talking. But it’s hard for me to have a serious conversation while I’m banging away.
“Ya know, people don’t want to give up the consumer lifestyle.”
I was trying to hammer the glowing metal into shape while there was still time. Ah, too late. I grabbed the tongs and stuck the horseshoe-to-be back in the fire. 
“It’s a ticking time-bomb,” I finally replied.
“Just don’t get so upset,” she carried on.
I was hammering away. 
“Ya know, species come. Species go.”
Okay. We’re done.
I looked at her. I mean, it wasn’t the best moment for a theoretical discussion. 
“And we’re next?” I asked.
“Maybe. If insects take over this planet, so what? Why are we so special? If we go extinct, a better species will evolve.”
But that’s not what I want. 
Okay, she can say what she thinks. Even if I don’t like it. Otherwise, we’d have no conversation. But I’m not going to argue back. 
Because maybe she’s right?
 
FERENC
Ferenc is alive. I feel it. 
In prison. No, in a camp, with a fence and barbed wire around. In detention. There’s a Red Cross hut.
He’s on crutches, with one person either side to help. It’s hot, and humid.
There are other huts. Other detainees wandering around. 
Some man in a suit approaches, wearing a badge, and carrying a clipboard. He asks Ferenc many questions and makes notes.
Oh dear God, let it be so!
A prisoner exchange?
I begin to cry again.
Please, please, dear God.
I text my aunt in Romania again. 
But the number is unavailable now.
Maybe she’s gone.
The waterworks again.
I do find it impossible to snap out of these sendings. I have to follow the story to the end, which is usually tears. Well, always, in fact. It’s like I’m trapped in my own matrix.
 
INTERVIEW
Jasmine had called a week earlier. “The Colonel wants to interview you,” she’d said. “You can arrange it yourself. It’ll be good practice in dealing with difficult people and non-believers. All you have to do is be professional, act like you’re president of the South Pacific. And keep your temper. He will test you.”
Jasmine had explained that the Colonel wanted an in-depth, one-on-one explanation of CAGE policy, and an off-the-record question-and-answer session to provide background for an article. Well, any publicity helped. So, yes.
I hired a small meeting room with a whiteboard for the occasion. And made sure I had an exit plan in case something went wrong.
I got there early, dressed for the part in pinstripe jacket and black skirt. The whole get-up felt like a school uniform. I had smart-looking black running shoes on, and I’d brought a shoulder bag stuffed with a lightweight rain jacket and a hood. Just in case.
The room was actually in the basement of a neo-Gothic church. I was half-expecting something, like, out of a gothic film, with dust motes floating in the air, and a whiff of decomposition. But no, it wasn’t like that at all. It was just a normal basement room, with seating for fifteen people set out in a circle. There was the whiteboard I’d asked for, but it was fixed to the wall. So I had to rearrange the chairs in three rows to face it. 
Waiting again. The usual. Men operate in a separate time zone. Or else it was a power play.
The door from the hallway swung open, and the Colonel came in, wearing a blue blazer and military beret. He grunted a greeting, and took a seat in the front row. He gazed at me, not adoringly. More like I was the next item in a slave auction. I held his stare, not breaking eye contact. I deliberately omitted to thank him for coming. It sounded too servile.
“Right. Let’s get started. An off-the-record session.” I began.
“Agreed, Ma’am.”
Ma’am. He’d done his homework. The formality was a thinly veiled jab, an acknowledgement of my academic standing, perhaps, but a challenge to my youth and gender. Politely antagonistic. Good. I could work with that.
“Good. Let’s begin with the overall situation assessment, from a global perspective.”
I half-turned to the whiteboard, and began drawing. In the top right corner, I sketched the distinctive shape of the Baja California Peninsula. In the bottom left, I drew the east coast of Australia. Then I added in New Zealand. So many world maps left it off, because map-makers thought that the Pacific and New Zealand were irrelevant.
I turned back to face the Colonel, and gestured to the vast expanse in the middle. “Imagine this is the Pacific Ocean.” I held out the whiteboard marker to him. “Now draw a tennis ball, floating in mid-Pacific.”
The Colonel quickly pushed himself out of the chair, his movements surprisingly agile for a veteran. He came forward, and took the pen from my hand. His fingers brushed mine; it wasn’t accidental. Bugger. Hadn’t seen that coming. He stood uncomfortably close to me. His breath smelt of stale coffee. Yuck.
I quietly added the capper. “To scale.”
The Colonel stopped, the pen poised. His brow furrowed, a hint of puzzlement flickered across his face. Good. I eased away from him, taking a step back. He soon recovered, though. He lowered the pen, his gaze snapping back to me.
“Where are we going with this, Ma’am?” 
“Imagine the tennis ball floating in mid-Pacific, Colonel. Eight billion bacteria live on it. That’s us. The tennis ball is like our planet. It’s our lifeboat in space. This is all about putting everything into perspective, getting the big picture. If the Earth were the size of a tennis ball, the sun would be a beach ball on the other side of the Pacific. Space is big and very empty. And we’re very, very tiny.”
The Colonel grunted. I took that as a no. Or just unimpressed? He wasn’t looking at the board. He was looking at me. For what? A flicker of doubt? A sign of incompetence? Or was he just checking me out at close range? 
He strode back to his seat. I erased the landmasses, the distant sun analogy. The whiteboard was pristine once more. “Here’s our own G3 dwarf star, as seen from beyond the Milky Way,” I said, placing a tiny red dot toward the corner of the whiteboard. It was lost in the vast expanse of whiteness.
“Now let’s look at how many souls are clinging to our tiny lifeboat.” I wiped the board clean again. Then I drew a graph on the whiteboard. Across the bottom, left to right, I marked out the decades. 1800 through to 2020, and 2022. Up the side, I put the global population, from one to eight billion. At the top, I gave it a large label: HUMAN POPULATION.
I turned and looked back at the Colonel. He had his head down, jotting stuff in his notebook. I wondered if he was faking it, just writing a shopping list. I was under no illusions. I wasn’t expecting to win him over. I just wanted to get to first base, where he recognised that I wasn’t just a silly girl with wild, idealistic ideas. He wasn’t going to listen to me until he respected my knowledge, training, and the evidence I produced. That was my theory, anyway. We’d see.
On the whiteboard, I drew a hockey-stick curve, the stick handle lay low across the bottom, one billion in 1800, slowly rising to 1.6 billion in 1900, and a sudden kick up to eight billion in 2022. I kept my voice calm, and the pitch low, serious, like I was speaking at a funeral.
“In eighteen hundred, the population was sustainable. By nineteen hundred, it wasn’t. We’d already crossed a threshold, even if no-one acknowledged it.” I tapped the rising curve with the marker.
The Colonel leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. He looked genuinely puzzled. Or he was faking it. “How so? There were fewer people then. More space.”
“Humans had come to rely on coal,” I stated, tapping the curve around 1900. “A massive increase in carbon emissions, to power the Industrial Revolution. To transport food to the cities and feed the growing population. To power the mills, and clothe the masses.”
I waited, to see what his reaction would be. He jotted something down on his notepad. I waited till he’d finished.
“Okay, Ma’am. What’s next?” he prompted.
“And today, we rely on oil and gas,” I answered.
Patience! Finally, he came back. “That’s a fair view of where we are, Ma’am. The question is: is it good or bad? What’s wrong with using oil and gas? Or coal?”
He wasn’t testing me; he was challenging me, setting the stage for a debate he’d already won in his own mind. I held his gaze, and almost smiled. “I think you know the answer to that, Colonel. And I’ve brought some background charts for you to look at later.”
I handed him the dossier I’d prepared beforehand. It was packed with data, like graphs charting atmospheric carbon dioxide emissions. It also contained data from ice cores in Antarctica, plus references. These show the correlation between carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere and temperatures in Antarctica over the last 800,000 years. The warm periods between ice ages seem to align with how much carbon dioxide was around. I think that's the biggest clue. And yeah, we're in a naturally warm period right now. 
The question is, how much warmer will it get if we keep on dumping more greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has gone up by over fifty percent since 1958. So has oil and gas extraction. The papers gave no lengthy explanations; the facts were meant to speak for themselves. He flipped through the pages, grunting away. Whether that was dismissive, or merely acknowledging the sheer volume of paper, I couldn’t tell. He looked up, his eyes sharp.
“It looks like you’ve done your homework. So what’s the solution, Ma’am?” he asked.
Good. That was a fair question.
“We must reduce our footprint,” I explained. “So, either we cut down on people, get less rich, or go totally green.” The Colonel scribbled that down. He was still making those piggy snorting sounds. 
“Think of it all as a paddock on a farm,” I explained. “You have to look at the long-term weather forecasts, the water supply, and the state of the soil. And then decide how many stock you can run. New Zealand could support a population of up to thirty million, but we wouldn’t be exporting any food. We’d need it for ourselves. Elsewhere, there are countries like the UK, where half their food is imported.” 
I waited. The Colonel made no response. The next part’s not going to go down well, I thought.
“Another possible route,” I continued, “is to bring in massive global controls and regulations. And enforce them. Dismantle the free-market economy and move toward a truly mixed model. We need to eliminate consumerism.”
He let out a short, sharp laugh. “You’d face an immediate revolt from the business sector. And consumers. Your rules would be gone by lunchtime. As I said, the only answer is a technological breakthrough! Fusion power, or deploying carbon capture and storage en masse. Solutions come from innovation. That’s what works.”
His loud voice made me jump a bit. I knew he'd disagree, maybe even laugh in my face. “Dream on, Colonel. It’s all overhyped.” I shot back. “Innovation alone is not enough. It’s too late for that. We've got to stop using oil and gas, like, yesterday. We’re already in trouble. We’ve already reached one-and-a-half degrees above pre-industrial temperatures. That was our target maximum for the end of the century. We need a quick, drastic shift, or we fall.”
And that’s when I realised I’d fallen into the trap of arguing with him. So I just smiled sweetly instead.
“Or something like that,” I conceded, softening my tone. “But you’re right. We need to figure out a way to work together, instead of fighting to the very end.”
“So what’s the alternative, Zsófi?” the Colonel asked, leaning forward. “What’s left?”
Damn! He’s making it personal, a private argument. It felt like a door clicking shut. Who was he, really? A gatekeeper? An enforcer? Who was he gathering intelligence for? I paused, letting the silence stretch, letting the weight of the question settle. My voice dropped.
“There’s no simple, short answer, Colonel,” I said. “On the one hand, as you said, we have made advances in green technology. Solar panels are now more affordable, and wind power is more efficient. On the other hand, we still don’t have the political will to take unpopular action. Like, rationing fuel at the pump. Or limiting international air travel. And international conflicts put up a massive hurdle to international cooperation. We’re still stuck with war in Eastern Europe, and elsewhere.”
I paused. The Colonel actually nodded, slowly and deliberately. We were on the same page at last. Well, almost, as far as the war was concerned. It was a start. A tiny beginning.
“First is the short-term issue,” I explained. “We need to cut greenhouse-gas emissions immediately. Of course, that would be very unpopular: it means a total lifestyle change. A democratic government would be ousted if they tried to impose that.”
I looked at the Colonel and raised my eyebrows, questioningly. Again, he just nodded, as if he agreed in principle, at least. Or am I walking into a trap?
“The long-term issue is overall population,” I went on. “That’s coming right; people are having less children. But there’s a time lag. World population is still rising. It’ll take another hundred years to start coming right. That’s too slow.”
A slow smile spread across his face. It was not a pleasant sight. It was the smile of a man who’d found what he was looking for, a weakness to exploit.
“So what exactly are you proposing?” he challenged. “Mass euthanasia for the elderly, Ma’am?”
“No, not at all.” I shook my head emphatically. “Of course, we could re-jig the rules to make it easier, but still voluntary. But that’s not the main point. Birth rates around the world have fallen already, although they’re still very high in parts of Africa. They’ve fallen mostly because of better education and better status for women.”
“So what exactly are you suggesting, Zsófi?” he pressed, leaning forward, eyes staring at me.
This was it. The precipice.
“We, in the West, need to look at China’s example,” I stated, my voice firm. “One child per family, despite all its drawbacks and consequences. Purely as a temporary measure for our own Western societies. Yes, its’s difficult, but in the long term, we must find a way to shrink the human population outside China too. It’s us, the world’s well-to-do, who are destroying the habitat.”
The Colonel rose and stood behind his chair. I held his gaze.
“It’s not goatherders in the Hindu Kush that are destroying the planet, is it?” I challenged.
Oh dear, I could feel the familiar fire rising within me. I just want to push back, to bludgeon his head in. I managed to stop and take one deep breath. And another. Lucky there’s no bludgeon handy! That splash of dark humour saved me. I was in charge again.
“Nor is it indigenous tribes in the Amazon,” I continued, my voice now clipped. “It’s the one percent. The five percent. It’s the jet-setters, the people with mega-yachts. The millionaires with mansions. The oligarchs with investment portfolios larger than most governments. They’re the ones who profit from the destruction of the environment, who lobby against any change, who see environmental collapse as someone else’s problem, and who will never, ever voluntarily cede their power or resources.”
It went on like that for quite a while. I regained my composure. It was pretty much like a tutorial session at Uni.
The Colonel was a bit fixated on evidence. He kept saying, “Show me the evidence.” So I gave him the website references. He even suggested that it was all some left-wing conspiracy. I asked him for his evidence to back that up, and smiled. I remembered to let him have the last word, as men are accustomed to. It was all a bit of a game.
Finally, I glanced at the clock on the wall. We’d been at it for an hour and a half. I gathered the board markers and papers together, and stuffed them in my bag.
The Colonel remained standing, holding the back of his chair. “One personal question, Ma’am?” he asked.
I bet he thinks he’s got me on the ropes.
“It depends what it is,” I replied cautiously.
“Do you have children yet?” he asked.
The question hit me like a physical blow. It was a violation. A trespass. It wasn’t a journalistic query; it was deeply, profoundly personal, and designed to disarm. To find the chink in my armour. To see if I walked the talk.
I shook my head. The Colonel moved toward me. Again, he came too close for comfort. His voice was gravelly, rasping. “If you were my granddaughter, Ma’am, I’d want you to have one baby. At least one.”
None of your bloody business. The words screamed in my head. I was so angry. I clasped my hands behind my back, interlaced my fingers, and squeezed hard. Breathe. Hold. Release. Smile at the anger. And welcome it. It’s there to protect you. It’s going to be alright. You’re going to be okay. And wait.
I waited. For a long, drawn-out moment, I simply held his gaze, my eyes unwavering. Then, slowly, deliberately, I nodded. A curt, dismissive gesture.
“Interview’s over, Colonel,” I stated, my voice flat.
I didn’t wait for a response. I turned sharply, walking away from him, towards the heavy door. I could feel his eyes on me, burning into my back. Probably watching my butt. The pig.
The wooden door of the church banged shut behind me, and I felt the cold air around my legs as I stepped onto the sidewalk. I looked up and down the street, like a bunny caught in the open. 
There was a black SUV parked further along the street. Expected. But then, there were bloody heaps of them about Dunedin these days. No need to get paranoid. I made myself stroll casually across the road, heading towards the coffee shop, as if I hadn’t a care in the world, with no idea I was being watched.
Just as I reached the far kerb, another black SUV screeched out of a side street. Its squealed as it turned and sped directly towards me. I ducked inside the coffee shop, melting away behind the plate glass door.
Warm air greeted me, and the scent of roasted beans. I walked up to the counter, where the barista was already smiling. Hands pressed together in a prayer, I bowed my head.
“Chom-reap-sore. Socks-are-bye,” I greeted, those few words the limit of my Khmer. Hello, how are you.
The barista replied in kind, with the natural pronunciation of a native speaker. Then she greeted me in English, with a gorgeous lilt and a wide smile.
“Hello, how are you?” she asked.
In English, I ordered a flat white decaf and paid.
I turned away and chose a table near the large front window, making sure I had a clear, wide view of the street. My strategic advantage. They could see me easily, of course, but that was all part of the set-up.
There were other customers scattered around the shop. An elderly couple were sitting at another table, not saying much, as if they'd been married too long, and had nothing left to say to each other.
There was also a burly guy in a hi-vis jacket, his safety helmet resting on his table. Fine. A few witnesses made me feel safer, and a security camera mounted in the top corner of the room capturing it all. 
Through the large pane of glass, I watched the street. The parked SUV remained stationary, probably just a coincidence after all. The second SUV, however, crept slowly past, and then backed up before stopping right outside the coffee shop. The rear passenger window remained dark, impenetrable.
Then, slowly, the window slid down. A big telephoto lens poked out, black and menacing, swinging round to point directly towards me. Okay, so that was surveillance. Deffo.
I pulled an old paperback from my shoulder bag and pretended to read. Everything to lull the watchers into complacency. I counted, took ten deep, slow yoga breaths. In. Out. Centre.
The barista brought my coffee over. I sipped at it, forcing myself to actually follow the words on the page. Time passed, as it was meant to, giving the impression I was engrossed. Just letting the watchers get bored, even complacent.
Eventually, I laid the paperback face down on the table to mark my place. I picked up my shoulder bag and walked towards the back, as if heading to the toilets.
Only, I didn’t.
The moment I was out of sight from the street, I slipped my rainjacket on, flipped the hood up, and tucked my hair inside. I pushed open the unmarked service exit at the rear of the shop. And stepped out into the grey back alley.
I glanced up and down the alley. No-one in sight. I turned and ran past the rubbish skips towards the far end. Once there, I crossed straight over into the city park. I stopped by some rhododendron bushes, spun around, and checked again. No tail.
I ran on, through the park, to the gate on the other side. Out onto the pavement, I checked one last time. All clear. I put my head down, walked to the nearby department store, and slipped inside. Just as planned. I had some time to kill before the next bus home. I’d be okay, for now.
I found the toilets and changed again, switching the skirt for the leggings I had in my bag. I put my hood down, dug out an old cotton bush hat and put that on instead.
Later, wearing sunglasses, I got the bus to Cromwell, and waited for Tamara to pick me up. I should’ve gone to spy training school. 
But the question was, how did they know where to find me? I’d been very careful not to tell anyone exactly where I was going. It must’ve been via the Colonel. Or they’d hacked my emails.
***
Back home that evening, I settled down to write my blog. It took me away from the present, into another world. I had a breakthrough. I was Tünde. Quite why I hadn’t realised that before, I don’t know. In hindsight, it was so obvious. How could I have missed it?
I wrote.
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN : 2037
 
