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Abducted 

Lewis Proctor watched the two girls run off the gangplank of his yacht and jump onto this tiny gem of an island in 

the Scillies.  They were in for a shock when they discovered he was hiding them from the world, from their father, and 

from the authorities. 

As he finished mooring the yacht Alexis sidled up to him and touched his back gently, “Are we really going 

through with this?” 

“Too late. You can’t back out on me now,” 

“You could get life.” 

Lewis sighed heavily and began lowering sails with sharp movements. “We’ve been through all this.  Look, 

eighteen-year-old boys lost their lives in Spitfires trying to save Britain. I’ll just get five years for trying to save the 

planet. Anyway, what's the alternative? Step aside so they can crash the climate? Betray our unborn?”  Lewis grinned, 

walked slowly up to his wife, put both his hands on her belly, and said, “We’ve got responsibilities now.” 

Alexis closed her eyes, and he adopted a more conciliatory tone, “I’m not going to let the likes of Global Oil get 

away with it, not without a fight.  However ‘futile’.” 

Alexis groaned. He had promised her that he would take the rap.  He’d say she wasn’t consulted about his kidnap 

idea, and when she found out she told him to give the girls up.  But would a jury believe it? 

Lewis’ voice brightened and his pale eyes danced.   “It’ll be an adventure, you’ll see.” 

Alexis looked up to heaven.  It was his idea to have a child, now he planned to imprison himself, well out of range 

of nappy changing.  She turned her back on him, put her right hand on her swelling belly, and watched the sea lap on 

the blue-green hull of the yacht. 

 

For Safa these were her last moments of innocence. She ran down the gangplank of Lewis Proctor’s yacht, 

dragged by Imogen, her seven year old sister, towards the sole house on that tiny island.  There were palm trees, huge 

trumpeting tropical flowers, bougainvillea, all so un-English yet only a day’s sail from Cornwall. They were anticipating 

the party of a lifetime, which Lewis had promised would be ‘gilded with celebrities’. 

Her sandals were too loose for the pace that Imogen was setting, her hands still sticky with sea-salt from the 

yacht rail, and her overnight bag was swinging wildly beside her. Gulls the size of turkeys squawked alarm from the 

chimneys. 

"Leonardo DiCaprio will come I bet!” squeaked Imogen, “And Kate Winslet.  Titanic! Totally the best film ever!” 

"Titanic was made ages ago! They’re probably grandparents now!  Too old for parties.” 
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Safa was just eighteen, the thick chevron of her eyebrows and her long elegant face gave her an aristocratic 

grace.  Her hair shone blue-black, and was cut in a bohemian bob. Holding her hand, seven year old Imogen looked 

every bit her sister, a near copy except for her hamster cheeks and high pitched voice. She ran beside her big sister 

with a long-legged, gleeful gait.  

Safa was not used to being away from the fussy oversight of her father so today’s new freedom was a thrill.  Lewis 

Proctor who ambled up the path behind her was more of her dad's generation, she had been taken to some of Lewis’s 

later Hyde Park concerts, and his music was the family soundtrack to weekend breakfasts and car journeys.  Her father 

had been astonished that the girls had been invited to Lewis’s ‘Magical Mystery Tour’ but he and Lewis knew each 

other vaguely from Oxford, Lewis’s father was an Earl, so the invitation was accepted. 

Safa laughed to herself recalling a comment her little sister made to Lewis on the yacht:  "How come someone 

who is so silly gets to be so famous?" 

"Well, shall I let you into a secret?" he replied, "If you think like everyone else, you become like everyone else, so 

you do what everyone else does, and you don’t stand out. To be really famous you must think completely differently. 

But then everyone thinks you’re crazy." 

Imogen had looked away with a frown, which lifted suddenly. "Sometimes I do silly things at school,” she said, 

"like raise the toilet seats in the girls, so they think boys have been in there." 

Lewis laughed, ”Great! You're on the right track.” 

trick 

Safa and Imogen had breakfast in the untamed garden, under an ancient pear tree where two pigeons cooed 

softly. 

When the meal was finished Lewis looked nervous.  Alexis whispered ‘tell them’ in his ear, gave him an ‘or else’ 

look, then cleared the dishes away into the house. He shuffled uneasily, his eyes switching from girl to girl. They sat 

across the garden table from him, bubbling with anticipation for the promised party with its galaxy of stars, only 

faintly disappointed to find no signs of preparation. They had expected to arrive to a bustle of people with tents, tools, 

and trestle tables, but there was no one else about.  They had secret hopes that the stars attending would be of a 

younger generation than Lewis’s.  More beautiful, and more glamorous. 

Lewis leaned over the table towards the girls, putting the palms of his hands on the bare wood. "There is no easy 

way to say this girls." He paused looking at the table, then slowly raised his head.  "There will be no party. But! You 

will have the run of this magnificent house and garden, which I have hired for you, a glorious climate, sun, sea, and 

sand on a private beach, in short, a great holiday. But there will be no party." 

The girls sat stock-still and expressionless, dumbed by surprise. 

Lewis continued, “There's the swing in the conservatory, there’s table football in the spare ….." 
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"Football?!  You’ve taken us all the way here to play table football?  Why is there no party?" Safa pinned him with 

a frown. 

"We need to hide,” replied Lewis. “You two are going to stay here until your father has changed his tune 

regarding the exploitation of fossil fuels….." 

"You’ve kidnapped us!" shouted Safa, at which Imogen jerked involuntarily. 

“Well….” 

“You sly bastard,” sneered Safa, "what a mean, shit-pig, cowardly trick. You can't make your case like a man, so 

you kidnap two defenceless girls."  

Imogen stood up, ”I'm not defenceless I'm going to hit him.” 

Safa restrained Imogen, who sat down too willingly.  Safa pulled her phone out of her bag, then froze. There was a 

gaping hole in the back where the battery had been removed.  

Lewis grunted apologetically.  "Incommunicado, at least for a few days." 

Safa sat stunned. Imogen's voice rose an octave.  ”Why have you kidnapped us? You're rich!" 

Lewis looked into Imogen's big eyes, where the thick lashes had trapped a tear, and spoke gently.  "It's not about 

money Imogen, it's about your dad's oil company….” 

"It's not a company, it's a multinational!" corrected Imogen, still in her upper register. 

"It certainly is, one of the biggest in the world, and it plans to keep burning oil until this planet of ours is screwed, 

and I’m going to try to stop it." 

Imogen's nose wrinkled in disgust "You're one of those eco worriers." 

“Its Eco-warriors, not worriers. No. I'm just an isolated individual who refuses to give him my permission to trash 

the planet. I want to keep it safe.” 

“So kind,” sneered Safa, and Imogen immediately rounded on her: 

"He's not kind. He said there was going to be a party and there isn’t, and now he’s kidnapped us.” 

 Safa jabbed a finger at Lewis, “You’ll pay for this shit-face. My dad knows lawyers who’ll put you away for ever, 

and when you’ve died in prison, you’ll rot in hell.” 

“Shit-face,” repeated Imogen, and then burst into tears. 
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Prime Minister 

The Prime Minister strode through the Westminster briefing hall with a scurry of aides in his wake.  He picked up 

his phone and accepted a call in one fluid movement, ”Yep?" 

"Sir….. Magnus Stone is waiting for you in your Parliamentary Office Sir." 

The Prime Minister stopped dead. "What? He's not in my diary. Have you arranged this without me?" 

"No. No sir. He's here on the off-chance." 

"Off chance?” 

"He looks .. kind of .. agitated Sir." 

"Tell him I'll be there right away." 

The PM turned tail and dodged through the corridors followed by a puzzled coterie that was trying to guess what 

caused so immediate a change of plans. 

"Kevin, clear my diary, 30 minutes,” said the PM. 

"Really Sir? We’re…" 

"I know. I know, but donors before moaners.” 

By some quirk of boardroom evolution and politics most of the heads of multinational companies were white, tall, 

thin, and reasonably handsome. Magnus Stone however was of medium height, with the body shape of a buffalo. His 

head was shaved and his chin-beard was neatly trimmed, his strong features showing a healthy olive complexion. His 

suit immaculately covered the immense compass of his shoulders, and a stiff white shirt displayed a minuscule tie 

knot, puffed by a gold tie-pin. 

Magnus Stone was already seated when the PM entered. Stone shook his head at the PM's two aides, who looked 

at each other, blinked, and left. 

The PM slid behind his remarkably untidy and elegant desk. Characteristically Magnus Stone came straight to the 

point. 

"My two daughters have been abducted." 

"My God." 

"By Lewis Proctor.” 

The PM started, “Lewis Proctor?” 
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"They had personal invitations from him to a celebrity party, some sort of magical mystery tour thing over a long 

weekend. They were asked to bring passports. I've been phoning non-stop and not getting through to them. Utterly 

unlike them. Then today, I get this.”  

Stone placed a report on the PM's desk.  "It's an ultimatum. I've to change the direction of Global Oil to 

exclusively renewable energy, or I don't get my daughters back. Look Evan, no one else knows about the kidnap, not 

even the Board. I must ask for absolute —  absolute secrecy on this Evan." 

"Of course, of course. Oh dear Magnus, what a contemptible affair. But surely it's a hoax." 