MEKONG DELTA
A year. A whole brutal year. It was the flooding. Tünde and Göncöl had wandered into Sóc Trăng Province in the Mekong Delta, or what was left of it. Most of it was now underwater.
They were desperate for a way forward. They kept looking at boats, clinging to the belief that a vessel, any vessel, could help them escape. 
“Diesel is out of the question, Göncöl,” Tünde said, her voice now flat and tired. “Too noisy. The constant rattle and thump, and those horrible fumes.”
Göncöl nodded, watching the river.
“A sailboat, then,” Tünde continued. “Ocean-going and seaworthy. And heading out to sea, somewhere abroad.” It turned out to be a difficult quest. Sailing boats were few and far between. 
They avoided the towns. They found an abandoned house near the river, where they could watch for the boats. They either stayed on the roof, or slept in the branches of an ancient tree nearby. Dry ground was scarce.
Then one day, as the sun was going down, a blue boat drifted into view. It had two masts, each with sails like a junk. And Tünde knew. This was their chance. Probably, their only chance. Sailboats were such a rarity.
In shape, the boat resembled a giant canoe or kayak, but it was far larger than any other boat they’d seen. Its bow swept out over the water ahead in a long, easy curve, promising speed and grace. The hull was much wider at deck level than at the waterline, giving it a stable, almost buoyant appearance. The stern was pointed at water level, but there was a big overhang above the waterline, which formed an aft deck. Just aft of midships, there was a small cabin. 
“That’s it,” Tünde whispered, squeezing Göncöl’s arm. “That’s the one. Our ticket out. We must move now.”
There were humans were already aboard – men, women, and children, all huddled on the deck.
“But how do we get on board?” Göncöl murmured. “They’re already full. And they’ll see us.”
Tünde smiled. “We’ll just have to run so fast across the water, that we don’t have time to sink.”
So Tünde and Göncöl held hands, and in the darkness, using their elf powers, they ran across the water, barely making a ripple. They slipped aboard unnoticed, and climbed soundlessly onto the cabin roof. They settled down there together.
As the boat floated downstream, they had an awesome view of everything around them, including the stars. When morning came, they hid under a tarp. Soon, they felt the boat rising and falling with the incoming swell. The junk had reached the sea itself.
As luck would have it, the junk turned south. With the boat people huddled on deck, and two stowaways on the cabin top, the two large sails caught the breeze, which carried them offshore.
Tünde turned to Göncöl and gave his arm a little squeeze. 
 
ŌTĀKOU ORCHARD
We’re working in pairs, picking fruit. I’m with Tammy, of course. We’ve always been a team. We’re both wearing ventilated straw hats and linen in the baking heat
We’ve got the usual cherry-pickers’ buckets strapped to our chests. Periodically, we trudge to the shade of a large oak at the orchard’s edge, and empty our haul into trays on the rickety tables.
Yuvan and Sara, also dressed for the hot sun, are further along, some distance away, working their section, using A-frame ladders. I stop to watch them for a moment, and Sara notices me immediately. I wave. She waves. As if I didn’t sense her guardedness.
Things have changed around the orchard. We’ve got high poles that hold the netting up above the tops of the trees now, and netting all four sides around the orchard. The birds just can’t get in. Neither can the drones. Although it does feel as if we’re working inside a cage. Like we’re the chimps in the zoo.
And Yuvan has bought drones for the farm. One big one with wings, which flies around the high pasture and locates the animals with thermal imaging. Even at night. It also checks the moisture levels and plant growth. There’s also a couple of smaller ones. A heavy lift drone with six rotors that can be used for moving stuff, and another drone set up for spraying and watering. 
Just men and their toys? No, actually, the drones are very useful and they save a lot of time and effort. And we now have our own surveillance capability, day or night. It’s not quite the revolution strikes back, but I do feel safer.
Tammy stops and looks at me, her face shaded by the wide brim. “You know, growing just one crop makes us too vulnerable, Zsófi. Storms, drought, pests, diseases. We simply must diversify.”
I straightened, adjusting the weight of my bucket. “But cherries are what I know,” I said, though even as I spoke, I knew it was a weak argument.
She gave her pretty head a shake. And, as always, she won me over again. “You know, if the weather keeps changing, Ōtākou’ll become subtropical and frost-free, eh. Perfect for something else.”
“So?” I prompted, already knowing where this was headed.
“Let’s start planting a few macadamias this year, and see how they go, eh. Get ahead of the curve.”
My jaw dropped. “Macadamia? They’re tropical, and coastal! You’re talking about a complete replanting!”
Suddenly, a new sound cut through the drone of cicadas: a high-pitched whirr, a whine, growing louder, closer. My head snapped up instinctively. It’s hard not to. The drone’s back. It’s a tactical unit. It passes overhead, turns, and hovers.
“It’s that bloody drone again,” Tamara growled.
“Don’t look up, Tam! Face recognition!” I grabbed her arm. Like she didn’t know that already. God, I can be such a twot.
We both ducked down under the nearest tree. We crouched there, the drone whirring away, hovering directly above us. Not exactly a romantic moment. 
“I wonder how far away the operator is,” Tammy said, her voice barely audible over the whirring whine.
“Probably well hidden, or behind the hilltop,” I tried to scan the distant ridgeline, but the trees were in the way.
We waited.
“They’re growing macadamia in Waiharakeke,” Tammy stated, as if we might as well continue our conversation. As if surveillance, and being hunted by drones, were normal. Just part of everyday life now.
“Okay. Let’s do a trial, Tam, you’re the farm-boss.”
The drone’s whirring finally shifted, growing fainter, drifting away like a wasp swarm moving off. We stayed hidden for another long minute, just to be sure, then slowly, cautiously, we straightened.
There were still cherries to pick.
***
That evening, after a long day in the orchard, I’m still sleepless. I lay back on the aluminium rocking chair on the porch, listening to the creaking with each push to and fro.
I kept thinking, well, worrying, about the drone. Was it just a show? A deliberate provocation, designed to rattle us, to see our reactions? Or was it to throw us off the scent, make us think the surveillance was random, rather than targeted?
Targeted at who? At me? At Yuvan, who’d been very quiet since? Or Sara herself? Was she the epicentre of this swirling paranoia?
The other question on my mind was more ecological, more existential. About human population. On our planet, the amount of arable land available to each nuclear family, if evenly distributed, was currently about the size of one football pitch. If, as predicted, the human population grew to ten billion, could agricultural productivity keep up? Could the water supply hold up?
Oh God, it’s all too hard. My mind wandered off into a dream-world. That’s actually how I think. In stories. It had taken me so many years to understand that.
 
THE BEEHIVES
It had been a long, hot summer’s day. Toward dusk, Tamara and I went out to do another rountine inspection of the hives. We walked between the rows of trees, looking like white ghosts in our beekeeping suits. It was hot in the suit, a bit claustrophobic. 
The orchard was partly planted in macadamia trees now. Apart from that, it was as before, with banks of beehives dotted around.
“The macadamia look good, eh,” I said.
“Yeah, they’re so much easier to bring to market,” Tamara replied. She was carrying the smoker. We reached the first bank of hives. Only, there was no buzzing. No bees to be seen. 
“Where’re the bees?” she asked.
Yup. That’s the question.
We stopped and lit the smoker. Together, we lifted off the lid on the first hive. Tamara pulled out the first frame and inspected it. She lifted it up, then dropped it back in. Then the second frame. And the third.
She paused, her shoulders slumping slightly. “There’s somethin’ wrong here, eh. The brood cells are capped. Just like normal. But where are the worker bees?”
Tamara started pulling out more frames, one at a time, and putting them back, until she found what she was looking for. She held one frame up so I could see the honeycomb.
“Aah! Here’s the queen,” she exclaimed, her voice a mix of relief and renewed worry. Then she put it back.
We inspected the next hive. And the next. And the next. The same result. The silence from each box was deafening.
“Why haven’t these hives been robbed?” Tamara pondered aloud, her head tilted, studying the empty frames.
How would I know?
We moved on to yet another hive and did another inspection.
“Why does that matter?” I asked. She knew more about bees than I did. Ever since Uni.
“It might be Colony Collapse Disorder,” Tamara said. Her voice was grim.
“What?” I breathed.
Tammy didn’t answer. I waited. And waited. The silence stretched.
Finally, she barked, “Go and get Salvadori!”
“What?” I asked, genuinely confused. She didn’t normally boss me around.
“Go. Right quick. Just tell him: colony collapse. He’ll come.” Her voice was tight with urgency.
Now, I don’t normally let Tamara boss me around. But plainly something was up. So this time I let her. Not a total twot, am I? I set off straightaway. I walked over in the dark, over the hills to Salvadori’s place. The journey felt longer than usual, the shadows deeper, the air colder. I stayed the night. I was too unnerved to make the return journey alone.
***
At dawn, I came back. With Salvadori.
We burnt down all the hives. Every single one. There was really no other way, once the infection was established. There were four different chemicals you could spray with, apparently. Yuck! But the mites had become increasingly resistant.
Tamara called it the Red Queen syndrome. If you want to go down that route, you have to keep running faster and faster. Always finding and developing new chemicals. Forever. Keep on running, just to stay in the same place.
So, a good, old-fashioned burning it was.
Later, we stood there watching. All our hives were burning. The thick smoke billowed into the morning air, almost blotting out the sky. A grim pyre. An end to our hopes and dreams.
I stood watching the smoke, the acrid smell burning my nostrils. Beside me were Tamara, Yuvan, and Salvadori. It looked like a funeral. Tamara was talking to Salvadori about the future.
“Ya know, three new hives’d be wonderful, Salvadori. Thank you so much,” she said, holding out her hand.
Salvadori wrapped his arms around her in a warm hug. Tamara cried, tears dribbling down through the ash marks on her cheek.
“I pray to God it does not spread,” Salvadori muttered. He departed then, waving goodbye, looking worried.
Tamara turned to me, her eyes red-rimmed. “Ya know, we should switch to blueberries, eh. Take out the cherries altogether.”
“The cherries? What on earth for?” I exclaimed. “More changes? More replanting? And why blueberries?”
“Bumblebees can handle the pollination.”
“So what?” I pressed, still a little numb.
“Ya know, bumblebees don’t live in hives, so there’s no colony to collapse,” she said, her voice flat.
“Shit!” I swore, the full implications finally sinking in. “And where do we get blueberry bushes from?”
Tamara gave a weary smile. “That’ll be your job, Zsófi, eh.”
Thank God Tammy’d done her degree in Horticulture. At least she knew what to do. What else was there?
***
It was sun-up the next day, a tad chill but clear. In the morning light, the hills were dressed in mottled purple and gold as per usual. Again, a faint breeze drifted from the south-west.
I stood on the front patio. In my mind, I was wearing lace-up thigh-high boots, and leather body-armour. My waist was bare, but tattooed. My arms were bare, too, with bronze armbands. Shoulder pads? Yeah. Massive and bronze. I had blue woad on my face. In my right hand, I held a heavy, tōtara staff, and of course, my hair was braided in dreadlocks. Ready. Like a true warrior Queen.
In reality, I was just wearing an old cotton top, and even older jeans. 
I pulled on the red leather biker vest. That was my best effort.
Tamara stood on the porch, a mug of tea in hand, her eyes crinkling at the corners. As if she could barely suppress her amusement; as if she knew what I was thinking.
Tamara was making the most of the moment. “Your quest, Zsófi, should you choose to accept it, is to seek out, and bring back blueberry bushes.”
I raised a clenched fist like a true heroine. My eyes swept across the sprawling, golden plains that stretched out before us, blurring into the distant, purple mountains. My voice boomed. Or at least, it did in my head.
“From beyond the plains of Mordor! Let the journey begin!”
At that moment, Tamara took a last swig of tea, and put the mug down on the table, a tiny smile playing on her lips. “Wait up, Zsófi. I’ll come with you!”
So I had to stand there waiting, with my clenched fist in the air, while she got ready. Tamara went inside to grab her gear.
I waited.
And waited.
After all, she’s a girl. And a girl has to dress right, especially for a quest.
I led the expedition down the track, with purposeful, long and confident strides. This was it. The start of an epic journey.
Tamara followed a few paces behind. Like a true sister should. Sisters forever! Till death (or dismemberment) do us cast asunder!
Damn, forgot the sandwiches.
 
THE QUEST
The weather gods must have read my mind, but they had other ideas. As soon as we set off, the air, which had been crisp and clear just moments ago, began to stir. Dark clouds began to scud in from the west. I sniffed the air and knew it would rain soon.
I led the way, walking along the still dusty track. Tamara was somewhat behind. The wind suddenly changed direction, swirled around, and blew dust in our faces. The breeze freshened, and a strange howling began.
The wind blew stronger, turning into a gale. We both bent forward, struggling against it. Determined, I strode on. I had to complete my mission at all costs.
Tamara fell behind. “Wait up, Zsófi. Wait up!”
I waited for Tamara to catch up. 
“There’s a nursery on the way into town, Zsófi. We should have a look there first, eh.”
“What?”
The wind abruptly dissipated. Gone was the wind. It was replaced by an eerie stillness. As if the spell was broken. The dust settled with a soft sigh. The grand, theatrical opening of my personal epic suddenly cut short.
In my mind, I saw a grizzled, battle-hardened warrior queen, looking exactly like me, haggling over blueberry varieties with a cheerful nursery assistant.
“Ya know, we just need to choose which varieties, and they’ll deliver to our doorstep on electric golf carts.”
The nursery assistant gets into her golf cart, and waves. I guess all quests start with a little shopping trip. But it’s usually for clothes, and shoes, and accessories. 
“Quests aren’t what they used to be. Dammit.”
Tammy just stared at me, her head tilted, a silent question in her eyes. I could see the wheels turning in her mind. What fresh madness had descended upon Zsófi today?
She wasn’t a dreamer like me. Or maybe she didn’t have the Sight. She was a dark one, though.
And then the rain hit us. Not a gentle patter, not a romantic drizzle. This was a sudden deluge, a furious downpour that was now commonplace in Aotearoa. Within seconds, we were soaked. And the track was all mud and huge puddles.
 
NURSERY 
Eventually, we stumbled into the nursery. It was a surprisingly cheerful refuge from the sodden landscape outside. Its vast roof was made of horrible plastic. It was drumming with the rain, like hard peas rattling in a galvanized bucket.
I dragged Tamara along to where they were selling small olive trees. I put forward my big idea.
“Salvadori is growing olives. There’s a big demand for them. None coming in from overseas.”
“It’s too wet for olives here.” She gestured vaguely at the roof, as if the very sound of rain negated my brilliant plan.
“Not this year,” I countered, “and we just had two years of summer drought.”
It was a moot point. The weather swung to and fro. Drought and flooding. Extreme in both directions.
“I’m not convinced, ya know.”
“Olives can self-pollinate. They’re not reliant on bees.” It felt like a trump card, a winner. 
“Okay. Let’s give it a go, eh. Try different varieties. See what works, eh.” Tamara sounded like she was humouring a particularly persistent child.
I nodded enthusiastically. We begin walking around, inspecting olive plants and labels.
That was when I noticed a man in black, wearing a face mask. Watching us.
He turned away, and started talking into a mobile phone.
 
TIME LAPSE
Autumn. The fall. Rains. The stream rises. Then comes the snow. The first, tentative flurries. Later, heavy falls that blanket everything. The orchard vanishes under a white shroud. The world becomes silent, muffled, as if the valley itself is holding its breath, or perhaps, covering up a scream. 
But the winter starts later and spring comes sooner than before. Then summer. The sun beats down. The green of new grass fades to a scorched brown. And the stream shrinks again. Its flow becomes a trickle, and we see the stony gravel bed once more.
And so it is. Each year, the rhythm of the seasons. Each year, the melt and the blossom. Then the browning. Each year, autumn stretches longer, and longer. Each year, the snow diminishes, the rains are heavier, the summer downpours become more intense. The rains more erratic.
But we’d all known this was coming, weather chaos.
The CAGE initiative is not dead. We keep going. No, we haven’t changed the world. But we’d charted the way ahead. Every little helps. Even if we only manage to shave off one tenth of a degree, or fend off a smidgeon of chaos, it gives us hope. We fight for the sake of our children, our grandchildren. What else is a girl supposed to do?
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN : 2039
 
OTAKOU FARMSTEAD
It’s late afternoon. Sweltering. I’m sitting on the porch with Yuvan, watching the access track. Tamara pours iced tea. The ice clinks in the china mugs.
Yuvan watches the access track, a faint thread which disappears into the distance. At last, a cloud of dust swirls upward, far out along the track. The plume moves steadily towards us. Someone is coming. A dust-spattered SUV emerges, crawling up the final rise, tyres crunching gravel, and pulls up.
Out steps Sara. She must be around fifty by now, although she doesn’t look it. She’s always dressed fashionably. I guess it goes with the job. She waves. I wave back. Yuvan goes down the steps and give her a hug. And then, there, behind Sara, is a teenage girl in school uniform. Hello? What’s up, sis?
Yuvan heaves their bags out of the back. The visitors start up the steps, with Yuvan bringing up the rear, carrying Sara’s bag and dragging a huge suitcase. Sara pauses at the top, her eyes sweeping over us with a flicker of something unreadable in their depths. Watchful. God knows what she was thinking. I couldn’t decipher it. Like she was a tuatara.
“Hey there, everyone,” Sara’s voice cut through the quiet. “This is Hawaiki. She’s from Kiribati.”
Hawaiki looks at the floor, her gaze fixed on the timber planks. I walk over to her and hold out my hand. “Hi Hawaiki. I’m Zsófi. Welcome.”
Hawaiki nods respectfully. “Mauri.”
I gesture to Tamara, who comes closer and holds out her hand. “And this is Tamara.”
Again, Hawaiki nods. Then she whispers, “Mauri. Tamara?”
“Yeah, Tamara, darlin’,” Tamara replies, her voice warm.
I look at Sara questioningly. I mean, what’s she doing with a schoolgirl? I didn’t get the vibe.
“I’m her legal guardian while she’s at school here,” Sara says.
“Oh. I see.” I didn’t quite. But Sara quickly set me straight.
“Kiribati’s crowded, and so close to sea-level. There’ll be another evacuation soon. Her mother’s hoping to move here too. About a month ago, they evacuated all the children. It was on the news here.”
Oh yeah, I’d seen the clips. It looked pretty much like Dunkirk, only from a Pacific island beach.
“Yes, but wasn’t that somewhere in the Marshall Islands, like, Majuro?” 
“There’s been more than one evacuation,” Sara confirmed. “They just took the children. Her mother’s still on Kiribati.”
Tammy smiles at Hawaiki. “Would you like to sit with us, and have some tea?”
Hawaiki looks confused, hesitates.
“Sara, Zsófi,” Tamara says, “I’m thinkin’ you’ll have to be sittin’ down first.”
We sit down. And Hawaiki joins us. Tamara pours. My heart goes out to her. Hawaiki, that is. She must find it all very strange. And us.
 
A STRANGE DREAM
A dream. It felt so real. There I was, sitting in a small passenger aircraft, looking out through an oval window at the turbines on the high wing. And listening to the whine. We were coming in over blue water. I watched the flaps extend, and the landing gear drop down. The plane sank low and came in to land. All of a sudden, we were over the runway, and the wheels touched down. We taxied to the terminal.
Then the scene changed. I was on the ground, hobbling along inside this large open building. I was surrounded by the low murmur of a hundred conversations, the rhythmic click of luggage wheels on polished tiles, the announcements echoing overhead. And I was waiting in a queue. I had a stick, because there was something wrong with my left leg. I could feel a dull ache there all the time.
The person ahead of me moved on. I shuffled forward. Again, and again. Until I was next. And then it was my turn. 
I limped forward to the desk and handed over my papers. My hand was trembling oddly. I couldn’t stop it. The woman took them without a smile. 
She inspected the visa. She checked on the computer. She looked at me closely, and compared the photo with my face. I waited. And I prayed. My leg was uncomfortable. I leant on the stick. 
At last, I heard the crisp thunk of the stamp. Approved. Welcome. I was free.
Now all I had to do was find something, someone.
But first came the slow, laboured journey towards the exit.
And then, I woke, shaken, wondering. Was that just a dream, or some kind of sending?
 
HIGH PASTURE 
I wish I could tell you that I’d thought long and hard about it, that I’d weighed it all up, for and against. Yes, I knew about the long-term weather projections, the limits to growth, and possible tipping points. Been there, done that. I’d spent years talking about one child per family – for the time being, that is. I knew all about working toward a sensible solution. A solution where we were in control of our own future on this planet.
But it wasn’t like that for me.
Nope. My hormones just took over. They said I needed to have a baby right now. One moment, I was a green activist, with all the facts about the coming collapse of our habitat. And what will happen to our children and grandchildren. The next moment, I was a woman with a screaming body, desperate to have a child. My mind became obsessed with baby photos, baby animals, baby birds, baby clothes, baby anything. And motherhood. It wasn’t about some philosophical belief. It wasn’t a head thing at all. It was just my mind latched on to anything to do with pups, joeys, cubs, kittens, and babies.
I like to pick my moment. Not a forgettable whisper in the kitchen, half-distracted by a pot of simmering lentils. Or fessing up to Tammy on the porch during afternoon tea. No, I had to make it memorable. Up here, then. On the high pasture. Nearer, my God, to thee. Closer to nature. Closer to what we were fighting for. After all, this was about us, Tammy and me, and our divergence.
So, late one afternoon, we were up walking on the high pasture. Tammy and me. God, it was hot, broiling. The sun was biting down, like a thousand needles, in any exposed skin. Blah, blah, blah, the ozone hole. You know the story.
I was wearing a linen dress, and a cotton hat with a wide brim. And a chin strap to keep it on in the occasional breeze. Plus I’d gone troppo. I’d taken to wearing a thin linen face mask, covering everything except my eyes. It’s the only thing that’s gonna keep you young, safe and beautiful for ever.
Would I lie to you? No, we shall not grow old. Never.
Must keep up the yoga in the meantime, though. Like, I’m already on the dark side of thirty. Tick, tock. Watch the clock!
Anyway.
God, it’s beautiful up here. I feel very small in this vast landscape. It’s a place where time seems to slow. Where the raw beauty of nature takes your breath away. And where, despite the heat, a profound sense of peace settles over me. Wouldn’t miss it, no, not for all the tea in China. As the oldies used to say.
Tammy, not far away, holds her straw hat on with one hand, and whistles softly, urging a particularly stubborn nanny goat along. It’s time, time for me to tell her. I shout across.
“Tammy! I’ve changed my mind. I’m gonna have a baby!”
She stops dead, bless her. Her body language screamed surprise, her hand still frozen mid-air, clutching her hat. Her voice, when it came, sounded cautious, almost distant. 
“Oh! Why the change of heart?”
I walked across to her.
“It’s… it’s my body screaming, yes. But it’s more than that. It’s a screaming for continuation. Can’t you feel it? The world needs more than just us holding the line, Tammy. It needs a future. It needs tiny, stubborn sparks of new life.”
And then I heard it. Between the bleating of the goats. A whirr-buzz-whine, faint at first, but growing ever louder, more insistent, like a massive swarm of locusts. I scanned the sky, already knowing what I’d find.
There it is, a hundred metres away, a dark insect-like shape descending. It sits there hovering, four rotors a blur, spying on us.
I step across to stand in front of Tamara, to shield her. Not that it really makes any difference. A futile gesture, but it feels right. I feel her shift behind me. Her hand rests upon my shoulder. The whirr-whine is doing my head in. And then, finally, it lifts slowly up, banks, and zips away into the distance.
We relax again. Tammy turns to face me.
“Bastards. Who are they?”
“The question isn’t who, but why.”
We get back to herding the goats. My mind is in a whirl. I have to ask. I just need to know where she stands.
“Seriously, though, don’t you want me to have a baby?”
“Zsófi. It’s… it’s a lot to process. We’ve always been on the same page about this. The planet can’t sustain more. And you? So many times, you argued against bringing children into this.”
Tamara comes over and gives me a hug. It didn’t feel quite right, though. There was a stiffness in her embrace, a question unasked, a judgment barely concealed.
“What about savin’ the world?”
Her tone’s light, but there’s an edge to it. A challenge. I sigh. I hold her, and whisper in her ear.
“It’s your turn, Tammy. They won’t save themselves. But do what you will, Tammy. I need to start knitting.”
She pulls away.
“What? You were such a firebrand!”
“Clothes for baby, bootees, a little hat.”
I smile. Joy in my simple heart. Tammy smiles.
It’s gonna be all right.
The baby, that is. Not the world. That’s past saving.
It’s then that Tammy asks me.
“Don’t you think it’s too late for dialogue and persuasion, Zsófi? Haven’t we been talkin’ about it since forever? Isn’t our only option simply to bomb the unbelievers; bomb the deniers. Stop looking after the oldies. Let them die. Clear the board, and start afresh.”
I’d been wondering what she would say, about Tammy, and what she really believed in now. I kept my voice low, quiet, and neutral.
“You mean the American way?”
She kicks at a tussock.
“Don’t be smart, Zsófi, it doesn’t help. And not all Americans think like that. Other people do too. You’re stereotyping or something. The truth is that I just can’t see a sensible way forward. I mean, if I were President, I might be able to do something, but I’d be up against a lot of resistance. But I’m not the President, at least not yet. I doubt I ever could be. I’m just running an orchard in some forgotten corner of the planet. Like everyone else, just trying to do what I can, and make the best of all this mess. And look for answers.”
“So the answer is violence?”
Her gaze met mine. Ah, we’ve been here before.
“I don’t know. Ya know, what else is there? Build a bunker? Move our seed-bank into a mineshaft? Get a proper rifle and stacks of ammo?”
At this point, I remember something. You see, I’d done my homework already. I’d looked around online. Looking for solutions. I’d read the preppers, read the evangelicals, read the radicals. And found nothing I liked. It’s time to challenge her belief system.
“So, come on Tammy, what does the Bible say about the end? All these things must come to pass?”
“Yes, wars, famine, and pandemics before the end.”
“And does the end mean extinction? Extinction for all, or just extinction for the unwashed, the uncleansed?”
“I don’t know, Zsófi. I kinda left all that stuff behind, ya know.”
Her voice sounds genuinely tired of it all. Over it. I believe her. She’s onto something else now. Thank God.
I reach out, give her arm a gentle squeeze.
“That’s fine, Tammy. I understand.”
“We’ll keep on fightin’ to the end.”
I bet you will. We all will. Fighting each other for the last crumb.
Then it’s time to herd the goats again.
Not champions of the world, then. Not me. Just a goat-herder, after all. For Tammy, though, I wasn’t so sure. And that’s the issue, eh? There’s always this wall between us. Why, I don’t know.
But I’m not just sticking my head in the sand. Or pretending that it’s a wonderful world, full of wonderful people. Or that Jesus would come back and rescue us, and we’d all be taken in the air. Or whatever.
No, I hadn’t quite fully explained the real reason for having a baby. If there were going to be survivors, they would be in New Zealand. And in that case, then we needed to raise the next generation. They would have a chance here in Aotearoa. There was hope, here, at least.
Provided, of course, the rest of the world doesn’t burn all the fossil fuel reserves first. That would make the whole planet uninhabitable for most vertebrates, humans included.
God, this is doing my head in.
But nature was to have its own way, its own intervention. It always does. That came next. And helped solve my dilemma.
In the meantime, I wrote.
 
TIKOPIA
Latitude: 12°17’49.51 S. Longitude: 168°49’37.24 E. 
Off Tikopia, a small, remote, inhabited island in the Solomons, the junk was drifting. There was no breeze, and in the ocean swell, the junk rolled from side to side. Life aboard was a bit uncomfortable. The boat people were running low on drinking water, despite the rationing. They’d headed for Tikopia in the hope of replenishing their water tanks. Tünde and Göncöl sat on the cabin top, under a tarpaulin, watching proceedings.
Two outrigger canoes came out. There was a log of talking and gesturing, and the canoes took all the plastic water containers and ferried them ashore to be refilled.
They came back, there was more shouting and waving, and they transferred the full containers aboard. Then the canoes left.
Aboard the junk, they waited for wind.
Tünde and Göncöl had a good view of the green island. They’d seen too much sea these last months. Tikopia was forested, poking out of the sea. It was an old crater rim, open to the south where the junk rolled in the swell.
Göncöl spotted the swimmer first. “Look!”
Tünde looked. A swimmer emerged through the surf, steadily swimming towards the junk. The elves watched.
Why would anyone be swimming out to the junk?
It was a long swim, and finally, the swimmer was spotted by the boat people. They helped her aboard. It was a young Polynesian woman, a teenager. She pointed to herself, saying her name: Kahoa. She was wearing a pendant. Rather mystical, Tünde noted.
There was much talking, much gesturing. It went on and on. Then the wind picked up.
It seemed the boat people wanted to toss Kahoa back into the sea. But the Kahoa didn’t want to go.
So she stayed.
And Tünde and Göncöl got back into the shade beneath the tarpaulin. Neither of them could understand it. Why trade your island home for a dangerous trip by sea to who knows where?
Time would tell.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN : 2040
 
PANDEMIC
The next day, I was sitting in the kitchen, idly stirring my coffee, half-listening to the news on the radio. Apparently, there was a new pandemic. That was nothing new, really. COVID kept producing new strains all the time. I wasn’t worried.
Then they started talking about H5N1, bird flu. It had mutated. It was now being transmitted human-to-human. This was in line with normal ecological expectations. But not good.
And the spread? Oh, shit. Not gradual, not contained. It had exploded, globally, in a few days. All that air travel, the invisible threads connecting every corner of the planet, had become the vectors for a new pandemic.
It was also deadly. In thirty per cent of cases. Almost one in three. With an incubation period of around a week.
That was new.
They said there was the usual panic buying. Toilet paper ran out in hours. We’ve all been here before.
So I went online. We’ve got ADSL2+ here, down the old copper wires that still run to the farmstead. It’s usable.
I found some clips online. There’s one from Hawke’s Bay.
The clip starts with an aerial view. A country road from a drone above. We follow a ribbon of asphalt as it cuts through a multitude of paddocks and orchards. And then we zoom in on a road junction.
A makeshift roadblock had been set up there. A digger and a farm tractor. At the junction, there was room for trucks to pull over, reverse, and turn around. There were the usual cones and hi-vis jackets. But this was no police checkpoint. No flashing lights and uniforms.
No, it was manned by civilians in everyday clothes and medical face masks. Vigilantes. Organised, but technically illegal.
There are a couple of cars queued in line. The drivers have the window down a bit. The vigilantes just stand there, shaking their heads, and gesturing a U-turn, and pointing back down the road.
They’re clearly turning back every car. No exceptions.
Then a truck drives up. Both cars have to make a U-turn and drive back the way they’d come.
For the truck, it’s a different story. The truck driver is wearing a mask, and hands over some papers. The vigilantes look over the documentation, and hand it back. Then one of them moves the tractor off the road, and the truck is waved through.
Presumably, it’s essential food supplies, or something.
Another truck arrives. This one’s open, with a load of scaffolding on the back tray. There’s much shaking of heads and wild gestures. In the end, the truck is forced to turn around.
We had some of that vigilante stuff during COVID. It’s back. A bit more hardcore this time around. 
The radio was still on. The concert programme. Classical music from a happier time, when everything in central Europe was in order. Oh, yeay!
Then the music cut out.
Radio Announcer: “We interrupt this programme to bring you an urgent government announcement. From the President.”
Yes, we have a President now. No longer tied to the UK.
The voice on the radio remained calm, but a bit foreboding. Like, they were going to announce another All Blacks test defeat.
Then, a familiar voice takes over. He always sounds like Nelson Mandela to me. The President. He rarely speaks directly to the nation, not like this.
I wondered what was up.
The President speaks slowly, each syllable deliberate.
“My fellow New Zealanders, it is with a heavy heart that I address you today regarding an unprecedented global threat. The threat of a rapidly spreading pandemic has now reached our shores, and swift, decisive action is paramount to protect our nation.”
I now feel part of history in the making!
“Effective immediately, all borders are being closed. I repeat, all international borders are now closed.”
Wow! Action! Decisive! 
“All inbound and outbound air traffic is being diverted away from New Zealand airspace, effective immediately.”
Diverted away. Not delayed, not rerouted. Away!
“Travel will be… suspended for the duration of the pandemic. There will be no international movement until further notice. This measure is critical for the safety and survival of our people. That is all. Thank you for your time and co-operation.”
Suspended for the duration. How long was that?
Mind you, being stuck on a remote island in the South Pacific is not such a bad idea in a pandemic.
And we’ve been here before. We know what to do.
Lockdowns forever! Yeay. ;=)
Then a friend sent me a clip on social media.
It was obviously taken with a mobile, all handheld and shaky. It started with a view of a hospital car park in Tauranga.
Two security guards, their faces obscured by surgical masks, stood at the entrance, which was blocked by two SUVs. A hastily stencilled sign, stark and brutal, screamed: NO ADMITTANCE. PANDEMIC. INFECTIOUS.
The camera view moved forward and zoomed in on the car park itself. It was covered in tents. Field hospital tents. Canvas flaps curling in the breeze. There were even patients, on cots and gurneys, waiting in the open air. And not a nurse or orderly in sight.
The camera swings round to show an ambulance arriving. Not even they are allowed into the car park. The ambos get the patient out onto a gurney and begin the long trundle toward the tents. The patient is already on a drip. One of the security guards speaks into his comms unit.
There’s a quick view of the patient, showing bloodshot eyes, and then the camera gets pushed aside.
A masked triage nurse, in full PPE gear, comes out of the big tent, and holds up a hand in a stop signal. The ambos grind to a halt. The triage nurse approaches and shakes her head.
The ambos seem to insist. The nurse shrugs her shoulders and points across the car park to where the cots are. The ambos trundle over and dump the patient.
There is no testing, no treatment, no vaccine. For new patients it is the car park, or nothing.
They seem to be overwhelmed already. Could get serious. But we’ll be okay here. If we stay on the farm.
I went to the larder and looked at the tinned food stacked up for just this type of event. Yup.
Pandemic: coming. Ready or not!
 