Magnus tapped the paper, "It's a detailed financial and strategic analysis. It's the work of a specialist.” 

“Really?" 

Magnus Stone leant forward and his voice almost broke as he said, "I need your help Evan. You wouldn't be PM if 

it wasn't for my funding. I want top-secret work to find my girls. Absolutely top-secret. It must not get out.  I may need 

to bargain secretly.  That must not get out, or every criminal in Christendom will be at it." 

“Police, surely?" 

"It would leak. No, we need special forces, MI5, and whatever you've got that no-one knows you’ve got." 

"What's that?" 

"Don't fuck with me Evan. I'm desperate.” 

The PM gestured for Magnus to calm down. "Look, this has got to be some sort of a stunt. Proctor? Lewis Proctor 

for God's sake, he can turn a tune, he can fill a stadium, but he's no terrorist." 

Magnus tapped the report again, "It's a professional job; he's in earnest." 

“He’s just downloaded it.” 

“Do you think I didn’t check for that? No, it’s specific to Global.  And it’s exceptionally well informed, there is 

nothing remotely like it anywhere on the web, I can assure you.” 

The PM shook his head and thought out loud, "He won't hurt the girls." 

"He's dead if he does." 

The PM got up and wandered about the office. "But it doesn't make sense. As a piece of marketing its just 

suicidal, he's sacrificing his entire musical career, and for what? He must know he has no hope.” The PM began to 

laugh in amazement. 

Magnus did not join in.  He leant forward, and emphasised each word as he said: “He has my daughters Evan." 

There was silence for some time. The PM stopped pacing. "Bargaining. It might have to come to that if we can’t 

find him.  We could keep it secret. Don't want to encourage the others, but yes, might need to bargain." 
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"If we can't kill the fucker. We've studied these environmental terrorists they're a breed apart." 

"Not Proctor surely… He's" 

"He's just the front man, just the shop window. The murderers and lunatics are behind-the-scenes, and they have 

my daughters." 

Magnus Stone’s powerful shoulders heaved involuntarily and he wiped his eyes angrily. The PM nodded with 

sudden decisiveness.  "It's a stunt. It has to be. You’ve seen his so called operas? His V&A show? It's a fucking daft 

stunt." 

Magnus passed the PM the landline receiver from the PM’s desk. "MI5, special forces, everything you've got, 

including what no one knows you've got."  

The PM spread his arms in a pleading gesture. “Magnus, this is a police matter….." 

Stone raised his index finger, "Don't make me Evan! Don't make me." 

The PM was stilled as Magnus continued, ”You owe me Evan. Millions donated to your last campaign, the official, 

the legal funding - and The Other." 

"The Other?" 

Magnus leant forward and a deep breath filled the full bulk of his buffalo chest, ”Yes, the other donations,” 

Magnus shook his head, "Don't make me tell about those Evan.” 

"You wouldn't. It would do more damage to you than to me. You'd…" 

"They have my daughters Evan." 

"Okay okay." 

The PM picked up his mobile phone, thought again, and picked up the land-line, "Kevin, coffee, 10 minutes, your 

office.… Can't say… No, more important than that.… More important than that too." The PM hung up. "Leave it with 

me Magnus, those daughters will be back in your crushing embrace in no time. I will do my very very best, all stops 

out." 

Magnus grasped the PM’s right hand with both of his and looked into his eyes. Then he turned away and pinched 

the bridge of his nose. He seemed smaller somehow as he left the room, closing the door firmly behind him. 

The PM dropped back in his chair and exhaled deeply, letting his head loll back. 

 

scissors 

Lewis Proctor watched as Alexis, with her gently rounded belly, laid the dining table with the easy poise of a 

dancer.  A thick linen tablecloth billowed in the breeze from the French windows. He watched Alexis plonk a display of 
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peach coloured roses on the table as a centre-piece, which she surrounded with three low candles before laying four 

places with silver cutlery. 

Lewis surveyed the table and grinned, “Not bad for a girl from Lansden.”  

Alexis glared at him and mouthed an obscenity. Lansden was the run-down estate where she was born.  She 

detested the place with its gangs, wild dogs, peeling facades and grey tea, but most of all for its atmosphere of cynical 

dejection.  But she had escaped when Lewis hired her as a dancer with his band, and especially when he invited her 

into his bed and then into his roller-coaster life.  The son of an Earl, and a rock star; she could hardly refuse — so she 

jumped. Now she was wondering where she would land.  He had always been obsessive about music, now he was 

obsessive about the fossil fuel industry destroying the earth.  For the first time she felt afraid of him, and even 

regretted explaining climate science to him, she was beginning to realise Lewis was ‘somewhere on the spectrum.’ 

Lewis turned away, dropped into an armchair, put on headphones, and started prodding his laptop while 

humming the same phrase over and over.  He was always writing or arranging, even in a crisis. 

Imogen and Safa Stone were hungry and were hovering near the table. “Lewis said our objections amounted to 

nothing,” said Safa looking towards Lewis, who was not listening,  “He said our ‘inconvenience was surpassed by the 

need to save the planet'." 

"What does ‘surpassed’ mean?" asked Imogen. 

Alexis felt a jolt of guilt as she looked into Imogen’s eyes, “Surpassed? It means ….  of greater importance,” Alexis 

caught Imogen’s blank stare and looked about her for inspiration. “Have you ever played scissors-paper-stone?" Alexis 

illustrated with the three hand gestures, "Do you know how the game works?". 

Imogen's eyes brightened, "You put out a paper, a stone, or a scissors with your hand, and … and…. so does your 

friend, and… paper wraps stone so it wins, but stone blunts scissors so stone wins, and, and, scissors cuts paper, so 

scissors wins." 

Alexis nodded smiling. “Well, that's surpassing, scissors surpasses paper. So Lewis thinks saving the planet is more 

important than worrying about you having a hard time but… he's a man, and we girls know better than to pretend 

that real-life is a game with simple rules. So let's talk. Girls together. I'll start,” Alexis stood erect with her hands on her 

hips. “What's happening to you is grossly unmerited, entirely undeserved." Alexis caught Imogen's blank expression, 

"It's just plain unfair isn't it Imogen?" 

"Yes!" agreed Imogen. 

Alexis resumed laying the table, placing napkins at each place as she talked. "So it seems to me you have a choice.  

You could sulk, be angry, be unpleasant and grumpy with us and each other for the whole of your stay here, and make 

yourselves and us profoundly unhappy." Alexis spread her arms, "and you would be entirely justified, er you would 

have a right, a reason, to behave in that way." 

Safa and Imogen nodded. 
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“Yes,” continued Alexis, “The only problem is, you would be very sad Imogen, stressed, bored and eaten up inside 

with your own anger. But there is an alternative.  Yes!” Alexis stood in silence a moment with an index finger raised, 

"You could decide to say - ‘yes it's really unfair, yes it's horrid, but it has happened, and we can't change it, we can't 

escape from an island with no bridges. So we might as well remember that we won't be here forever, or even for very 

long perhaps, and just enjoy ourselves as best we can while we're here’." 

The two girls looked at each other; Safa turned slowly to Alexis, "What? Enjoy being kidnapped? I totally…. don't 

think so.” 

“It's not fair,” added Imogen with her bottom lip protruding, “How would you like it?  Be kidnapped.”  

Alexis felt a blush and  spread her arms, "I agree, I agree, being kidnapped is unfair. But while you're waiting to go 

home, why not enjoy yourselves?" 

Safa started counting on her fingers, "Our father will be totally frantic. Our friends will be mad. Or crying. My 

boyfriend Fabien will be, like, livid as hell.  No one will remember to feed Minky. We can't do dance practice, can't 

Facebook, like can't ride, can’t go downtown, and we can't even sleep in our own beds. You've stolen our lives from 

us, and you say to enjoy ourselves? Really? Don't think so! And you stand there like, so smug, so superior. I bet you 

think you deserve a round of applause.” 

Alexis answered quietly as she moved towards Lewis with his headphones, "We two would rather not be doing 

this either you know, it should not have been necessary…”  She kicked Lewis to distract him from his laptop, and 

jerked her thumb towards the table. 

Safa continued, “And how arrogant to think you have the right to break the law, you have the right to screw other 

people’s lives up, you have the right to dictate to my father how to do energy production, when you don’t know 

anything about it. I mean, what would happen if everyone who had a beef about something, kidnapped some kids and 

said, ‘I’m not giving them back till I get my way?’” 

Lewis smiled,  “Good question,” he conceded, pointing at Safa while scanning his memory for a quote, “A .. a.. ‘a 

prudent question is one half of wisdom’ - Francis Bacon.” 

“What!?” shouted Imogen angrily, “France is totally not bacon - France is a country.”  

For half an instant there was silence as Safa and Alexis stifled laughter, but they caught each other’s eye, so both 

laughed.  Lewis just looked puzzled. 

 

Later over the meal Lewis embarked on an explanation, his voice a little too loud, "It's really hard on you; it should 

not have been necessary. The politicians should have agreed much, much lower emissions. Should have followed the 

science.” 

"But that's not my fault,” answered Safa, “and it's not my dad's fault is it? He's not a politician. You've kidnapped 

the wrong girls you have." 
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Lewis’s eyes widened, he was not used to being contradicted, "Your dad has his hand on the fossil fuel tap, and 

only he can turn it off. Unfortunately, the politicians don’t have the balls to make him do it.  We have.” 