Then I came across it. A very recent clip, uploaded just hours ago, chillingly entitled: Last Train South!
***
It began on the pavement, a low-angle shot, showing the broad expanse of the Strand in Auckland. The street was quiet. The camera, handheld and slightly shaky, panned slowly, revealing, well, not a train station, but just some desolate steps that seemed to lead upwards to nowhere.
Actually, the steps led to a couple of platforms with, like, a couple of overgrown, quasi-Victorian bus shelters. Dotted around were a variety of travellers, some with trundler suitcases, some with backpacks – all evidently escaping the city. A platform manager, whistle in hand, was the lone figure staying behind.
Then the camera lingered on the station clock – a stark, black-and-white face announcing, in the early morning grey light, that it was 06:40.
The camera turned toward the tracks running north, and there was the Northern Explorer rolling in toward us. It was headed south and ground to a halt at the platform.
Then came the announcement: “All services are being cancelled. This is the last train South! Platform one.” 
The passengers boarded, Kiwi-style, in an orderly manner. The doors closed. The Northern Explorer stood waiting. The platform manager, whistle to mouth, checked around.
The camera swung toward the entry from the road, and zoomed in on a man, wearing a face mask, and using a stick, who was hobbling into view.
“Final call for Northern Explorer. Last train south!” 
The man hobbled onto the platform, plainly frantic to make it onboard the train. At the last moment, the platform manager spotted the man and held the train. He helped the passenger onto the train.
Whistles blew. The doors closed, and the train moved off.
And I was somehow shocked. But I didn’t know why. What was wrong? What was I missing?
 
FARMSTEAD
It was late afternoon. A light breeze blew from the south-west. I was sitting on a metal chair outside, under the big front porch, totally engrossed in crocheting a baby’s shawl. Busy hands, quiet mind.
At that stage, I wasn’t quite sure whether we’d be needing it, whether I was going to be a mother, or not. But, hey, a girl scout had to be prepared.
And then there was the small matter of finding a father or donor. Queue here please. Aliens need not apply.
The radio was on, the concert programme, as usual. Like it was Vienna, 1847, and I was a lady-in-waiting. The peasants and the chaos were outside the palace, a world away.
And then I heard this voice, like, far away, carried on the wind. Calling my name. It was like a little prayer.
“Zsófi! Zsófi! Zsófi!” the voice called.
My hands stopped, the crochet hook frozen still in mid-loop. What struck me first was the pronunciation. It was spot on. The vowels, the inflections – utterly, unmistakably, genuinely Hungarian, that flat intonation and clean vowels, a sound I hadn’t heard since Grandma died.
I looked up and scanned the scenery. I spotted a lone figure on the winding access track, a figure limping slowly up the farmstead driveway using a walking stick.
Who was that, then? Someone trying to escape the pandemic?
No. I knew that voice!
The figure stopped and waved the stick high, an almost theatrical gesture, before moving on again, a little closer, step by step. And then the guy hallooed again:
“Zsófi! Zsófi! Zsófi!”
And I remembered the train video. I screamed, and screamed again. It can’t be. It is! After all these years! He’s alive!
“Ferenc? Ferenc?! Ferenc!” I shrieked.
I dumped the crochet work, and I was on my feet without knowing it. I ran down the steps, and rushed along the driveway. I was still screaming, screaming with joy.
“Te vagy? It’s you? You’re alive?” I gasped, tears stinging my eyes.
His reply was rough, but matter-of-fact. “Persze. Of course.”
Then my arms were around him, pulling him close, and I was crying. And we hugged and hugged amid tears. I just couldn’t believe it was him. Here in Aotearoa. On this remote farm. And he just smelled so good. Dusty and well-travelled, but a man alive and functioning.
“I thought you were dead,” I whispered.
“It’s been a thousand years,” Ferenc murmured.
Tears rolled down his cheeks. I had another screaming session. It’s what girls do when they’re ecstatically happy. ;=))))
“Why do you live out here, behind God’s back?” 
“It’s our refuge.” 
I took his arm. I had to hold on, so I knew he was real. He looked pretty grizzled, older. His hair was streaked with grey, his face haggard, his frame too lean, but it was him.
Very slowly, not letting go, we made our way back to the house, and I helped him up the steps. That’s when I saw the others. They’d come out. Tammy, Yuvan, Sara. Wondering what the screaming was all about. Looking puzzled, slightly alarmed.
Tears streamed down my face, unbidden, unstoppable.
“This is Ferenc, my cousin. He’s back from the dead. He’s alive again,” I announced, my voice thick with emotion.
Stunned silence.
Then Yuvan, bless his stinking heart, stepped forward, and held out his hand. I had to let go of Ferenc, so he could shake it.
“Welcome home, brother. Stay here. As long as you will,” Yuvan gripped Ferenc’s hand firmly.
Yuvan patted him roughly on the shoulder. 
Ferenc just nodded. Yuvan took charge, his voice brusque.
“Tammy, make some tea. He looks all in.” Tammy went inside. Sara brought a chair. We helped Ferenc into it.
Yuvan looked at Sara. “Could you organise some bread and soup, please?” Sara nodded and ducked into the house.
Tears rolled down Ferenc’s cheeks.
***
We got him sorted. Tamara brought out afternoon tea.
Later, Sara brought out some nourishing chicken soup with bread. Ferenc ate it all slowly, his hand shaking as he lifted the spoon. He said nothing. He just broke the bread bun into pieces and used them to mop up every last drop out of the bowl. Like he’d been underfed for a long time.
I sat beside Ferenc, my hand reaching for his arm every now and then, giving a gentle squeeze. More for me than him.
Yuvan kept the tea flowing, pouring mugs for everyone. Sara stood, a still, watchful presence nearby, her gaze rarely leaving Ferenc’s face.
Tammy went inside again to sort out the spare room.
When the last of the soup was gone, the silence stretched thin. I just sat there holding Ferenc’s arm. Making very sure it wasn’t all a dream.
***
I couldn’t hold back the questions any longer.
“And Europe?” My voice was barely above a whisper.
Ferenc took a long, shuddering breath. “Drón everywhere. Every city. They are camouflaged to look like birds. They fly like birds. They have wings like birds. You can’t tell the difference. Then there’s recon drón. Interceptor drón. Killer drón.” 
Ferenc paused and sighed. His voice had been strangely monotonous. Strangely without emotion. As if he’d seen too much, for too long, and become hardened.
“And fishing nets are everywhere too,” he added.
“Fishing nets?” I queried.
“To stop drón. Strung above the roads, strung between buildings. Like in your orchard to keep birds off.” Ferenc sighed. His hands were still shaking.
“You can’t even go shopping daytime. The shelves are empty, anyway. Everywhere is a killing field, the streets, the country, the roads.” He picked up a biscuit. It crumbled between his fingers. He began eating the crumbs.
“Power? Water? Often not,” Ferenc shook his head. In despair, or disbelief, I wasn’t clear. “And at the front, killer robots.” 
“Where is all this? Eastern Europe?” I asked quietly.
“All over. I can’t be sure, because the news is all propaganda now.” Ferenc sighed again. “Orcs still advancing from the East. Bombed-out cities. Radioactive fallout. A leak, an accident, or dirty bombs, I don’t know. Just chaos.”
He put his head in his hands, his shoulders convulsing with a silent tremor.
But when he finally looked up, his eyes were clear, sharp, unblinking. His voice was low and firm. “Right, then. I’ll take overwatch tonight. What have you got? A rifle? Night goggles?” 
“There’s no need. We’re safe here,” I insisted. After all, this was Aotearoa. There was no war here. Yet.
He gave me a haunted, hunted look. “You have drón here, yes?” 
“Well, yes, actually,” I whispered.
“Next comes enemy action.” 
PTSD, I thought, trying to rationalise the intensity I saw. This was Aotearoa, I reminded myself. The gun we use is just for shooting rabbits. 
Yuvan found him some clothes. Tamara ran him a bath. And we hoped he would settle down for a good night’s sleep. But no, he insisted on doing overwatch. In the end, I spent the night sitting with him on the porch. Eventually, he dozed off.
As the weeks stretched out, an uneasy peace settled, though his vigilance never truly waned. He insisted on beginning the process of acquiring a firearms licence – for pest control, for shooting rabbits. It seemed safe enough, and the focus clearly made him feel useful. So I helped him with the forms. I went out with him at night. He liked being outside in the hills, in the vast, silent darkness. He knew his stuff, huntsmanship. Survival skills. Not for hunting hares, but for hunting something far more dangerous.
But looking at him, so honed, so grimly practical, I felt a shadow fall across my own optimistic spirit. What had happened to us? To the belief that we would simply fight for and win a better future? For us, for our children? Had the enemy already won, simply by making us live like this, forever looking over our shoulders, forever preparing for a war that was already here, even if unspoken?
 
ALTAN
I’m walking on the high pasture, vaguely following Altan in the wake of the goats and ponies. My mind is a whirlwind, wondering how to begin. The faint summer breeze is warm today, too warm, the sun biting down. A straw hat, chin strap, and linen poncho are de rigueur here.
Despite Tammy’s best efforts, Altan’s English is still not the best. Certainly not for the conversation we’re about to have. God, where do I even start?
Look, I’m an outdoors girl. I like being outside. The thought of living in a flat or apartment in town, endlessly doing it all in a cramped space — that’s death to me. Slow, suffocating death. Sheer, crushing boredom. And the loneliness. That’s the real killer.
But when I’m outdoors, I’m happy. It’s amazing. Not outdoors in a city, surrounded by concrete, traffic, and the stench of diesel. I mean outdoors in nature. Where I can see the sky, sniff the wind, and hear the bees. It’s magic. I feel part of this magic planet.
So. Altan. Yeah. I messed about with Altan for a while. These things happen. I’m a catholic girl at heart, and the church doors are wide open. Whenever.
Of course, Tammy knew. Always did. Whether she approved or not, that’s, like, another question. Sometimes she just raised an eyebrow when I slipped out; sometimes she made me a cup of tea for when I got back, no questions asked. It’s always been like that.
As for Altan, he’s not stupid. God, he knows more about ponies than I ever will. Sometimes I wonder if we should start a stud farm together, breed small ponies that thrive in this heat. Better than Clydesdales. Not as powerful, of course, but far more suited to the temperatures we get now.
He stops, turns around, and looks at me. He’s a good bloke. And he obviously knows something’s up. Oh, hell. I pick my way towards him, walking alongside him as best I can in the long grass.
“Altan,” I began, my voice a little husky. “We need to talk.”
He glanced at me, but didn’t smile, or nod. Just a patient gaze. He’s always so damned calm. A bit more passion would help. Oh God, here it comes. I just blurted it out.
“I want a baby.”
His eyes widened, just a fraction. He stared at my belly, looking for signs, I guessed. Then he looked away, scanning the horizon, or perhaps the goats. I had no idea what he was thinking.
Now came the tricky bit. Mongolian men, their culture, to me it seems quite traditional. The works — marriage, children, everything.
That’s not really for me. I’m not cut out for collecting dung for the fire, or sweeping out the yurt like Cinderella. I’m a wild bird. You can’t keep me in a cage.
“I want to… borrow your sperm,” I tried, then immediately wished I hadn’t. “No, no! Not like that! I mean…”
Altan looked at me again, waiting, expectantly.
“And I want you to be the father.”
Ah, that got through. A flicker in his eyes. Bewildered confusion? Or what? He wasn’t going to say no, was he?
“Father?” Altan repeated, his voice low. “Father means husband. Wife. Family. Yurt.” With his stick, he drew an imaginary circle on the ground. A home. A life. “Milk goat. Cook. Look after children. Dung for fire.” He listed the domestic duties, the bedrock of his culture, his expectations. All of it flashing in his eyes.
Oh God, exactly what I didn’t want.
I shook my head, my conviction absolute. “No, Altan. Not like that. Not husband. Not wife. Not yurt. My way. My terms.”
He stared, his face a picture of utter bewilderment. “Your terms? Terms?” he repeated, clearly grappling with the concept.
I wasn’t quite sure he understood what ‘terms’ meant in this context. School terms, yes. But this?
“Not like that,” I rushed on, desperate to clarify, to make him understand, to set him straight. “Not… not a wife. Not a yurt. Not changing your life, Altan. Nothing like that. Everything stays the same. You stay here. You keep doing what you do – herding your goats, looking after the ponies. I… I just need your baby.”
God, it sounded… clinical. Like I was ordering something from a catalogue. But what other words were there? For something so intimate and yet so practical?
“Tammy and I, we’ll raise her. Or him. We’ll raise the baby. Together. Just us,” I explained, my throat suddenly dry. “We’ve always talked about it. For years. But with… with everything – the pandemic, the war, the way the world just feels like it’s on the edge… it just feels like now, or never.”
He frowned. I’d never seen that expression before. Had I?
“Why?” he asked, simply. That single word, raw. Disbelief? Offended? “Why not husband? Why alone?”
Bugger. We were pushing shit uphill now. Okay. Forget it. I was insane. I should take it all back. Or not. Tell him I loved him. No, that wasn’t true. Tell him I needed him. His sperm. He wouldn’t buy that one. It wasn’t in his culture.
“Why not?” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “Because… I love Tammy.”
And as I said it, the truth of it settled deep within me. Although, to be fair, I’d never told her. Never used the L-word. Not until now. Well, blow me down. Yes, of course I did. I really did. I hadn’t known that until this very second.
Anyway, that shut him up. Properly.
So I stepped up close to him. Kissed him on the cheek. And I left it. Wandered off. Men need time to think. Or whatever it is they do. I sighed.
Where to now?
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN 2041
HIGH PASTURE: NIGHT
The yurt flap rippled shut behind me. I stood outside under the big night sky again. Six months had passed. And things had moved on. The cherry trees, once a defining feature of our small world, were already halfway gone. We’d been around and chopped half of them down. Instead, we’d planted the blueberry bushes between the old rows. And we’d planted a section with olive trees, too. In time, the cherry orchard would be no more. Just macadamia, blueberries, and olives. The future was going to be a lot more Mediterranean.
Altan came out of the yurt behind me. He was nice enough, absolutely decent, and not at all stupid. As a father, he would do fine. He was quiet, taciturn, peaceful. But my kind of guy? No. Well, not the sort of hero I’d imagined. But he, too, wanted to be a father, and we had known each other for years now, and we got along together. What does a girl really want? Some flash guy, or someone reliable? And with Altan, I had so much in common, the farm, the orchard, the vision. Shared interests, they call it.
Then again, I’d never really found my kind of guy. Tammy would’ve been good. If she’d been born with the right appendages. Otherwise, it was slim pickings. As they say in the cherry trade. Very slim. In fact, none at all. Mr Right refused to come into my life. He was a surly bugger anyway.
And the pandemic made it difficult to shop around. With half the world in lockdown. I mean, I like shopping, but not for men. I just don’t get excited. And they’re so competitive, trying to outdo each other, or worse still, trying to outdo me. For what?
It was a full moon, with little cloud. There was a small campfire with dying embers, where we’d sat and eaten. Before. I leant in and gave Altan a slightly perfunctory hug, and almost lingered. But the urge had passed already. Oh God, what are men good for?
I set off downhill. The darkness quickly enveloped me. I knew the track well, of course. I could just make it out in the moonlight. It just took a while for the eyes to adjust.
I made it down to where the vehicle track ended, and my footsteps began to crunch on the gravel. Really, there was nothing quite like it, being out and about in Ōtākou at night. In good weather, that is.
Then I heard it.
In the distance somewhere. A low rhythmic growl. The rattle-chug of a big diesel.
Odd. Who could that be at this time of night? Yuvan? And why? What’s up?
Two headlamps loomed over the crest of the small rise ahead of me. I stopped. There was an array of spotlights higher up, like they use for hunting. Against the glare of the lights, I couldn’t make out the vehicle itself.
The lights came closer, and stopped perhaps thirty metres away. I was painfully aware I was transfixed in the headlight beams, like a rabbit or possum on the highway.
The sound of the diesel fell away to just a dull, not-quite-faint rattle. In the glare, I didn’t see the doors open, but I sure as hell saw three men coming toward me, silhouetted against the lights.
And I knew who they were. The men in black. Seemingly masked. They didn’t appear to be carrying weapons, but they didn’t need to.
I started walking carefully backwards up the track, watchful.
Clack-poof-tink!
The men immediately dropped to the ground like professional soldiers.
What?
The clack-poof came from my right. The tink from between me and the men. What was happening?
Clack-poof-tink!
The sound of a small-bore rifle fited with suppressor, followed by the sound of the bullet snicking the gravel. It must be Ferenc. 
The already-prone men began to wriggle. And roll. Scrambling back toward what seemed to be a large SUV or UTE.
I walked backwards, up and away, back up the track into the darkness. And heard the sound of a drone. Were they tracking me with thermal imaging?
The headlights swung, pointing to my right as the large ute reversed away from me. I could just make out the three men sheltering on the left behind it.
The sound of the drone was very close now. And then I saw it, hovering above and to one side, just visible in the stray light from the headlights. 
Maybe it’s one of ours? Yuvan? 
This time, the men jumped up onto the tray and piled in. The ute wheeled off back down the track whence it came. 
I stood and watched the red tail lights receding into the night. The drone whined away into the distance, presumably following the ute.
Yuvan has his uses. 
And so does Ferenc.
He appeared out of the darkness and gave me a hug. I was shaking still. After all, these guys weren’t out here looking for a casual chat, or to ask for a date. Ferenc held me. I breathed, and the shaking slowly eased. The quiet of the night, broken only by the chirping of crickets, settled around us. For a long moment, I just leant into him, feeling the solid warmth of his body.
Then, the weirdness of it all hit me. Or maybe just the sheer Ferenc-ness. I pulled back slightly, looking up at him. “You know, Ferenc,” I began, my voice still a little shaky, “I’m not entirely sure shooting like that is quite legal in our glorious egalitarian country. Not even in self-defence on private property.” I almost giggled with relief. “Not unless we put some cones and warning signs out first. Perhaps not even then. It’s all about health and safety, after all. Thank God no-one got hurt.”
He gave a small, almost imperceptible shrug in the moonlight. “Of course. But in this case, necessary.”
I let out a shaky laugh that was half relief, half exasperation. “Yeah. Necessary. And quite effective.”
 
YUVAN AGAIN
It was 2041, and the pandemic was still in full swing. I watched a video on social media. It had been filmed in a settlement, outside the primary school, which was, of course, closed. There was no traffic, no-one on the street, except for a small team of hazmat-suited personnel.
The team entered a house, and they brought out two elderly bodies on stretchers, then took the bodies to a funeral pyre at the street’s end. The bodies were set on fire.
Black smoke billowed.
The sort of thing Yuvan was used to.
I picked my moment. I had my own way of breaking the news to him. Timing. Everything is timing. And presentation. This wasn’t news you just blurted out. Not to him.
I went out onto the porch just as Yuvan was coming up the steps. I smiled. My little girl smile.
“Ah, Yuvan Bácsi! I was just wondering… Could you make some kind of small cot?”
He stopped, his mouth a soft ‘O’. He was taken aback.
“What?”
“A small cot, could you make one? Please, Bácsi.”
Dawning realisation swept across Yuvan’s face. His mouth opened and closed. Tears welled up, and began to trickle down his cheeks. His voice, when it finally came, was a whisper. Soft. Broken. Oh, so good.
“Yes, Zsófi, I’d be proud to. Very proud.”
He sagged against the railing. Sobs. Actual, body-shaking sobs. A choking sound, like something finally unfurling from deep inside him. Yes. Now this. This is what I needed. Raw. Unfiltered. Untapped emotion. He was crumbling. We needed more of this. So much more.
“And stick around, Bácsi.”
Yuvan nodded through tears, beaming. Some things are more important than money and power. For now.
At least he kept his distance. Old dogs can learn. To cry. It would take time for him to start wondering who the father was.
 
PARENGARENGA HARBOUR
They had waited offshore in the pre-dawn hours. The harbour entrance was tricky. Best done in daylight.
The junk was crowded with young migrants and refugees from Vietnam. They included Kahoa (a girl, 16, wearing a distinctive Tikopian pendant, and cradling her small baby in her arms). She had given birth during the voyage, to the dismay of all aboard.
Come first light, the junk headed into the entrance to Parengarenga Harbour. Fortunately, the wind was from the south-east, and light.
Tünde and Göncöl, sitting atop the cabin, were both worried and excited. This was their chance to jump ship and get onto a remote island in the Pacific, and start a new life together. Yes, over the years, they had grown to be friends. In an elvish way.
As the junk crossed the bar, the water seemed so shallow, and they could see the bottom. It was a bit scary. They needn’t have worried: the tide came in higher than it used to. Something to do with melting glaciers and rising sea levels.
The junk, with patched sails and battered paintwork, glided into the harbour, then turned and headed for the nearest sandy beach. The beach, backed by dunes, was deserted.
Tünde whispered.
“This is it, Göncöl.”
Her long, flaxen hair, woven with intricate braids, caught the glint of the sun, making her seem less real, more like a vision conjured from the breeze. Her eyes scanned the shoreline, looking for forest, greenery, somewhere to live, somewhere to settle, somewhere to dream again.
Göncöl, his frame slender and agile as a willow branch, nodded.
“Finally! No more running! No more sea. No more wind and waves. If we can just get off this boat!”
The junk beached head-on onto the sand. Its bow grunted as it ground into the sand, the sudden jolt sending a ripple through humans and elves alike.
The refugees, with Kahoa in the lead, disembarked.
Holding her newborn baby close, Kahoa began walking south along the littoral, leaving footprints in the wet sand.
Behind her, a parade of footprints followed.
At the back came two pairs of very light, small footprints. As if the wind itself had brushed the sand.
The sort that elves made. Treading very lightly on Mother Earth.
 
FIRST STRIKE
It was first light, and decidedly cool. I stood on the porch, a winter coat tossed over an oversized T-shirt. Mothers-to-be have to look after themselves properly. I was scanning the scudding clouds, wondering what sort of weather we were going to have. No rain yet.
Ferenc was next to me, leaning on the balustrade. He was using the NATO field-glasses, scanning the terrain for snipers.
I’d almost laughed. Snipers. But then I’d seen the haunted look in his eyes, the way his hands sometimes trembled. It would take a long, long time for him to come right again.
Then, a sudden, sharp intake of breath.
He handed me the field-glasses. “On the track. Something. Someone. A body?”
I took the glasses and adjusted them. “Where is it?” Ah! There. I saw it. A shape. What was it? I tried to make it out. A bundle. It wasn’t an animal. It wasn’t a tarp. It was clothed.
“Yuvan! Come already!”
A person then? Who was it? Who could be…
Ferenc tapped my shoulder. I looked up. Yuvan had come out onto the porch. Oh no! Striped pyjamas! And dishevelled.
Ferenc silently took the field-glasses off me, and handed them to Yuvan. His voice was very matter-of-fact. “On the track,” he said.
Yuvan readjusted the field-glasses and searched. Then he gave a surprised grunt.
Yuvan hadn’t even bothered to get dressed. I think he’d already guessed the awful truth. He just tossed a rain-jacket on and went to find the shovel.
I stayed where I was. After all, there was a pandemic on, and I’d be a mother soon. Ferenc was down in the yard, piling firewood onto the UTV. God knows why.
Tammy was up and about already, with me and ready for action. Altan, of course, was out somewhere, God knows where, tending his blessed goats and my ponies. He was bringing them down from the high pasture. We were all supposed to help today.
Through the NATO field-glasses, I watched Yuvan striding ahead, carrying a shovel over his shoulder. Like a modern-day grim reaper setting off to work.
He reached the bundle, body, whatever it was. Very gently he used the shovel to half-roll it over.
I could see now. It was Sara.
Yuvan knelt and checked her pulse. He shook his head.
What? She had no pulse?
Yuvan rose slowly, looked towards the farmhouse, and made a gesture, drawing his thumb across his throat. Oh God. Plague.
I lowered the field-glasses. Tammy was standing beside me, fiddling with a loose thread on her sweater – a perfectly normal, mundane gesture in a suddenly abnormal, unstable world. I handed Tammy the field-glasses. “It’s Sara. She’s dead. It must be the plague,” I said.
I shouted to Ferenc. “It’s Sara. She’s dead. Plague!”
He waved. In fact, he gave me the thumbs-up.
Hawaiki came out onto the verandah, yawning her head off, as teenagers do, and asked what the fuss was about. I explained. Plague. So, no-one comes onto the farm. No-one leaves. Isolation. Utter and complete. And we’d have to be very careful here. Particularly if we were pregnant.
Hawaiki said she wasn’t. Oh dear. I hadn’t told her I was. Awkward. I explained my situation. She didn’t ask who the father was.
Yuvan turned slowly, walked over to the roadside ditch — a long, shallow depression, half-choked with weeds and debris. He looked around, paused, then marked out two metres of the ditch with the shovel and began clearing the weeds and debris.
***
Through the field-glasses, I watched them, a macabre procession strung out along the track.
Ferenc was almost there, driving an old electric golf cart, stacked with firewood. Tamara was much further back, walking slowly and carefully, carrying an old bedpan. From it, faint smoke wafted. It contained embers, to start a fire. Next came Hawaiki, pushing an old pram piled high with firewood.
Everything needed for a funeral pyre. That was the only way to stop the plague spreading. We all knew that. We’d seen and discussed the videos. Yuvan had been there, done that, all those years ago, on some island somewhere. Code Red. I understood it now. 
It took them the best part of an hour to build a pyre in the ditch with firewood, stacking the firewood methodically and efficiently. I stood and watched intermittently, and sat down when it was all too much.
Finally, they rolled the body onto it using the shovel and a stick, then added embers to the tinder. The first grey wisp of smoke turned black. In the end, it was thick and oily, billowing upwards, streaming in the breeze – a black flag in a cloudy sky.
They moved well away from the stench. Even here on the verandah I got a sickening whiff. Yuvan seemed to be crying. Tamara put her arms around him and hugged.
I stood there on the verandah, pregnant, alone, watching the smoke rise. The plague was here. On our farm. Now.
And we were burning our dead already. What came next? The questions hung in the air, like the black smoke from Sara’s pyre. Strike one.
There was just one question that bothered me. What was Sara doing on the track in the first place? I couldn’t see her walking from town. And we’d spotted her at first light. So had she been there all night? Or did she know she had the plague already, and was on her way to give it to us? Odd. I just couldn’t make it out.
***
It was nearly a week later. I’d pretended all was normal – normal for a lockdown, that is. But I was secretly waiting to see if we had properly contained the virus.
I was resting on the rocking chair, as any good mother-to-be should, wondering about the future. About the wisdom of being pregnant in the midst of a pandemic. About bringing up my baby.
Then I spotted him: Yuvan, staggering up the track towards an old wooden outbuilding. Shambling. His movements were oddly uncoordinated, like he was halfway quadriplegic or something.
My heart stopped. No. Not Yuvan.
My first impulse, my instinct, was to run to him, to help. But then I remembered: The plague. Sara. The smoke. I got up, donned a medical face mask, and made sure of the seal around my cheeks. Then I started off, cautiously, towards him.
He saw me. He tried to wave me away, gesturing for me to keep my distance. But the effort was too much. He crumpled to the ground. Even from where I stood, I could see his face was mottled, a sickly purple-red spreading across his skin like a bruise. His eyes, bloodshot and vacant, stared up at the indifferent sky. He looked like a broken puppet.
I stopped. The ground seemed to tilt beneath me. My hand flew to my stomach, covering the small, burgeoning life within. My baby.
Yuvan was clearly going to die. Just like Sara. What could I do? If I went to him, if I touched him, if I even breathed too close?
Best not to linger. I turned back towards the farmhouse, walking slowly.
***
That evening I went online to see what was happening in the wide world around us. Apparently, the ice was still melting everywhere; ice shelves were still calving into a now-rising sea. Glaciers in retreat. All the warning signs that we’d studiously ignored for decades. “Oh! Don’t be so alarmist! The climate’s always changing! It’s all natural!” Just as we ignored the warnings about pandemics. 
I suppose that, from space, it looked as though Earth continued its perfect, lovely spin, while tracking around our star. A beautiful blue marble, with puffy white clouds, over clear blue oceans. 
But for me it was strike two. And counting.
The heat, even for early summer, was oppressive. To catch the faint breeze, we were sitting out under the porch, sheltering from the unrelenting sun. And the unrelenting cicadas. 
We were having afternoon tea à la Hawaiki. I’d been looking forward to it. I was now in my second trimester. The sickie feelings in the morning seemed to be over for the time being. And either I was putting on weight or I was showing. So I’d taken to wearing long linen skirts to hide it. And look cool. And linen tops to keep cool. 
The linen is made here in Aotearoa now, from homegrown flax. It’s not exactly top quality. It doesn’t have that smooth, fine, limp drape, like the Italian stuff used to, but you can’t get that anymore. It’s our new reality. Economic isolation in the South Pacific. 
Hawaiki poured tea. She’s proved a real boon around the house, and orchards. Tamara was handing out the scones that Hawaiki made. Ferenc, of course, was on the rocking chair. He’s pretty quiet in company, but lives with his memories. Not happy ones. He doesn’t talk about the war. Once I asked, and the shadows in his eyes, the uncontrollable shaking, had put me right off ever asking again. It was the drones, he’d said, they were the worst. 
We were talking about Antarctica, the Thwaites glacier, and, like, speculating about the effect on weather patterns. I just love to inject famous lines into the conversation. It makes it sound like we’re acting out some Hollywood epic. Maybe we are. I love the drama. Hell, I could be a drama queen. “The ice-wall’s melting,” I said. 
As if they didn’t know that already. “Faster than predicted,” I added. 
Like someone had been down there to check. Lately, I mean. The research bases in Antarctica had been shut down years ago. We couldn’t fly in the Hercules to support them. Planes use fossil fuels, remember? 
Hawaiki was sitting cross-legged on the wooden planking by the steps. Was she having girlie thoughts? I guess not. She had more immediate, more practical issues. “But what about the pandemic, Zsófi? There’s a new strain,” Hawaiki asked. 
Yeah, there was, the Ghost Variant. Apparently, it had long-term effects. On the lungs and breathing. Not something I wanted for my baby. “Hospital’s too risky. We’ll have to do a home birth,” I decided. 
Tammy’s gaze met mine. We’d talked about it at length the night before. A home birth could be even more dangerous if something went badly wrong. But we could organise a midwife, and get all the gear. At the end of the day, it was my choice, my decision. 
There’s a pause. Hawaiki must’ve sensed the tension. She changes the topic a bit. “Have you decided on a name for the baby, Zsófi?” Hawaiki asked. 
“Odval. If it’s a girl, we’ll call her Odval. It means chrysanthemum,” I replied. It’s a Mongolian girl’s name. Ferenc suddenly came alive. 
“And if it’s a boy?” Ferenc asked. 
“I don’t know. We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” I said. I wanted a girl, of course. But either way, a healthy baby. Tammy smiles across at me. She’s got some reading to do. Home birthing 101. 
Life’s good.
 