"What? Turn oil and gas off? Close down the biggest industry on the planet?" 

"No. The industry has to go renewable so CO2 is reduced. Your dad's company can generate electricity by wind, 

solar, hydro, instead of selling gas and oil. You see, if your dad closes the tap, its job done. We can forget the lily-

livered politicians." 

"What about planes? Cars? Ambulances? You brought us here in a boat for Christ's sake, with a diesel motor, 

what about your fucking boat?" 

Lewis leaned forward, “Yacht actually.  If the fuel taps are gradually turned off, prices will rise, people will use 

electric vehicles." 

"Well if we’re waiting for dad to stop selling oil and gas, we’re here for ever." 

Imogen's face fell, her limbs went limp, and her eyes glassy with tears, "I'll never see daddy or Minky again." 

"What rot!" said Alexis quickly, "He loves you too much. He'll get you back." 

Safa placed her palm on Imogen’s thigh, looked her in the eye, and nodded towards the door.  They left in silence, 

Imogen pointedly throwing her napkin on the floor. 

Imogen was crying as they went upstairs to bed.  Safa held her hand, “Don’t worry,” she said, “I got you into this, 

I’ll get you out.”  

 

swim 

 

It had been a hot day, even by the standards of recent summers, the moon was up but it was still hot and humid.  

Alexis was feeling fragile, but she knew how to fix that; with a swim. When she told Lewis he gave her one of his are-

you-really-leaving-me-to-cope-alone looks, Alexis responded with a bright smile, then left. 

Wild swimming settled her soul, it was a frequent refuge for her when she felt agitated, but today there was 

another reason. They had no phones on the island, in case they were found by Safa or Imogen. So the only way to 

make contact with the big world beyond, was to swim to it. Could she make it to another island if she did decide to 

scupper Lewis’s plans? 

She walked from the house to the little private beach beyond the garden, she could hear Lewis tuning up; he had 

left the girls to their own devices already. She undressed, laid her clothes and a towel neatly on a rock, and waded in. 

The cool was shocking and delicious. She disliked prolonging the agony so dived under, and surfaced already executing 

an expert crawl. She felt a welcome relief as her core body temperature cooled to a comfortable level, and the sea 

washed off her perspiration and anxiety. 

The nearest island was about a mile away, an easy swim for her in a pool or a lake, but the sea could not be 

messed with, local ocean currents and riptides could run much faster than she could swim, and ocean waves could 
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make for difficult going. She was 100 metres out now and out of breath, so she floated on her back gently kicking, to 

gaze up at the night sky.  The moon was so bright it seemed to dim the stars near it, but on the opposite horizon the 

stars were impossibly bright. She could just hear Lewis’s electric guitar, too loud as usual, wafting in drifts over the 

water. As ever he was working on something new. She envied his ability to just slam the door on reality, and escape 

into music, but she was also irritated by it. 

Normally she would simply bask in the elemental delight of a night swim, with the night sky above, and the smell 

and caress of the mother of all life: the sea. But tonight she was nagged by guilt. Those girls looked at her, batting 

those long lashes, tears on their perfect complexions, and her determination just wilted. What had she done to them? 

Innocents entrapped.  

The big questions were: did Lewis need saving from himself? Could she really go through with his plan?  Her 

father used to hug her and say she was a ‘good girl’ right into her early twenties.  She liked pleasing people, getting on 

with them, even her parents. She studied so hard she got into Imperial, she practised dance so avidly she could have 

gone to a major ballet school. She always wanted to do the right thing.  How then, did she find herself cooly 

committing a capital crime?  

Lewis argued that collusion with inaction over climate breakdown was the greatest possible crime.  He had an 

unnerving authority, everybody deferred to it, and had done even before he was famous.  He had always thought big, 

always been persuasive and terrifying.   But whenever she looked Safa or Imogen full in the face, her will just 

shrivelled. Little girls caught in her crossfire. 

Floating on her back with just the stars and the blackness above her was always a magical experience. But she 

could never look at the stars now without thinking of Fermi’s famous paradox: if the universe is so big, why haven't we 

discovered other intelligent life in it? Where were the little green men? Where were their radio signals? She still 

vividly remembered Professor Cott’s throwaway remark during an atmospheric physics lecture, “Maybe the lifespan of 

a technically capable civilisation is only three to five hundred  years, before its inhabitants burn up their planet with 

fossil fuels." What other explanation was there? She’d looked it up, there were probably millions of potentially life-

supporting planets within radio range. Yet not a bleep.  

Did that make what she and Lewis were doing futile? Or vitally necessary?  The swim had settled her body, but 

not her mind.   

She looked back towards the island, the moonlight was strong, but the island was not there.  She wheeled 

around.  There it was.  Not where she expected, and much further off.  There must be currents here.  Her fastest 

stroke was backstroke.  She struck out for her life, and for that of her unborn child.  She looked again five minutes 

later, fear thrumming within.  The island was closer now, but she was tired.  She cried a little.  ‘Don’t worry little one, 

we’ll make it.’   

Her legs wobbled beneath her as she walked up the beach to her clothes.  She was exhausted, but alive. She 

would have a child, she would maybe have grandchildren.  Indeed within the female foetus she was carrying, were the 

already formed eggs that would become her grandchildren. Incredible.  And Lewis said, one of them had spoken to 

him. 

She got back into her clothes, her legs still shaking with exhaustion.  She let the inevitable settle in her mind.  Like 

Safa and Imogen she was trapped on this island.  Was this just as well?  
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Door 

Every night Lewis checked that the two girls were in their beds, and when satisfied he took away their clothes and 

locked the girls in, keeping the key.  

“And? What about a fire?” asked Safa the first time this happened. 

“Then I will obviously let you out.”  

“And, if you don't know that there is a fire, we are all, like, burnt to death?” 

“There are fire alarms,” answered Lewis evenly. The girls protested when Lewis took their clothes. He explained in 

his ‘this-is-bloody-obvious-but-I’ll-say-it-anyway’ tone, that he wanted to discourage them from trying to escape in the 

night. 

 

 It was more than a week into their imprisonment when Lewis checked their room, key in hand – the usual 

routine: 

"Good night.” 

“Good night,” whispered Imogen. She put her finger to her lips and said quietly, pointing to the hump in Safa’s 

bed, “Safa is asleep”.  

Lewis smiled, nodded, and locked the door. 

But it wasn't Safa in that bed. It was a pile of pillows, clothes, and some polystyrene packaging that they found in 

their wardrobe. An hour after Lewis locked their door, Safa emerged from her hiding place in the utility room, 

barefoot and wrapped in a bath towel.  She didn't want to turn the lights on, so she lit a candle on the gas hob, and 

started rummaging in the kitchen drawers for keys.  

She searched the utility room cupboards and shelves without success. She drew a blank in the kitchen too, then 

tiptoed into the sitting room, and then the dining room, rummaging in the drawers and looking in ornamental boxes 

and vases. No luck. 

She tiptoed back into the utility room, stubbing her toe and stifling a shout.  

If she couldn’t find the key, she would have to find some other way to lock Lewis and his wife in their bedroom.  

She returned to the utility room and looked about for tools. Then she saw the gun, a shotgun of some kind, leaning in 

the corner that she had not noticed before. She stared at it, pursing her lips thoughtfully, and picked it up.  

The metal was cold and smooth to the touch. She fiddled with catches and levers and succeeded in breaking the 

gun. It was not loaded. She stood frozen in thought for a moment then began looking for ammunition. There on the 

shelves was a box labelled Mole Valley Farmers: Lyalvale Express Shotgun Cartridges. She closed her eyes. She stood 
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silently for a moment, then slowly she reached out for the box, her hand shaking a little, and took it down from the 

shelf. It was empty. 

She exhaled slowly and deeply. Then putting the box back she noticed hung high on the wall was a ring of old-

fashioned house keys. Shit. Why had she not seen this before? She took them down and recognised their chunky style 

as the same as the one Lewis used to lock their bedroom door. One of the keys was labelled ‘bedroom 1’ which must 

be the Proctors’ bedroom. 

When she had locked them in their bedroom she would only offer to release them if they gave her back her 

phone and battery. Even if she did not succeed she would have taken back some power, unsettled their easy 

confidence, rattled their throne. 

She took the key up the stairs with her candle. The house was dark and its corridors deserted, there was 

something uniquely unfriendly and forbidding about the place. It seemed resentful even malevolent. Her candle cast 

grim shadows over the ceiling. She arrived outside the door and listened - just the sound of Lewis faintly snoring. She 

tried  the  ‘bedroom 1’ key in their door but there was something preventing it entering the keyhole. 

There was nothing for it, she went over to the light switch, she breathed deeply and exhaled looking at the ceiling, 

then switched the hall light on. Then her eyes were drawn to the gap below Proctor's bedroom door, and she started. 

She heard a rustle of bedclothes from inside the room and a sleepy grunt. Hurriedly she threw her bath towel over the 

gap below the door, arranging it to block the light, and waited, silent and naked in the dark. She did not dare to make 

a noise by moving. 

A few creaks from their bed, and her eyes closed. No footsteps. Then, gently, the snoring resumed. 

She turned the light on again and knelt down to peer through the keyhole; it was blocked by a key.  Locked – from 

the inside. He was no fool.   

She collected her thoughts. They'd locked themselves in for their own safety, but there are other ways to lock 

doors.  

She took a candle downstairs to the utility room again. She rummaged in some old toolboxes and in a high 

cupboard. She found a battery powered electric drill and gave it a little burst on the trigger. It was charged. But the 

noise it made seemed to shake the whole house. She rummaged further and found an old fashioned brace-and-bit 

type hand-drill with some drill bits that looked like corkscrews.  She had seen this tool used before.  She also found 

some screws, they were fat and a bit short, but they might do. She also found a length of timber that she could place 

across the door, and screw to the door frame on both sides. Then she could screw this to the door. 

It was cold in the house now and a fine rain was coming off the sea to hiss against the utility room window, and 

just outside, water tinkled into a water-butt. 

It was not easy to hold the timber steady while she drilled it, but eventually she found a way, putting it on the 

floor and standing on it.  She padded up the stairs with her candle again, gripping the tools and the self tapping screws 

and hugging the length of timber. When she arrived there was still a gentle snoring coming from the bedroom. 
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She screwed the timber across the door quite easily, by screwing into the door frame.  This made little noise. It 

was nearly dawn now and some gulls on the roof were making rhythmic squawking and wailing sounds, she 

synchronised her noisemaking with these.  Eventually she had screwed the length of timber to the door frame, and 

the door to the timber. But not all the screws had penetrated as far as she would have liked, those on the frame 

seemed to have hit the masonry.  

When Safa had finished her work on the door her hands were sore from the screwdriver and her feet were cold.  

Her own bedroom was locked so she went to sleep on the sitting room sofa, covering herself with pillows.  She was in 

need of comfort, so she thought about her boyfriend, Fabien.  He would be looking for her.  The police would be too, 

and the army or whatever.  Surely they would be found soon.   
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upnext 

 

Rex Cook’s private jet had been delayed by the heatwave which had melted the tarmac on the runway, making it 

too soft for takeoff.  He finally got airborne at dawn, flying over Long Island, where hurricane Isaac had ravaged the 

landscape, sweeping million dollar homes into the sea. 

The steward bowed, and left the New York Times on Rex Cook’s table, his was the only seat on his plane as his 

wife never travelled with him.  In the paper was an outraged account of the abduction of  Safa and Imogen Stone, the 

young daughters of the Chief Executive of Global Oil.  The Proctors were hiding in France or the US apparently.  Rex 

Cook read the account with a frown of concentration, tensing his right hand into a fist. An hour later as he flew over 

the Rockies his wife had just finished reading the same article, and rang him. 

Cook purred down the line, “Carina darling, please calm down and listen to me. They won’t kidnap our boys, let 

me tell you why. Carina listen! Get a handkerchief would you, you’ll snot up your phone. Now listen. First of all these 

terrorists don't know about us, they just see the oil companies that sell gas on the highways, they never think of the 

people who own the oil fields. This is why I don't do interviews, this is why I keep my head down.  It’s the whale that 

spouts that gets harpooned.  It’s because we keep secret that they did the Stone girls and not our boys. Okay, second. 

We got security. We got great security. No way they get through - moment our security sniffs trouble - they shoot.  

Then the FBI is on the case. Not like in the UK where they got their police on bicycles, peddling about with their little 

pointy hats..…” 

“….Exactly! Now I'm landing soon so … yes that meeting with the Secretary of State…..Me and Ian on a charm 

offensive to get drilling rights for Arctic oil. Ian does the charm, I do the offensive… Thanks honey. I'm sure it'll go just 

great. Now stop snivelling, just…get out on a horse or something. These radicals are even dumber than the general 

population, too crazed and too stupid to cause us trouble.…. 

…Carina, you’re not listening to me you dimwit.  It is not going to happen.  They are not going to get our boys…… 

….. Look.  They’ll catch this Lewis Proctor character and he’ll do time.  When he comes out, I’ll sort him 

permanently……  

… How? I’ll get him shot. 

…. Carina!  It won’t cost that much.  But so what if it does?  Carina, when will you get this into your dumb little 

head? You don’t need to worry about money.  Look.  We have about £68 billion.  If its costs a million to kill Proctor, we 

still have 67,999 million left.  You got that?  For christ’sake stop crying.  Proctor is not going to get our boys.  The UK 

will catch him, and put him away.  When they let him out, I get him shot.  Meanwhile, he doesn’t even know we exist.  

That’s why Proctor’s targeting small fry like Global Oil.  Okay Carina?  Kissy kissy.  Goodbye.” 

"Gin sir?" asked his cabin steward. 

Cook nodded without taking his gaze from the window.  

"Tragic isn't it sir." 

"Long island?  Most of my roof off and my kid’s yacht in the carpark of the True Christ Community Church.” 

“I’m so sorry to hear that sir” 

 “I’m rich.  I can fix it. ” 

“Yes sir, of course sir, though not everyone on Long Island is rich sir.… they'll be cleaners, hamburger flippers.” 

“They’re poor, they’re used to it." 
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"Used to climate change?" 

“No. Adversity." 

The young steward laughed through taut lips and passed him his gin whispering, “Sorry sir, I shouldn't have 

mentioned climate change. Not to a fossil fuel baron." 

Cook shrugged. “Why not.  I’m not a denier, I'm a don’t-carer.”  He looked out of the window and pondered the 

huge lake of oil he had inherited.  Selling it was not easy. Hard to compete when God gave away sun and wind for free, 

while his companies had to pay to dig and drill. Renewables were already cheaper than fossil fuels and they were 

rapidly getting cheaper still. Without government subsidies for fossil fuels, his business would be in free-fall. Luckily he 

had made the government into a ventriloquist dummy, sat obediently on his lap, handing him subsidies.  So taxpayers 

were generously picking up the tab. Better keep it that way, and better keep out of view. When you’ve captured the 

country, it's best not to parp your horn and wave at the plebs. 

Cook peered at his laptop, a few clicks and a Youtube video of The Everly Brothers appeared. He was 

uncompromisingly unfashionable in his tastes, clothing as well as music.  Rex sang along softly to ‘Cathy’s Clown’, his 

eyes wide in concentration as he stumbled with his uncertain bass harmony.  Then Youtube’s Up Next feature 

suggested another Everly Brothers classic, ‘Bye Bye Love’. Cook rocked his head from side to side to the opening guitar 

riff with a hypnotised smile. 

 

 On his return to New York, Rex Cook had sent a message to bring forward a meeting in the VIP lounge of the 

airport. As a result, soon after he landed, an excited young man approached him. His suit trousers hovered above his 

skinny sock-less ankles, and his shirt had a horizontal crease across the midriff - just out of the box. He hugged tightly 

a huge Apple laptop festooned with cartoon stickers. He put out his right hand, Cook pursed his lips, but did not take 

it. The young man froze in embarrassment, "Mr Cook sir, I…." 

"You the cyber guy?” 

"Yes sir. Rushed right here the moment I got your message. Thank you for…." 

"You're early." 

The young man, fresh faced and sandy haired, checked his phone. Dead on time. He stalled with his mouth open, 

Rex Cook was not someone you corrected. 

Cook nodded towards the seat beside him, ”Well? You gonna make a start?" 

The Boy sat in a very upright position, and opened his laptop, “Yes sir. First a bit about myself…..” 

"You haven't time. I’m off in 10 minutes.  Just tell me how they did.”  Cook sat back. 

“Frankly sir, they did a pretty crap job.  Its a wonder your candidate got in.” 

Cook leaned forward and fixed The Boy with a steady stare before saying, “50% of the social media news-feeds in 

swing states consisted of our news, our fake news. And that’s according to the Oxford Internet Institute." 

“Exactly Sir. Only 50%."  

Cook’s eyebrows rose. “What makes you think you could do any better?" 

“They did a bad job for you Sir.  There was a whole lot missing in their digital campaign Sir.” 

“Like?” 

 “Well, one example: hashtag poisoning.” 
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Cook looked blank and The Boy continued. “The other presidential candidates will have Twitter hashtags right? 

Say one has #TurnOffTheTaps to push arguments against selling fossil fuels. We use our fake accounts to flood the 

hashtag with irrelevant content, so the hashtag is not worth following. We’ve gagged them - on a vital platform.” 

Cook pursed his lips.  The Boy changed to a quiet, incredulous tone, “Also, they hardly used the Up Next column, 

you know, in YouTube?” He spread his hands in a would-you-believe-it gesture.  “You see, people get their news now 

from short political videos - 3 billion views before the last election. Now, you know when you watch a You-Tube, it 

suggests other videos with similar content? The Up Next column?  On the right of the screen?   You-tube use an 

algorithm to select what comes up next. I got the algorithm. I can flood the Up Next column with your stuff.” 

Cook was silent, he pursed his lips and scanned the room, “How did you get it? The algorithm?” 

“From a guy with a grievance. Cost a small fortune but it's the key to the treasure. Everyone knows its edgy and 

hateful content that gets selected for Up Next.  But I got the detail.  So I can ensure your content will be automatically 

Up-Nexted. 