PART TWO: TAMARA
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 2042
 
ABOUT ME
Hey there! Listen up, guys. This ain’t gonna be pretty. 
Comin’ to Aotearoa was a big wrench for me. Back in Wisconsin, I knew the drill. I could blend in. And I understood the rules. I was just ya basic white girl. All-American. Someone who thought cheerleading’s normal all over the world.
When Mom dropped the bomb that we were moving, it was a total shock. It came at a time when I was refusing to go to church. Instead, I was reading Nietzsche, and looking at other girls differently. I just wanted my own life, my way, on my own terms. Independence. Freedom. The whole nine yards.
That’s, like, my cover story. The one I fed to anyone who cared to ask. Like Zsófi. Yup, she bought it. They all did.
So. Lean in close. Here comes the real curveball: I was the mole.
Not that it matters now.
But holy cow, what a relief to get that off my tits! You’ve no idea what it’s like to have this secret tucked away, festering in some dark corner of your bra. Just sittin’ there like a mole burrowing away. As Zsófi would’ve put it.
Yeah. Zsófi got it wrong. That day at the airport, it wasn’t Zsófi who bumped into me. It was me that bumped into her.
Deliberately. I’d recognised her at once, as soon as she arrived and walked over. Like any good mole would. I’d read the file, seen the mugshots. I knew who she was. 
And later, I made sure she noticed me at netball practice, as planned. Ya know, netball rules aren’t rocket science.
Ya know, I truly am Yuvan’s granddaughter. And I never set out to be a mole.
I was brought up in various foster homes, and when I was seventeen and had my high school diploma, I applied to become a Marine. To serve. To find a home, to find meaning.
But something else happened instead. Something far more insidious.
A nice lady came to see me. Not warm, fuzzy, and well-meaning. A bit brusque, all business. She asked me about cherries, and basketball. And what I knew of my Polish ancestry. And whether I’d had any contact with a man called Yuvan. This was the grandfather I knew nothing about. And she showed me a photo. That really got my attention.
She’d found my grandpa. So when she offered me a different pathway, not in the Marines, but a different training, a quiet life in New Zealand, and meeting grandpa, I said yes. Except, I had to do certain stuff. Otherwise, there’d be consequences.
It was truly one of the better decisions in my life. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here, in Ōtākou, now. And I wouldn’t have met Zsófi or raised Odval.
At first, I bought into it, I had faith. I had honor, courage, and commitment. I was working for my homeland, one of the Few, fighting for the collective future of my country. So I belonged. Freedom and democracy! The American way.
Ya know, I was an honorable mole. Yeah, moles can have honor, too. I think.
But over the years, I realized that I was just like all the other grunts, caught up in places like Ukraine, Iraq, Afghanistan. I was deluded. The American way actually includes slavery. Or economic slavery. I became disillusioned.
And who was I, like, workin’ for? Not the CIA. Nor MI6. Hopefully not the FSB, or Mossad. Or anyone like that. No, it was just an outfit in the shadows. A faceless entity. An intermediary, who sold information to interested parties. And who were they workin’ for? I just don’t know. 
Even if I did, I wouldn’t be at liberty to divulge that. Or what they wanted. Once you’re a mole, you’re in deep, deep underground. But hey, I’ve spilled what I can. Go figure.
In any case, I was only an information asset. Not an action mole. Just info. So, my hands stayed clean. No violence, no poisoning people, nothing like that. I never put Zsófi in danger. Not my job. I was just a paid informant. And a sleeper at that. One tiny worm. One tiny thread in a big spider’s web.
And at the beginning, I was paid a retainer. You might think that I could follow the money, and find out who these people were. But no. The money came from an offshore account, from a bank I didn’t dare to question. Why would I? 
But by the time we moved to Ōtākou, they didn’t need me any more. I was let go. And the money stopped. They had already switched to electronic surveillance. On your mobile phone. On social media. Scanning your emails. And CCTV everywhere. On the streets, in shops, cafés, you name it. And the drones of course. 
So why am I spillin’ the tea now?
Because it doesn’t matter anymore. Those people, that civilisation, they’re all gone. The old rules, the old games, the old cabals — they’ve crumbled into chaos. I think. I sure as hell hope so. Anyway, killing me now would be, like, euthanasia. I’m ready to see Jesus. Right now. Take me. Take me home. To the place where I was born.
And you have to know, after I’d been in Aotearoa a while, I came to see that Zsófi was on the money. Particularly after I’d done Uni. And I truly did love her. More than a bestie should. So in a way, I was turned. Turned by Kiwis. Turned by Zsófi herself.
It's weird, but after faking it for ages, it actually became real. Maybe because, deep down, it really was me all along.
Plus, I had nowhere else to go, nowhere to be. This was my life. Here in Aotearoa. There was nothing for me back in the USA. Who was I anyway? Just an unwanted child, grown up now. My only family, Yuvan, was here.
So there you go. Sorry to disappoint. Back to the story.
I imagined I would slide right in here in Aotearoa. And to some extent, I did. I had the language, English. 
For some of the girls in my class, English was, like, their second or third language. Some were Asian, others were South American, Māori, or Polynesian. At home, they spoke their own language, had their own culture. But for the most part, they were kind to each other about it. We were all in the same boat.
In theory, at least, American culture is world culture. Or so I thought. But slowly, I began to see the USA from the outside in. And it’s not so beautiful, not so great.
But somehow the girls, the Kiwi girls here, are different. Stronger, somehow. More practical. They look you in the eye. And their view of the world lacks the easy smugness and arrogance I found back home.
 More like Zsófi. I was astounded when the Head Prefect took an interest in me. It made being a mole easy. She was kind, not bitchy. She was prickly but very sure of herself. Ya know, always talking about weather chaos and boycotting plastic. It was all news to me. 
She reminded me of a young blondie, ready to set the world on fire, and take the music industry by storm. 
Not that I know that blondie personally, of course.
There you go. That dry, ironic comment? Over the years, I picked up that style of comment from Zsófi herself. When I first got here, I didn’t understand it at all. It was nuts. Crazy. But I learned.
I’m not gonna say that I fell in love. No. Let’s avoid the L-word. Zsófi was a bit of a shock at first. She had a proper world view. She wasn’t the slightest bit parochial or nationalistic. She had the big picture.
It took me years to understand where she was coming from. 
Of course, Zsófi was beautiful, but hey, anyone can look good. If they put in the hard yards with skincare and stuff, and work out at the gym. No, it was something else. She believed in me. 
No, careful. She didn’t believe me when I called weather chaos a hoax. But she just waited for me to figure it out myself.
I like that. That is, I liked her, I trusted her not to crush me. Or my heart. Just like a good mole should, burrow in tight. But the trick to being a mole is not to be one. Just be yourself. No faking it.
I can only hope that, over the years, I’ve grown a little more like her. She taught me so much.
Ya know, you can’t go thru life looking in the rearview mirror. The past is gone for ever. Washed away, like a gravel driveway in a flash flood.
Though sometimes I wish I could reach back and change it.
You gotta look where you’re going, into the future. Plan your route. Anticipate what’s coming next. 
And watch where you step after drenching the livestock. 
But shit happens. Sometimes when you least expect it. That’s the gospel truth. See? Back in character.
You just have to find some grass, wipe your boots, and head on out again. Ya know, boots is made for walkin’!
Zooming around in giant SUV go-karts? Is that our mission in life? Why aren’t we made with wheels instead of feet?
As Lara might’ve put it.
Oh, forgot to say. Who d’you think my handler was? And was she really a dragon? More like Puff, the Magic Dragon! She was frolickin’ alright! Autumn mist? Alrigh’ yeah. Toasted. Totally. They put her out to grass in the end. 
A quiet, almost anonymous retirement. Just like a good mole handler, I guess. Forgotten. Long gone now, of course.
 
YUVAN AND SARA
I thought that meeting my grandfather would be wonderful, awesome, and somehow solve all my emotional issues. Of course, it didn’t. I tried to get to know him, thinking that that was the answer. But I just discovered that he was an ordinary bloke, just like you or me. 
When I quizzed him about his visit to Ukraine, he told me he had an aunt living in Kherson, and that she had died. 
“The government was going to seize her property, so I went there to claim it,” he told me, “Sara helped me find a lawyer who’d been to London, and spoke good English, and the sale was arranged. The difficulty turned out to be the proceeds. The lawyer told me outright not to put the money in a Ukrainian bank, as I’d never see the money again. So, in the end, it was smuggled out via Turkey, months later. I always thought banks were meant to be a safe place to put your money. That was the idea.”
“So what was Ukraine like in those days, Yuvan?” I asked.
“Not at all like the West. No hot water in the hostel where I was staying. I complained to the manager, but he just shrugged. It was normal. The cold water was rusty brown, so I ended up washing in the Dnieper River. Also, there was no toilet paper.” Yuvan paused.
“The people were nice though. It’s just that the system was corrupt. I went to the train station with Sara and we tried to buy train tickets back to Budapest, but no dice. They refused. Luckily, she knew the director of the local hospital, and he got us the tickets the same day. It’s all about influence and who you know. And then Sara took me to the police station to get an exit visa for me. Otherwise, I’d still be there!”
Of course he was doing Sara, even then. “I just love women with blue eyes, blonde hair, and high cheekbones. I can’t help it,” Yuvan told me later. 
That I could understand; so do I. 
“She came back to Budapest with me, on the train. It was truly like in a film, from Ukraine with love,” he told me, his eyes lighting up.
“So, when you first met Sara, who came on to who?” I asked.
He looked at me very strangely. “You know, you might be right. I mean, there were plenty of girls in Eastern Europe who would jump at the chance of marrying a rich businessman from the West. You never know. We lived together in Budapest for a while, but getting a work permit for me proved very difficult. And in the end, I felt Sara was just using me. So we split up, and I went back to England. With the usual shattered dreams.” 
He looked away, and I said nothing, just waited. Finally, he turned back to me, and half-smiled. “You know, I was quite heart-broken for quite a long time. I just wish things had been different somehow, and it had all worked out.” He paused as if the memories were coming back.
“The music in Budapest was really good, really different. Everything there was an adventure. When I got back to London, everything seemed so dull, so bland. And they kept putting milk in the tea, and serving warm beer. That’s when I started travelling abroad. I couldn’t stand living in England any more.”
You see, he wasn’t all evil.
“So, when Sara turned up again, here in New Zealand, I was quite overwhelmed. Something inside me began to live again. I felt I was twenty-something again.”
Afterwards, I thought about Yuvan’s story. It was pretty clear that Sara had targeted him in the first place. The only question was why. I couldn’t exclude the possibility that she was a foreign agent, secretly targeting his drone designs. Sadly, she died before I could prove it.
 
SCIENCE CLASSROOM 
Where were we? Ah, yes. For a number of years, I taught biology, agriculture and horticulture at the Central Ōtākou Girls High School in Cromwell.
By this stage, there were no petrol or diesel vehicles in the car-park, just a few EV cars. But there were electric golf-carts, electric quad-bikes, and two or three traps, light two-wheeled carriages with springs. And bicycles in the bike racks.
It was a long, long way from where I grew up in Wisconsin, but some things, like the hopeful, slightly exasperated faces of teenagers, never really change.
The classroom itself was a throwback. No flickering screens, no constant buzz of notifications, no smartphones glued to palms. Just the heavy scent of old wood, the occasional squeak of a leather sole on the worn floorboards.
And the low murmur of seventeen and eighteen-year-olds dressed in the mandatory black and white uniform, all natural fibres. They looked like something out of a sepia-toned photograph, but they were mostly migrants, or children of migrants. Like me.
But we taught them to think, to remember, to do, without the convenience of a screen. Because convenience, we’d learned, came at a cost. 
No, I’m not back in mole mode. I really do believe that.
“Okay, girls. Today, we’re talking about bees.”
Hawaiki stands. 
“The female, the queen, lives for several years, Miss, but the male drones for only six weeks.”
As Hawaiki sits, Gabriela jumps up, followed by Bêrîvan.
“The queen mates when she is five days old, Miss, and only once in her whole lifetime.”
“The drones die after mating, Miss. It kills them.”
Students giggle and knock on desks. Bêrîvan waits.
“Colony Collapse Disorder, Miss. If more than three percent of the bees are infected, the whole colony collapses.” 
“Exactly. Just imagine having an alien the size of a grapefruit stuck on your back between your shoulders, sucking blood.”
Gabriela raises a hand.
“Do they infect humans, Miss?”
I had to think about that. I had to foster objectivity.
“No. I don’t know of any cases. But there are other explanations for colony collapse disorder. It might be a side-effect of spraying with neonicotinoids.”
Bêrîvan raises a hand. 
“Why don’t we just kill all the mites?” 
“They’d just come back stronger, like with antibiotics. It’s better to use a bee species that is naturally resistant.” 
Hawaiki raises a hand.
“Why don’t we do that then?”
“It’s not that easy. Bees are not just cheap migrant labor working in a factory! It’s not that simple. When we mess with one part of the ecosystem, the effect can ripple outwards and affect many parts of the system. The butterfly effect.”
Gabriela raises a hand. I nod. 
“But Miss, we need bees to pollinate fruit and citrus, lemon, lime, and rhubarb.”
“Exactly. It’s your future. Your food. Your challenge.”
Gabriela breaks protocol.
“What do you mean my challenge?”
“People of your age.”
Hawaiki stands.
“Excuse me, Miss: whose fault is it, that we’re in this mess now?”
I smile. I’d been here before. The other students begin knocking knuckles on desks in time with each other. I hold up both hands in a stop-gesture. The knocking stops.
“It’s not your fault. It’s the post-war generation that—”
The school bell rings. Saved by the bell. A release, but no real answer. 
The girls gathered their things, their conversation now about lunch. But some had questions in their eyes, the lingering unease that went deeper than a biology lesson. 
And I knew, with a chill, that for their generation, the questions would only get harder.
 
STORK DAY 
Ya know, I’m not gonna lie. But equally, I’m not gonna give you a blow by blow account of the birthing. Frankly, it makes me cry just thinking about it. I’m crying now, just writing about it.
Okay. Made myself lemon and ginger. That’s better. 
It’s late summer. But dark already. The heat of the day refuses to budge.
 On the front porch, the rocking chair is still. The thermometer on the siding reads thirty-six degrees Celsius. That’s 96 degrees Fahrenheit where I come from.
The radio is on, the concert program, the latest news.
“The government has today confirmed that there will be no border restrictions that affect the tourist industry. In other news, there are reports of a new conflict in the Himalayas over water resources.”
The fly-screen door squeaks open, and Hawaiki comes out of the house, looking distracted and worried.
“Some reports state that world population has now fallen below five billion.”
Hawaiki turns the radio off, and goes back inside.
Zsófi is lying on a long farmhouse table, which has been covered with duvets, a rubber sheet, and then towels and pillows. A lot of fresh blood around.
The last twenty-six hours have been a long blur of contractions, panting, breathing, and hushed encouragements. We’re tired, yes. But Zsófi’s exhausted. She looks pale.
Ferenc has been very steady. Ya know — the war. Seen too much. 
Thank God, in the end, the baby girl comes. Odval.
I lay her, still slick with amniotic fluid, on Zsófi’s chest.
“Zsófi! It’s your girl, Odval, look!”
I gently rub the baby’s back. The baby splutters and wails. Awesome!
But then, it begins. A trickle, then a flood. Zsófi’s smile falters. Her face turns strangely blank, her breath shallow, ragged.
Ferenc moves with speed. He ties the cord first, then cuts it. I stare at him. 
Zsófi doesn’t stir. Her eyes begin to stare.
I carefully pick up baby Odval and wrap her in a towel.
Ferenc inspects the placenta amid a spreading pool of blood on the floor. 
I tried to keep calm and natural. Now I’m worried.
“Zsófi’s still bleeding bad.”
“Hawaiki, massage Zsófi below the navel!” 
Hawaiki is unsure exactly what to do, and ineffectual.
“No, lower! It’s to help the womb contract, and stop the bleedin’, eh.”
 Hawaiki massages Zsófi’s lower abdomen gently. I shake my head. But I have both hands full.
“Ferenc, make it real quick!” 
Ferenc gets up. “Placenta’s okay. It’s all out. But Zsófi’s bleeding out! We’re losing her! Keep massaging, Hawaiki!” 
Zsófi goes limp.
That I remember. So clear. Like it was two minutes ago.
I check the baby again. Odval wails.
I look at all the blood on the floor. Zsófi’s clearly haemorrhaging. Ferenc checks Zsófi’s pulse again. His voice is suddenly very crisp.
“It’s not working! Hawaiki, take baby now! Tamara, pressure on the lower abdomen!”
I promptly pass baby Odval over to Hawaiki.
The pool of blood spreads. Ferenc is calm, grim. He starts CPR.
This goes on for a long, long, long time. 
We try, and try, and try again.
We keep at it.
We work together. On and on. 
At one point, I look up. At the ceiling.
That’s when Zsófi leaves. Her soul.
Somehow I feel her go.
Her eyes are open, staring, empty.
And I become a mother. 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN : 2042
 
FRONT PORCH: NIGHT
 
Full moon. No cloud. Ferenc stumbles out of the house, dark blood on his knees, wiping blood off his hands.
“Shit! Shit! Shit!”
I come out, less bloody. 
“Baby’s fine. Hawaiki’s got her.” 
We stand, hands on the aluminium porch railings, staring blankly into the darkness. 
Then, the sobs come. Soft, hiccuping sounds at first, then gradually turning into full-blown, uncontrollable weeping. I don’t stop them. They burst up my throat, a release of whatever it is that is overwhelming me.
And then Ferenc is round me. One arm around my shoulders, then the other, pulling me close. He holds me tight and still. I let myself lean into it, seeking the comfort that no-one can give me. 
For once, I don’t mind a man-hug. I notice Ferenc is shaking, his whole body. Whether that’s PTSD, a flashback, shock, or because of Zsófi, I can’t tell. But in that moment, I found a friend.
And in my mind I heard the hymn: we do not, no, we cannot tell, what pain he has to bear.
And I feel like I’m in a movie, somehow detached from reality.
From inside the house comes the wail of the newborn baby.
I break away from Ferenc.
“I’ll make formula, eh. She needs feeding right quick.”
Hawaiki comes out, cradling the swaddled baby in her arms.
“Let her suckle, Hawaiki. We’ll both have to try to get her to suckle.”
“Oh!”
Hawaiki looks aghast at the idea. 
Together we girls turn and go inside, leaving Ferenc alone, literally staring into space. 
***
We got ready and waited for sunup. Then we went out onto the front porch again. Ferenc was still standing there, looking out over the railings. 
Hawaiki is carrying Odval in a linen sling. She uses tokotoko, a traditional ornate walking stick reserved for Māori elders. I use the Nordic hiking poles, and have my backpack to carry. 
“We’re off to the high pasture, Ferenc.”
He barely acknowledges.
“Altan.”
“Yeah. Then the Yazidis, eh. One of the girls there is breastfeedin’. Maybe she can wet-nurse.”
I give Ferenc a half-hug from behind.
And then we’re off.
***
We followed the same familiar path up to the high pasture. But somehow it was different now, empty. Odval was fine, as long as we kept walking. Uphill. Heavy breathing with the backpack.
At last, we saw the yurt in the distance, goats nearby. Odval began to wail again. Hard to bear. Before we got there, Altan came out toward us.
Hawaiki hands Odval over to Altan to hold. 
Altan smiles.
“Odval.”
He looks at me.
“Zhópi?”
I shake my head. I can’t even think. 
Hawaiki takes Odval back. 
Tears roll down my cheeks. I stand in front of Altan, holding each of his hands tightly. No words. No sound I make. Just tears.
“Go see Zhópi?”
Shit!
“Ya know, Altan, Zsófi didn’t make it.”
I’m not sure he understands. He just looks blank.
“She bled out. Lost too much blood.”
“Zhópi dead?”
I nod. Tears pour down my cheeks. Altan pulls me toward him, and buries my head on his chest.
I don’t mind. Beyond caring now. 
“It’s just you and me now. And Ferenc.”
We stood there a long moment.
“We’ve gotta go now.”
Altan gave us some fresh goats’ milk and Odval took a little from my finger. And settled. We took some more with us, just in case. It was all we had.
***
It was the Salvadoris, bless them, who saved us. We made there, and they just took over. They were so good to us, they took us in, not just that day, they made us stay for six months. Gabriela breast-fed Odval, alongside her own. They offered me a room, a sanctuary, so we didn’t have to keep walking over. So I stayed there for a while.
Hawaiki went back to our own farmstead. She came over once or twice a week to visit. She’d bring eggs, fresh bread, a quiet strength. 
Ferenc took it badly. 
We all did. At least I was occupied with Odval. 
Ferenc came over from time to time. Unannounced. Just turned up. And then didn’t know what to do. How to help. I think he missed Zsófi more than any of us. She had been his only link to his old life, his village, his family. To a world that was gone forever.
The rest of the Salvadori family helped too. They watched after Odval while I cried, and Odval slept. And smiled at her when she was awake. Like Zsófi would.
Mostly, I was worried that Odval would pick up on my sadness, and it would affect her too. So I was quite glad the rest of the Salvadoris joined in to help. They brought some joy into Odval’s little life.
Ya know, that’s enough, dammit. You get the picture. I don’t like thinking about those first six months. Even now. But we came through.
 