“How much you charge?” 

“Expensive. We need to make a lot of edgy videos accusing the other candidates of secret sexual relations with 

celebrities, or with animals, joining Satanic cults and the like.  Or we say they got a brain haemorrhage or syphilis. 

Then we micro-target. You got this Democrat in Miami who likes donkeys? We send a video saying your candidate has 

a donkey sanctuary, and all the other candidates fuck them.” 

“You serious?” 

“Well, hate them then, more credible.  Lot of people care about donkeys, you’d be surprised.” 

Cook looked heavenwards. 

“And this content costs.  It’s got to cover cannibalism, child sacrifice, paedophilia, you name it.” 

“I can’t believe..…” 

“Sir, Sir, Its got to be real edgy to get on Up Next. But it works.  Think what Trump got people to believe, the 

stolen election. Think of QAnon: who would have thought you could make most Republicans believe that Democratic 

elites were paedophiliac cannibals? But we did.  We’d do classier stuff too though, for micro-targeting the more 

discerning voter. You got a school teacher in California? Her Facebook ‘Likes’ show she’s passionate about the proper 

teaching of evolution? You Up Next her with a video saying your candidate is the only one who champions the 

teaching of evolution, and all the others are closet fundamentalists. Got another voter?  Her ‘Likes’ say she’s an ardent 

fundamentalist?  You say your candidate is a quiet fundamentalist too, and all the other candidates are closet liberals.  

So.  You get the drift? In the last Presidential, your guys did hardly any of this.  No Up Next, no hashtag poisoning.  

Amazing they got your candidate in. The wave moves on, it can easy leave you behind.” 

“So you’ll make our candidate a fundamentalist, and a liberal?” 

“Each voter only sees the stuff we micro target at them.  They only see what they hope to see.  They don’t get to 

see the other stuff.  We hack their brains.” 

Cook shook his head with a bemused expression, “They’d find you out surely.” 

“No way Sir.  The videos all look as if they were made by different people, and we’d take them down the moment 

the polls close. They’d never track them back to us.  So you’d have your man in the Whitehouse, and he’d be eager to 

do you a favour.  Yes Sir, real eager.” 

Cook folded his arms, “I'll pay a little upfront. I'll pay the rest later, but only if you get better than 50% fake news 

in all the swing States." 
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The boy looked startled, "But I need the money to get the 50%!  I have to set up fake accounts, fake groups, 

make’m look for-real, tune my algorithms, train my cyber boys. Its a real big job Sir.” 

A pilot in full uniform approached, and lazily saluted Cook.  "Sir? Ready for take off." 

Rex Cook placed a hand on the young man's shoulder, “Get to work. We’ll do detail later.”  As Cook sauntered off 

behind his pilot to his private plane he shook his head and smiled.  50% of the news in those swing States was fake. 

‘We hack their brains’. Democracy really is rule by fools.  It’s delicious when you think about it. 

As his chauffeur drove him to his plane he thought of the need to sell his oil, and of his adversaries, the politicians 

displaying to their smug admirers the purity of their shiny green virtues. But all politicians had a fatal weakness. They 

needed votes. And he had this cyber chap, the top man,  The Boy. 

His other adversaries were snivelling malcontents such as Lewis and Alexis Proctor, bigging themselves up by 

screwing up the lives of little girls. Not new.  Green guerrillas had invaded his coal fields, and hung banners on his oil 

rigs, but so what? Luckily it was the politicians who made the decisions, and they were in his pocket.  And as for Lewis 

and Alexis Proctor, they were easy meat. 
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screws 

Lewis woke with a tune in his head and a full bladder.  Attempting his way to the toilet he unlocked his bedroom 

door but it seemed to be jammed. He locked the door again, then unlocked it, and tried again. Still jammed.  He stood 

for a moment with his hands on his hips. 

He put one foot on the door frame and pulled the handle with both hands. There was a creaking, but the door 

would not budge. He let out an exasperated grunt, threw open the bedroom window, and pissed out onto the terrace.  

Safa was still dozing on the sitting room settee under her pile of pillows.  The curtains were open, the sea 

sparkled, and gulls wheeled over the headland. Then she noticed a puzzling stream of what she thought must be rain 

falling on the terrace.  She opened the window to investigate. She closed the sitting room window gently, smiled, 

wrapped herself in her towel, and went upstairs to knock on Lewis's bedroom door. 

Lewis was puzzled: why could he not open the door? He got down on one knee and peered at the mechanism as 

he locked and unlocked the door from the inside. Then he inspected the doorframe. Subsidence? 

 

He inspected the gap between frame and door. He pushed the door closed before trying to pull it open, but it 

made no difference.  Then in a flurry of frustration he leant back and yanked the door handle towards him. A low 

creaking sound came from outside the room, like that of a nail being pulled from timber. 

"The little shits have nailed us in! Alexis! They’ve nailed the fucking door shut!" 

Alexis had been contentedly dozing, and came to consciousness slowly, to hear Safa shouting from outside the 

door. 

"Hah! I’ve locked you in Lewis Proctor, and I won't let you or Alexis out until you give me a working phone.” 

Lewis’s voice dropped in volume and pitch.  "Look, We've got a pregnant woman in here.  If she can't eat, it will 

harm the baby." 

Safa emitted a single scornful ‘Huh!’. "Really Lewis, I totally can't believe you said that, I really can’t" 

“Alexis is five months gone!” 

“Oh dear, better give me the phone then.” 

Alexis started laughing silently, she was still in her bed, trying to bury her face in her pillow. 

“What's so fucking funny?" demanded Lewis, but this only made her laugh more. 

Lewis got an oak chest from near the bedroom window, and dragged it roughly across the floor, placing it end-on 

by the door. Then he lay on the chest, on his side. Alexis sat up, watching him with amusement as he positioned both 
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feet on the door frame and grabbed the door handle with with both hands. He breathed deeply twice, then with a 

grunt he gave an explosion of effort. His face reddened and his whole body tensed as he tugged on the door handle. 

Safa heard Lewis grunting, and watched with consternation as her handiwork distorted with his efforts. She 

scrabbled on the floor for the brace. She could hear Lewis breathing twice again, and then his grunting. Using the 

brace she hammered desperately at the screws that were being pulled out by his efforts, but they were loose now, 

and as fast as she banged them back in, Lewis pulled them out again. She heard a crack as something split, and then 

the door banged open. Lewis's face soon appeared around the door jamb red, and very angry. 

Safa could hear applause from Alexis, ”Nice try Safa! Good girl!" 

"You little shit!” shouted Lewis to Safa, "Look what you've done to the door.” 

“Lewis?!" shouted Alexis with that low, ominous tone used to admonish a dog. Lewis glanced her way, but then 

turned back to Safa, “You fucking vandal…" 

Alexis sat up straight, still in the bed, “LEWIS! Get in the shower!" 

Lewis turned to Alexis pointing at the door with a stiff arm, and with his face still red with effort and anger, "Look 

at what she’s…” 

“GET in the shower!" Alexis pointed towards the bathroom, but Lewis did not move.  She held his gaze, got out of 

bed, and walked slowly and deliberately up to him smiling wryly, while Safa watched from the corridor noticing how 

she swung her hips.  

Lewis, still pointing at the door, watched her progress with minute attention. Her swagger became even more 

confident, and slower.  Still  holding him in a steady gaze she stopped in front of him, very close, and with slow 

deliberation whispered, "Get in the shower Lewis Protor.  I will join you soon." 

Lewis eyed Alexis warily.  Alexis pursed her lips thoughtfully and looked him in the eyes for some time. She 

hooked a finger in the waistband of his boxing shorts and smiled slowly. 

"Get - in - the - shower.” 

Lewis stood silent a moment his eyes wandering the room, then with a despairing and defeated gesture, he 

stomped out of the bedroom. 

Alexis smiled at Safa, who stood captivated in the corridor, hugging her towel close with her elbows. 

"Nice try honey,” said Alexis softly.  She laughed gently to herself and shook her head as she got the girl's clothes 

and the key to their room. When she opened it, Imogen was seated bolt upright in her bed, eyes wide in blank alarm. 

"Morning little one,” said Alexis cheerily, "Up you get. Pancakes for breakfast. I'll be down in two minutes - well, 

maybe five.”  

As she left their bedroom she wondered who’s side she was on. 
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Painting toes 

Alexis was passing the back of the sprawling settee in the panelled sitting room when she noticed, on the top of 

its plush cushioned back, Imogen's two tiny feet crossed at the ankle in settled repose. Their tiny perfection won an 

involuntary smile from her. She looked over the back of the settee to find Imogen playing with a little soap-stone box 

on her chest. "What?" demanded Imogen who at once charmed and frightened her. 

“Nothing," Alexis replied trying to smile.  But her smile dropped as she walked away.  What were they doing 

imprisoning this cutie?  When they had hatched the kidnap plan the girls were just an abstraction, now they were 

flesh, vulnerable, and innocent. How would she feel if someone kidnapped her own child?  One phone call could put 

an end to this crazy scheme - if only she had her phone. 

What was it about Imogen’s father that led him to endanger the well-being of his own daughter, and indeed all 

other daughters? Stone was bright - he would understand the science, and he would deal daily in risks, though none 

perhaps as global in scale as climate breakdown.  Also the precautionary principle should be second nature to him, it 

would be embedded in all his company's systems. What did he not get?  Perhaps he thought his wealth would protect 

his own family, and the rest of us could go to hell. 

 

forcings 

Safa was reading a newspaper on the kitchen sofa, or part of it, the first few pages had been removed.  Lewis was 

chopping vegetables, humming along to a recording he had made earlier in the day. 

 “Says here…” Safa’s finger roamed the newspaper article for extracts “…even climate scientists admit 

that huge changes in climate have taken place in the distant past without human interference. At one time winter 

temperatures on the North Pole averaged 13°C and beech trees grew there. Once, hippopotamuses wallowed in 

the Thames. At other times, New York and most of Britain were under a sheet of ice a mile thick. Climate change is 

entirely natural as is our unpredictable extreme weather and recent sea level rises. 120,000 years ago sea level 

was 20 foot higher than it is today. The message is plain, climate change does not require human interference.” 

 Lewis had stopped chopping, “I know of a hippopotamus that still lives near the Thames. Read it again.”   

She read it again. Lewis resumed his chopping, “Well, I agree with most of that, except it ignores that the present 

climate change is man-made.” 

“How come, if it happens naturally?” She knew the answer, but wondered if he did. 

Lewis stopped chopping again, and he stared blankly back at Safa.  A sly smile crept over Safa’s face.  

“Ask Alexis,” he said. 

Alexis came into to the kitchen a little later, and Safa noticed she had showered after her dance practice, and 

smelled of shampoo and sandalwood, she sat next to Safa on the sofa, and read the article nodding her head from 
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time to time, and occasionally snorting. “Typical,” said Alexis, “much of it is true but it’s incredibly misleading. Just 

because there have been natural changes, doesn’t mean there can’t be man-made changes too. ” She turned to Safa 

and smiled. 

There was a natural womanly friendliness in the manner of Alexis, which assumed a common interest and a total 

lack of hostility that Safa found both alarming and seductive.  Safa felt drawn by both the warmth of her body, she 

could do with a hug, and the warmth of her manner, she could do with a friend. And though Alexis was the last person 

who should provide this, she felt drawn nonetheless.  

Later, Alexis brought Safa a book by James Hanson. She sat next to her on the sofa again, moved close to her and 

handed Safa the book.  Safa flipped through  it.  The margins and the white space at the end of chapters were 

crammed with pencil scribbles and tiny diagrams. 

“You can borrow it,”  said Alexis. 

“Are all these markings yours?” 

“Yes,”  said Alexis who took the book back from her, and riffled the pages.  “This diagram explains the main 

points,  see this bar chart? It compares the relative power of all the factors that can force a change in climate. They’re 

called ‘forcings mechanisms’.  These ones are the natural forcings, caused by small changes in the earth’s orbit over 

aeons. The closer the earth is to the sun, the warmer it gets, so the climate warms, right? We know about these to a 

high degree of accuracy from astronomical data. If you look back over the ages, at the distance from the earth to the 

sun, you can explain why there were ice ages, and when they were.  Okay?  But look, those natural forcings, earth’s 

orbit changes and stuff, are dwarfed by greenhouse gas forcings. See this part of the bar chart? Now, if the tiny 

natural forcings  make the changes mentioned in that article, 13°C on the north pole; sea level rises and so on, 

imagine what these vastly bigger man-made forcings will do!  Goodbye London!” 
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Cinema 

Safa’s boyfriend Fabien found out about Safa’s abduction on his way to college, in a little convenience shop where 

he was buying an A4 pad of paper. Safa’s face peered out at him from the front pages of a display of newspapers. He 

was incredulous.  It was her Facebook photo, a bit out of date, her head a little on one side and her eyebrows 

lowered, lending her a coy quizzical look, as if she were curious yet attracted to those in the shop. 

He felt a physical shock, his body stiffened, his palms sweated.  Before he even managed to read the headlines a 

panic rose in him that she was dead. Feeling slightly nauseous he read all the front page stories. He had to read them 

multiple times before they made any sense. Whole paragraphs slipped past to evade him. He could only afford to buy 

one paper, so he chose one that had a more detailed coverage, and while he handed over the change to buy it he 

could not stop his hand shaking. The shopkeeper did not notice of course, papers splattered with all manner of human 

tragedy passed over his counter every day, he was immune to it. Indeed Fabien realised now that he had become 

immune himself to front-page tragedies. He noticed them, they registered at some distant intellectual level, but he 

knew from his boyhood in Cameroon that their true nature was emotional, personal. 

He was unable to concentrate at college so bunked off to the library to read and reread the newspaper account. 

Slowly the fog cleared. He felt such a fool. He had no idea her father was the CEO of Global Oil, she had once told him 

he was ‘in oil’ perhaps from modesty or embarrassment, but Fabien had taken this to mean he worked at a petrol 

station or something. 

 

Global oil was not a company Fabien admired, it had caused mayhem in Cameroon, but Safa’s situation was well 

beyond politics. He was assailed by questions: had she been hurt? Had she been murdered even? Was she being raped 

or assaulted? Could police track her position somehow with her phone, but presumably Lewis Proctor would have 

thought of that. 

That evening he got a phone call from Safa’s father, Magnus Stone, which rather startled him.  Stone wanted to 

know the precise details of Fabien's last contacts with Safa. Fabien read the last few messages and log entries from  

his phone, but could provide no leads of any value. 

“How did it happen?” asked Fabien, meaning how could something so terrible happen, but Stone took the 

question more literally, and explained that he knew Proctor slightly from university, was a fan of his early work, and 

was invited to a band dress rehearsal in a small cinema in the city one weekday afternoon where Proctor had offered 

to invite Safa to a magical mystery tour type party, stiff with celebrities. He had foolishly accepted on her behalf. 

“Cinema?"  

“The old Odeon on Oxford Road, it's bingo now, Proctor’s troop use it for rehearsals.” 

 

§ 

Souls call to each other in the night.  Safa thought of Fabien, as he was thinking of her.  He lay in the dark angered 

by his impotence. It seemed wrong that people who did not even know Safa, didn't care, police, MI5, were looking for 

her, but he, her lover, was expected to stay at home and feed the cat. 

Fabien had scoured social media for hints about Lewis Proctor’s whereabouts but any sensible suggestions, if 

there were any, were buried in a deluge of posturing, tripe and vitriol. Three hours of patient searching had left him 

with nothing.  His only option was to follow in his father's journalistic footsteps, he had always wanted to be an 



 

 24 

investigative journalist. In any case, he had to do something, he couldn't just pretend nothing had happened.  Then it 

occurred to him that Proctor's band and dance troupe rehearsals might continue in Proctor's absence.  If so, he could 

steal in somehow and see if anyone there might let slip where Proctor was. The plan inspired little hope, but the 

alternative, impotent inaction, was intolerable. 

He needed a reason to get into the cinema.  Unable to get a job as a journalist in the UK Fabien’s father had 

trained as an electrician. Ever since the privations and penury he suffered in Cameroon, Fabien's father had lived his 

life by the motto “better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it" which led him to squirrel away all 

manner of detritus that his neighbours would gladly abandon. His heavy frame dragged about bundles of wastepaper 

which he used for shopping lists, then burned for warmth rather than recycle. Empty jam jars were put to all manner 

of uses, competing for space on every horizontal flat surface in the house. Trousers with holes in the knees were sawn 

off to become shorts though the climate was only just beginning to justify this. 

Fabien rummaged in the cupboard under the stairs and found an old high visibility jacket with a security pass from 

a job his father had done in a local factory. On the back of the jacket in day-glo orange was written "Peabody 

Electrics”. The security pass had his father's photograph on it, but  the image was small and  low resolution; if 

someone peered at it they would uncover his subterfuge, hopefully no one would. 

He had seen his father using a meter, which he emulated with his phone, attaching to the end of an old pair of in-

ear headphones some plasticine “jacks”. He checked in the mirror. With his pass around his neck, his Peabody Electrics 

jacket, and his clipboard he looked the part. 

 

§ 

He decided to slip in before the rehearsal could properly start, the less people around the better, then hide away 

somewhere inside. 

As casually as he could, Fabien, with his grubby Day-glo jacket, prominent counterfeit security, and quaking soul 

made his way down the side passage towards the fire doors. A roadie stopped him. 

“Oi! Fuck off! No press.” 

“I'm not press, I'm a sparky,” said Fabien, aping the roadies accent, then turning to show ‘Peabody Electrics’ on his 

back. 

“The fuck you are. I’ve got milk in my fridge older than you”. 

“Apprentice,” improvised Fabien.  The Roadie eyed him with a wry grin.  He had a shaved head, a bullish frame, 

but delicate long eyelashes and astonishingly pale blue eyes. 

Fabien stepped back, and held up his security tag on its ragged lanyard, while praying that his abject fear didn't 

show. His heart hammered on his ribs and he had to remember to breathe. Then he held up his clipboard. “They want 

me to check the lighting. Routine. I won't get in your way.” 

The roadie screwed up his pale blue eyes and took Fabien’s security pass in his chubby fingers. 

“Not a bit like you,” he growled, then waved him in. 