MEMORIAL PLOT
 
The rain clouds had sped in unheralded that morning. A sudden change in the weather. The new norm. And just as suddenly, the wind dropped away to nothing. Then, just as we walked down to the memorial plot, the downpour started. Raindrops drummed on the umbrellas as we stood there. Like pellets. Relentless. 
It had been six months since Odval was born. I’d found new hope, new joy. And of course, sometimes the crying would hit me, and I’d have to go away and hide.
That morning, the wind had died, and we could use the umbrellas. The rain was just tipping down. I pulled the hood of my long black coat tighter, the thick wool doing little to keep the biting chill from seeping into my bones. 
Odval, nestled against my chest, stirred, a soft whimper escaping her lips. I tightened my embrace, rocking her gently. 
Did she already know I was not her real mother? Did she miss her birth-mother, Zsófi? It was hard to tell. Had she really bonded with me emotionally? Or would the scars be with her for ever?
No way of knowing.
She seemed happy enough. Gabriela had been a boon, wet-nursing her.
Would Odval wake up as a teenager and wonder about her strange sense of loss, of not belonging? I felt totally inadequate as I thought about the future. Parenting looked very daunting indeed. 
A voice in my head went: God helps those who help themselves. Like it was Lara the Dragon, in character. 
Except that’s not actually in the Bible, is it? Zsófi had delighted in pointing out such ironies. The sacred texts had been dictated by men, not God. It was men that decided what was in the Bible. It took them three or four hundred years to come up with the list. And the Eastern church has a different list.
There are four large umbrellas, and four mourners. The headstones of Zsófi’s family, as before, their inscriptions blurred by the downpour. Plus, a wooden cross for Sara Skripova, God rest her soul. And a cross for Yuvan. 
Ivaskow Yuvan 1964 – 2041 Bácsi
And now a new headstone. I’d managed to have it made in town. I wish it were in Hungarian, like the rest of her kin. But we had to settle for English. It reads:
Kovács Zsófi 2005 – 2042 Odval’s mother. Fierce bright star. Rest in peace heart-mine.
I stand, black-clad, and hooded, cradling baby Odval in my arms. Altan holds the umbrella over us both. Ferenc leans on his stick, his shoulders shaking, his face wet with rain or tears. He raises a trembling hand, in salute. 
Hawaiki stands close by, under another umbrella, her gaze fixed on the earth. She has brought a dandelion. I nod to her, and she lets it fall on the grave.
Altan begins a lament, a low, guttural drone that vibrated from deep in his throat, his voice pitched very low. I wept. We stand there, in the unforgiving rain, the only sounds the drumming of water and Altan’s mournful song. 
When his voice finally faded, leaving only the rain behind, I felt an inner emptiness, vast and infinite.
For the time being, it’s all I can bear.
Altan turns to me.
“Milk? Goat?”
I nod.
“Yes please. Goat’s milk. It’s time.”
Odval should be able to process goats’ milk now.
We all walked back up to the farmstead together, trying not to get wet. Somehow we all had to move on.
***
Eventually, the school re-opened. People were very careful, wearing face masks and everything. The worst seemed to be over. There was no vaccine, but those who were going to succumb to the virus were already gone, and the rest of us seemed to be immune.
So Hawaiki looked after Odval at the farmstead, while I was out. And proved to be a very capable carer. I had no complaints. Between teaching and child-care, I was pretty overstretched, anyway.
Ferenc had good intentions, but when it came to it, he was pretty useless. He dozed on the rocking chair, while it rained, mumbling away. In Hungarian, I think. PTSD, they call it. I gave him a hug when I could. Whenever he got suddenly angry. A bit unsettlin’.
The winter was decidedly wet. But the spring was unusually dry. And, almost predictably, with summer came the drought. Dried-out brown pasture, streams without water, shrunken lakes and reservoirs.
It had been a school day, a Friday. I remember. I’d walked home along the track, leading one of the ponies in the afternoon heat. There was dust on the wind, dust squirrelling along the track in the breeze, dust on my face mask, gritty dust in my eyes. All the vegetation had turned brown and tinder-dry. There was hardly a trickle in the stream.
 
NEW YEAR’S EVE: 2043
 
It was late in the evening. We’d retreated to the big common foyer. 
I was sitting up straight, cross-legged on my mat, a small woollen rug I’d bought years ago. It was hand-made in Afghanistan, mostly red, and covered in intricate designs. Somehow it seemed right.
Sometimes I did a sort of slow vinyasa, timing the moves to connect with my breath. Other times it was more like yin-yoga, basically lying around on the floor in awkward positions. But today, it was just meditation, or rather slow, mindful, box breathing. 
Close your eyes, and imagine a box shape in front of you. Breathe slowly in up the left side, hold the breath across the top, breathe very slowly out down the right side, and hold the breath out along the bottom. Easy to say! Less easy to do it for seven or more breaths in succession.
On the small table beside me sat the antique bronze Tibetan singing bowl I’d bought on the web, and the small, wooden mallet. It was all supposed to calm me down to help me forget, or come to terms with the past. 
Or just give me a break. After all, Odval was in her room, asleep already. Long may it last!
Ferenc was slumped in a wooden rocking chair. The snoring I struggled to ignore. He also mumbled, twitched, and murmured incoherently. The war, I think.
The field-glasses were on the corner stand by the front door. Next to them stood the Nordic walking poles. Beside them was Yuvan’s carved kanuka tokotoko, a ceremonial walking stick. 
Hawaiki was in her room, doing whatever it is teenage girls do these days!
When motherhood was first thrust upon me, I pictured how idyllic and wonderful it would be. All those romantic notions. Ya know, baby asleep in your arms, as you doze peacefully by a crackling good fire. I quickly got a brutal wake-up call. Reality is very different. 
If Odval was asleep, then it was my precious window of opportunity for me to be myself! Obviously, I was lacking the requisite oxytocin. The baby mindset. Mostly, I just craved something interesting, exciting. Something more than changing nappies. And playing endless peek-a-boo.
Though, to be fair, seeing her first crawl or take her first wobbly steps was pretty damn fulfilling. And thank God for Hawaiki; she was a natural with Odval.
Altan helped as best he could. Most of the year, he was out looking after his goats and horses, and he slept in the yurt on the high pasture. But he brought fresh goats’ milk down every morning, and that was what kept Odval alive. And stopped her crying when she was hungry.
Anyway, where were we? Right! That summer evening. I was meditating in the foyer, when I noticed something odd. I sniffed. What was it? 
I twitched my nostrils. Sniffed again. A faint, acrid tang caught in the back of my throat.
Smoke!
My eyes snapped open. I grabbed the mallet, and struck the bronze bowl several times. The ringing filled my ears. I stood up.
“Ferenc! Wake up! Wake up! Smoke!
I rushed outside onto the front porch.
Beyond the dark line of the hills, a red blush filled the night sky. Red. Too red.
A wildfire!
And we’re downwind, right in its path.
I heard Ferenc grunt, the chair creak, and he came out, still half-asleep. He seemed to scan the hills, the sky. He sniffed the breeze warily. 
Ferenc slapped his own cheek quite hard. I heard the smack. He straightened and barked like a sergeant-major.
“Stand to!”
Like we were in the trenches together.
Flickers of orange and red jump up at the top of the hillside. The fire’s coming, coming for us.
I call inside.
“Hawaiki! Bring Odval! We need to go! Now! Real quick!”
The blush deepens, flickers of orange light dance on the hillside, growing bigger, taller, brighter. Not distant anymore. Too close.
I shake Ferenc’s shoulder.
“Go. Set the livestock free, Ferenc. I’ll look after the baby, with Hawaiki.”
Ferenc turns and goes inside. Lord only knows what he’s up to!
A wall of flames is spreading down the hillside. I can hear the crackle and roar already. 
Move! I go inside.
I find Hawaiki in Odval’s room, frantically stuffing baby gear into the backpack.
“Hawaiki! Hawaiki! Yeah, now!”
We scramble to grab everything we’ll need, and get it together. I put boots on, so does Hawaiki.
Out onto the front porch again. This time with Hawaiki, who is clutching Odval tight to her chest.
On the hillside, the wildfire is already wider, taller, and closer.
I pop back inside and rush round closing all the windows, and the back door. I grab tokotoko, and the field-glasses, almost bumping into Ferenc on the way out.
Back on the front porch.
The hillside is one mass of roaring flames.
 I notice Ferenc has the gun-belt slung diagonally over one shoulder, and is holding the rifle. He gives me a curt nod, as if preoccupied, and limps off into the dark, toward the flames.
I turn and close the french doors, and then bring the aluminium shutter doors acrose to protect the entrance.
It’s time to go. Hawaiki and I half-walk, half-trot off along the track. 
Bang! Bang!
Two gunshots mingle with the crackle and roar of the wildfire.
CHAPTER NINETEEN: 2044
 
THE OUTCROP
It was the rain that saved us. We’d scrambled up the hillside in the night, and then stopped. Collapsed onto this rocky outcrop. Exhausted. The smoky red sky had clouded over, and persistent drizzle had settled in. 
We were still sitting there in the grey, wet light of dawn. Soaked. I huddled Hawaiki as best I could, with baby Odval between us. Using our bodies as shields. Trying to keep Odval warm and dry. Odval started crying, and Hawaiki tried to breast-feed her, but it didn’t really work. We needed proper goats’ milk. No time to linger, staring at the devastation below. I took charge.
“We’ll have to find Altan.”
Hawaiki nodded. We were not in good shape. My eyes felt gritty with smoke, shock, and unshed tears. I dig the field-glasses out of my pocket. Below us, the valley was scorched black, still smouldering in places. One of the barns was just a black pile of ashes, and some of the netting around the sides of the orchard was gone. But some of the trees looked untouched. They’d need a close inspection. The farmstead itself seemed intact. Wow! I couldn’t see any damage at all. On the other hand, the stone shed was roofless.
Odval, Odval! What to do? That was all that went through my mind. To the Salvadoris again? Or find Altan on the high pasture? Or both? I’d been here before.
After Zsófi died.
Need to find Altan first. After all, he is the father. Hawaiki’s still holding Odval, but Odval’s bawling her head off now. She’s wearing the oversized beanie that Zsófi crocheted. Thank God we still had that. We still had the backpack. And Yuvan’s tokotoko stick. They’re lying on a rock beside us. Hawaiki starts coughing again. 
Do something!
I twist round toward the high pasture, and use the field-glasses. I can’t see all the pasture. But what I can see seems untouched by the wildfire. I vaguely wonder why? Did the wind shift? There’s some goats, they’re Nigerian Dwarfs, so not the biggest. Altan must be — Ah! There he is, headed this way, leading two ponies, and one foal following behind.
I hear a faint cry. From above.
I look up. A swamp harrier is circling overhead, calling. 
As if Zsófi herself were watching over us.
***
“Tamara! Tamara!” 
I look round. Altan’s nearly here, a wicker basket strapped to the side of his chest. In the basket are two enamel billies. He comes up, hands one container straight to Hawaiki. Goats’ milk, presumably. And he brings out a spouted feeding bottle from a pocket inside his jacket, and hands that over too. Then he hands me the enamelled billy. I take the lid off, and sip the still warmish tea inside. Hawaiki feeds Odval, her movements gentle and reassuring. 
He lets me drink half the tea. I put the billy down, and stand. He puts his arms around me. And then I wail. He holds me. And waits. Eventually, he asks me.
“Ferenc?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know what happened to him. He was going to set the livestock free.”
Hawaiki finishes feeding Odval. She stands, and hands the baby over to Altan. He cradles his child. Hawaiki picks up the billy of tea, and stands there, drinking gratefully. I stretch and stomp, trying to get warm, get the circulation going. 
I use the binos. Where’s Ferenc? I scan the orchard again, There’s just burnt grass, and burnt wood where some of the beehives used to be. I focus on the small stone cottage. The roof is gone. There’s something on the ground on the far side.
“There’s something by the stone cottage.” I hand the binos to Hawaiki. She re-adjusts them and checks. 
“We’ll rebuild. Somehow. We’ve done it before.” I don’t sound convincing. But I said it to myself.
Hawaiki lowers the glasses. And then suddenly raises them again. What has she seen? Dropping the glasses back down, Hawaiki points, her voice sharp, urgent.
“Plane! Plane!”
In the distance, flying low, I spot a small speck. I snatch the binos back, and sweep them across the sky. And I hear it too, a faint buzz, out of place in the dreary quiet drizzle. Finally, I spot a small high-wing aircraft flying up the valley, just below the cloud base. A spotter plane? We wait as it flies slowly up the valley. And then Hawaiki begins waving. I stand with my arms raised in a giant Y-shaped distress signal. And I cry.
The plane flies overhead, and then tilts, and circles us. I keep my arms raised in the Y to show we need help. Help! Hawaiki waves madly. Streaming tears at the same time. The plane circles once more and then straightens up, and flies off slowly back down the valley. The wings seem to waggle once. And then it’s gone. They must’ve seen us. The wings waggled.
We wait. 
Hawaiki uses the binos again.
“I see them! Here. Take a peek! On the track! Two troopers. Electric military quad bikes. They’re on the track into the valley.” She hands me the glasses. 
I focus. And there they are. “Hooray! The cavalry are here!”
Riding to the rescue. “Holy Mother of God!” I smiled. 
Hawaiki smiled. Altan smiled. We were going to be alright.
Then I lifted the binos again. There was something wrong.
Yes. The men weren’t troopers.
They were men in black. They pull up near the stone shed. One of them gets off, and ducks inside. The other one strides over and checks the charred bundle outside. 
Dear sweet Lord, is that Ferenc?
The guy comes out of the shed, and shakes his head. They both stand there a moment, looking round. Then one of them pulls out binoculars. And points them straight at me. I take one hand off my field-glasses. And wave with my fingers. In that moment, I felt like I was Zsófi. Had they mistaken me for Zsófi?
They put the binoculars away, swing onto the quad-bikes, and drive off.
I watch them go. Back along the track. Into the distance. Thank God. They must’ve been satisfied with the destruction. Job done. 
I spot another figure on the track. Walking toward us. OMG. It’s Bêrîvan. It was all too much. I start to cry again. Hawaiki holds me. Can’t hug for long. Things to do.
“Hawaiki, I’m going with Altan, taking Odval up to the yurt. We’ll be fine there. Get warm. First things first. Must look after Odval.”
Hawaiki nodded, her eyes wide, understanding.
“Could you go down and check for Ferenc. I think he didn’t make it. The bundle by the stone shed. You don’t have to get close. If it’s a body, then it’s Ferenc. Don’t upset yourself.”
I heard myself, cold, detached. But it was about survival. Just survival.
“Wow. Er. Okay.” Her voice sounded small, very small.
“And talk to Bêrîvan. Take a good look at the stone shed. And then the two of you can go over to the Salvadoris. Explain it all. See if they’ll help. And the Yazidis too.
“Sure. We’ll be fine.”
Good. That sounded more positive.
“We need to turn the stone shed into a good shelter. And reinstate the vegetable beds. So we have something to eat besides goatsmilk and rabbit stew.”
Normal things. Plan normal things.
“You mean, fetch some nice young men to help.”
I didn’t smile. But almost. “Exactly.”
Hawaiki turns and looks downhill. Bêrîvan is closer now, but still a tiny figure in a huge landscape. That’s Ōtākou for you. How it feels. Hawaiki waves, big, wide sweeps of her arms, and hallooes. Bêrîvan waves back. 
Relieved to see we were still alive.
Hawaiki touches my shoulder, and sets off. Altan calls the ponies. I get on board Táltos, Altan hands me Odval, wrapped tightly, her eyes already fluttering closed. Altan picks up tokotoko, and leads the ponies. Uphill. Back to the yurt. Base camp. For whatever comes next.
***
Frankly, I was still in shock. It’s not every day that you see your hopes and dreams go up in smoke. The next morning, I brought Odval with me, and set off from the yurt down the track. The night had been broken. Altan had goats’ milk, yes, and some baby gear, but we were missing some things. Like, at the farmstead, we’d had an electric copper boiler for the nappies. And a toilet where you could flush the soil off first. I really don’t know how people coped in the wild. But I was finding out fast.
So I was really hoping that I could go and stay with the Salvadoris till we could sort ourselves out again.
I wandered down the track with Odval in an old front bucket that had been used for picking. The track itself was untouched. There was nothing to burn. What surprised me were the trees. The leaves were mostly burned, and some branches were completely burnt in places. But in other places, the trees were almost untouched. A bit scorched here and there, but some would come back and fruit again. Overall, it wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. Not a total wipe-out.
However, the farmstead, when I got there, seemed to be intact. I just stood there and stared. How the hell had it survived? And it slowly dawned on me. The things Zsófi and Yuvan had insisted on. Metal outdoor furniture. No cushions on left out on the front porch. Sweeping the leaves off the patio. Keeping anything flammable away from the house. Zone one, they called it.
I walked round the house. All the windows were shut. There was nowhere for the fire to approach or get in. I came round and walked up onto the porch, and pulled the aluminium louvred doors open. The French doors inside were untouched. I opened up. Everything seemed normal inside. It was a miracle. Except there was no water in the taps. I went outside and checked the piping from the concrete tank. It was gone.
I don’t know how long I was there, like that, wandering around in a daze. The next thing I remember was hearing someone calling. Hawaiki, in the distance.
“Tamara, Tamara!”
I turned and saw them. Hawaiki leading, and then the others coming up the track. Kahoa, Bêrîvan, Salvadori, and two young men with wheelbarrows and tools on them.
I waved, and waited.
***
It took an hour to walk round with Salvadori and make a plan. He was shocked. 
Today, they would start building a temporary lean-to shelter on the side of the stone cottage, so that people could overnight on-site right away. We’d need to get an engineer out to check the farmstead over, and make sure it was structurally sound. 
Salvadori was very firm. He told me to go over to his place. And rest. Gabriela would help with Odval, and I was to stay there as long as needed. Basically, until the farmstead was cleared to live in again. We couldn’t raise a baby on a building site. I sighed. He was right.
They would check the foundations first and let me know. And the barns. They were gone. Burnt to a cinder. I had to go and rest. Odval came first. 
They would need to get building supplies, lumber, fastenings, pipes, siding, and so on. Salvadori smiled. He was sure the community would come through somehow, if the insurance wasn’t enough. I nodded dumbly. I hadn’t even begun to think about money yet. Or the insurance.
***
The next day, Gabriela agreed to look after Odval for the morning, and I walked back to the stone miners’ cottage with Hawaiki. We had our seed-bank in there, and I wanted to see what had survived. We looked inside. 
The four old office fire-proof safes, which we’d bought secondhand years ago, were still intact, raised off the floor on wooden platforms. I opened one. Inside were several thick Ecology and Horticulture textbooks. There were also lots of brown paper bags, rolled and clipped airtight with wooden clothes pegs, and labelled with date and vegetable name. For example: Rocket 2038, Tarragon 2040, Onion 2039, Beetroot 2040. 
I pulled out a packet, and sniffed it. Hawaiki sniffed one too. It smelt fine. I put it back. 
“Yippee! Our seed-bank is saved! We can replant the vegetable garden.”
I pulled out a textbook, and flipped through it. 
“You’ll have to learn all this, Hawaiki!”
I shut the safe door, and we went outside.
That left all the other stuff to deal with. The irrigation system. Replanting. Money. Insurance. And Permits. 
 