 

 

mist 

Inside, the cinema was dim and dusty. It smelled like an abandoned wet dishcloth, and the carpets stuck to the 

soles of his shoes.  
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He took out his phone with its plasticine jack plugs, and peered intently at switches and sockets in the auditorium. 

There weren't many, so he peered up at the ceiling as if searching for lights. 

Fabien edged close to listen to excited groups of dancers clustered near the stage. The only talk was of the 

kidnap. They were clearly all startled by what Proctor had done, some so disbelieving they thought it a media hoax. 

These people were close to Proctor but were not in the know. 

Towards the front of the auditorium were some people who were not in costume, and who seemed to be in 

charge. Feigning interest in sockets set into the stage floor, Fabien wandered in their direction but kept his back to 

them. A girl came over with a message from the directors that he would have to be off the stage in a couple of 

minutes, and Fabien nodded dutifully, the last nod morphing into a polite bow to the director. 

Soon, having been shooed off the stage by a tiny girl who could hardly be 15, he ambled his way to join the gaggle 

of people who surrounded the director. Recorded music struck up very loudly, and at a wave from the director went 

off again. 

“Okay, from the entrance of the captain,”  shouted the director, and all conversation stopped dead.  The music 

struck up and into the spotlight strode a huge three-headed man dressed as a ship’s captain with six pairs of hands but 

only two very thick legs. The three dancers inside this figure moved very awkwardly. 

This section duly practised, the director called a short break while the stage was prepared for the next scene. 

While stagehands erected a ‘ship’ onstage, conversation bubbled up again between the huddle of dancers 

surrounding the director.  Guesses at Proctor's whereabouts ping-ponged between the dancers: Brittany … the USA… 

Wales…  until the director’s aide, driven to exasperation said, “Look, he could be anywhere”.  This spoiled the sport, 

and  produced glum looks from the dancers. 

“Not anywhere,” replied the director, who at last gave the subject her attention, “He wouldn't entertain a place 

without a grand piano.” Laughter removed the glum looks, and the sport continued “…and he would need to be 

somewhere he could sail to real easy, he's a pretty timid sailor.”… “He’d have to hide the yacht somewhere, a marina 

wouldn't do.”…  

“Sounds like our ‘undisclosed location,’” said the director’s aide. This drew laughter and some delighted 

agreement.   The phrase ‘undisclosed location’ was said as if in inverted commas, and with some emphasis. It seemed 

to have private significance. 

"Where's that?" asked Fabien before realising he had opened his mouth. 

Fabien heard a loud bang from the direction of the fire doors, which burst open, and in streamed armed men in 

matte black uniforms, wearing helmets and visors, shouting ‘police,  police’. It took a moment for Fabien to realise this 

wasn't part of the show. These were real police. What would his father say?  His stomach sank a foot, and his legs 

turned to jelly. 

The director turned in her seat towards the invaders, "Can I help you?” 

“Where is Lewis Proctor?” said the senior officer, he was a large man with a holster across his chest. The room fell 

deadly silent. The director surveyed him slowly, head to foot. 

“Do you mean, where is Lewis Proctor, please?” 

No one laughed. 

The rest of the men were crawling all over the cinema, looking under seats and behind the stage, some were 

moving towards the foyer and the lavatories. 

"I said, where is Lewis Proctor?” said the officer. 
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“He's not here.” 

“Not here? At the band's rehearsal?” said the officer. 

The director sighed. “This is just a staging and choreography rehearsal. He doesn’t need to be at these rehearsals. 

I think you'll find he's with a ….. Miss Safa Stone.” 

Fabien had been following the conversation so was startled to find a large black policeman standing in front of 

him who asked gruffly: "Who are you?" 

“Fabien Atanga.”  

The policeman looked from Fabien, to his security pass, and back again a few times.  “That’s not what it says on 

your pass” 

“Oh,” said Fabien weakly.  He exhaled, his mouth dried.  “Well, it's a long story.” 

“Come with me, I know a man with a lot of patience.” 

 

§ 

Fabien was left alone in the interview room of the police station for some time with the door locked. He assumed 

the director, and others who had been brought here in a large minibus, were being interviewed first. Eventually 

however, two men he guessed were detectives entered smiling, they had the air about them of men enjoying a 

private triumph. 

“Well who have we here?”  said the tall elderly one,  clearly the boss.  The short young one was smiling gleefully 

at Fabien, who answered directly. 

“Fabien Atanga,  I'm Safa Stone’s boyfriend,” and Fabien launched into a complete disclosure of his situation 

while the two officers listened with what seemed genuine interest.  When he had finished Fabien sat up even 

straighter. 

“So, if you're not an electrician what are you?” 

“I'm a student, at college." 

“Studying what? How to get into the knickers of rich white girls?” 

“I've never touched her knickers,” said Fabien quickly and proudly, and as it happened truthfully. Safa had been 

delighted to divest herself without any assistance from him. 

 “And did you find out where Proctor is then Fabien? Mission accomplished is it?” 

“Well, the dancers seemed to think he was at what they called an "undisclosed location”” 

“DID they now?" said the boss with mock astonishment. He turned to his smiling partner. “Well Philip, call off the 

search! Tell inspector Hall, close down the MI5 operations. Fabien here, henceforth ‘Sherlock’, has solved our puzzle 

for us. Lewis Proctor is at an ‘undisclosed location.’" 

Fabien sat expressionless and silent for some time. Then he leaned forward. “I think it's a hint of some kind I really 

do.  The phrase was said, sort of, in inverted commas, you know? And everyone there recognised it, they all laughed.” 

“I bet they did Sherlock.”  

Philip, the assistant, was pretending to fiddle on his phone. “Well sir, I've just googled ‘undisclosed location’ and it 

comes up as 14 railway cuttings, Peckham”.  Pleased with this joke they both laughed for some time. 

 It had taken some time, but Fabien had learned not to rise to bullying banter, as this was what they wanted from 

him. He waited patiently and with dignity for the laughter to die down then asked, “Can you please tell me why I'm 

here?” 
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“Did you see that Philip? Straight from detective work to ontological philosophical enquiry in one leap. One leap 

Philip! Lightning mind.” 

“Are you  going to arrest me?" asked Fabien still deadpan. For a moment the assistant was taken short by Fabien's 

failure to rise to their goading, but the boss was not. 

“Have you got a toothbrush?” Fabien shook his head very slightly in puzzlement “No?” continued the boss, “Real 

villains always carry a toothbrush, in case we pull them in.” 

“They keep it in their top pocket,” added Philip. 

"That's how we catch them.” said the boss in a conspiritorial whisper.  “We see the toothbrush…” 

“… in his top pocket…. 

“And then we say ‘that's our man!’” exclaimed the boss with delight. They both laughed at this for some time too. 

The boss stood. “If I were you Sherlock, I’d leave electricity to the electricians, and detective work to the 

detectives.” 

Fabien remained impassive, his head proudly erect, his voice unwavering. "Are you going to charge me?” 

“What? Charge a man without a toothbrush? Sherlock, really, we're not that heartless.” 

 

§ 

Fabien was still shaking on the bus on the way home, he arrived to an empty house and went straight to his 

laptop, typed, “Lewis Proctor secret location”  into his search engine, and went meticulously through all the entries up 

to page 10.   All he found were newspaper reports claiming that he was secretly married with a daughter who lived in 

Canada. Could it be that he had sailed to Canada? But where in Canada? He didn’t notice that he had misremembered 

the phrase used by the dancer, which was ‘undisclosed location’, not ‘secret location’. 
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tonic 

Lewis knew that sooner or later they would be found, and the girls would be back with their father.  His plan was 

to teach the girls enough climate science to enable them to challenge him.  If anyone could persuade the CEO of 

Global Oil, it was Safa and Imogen.  Alexis had only been partly persuaded by this strategy.  Lewis however was 

adamant, as he was about most things. 

Imogen had already suffered one of Lewis’s lectures.  When she was summoned to the kitchen table again, she 

looked anxious.  She sat far back in the chair with her arms stiff by her sides. Lewis placed a globe, and a large bottle 

of tonic water between them on the table. 

"Safa!" shouted Imogen and her sister who was having a dance class with Alexis in the next room entered almost 

immediately. Safa sat next to Imogen, leaning back in her chair with wary disdain. 

"I'm explaining vicious cycles to Imogen,” explained Lewis too cheerily. "Well. up in the north of Russia,” he 

pointed on the globe, "is Siberia - it's cold - even in the summer the ground is frozen. But as the Arctic melts due to 

global heating, so does Siberia.  But Siberia and other places like it, Canada for example, have vast quantities of frozen 

ground ready to rot when it warms up. As Siberia melts the ground unfreezes, the half rotted vegetation in the soil 

starts to rot too, and this creates methane which is released to the atmosphere." 

At this point Lewis unscrewed the top of the tonic bottle a little, and bubbles rose to the top. Anyway, the 

problem is, methane is a greenhouse gas like CO2, but it's at least 20 times worse. So if you think about it, we have 

another vicious cycle. Siberia warms. Methane is released." Lewis demonstrated again with his bottle. "Methane 

creates more warming of Siberia. Yet more methane is released and so on." At this point he opened the top of the 

bottle too enthusiastically, and it overflowed, Imogen emitted a little squeak, and Lewis ran for a cloth. 