Two weeks later, I went back for another visit, and found the lean-to was finished and ready. It was not exactly state-of-the-art, but it was a start. One side was open, facing the red-brick forge. 
Kahoa and Bêrîvan had dragged in armloads of manuka and kanuka from the high country – still green, untouched by the fire. For bedding, for shelter, and for whatever else. 
Kahoa and Bêrîvan were staying the night. So they could start early in the orchard tomorrow. As I walked off, I glanced back. Kahoa, that Tikopian pendant catching the last of the light, had skewered a skinned rabbit onto a thick branch. One end rested on the huge forge stone, the other in her hand, slowly turning it over the crackling embers. Bêrîvan was curled up in our half-built shelter, just watching the fire, her face lit up by its flicker.
One last look. A quiet sigh. Then I turned my back on the valley, headed off back to Odval. Sleep was already practically dragging me under.
Later, I imagined them, huddled there. Kahoa finally took the rabbit off the fire, the aroma of roasted meat carrying faintly on the night air. She sliced off a generous portion and handed it to Bêrîvan, then took a piece for herself, chewing slowly, savouring the sustenance.
“That’s a lovely pendant, Kahoa.“ Bêrîvan’s voice, a soft murmur, drifted across the valley, carried by the stillness of the night. “Where did you get it?”
Kahoa paused, her eyes on the distant, unburnt hills, before she spoke. “It belonged to my grandmother’s great-grandmother.” She reached up, unhooked the pendant, and handed it to Bêrîvan. “She got pregnant as a teenager. So she was banished.”
Bêrîvan took the pendant, turning it over in her fingers, examining the intricate carving.
“In those days,” Kahoa continued, her voice low, a storyteller’s cadence, “Tikopia was over-populated. They had to make hard choices to survive. My ancestor, she carried this all her life, a reminder of what she lost, and what she had to find.”
The pendant, once a symbol of banishment, had become a symbol of survival, of a new beginning wrested from hardship. Just like us. Just like this valley.
***
It took a couple of months to get the farmstead functioning properly again. But it gave me time to think. And that’s how the commune started. At first, it was me, Hawaiki, Altan, and baby Odval. Later, Bêrîvan joined us, too. And over the years, it grew. As did Odval.
And so it began, the slow, arduous work of rebuilding our lives. The days bled into weeks, weeks into months, the months into years. We replanted much of the orchard, re-seeded the vegetable beds, one by one. Gradually, the land bloomed again. The commune, forged in the crucible of loss, grew, nourished by shared labour and the stubborn belief in what could be. Odval grew up slowly. She took her first steps, she played in the orchard, and years later, became a teenager. Not quite like Zsófi and I used to be, because the world had become a different place. 
EPILOGUE: 2092
 
Decades. A blur of memories. From Odval’s childhood, from her teenage years. A blur of seasons. Replanting the orchard after the wildfire, so long ago. The tough, desperate seasons till it thrived again. As it does now.
It’s picking time again. So here I am again, where I love to be, in the orchard. Climbing ladders, no longer. Not humping baskets, either. I’m just there to check the quality now. 
Or more precisely, just being here for Odval. I’m no longer the coach, no longer the team manager, no longer the president of the commune. I’m just the past president, someone Odval might talk to when something’s wrong. But Odval doesn’t need my oversight. Not anymore. She runs things her own way. It’s not for me to interfere.
So, mostly, I just talk to Delbee, her daughter. My step-granddaughter, if you will. She’s in her late teens, cradling her own baby daughter in her arms.
Zsófi’s great-granddaughter.
She would’ve been so damned proud.
But God, that was all such a long time ago. I sometimes wonder if I’m actually remembering properly, or just bringing back old ghosts. What was Zsófi really like? I’m not sure anymore.
Time has blurred the memory. Her voice, yes, that’s fine, but what did she say? Yeah, I remember bits and pieces, snippets, and fragments. But not her touch, not the feeling of her next to me. That has somehow gone. 
I don’t feel the ache like I used to. I don’t cry anymore. I kept myself busy with the farm and the next generation. It’s all about them now.
Only grief is real. That’s what I thought. But it’s not. It passes, in time. Or I got on with life, and forgot.
But for several years I thought about what happened that night. Was I to blame?
The thing is, we were onto it, we knew what to do. We put pressure on the womb, just like we should. If we’d been in hospital, they’d have given Zsófi a blood transfusion or something. In that sense, it was the pandemic to blame. That’s what made us choose a home birth, far away from medical help.
But there’s something else too. Why do women have such problems giving birth? Apes don’t. Where did our species go wrong? Is it unavoidable? Something to do with the shape of the pelvis and our upright stance? Or is it just bad design?
And if evolution is so smart, why haven’t the genes that make for difficult birthing been bred out already? It doesn’t make sense to me. My sheep-farmer friends assure me that, in just a few generations, with selective breeding, they could do a much better job.
I’ve been over it a thousand times. I still don’t have an answer. But there, on that night, there was nothing more we could’ve done. 
Shit happens. 
And I’m back to the present: 2092. Right now, I’m watching other young women, men, and teenagers, all picking fruit in the orchard. All are dressed Amish-style in linen and leather, with straw hats. Dotted around are raised vegetable beds, and beehives.
It’s hot. I pull back the hood of my linen robe. Oops! Mistake. The sun’s a sledgehammer on my head. Forgot to bring my straw hat, dammit. Head for the nearest shade! 
I use my tokotoko stick, leaning on it to walk. Not exactly unsteady, but ya know, I’m eighty-six already, and cautious now. 
Odval is coming toward me. She’s about fifty now, and bears a striking resemblance to Zsófi. But she’s not like her.
That was a bit of a disappointment. I thought she would be a true fiery heroine and save the planet. But no, she’s more like Altan. A bit dour and taciturn. Grounded.
Ah! That was good. Just like Zsófi’s dry jokes. I don’t think I ever really grasped her humour. Like, I knew when she was doing it, but to me, it was more inane than funny. Or was that the joke? Or was she just gently teasing?
Odval gives me a gentle hug. She’s always so peaceful. Not sad. Just calm. Like Altan really. She’s brought me a straw hat. Just the ticket.
“Mom. There you go.”
“Thanks. It’s so hot today.”
Then Delbee, in linen, plus a ventilated wide-brim straw hat, comes over too, with her baby. Odval takes my arm, and together we head over toward the family burial plot near the track.
It’s not far, but it seems a long way. I’m not so speedy these days.
I wish I could tell you that the farmstead commune has been a rip-roaring success. But ya know, success, it all depends on your benchmarks, your criteria.
Ecologically, we’re doing quite well, in the circumstances. The weather’s always an issue. We don’t make much money, but we do a lot of bartering inside the local community. 
But for the most part, we only use money to pay for the electricity fund, the railroad fund, the common defense fund, the eco-commissars, and the legal system. What they used to call tax, levies, or tariffs. Things are just a bit different now.
For a start, we have NADIS, New Auckland De-Industrialised Settlements. They’re all over the Canterbury Plains. Small settlements linked by the electric railroad. They were started decades ago, when Auckland itself became unsustainable, and people moved south.
It seemed like a good idea at the time. What we didn’t anticipate is the summer droughts, and the flooding. Persistent flooding, anytime of year. The flooding undermines the bridges for the railroad. So the railroad keeps getting washed out. And the roads. And we don’t have the manpower or machines to keep on repairing, repairing, every year.
Like, we don’t have the mechanical diggers that we used to, the ones with caterpillar tracks. They need big batteries, and we can’t make them anymore. Or import them. We’ve only got horsepower, and manpower, as of yore.
But the worst burden is the defense fund. For decades now, there’s been a big issue with incoming migration, the boat people. We use drones to warn them off.
It’s a big, ongoing op. The drones intercept the boats two hundred miles offshore. So we have lots of military drones in operation, with all the infrastructure, personnel, and training.
Usually, that’s enough to keep refugees away. But several times there were incidents involving foreign warships. That did not go well for us. 
But what choice do we have?
The bottom line is that we can’t take in and feed everyone. There’s not enough arable land for that in Aotearoa. Not with the weather the way it is. Not without using fertilizers derived from fossil fuels, and all that that implies.
There’re survivors in Tazzie, so boat-people are directed there. And we give them water, if they’re short. We got plenty. Too much. Too much water in the wrong place, in fact.
I wish I could tell you that we found a solution, that we all live together in peace, love, and unbridled joy. But no. If there’s a magic formula, we haven’t found it yet. We just muddle thru.
One thing that’s changed is that people are very wary and distrustful of big business now. In fact, we don’t have any, not like we used to. Instead, we have a lot of collectives and communes. 
And a lot of arguments as a result. 
But at least it’s all out in the open, not behind closed doors. 
I’d like to think there’s less corruption, but who knows?
The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away.
Sometimes storms and floods; other times drought. Not much in between these days.
I wish I could be more confident, could tell you that everything’s gonna be alright. But I can’t. We rely on agriculture, and on good, predictable weather. Without it, our species is in for a tough time. It’s pretty simple.
Looking back over the past few decades, perhaps the strangest thing is how hope grew out of disaster. As far as we know, around the world, agricultural food production has crumbled. Mostly as a result of weather chaos. I don’t know exactly how and why. I have a few theories. One is that there was a lot of infighting and the industrialized megacities emptied, and a lot of people died. The other is something that Zsófi used to talk about. The Atlantic Ocean currents weakened and that upset the usual weather patterns. All caused by tailpipe emissions of greenhouse gases. I’m not sure which is true. Both, I suppose. Oh, and there’s coastal flooding too.
Anyway, the population dropped, and greenhouse gas emissions fell dramatically. So there’s hope for the future at last. It’s ironic. There must be only a few scattered survivors now, though. Otherwise, someone would’ve come knocking on our door already.
However, when I say there’s hope for the future, it doesn’t mean the world will go back to normal. The Amazon rainforest is gone, and so is Arctic sea ice. The ocean currents have changed already, so we’re stuck in a vastly different world, with vastly different weather patterns. We can never go back. Not in a thousand generations. Not in a million years. Literally.
What else? Oh, education’s a big issue. What do we teach the next generation? All that technology? And how to make nuclear weapons? Or do we try to hide it from them, and focus on ecology and plant diseases, and agriculture? How do we train the eco-commissars, and ensure they are not corrupted by business and backhanders? I don’t have any magic answers.
Oddly, this is the same stuff as we used to talk about years ago, Zsófi and I. 
Where were we? 
Ah, there’s the yew tree that we planted together.
 
BURIAL PLOT
 
The dry sand has swallowed the grass. There’s not a single blade in the sun-baked burial plot. The stones jut up like old teeth, weathered grey, etched with names I carry in my bones. Zsófi, Yuvan, Sara. And Inna, with her Gladstone bag that was lost in the firestorm. I put in a wooden cross for her too. And now Ferenc. We made a wooden cross, burnt the inscription in: Lt. Kovács Ferenc 2002–2043. On top is an old steel helmet, which I found and painted blue and yellow, like the flag of Ukraine. The paint’s now faded on the dented surface. Another fallen sparrow. Like them all.
I stand there, leaning on the carved kanuka tokotoko. I feel the handle, smooth beneath my palm. In my other hand is a dandelion, yellow, a burst of yellow against a dusty land of drought, floods, flies, and heat. I lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help. As Lara would’ve said. I notice purple-black clouds gathering upwind. The thunder rumbles, slow and deliberate, like the promise of wrath. Vengeance is mine.
I sniff the faint breeze, now a habit of a lifetime. Yeah. Here comes the rain. But there’s something else besides. Not rain. Not dust. Not animal.
I catch a flicker in the gnarled yew tree that clings to life near the edge of the plot. A branch dipping, swaying violently, then settling too quickly. As if elves were dancing there.
As if!
Elves. Right. Getting elderly in my old age, letting fanciful notions trickle in. Except, there is no wind.
My fingers, old and trembling loosen around the dandelion. It falls, a splash of yellow, a sudden burst of colour against Zsófi's stone. A small defiance.
“We were so young then, eh,” I whisper. A sigh comes from me, long and sorrowful, a sigh for love that’s long past. “You have a great-granddaughter, Zsófi. Ya know, she reminds me of you. Every day.”
There’s a catch in my voice. “Ya know, I smile at her. Just like you would, eh.”
I hear the sound of my own deep, ragged breathing. In, out. Center.
A low peal of thunder rolls across the valley, a distant growl. A warning. Odval gives my arm a quick squeeze. She scans the darkening sky. Then she turns and scurries off back toward the orchard. Things to do. Defenses to check. Food stores to secure. She doesn’t need to say it.
Delbee comes over and stands close beside me. Her baby is asleep, bundled tightly against her young chest. I turn to her. “This stick belonged to your grandfather. Yuvan. He walked the land with it, day after day. You can have it, if you wish. When I’m gone.” I hold out the tokotoko. The worn wood is warm in my hand.
Delbee looks at it, then at me. Her young face hardens. “No, thanks. Those oldies were shit. I’d ram it right up his arse.” Her voice is flat. Almost matter-of-fact. She’s clearly not just being crude. More like brutally honest. The voice of a generation betrayed by their own forefathers.
It’s a jolt, a physical blow. I deserve that. I’d forgotten the gulf between us. Ours, the dirty generation, the uncaring, the unforgivable. It’s just a stick, but it was Yuvan’s, it was mine. A symbol of our legacy, contaminated by our failures. 
Like Lara. I said to her once: we really were supposed to be gardeners, gardeners of God’s creation. Not trashing the place. 
But no, she wouldn’t listen. Trashed.
Delbee’s right. All the oldies really are shit. I could’ve done more myself. I seek excuses.
“There must be other survivors,” I whisper.
Delbee’s voice, cold as rain, jerks me back. “Yeah. Norway, Tasmania, Alaska, Canada, The Andes, Tierra Del Fuego. Siberia. Who knows?” 
Pinpricks of light in the great darkness. 
We both knew the answer. It would take several hundred years for most of the greenhouse gases to dissipate, and the worst will hang around for thousands of years. In the long term, the chances of survival are zero to none. 
Just as well really.
The branch in the yew tree moves again, unmistakably. 
“We were like mayflies,” I murmured, “we had our magic moment in the sun.” 
In the vast, uncaring cosmos. 
“Not that it changes anything,” Delbee says.
As Zsófi said, the orbit of Uranus is much the same. The universe grinds on regardless.
 
***
Bless you. All the days of your life on this planet.
You, and your children, and your children’s children.
 
Tamara Iwaskow. 
Midsummer 2093.
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