“Shit”. As he wiped the kitchen table Lewis continued, "It's another vicious cycle, like I say. Now -  the trouble is, 

scientists can't predict how fast this vicious cycle might happen. So they just ignore it in their reports” 

"They bloody don't!" interrupted Safa leaning forward, “The permafrost melt is in the IPCC reports." 

"Beg to differ Safa it’s…" 

"The permafrost feedback mechanism has been known about for decades, the IPCC would never miss that out!" 

Safa leaned back shaking her head with a wry grin. 

Lewis sighed, "Hang on, I'll show you,” he said as he left the room. 

"He's a fucking nutter,” spat Safa. 

"Don't swear," whispered Imogen crossly, "no one will ever marry you if you keep swearing." 

“I don’t want to marry anybody. I’m going to live with Fabien.” 
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A little later Lewis returned with a printout of the report held together with a string tag, and handed it to Safa. 

“It’s Policy implications of warming permafrost  UNEP read….” 

"Who’s UNEP?” 

“Says on the back. United Nations Environmental Programme,” answered Lewis “Okay, have a look at the 

executive summary – no hang on, just read this bit on the back cover.  Very last paragraph in the report - here." 

Safa snatched the document exhaling angrily, and read it.  

“Out loud” said Imogen. 

 "Climate projections in the fifth assessment report do not account for carbon dioxide and methane emissions from 

thawing permafrost." Safa flinched and muttered, "Jesus!" under her breath. She reread the sentence to herself 

closely, thought for a moment, stared at Lewis, then slammed the report down on the table. 

"You’ve fucked with this report. I don't believe it. You’ve forged it somehow." 

Imogen's face darkened with confusion.  Lewis leant towards her gently, "You know scientists say we must not go 

above two degrees C? Well even two degrees is far too much, because the scientists have not so far included the 

melting of permafrost. Like I was just explaining with the bottle.  It’s a huge omission, the greenhouse gases frozen in 

permafrost are about twice what is already in the atmosphere." 

Safa waved dismissively at him, "Show me that report online. You’ve fiddled with it" 

"We’re off-line here." 

"Oh!  Well how very convenient!" Safa jabbed a finger at Lewis, "Admit it!  You fucked with that report." 

"Safa!" Imogen huffed. “Remember what I told you.” 

“Use your phone,” said Safa. “There must be some kind of signal here. Look it up, go on." 

“I can’t - I’d be traced by GCHQ.” 

“Use mine then. Put the batteries back in.” 

Lewis laughed, “You must think I’m a gold-plated idiot!” 

“You mean to tell me you don’t have any phone you can use here?” 

“Not without appearing on a screen in Cheltenham, no. I’ll get IPCC 5. " 

“You’ll have fiddled with that too.” 

Imogen looked up at Lewis. “Can I ask a question?” 

Lewis smiled and his voice softened, “Of course.”  
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“When do we get to drink the tonic?” 

Lewis stared at her for a few beats, then got up from the table with a despairing expression.  He turned to Safa 

with a pleading tone, “Look. Why can’t you accept that scientists omit permafrost thawing, in fact, lots of major 

feedback mechanisms, because they are just too unpredictable to quantify." 

"They can't just ignore them!" 

“Well, they do. Scientists couldn't agree the figures, and it's only agreed figures that are allowed into the report. 

So they had to ignore permafrost melting.  Says so on the back of the report.” 

Safa shook her head, “If that were true we’d be completely fucked and it would be all over the media." 

Lewis leant towards her, "Not fucked if we take really drastic action to cut fossil fuel burning by Turning Off the 

Taps. Its no use trying to control the users of fossil fuels. You just have to prevent the fuel getting to them in the first 

place. And your father. He could do that. He has his hands on the tap." 

Safa shook her head, "You’re so naïve. He’s, not that powerful." 

“One of the biggest oil companies in the world. If he moves, the others will follow. And if they don't, we'll have to 

force them too." 

There was silence for some time, broken by Imogen, "The scientists know how to stop warming so it's not going to 

happen." 

"Who told you that?" asked Lewis. 

"Daddy." 

"Did he?" 

“Not diddy”, said Imogen crossly, “Daddy." 

Safa laughed. “Daddy’s right too, isn’t he?” 

Imogen answered with an emphatic, “Yes.” 

 

jump 

Lewis  and Alexis Proctor  were whispering together on the kitchen sofa. Global Oil had failed to respond to their 

reports, or messages.  These had all been delivered by Tanya, an ex lover of Lewis’s who lived on the mainland.  She 

used snail-mail to ensure that she could not be traced. 

“What worries me,” said Lewis, “is that that they will have had lots of communications from people pretending to 

be us, asking for money. Should we send photos of the girls to prove that Tanya’s letters really are from us?” 
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“It’s not going to work is it Lewis, whatever we do?” 

“We’re not on our own. Think what would happen if everyone did what we are doing.  We are just the first rock 

that starts the avalanche.” 

Imogen entered in tears, and on seeing them began to wail and bellow.   Her face was wet with tears, and her 

eyes glowered from under lowered eyebrows. 

“I want to go home!” 

Alexis leaned forward and opened her arms. “Oh Imogen, you poor thing, you do look upset. Come here 

sweetheart.” Alexis and Lewis exchanged secret looks. The sympathetic gesture of Alexis’ open arms drew two huge 

sobs from Imogen, but when she was just about to step into her embrace she stopped herself. 

“If you don't take me home…” her bottom lip trembled and her eyes seemed to bounce about the room.  “I’m 

going to jump out of the bedroom window.” 

“What?" 

“Then you’ll have to take me to hospital, and the nurses will take me home!” Imogen was so taken by the image 

of the benevolent nurses that she bellowed up at the ceiling like a wounded cow. 

Lewis sat up, “Hey Imogen. That would really hurt you know. Jumping out of the window! Have you ever broken a 

bone?” 

Imogen shook her head and and another gigantic sob bubbled up from somewhere very deep. Alexis looked 

intently into Imogen's eyes and spoke softly, “Tomorrow darling, we will go to the beach. There will be a picnic and 

you can choose your own sandwich filling. You can choose your own drink. And we will play whatever games you 

want.” 

It takes a beat or two for this to sink in. 

“Lewis too?” 

“Lewis too,” answered Alexis without hesitation. A few more beats of silence. 

“Will there be seals?” 

“Maybe. There will definitely be crabs in the rock pools.” 

Imogen stood up straight and looked from side to side, avoiding eye contact. Strands of her fine hair were stuck to 

her tear-wet cheeks, and her face was flushed with the effort of wailing. 

“Okay.   I'll jump from my bedroom window after the picnic.” 

Lewis guffawed, then tried to turn it into a coughing fit.  Alexis remained placid and focussed, she frowned deeply 

and tapped the settee next to her, and obediently, in one quick movement, Imogen swung round to sit there. Alexis 
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secretly gave Lewis a penetrating, narrow-eyed stare, then hugged Imogen and whispered “What do you find most 

difficult about being here Imogen?” 

Imogen just wept silently into the crook of Alexis’ arm, who tried again: “What could we do to make your life 

better? We want you to be happy.” 

A bovine bellow of quite astonishing volume erupted from the little girl and Alexis flinched away from her. When 

it was finished it still seemed to echo around the walls. Then Alexis put her arm back even more tightly around Imogen 

and whispered, “If there was one thing you could wish for, one thing you could ask us to do for you, what would it 

be?” 

Imogen’s voice was small and muffled by Alexis’s cardigan, “Take me home!” 

“Soon, soon. But before we can take you home, what would it be? A present perhaps?” 

“Anything?” 

“Well, anything that is actually possible. If you say please turn Lewis into a kangaroo I might have problems…..  

but I would try.” 

Imogen coughed out, “Ha!”and Alexis added, “Can you think of anything else?” 

Imogen was silent, the sobs stilled by thought. Then her body gave a little start. 

“Minky!” 

“Your dog?” 

“Yes, I want Minky to play with.” 

Alexis looked at Lewis who, out of Imogen’s vision, was shaking his head emphatically. 

“Okay precious, we’ll get Minky for you.” 

Lewis mouthed a silent, “What?!” with wide eyes, then emitted an exaggerated sigh.  He stood in front of Imogen, 

with his hands on his knees. 

“Imogen!” she looked at him warily, from the crook of Alexis’ arm. 

“I don't think you would actually jump. Do you know how much that would hurt?” 

“I would jump. I want to go home" 

“If you were going to jump, you would have jumped already.” 

“Lewis!” growled Alexis from between clenched teeth, then her voice went treacle  sweet: “But you won’t jump if 

we get Minky?” 

Imogen did not answer this question, just buried her face into Alexis’ shoulder. 
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“There there.  Lewis – cut the grass.” 

“But…” 

“Cut the grass.” 

Imogen lounged in Alexis’s arms for some time, a mower burst into life, and Alexis began to hum quietly. Imogen 

drifted in a reverie of remembrance: her mother before she left, before she died, before she abandoned them all to 

the cruelty of a world without her.  Other women never smelt like her mother, were never as solid and were always 

strange is some way or other, but some had her dignity and peace. 

“We’re going to the beach tomorrow!” said Alexis. “Sea, crabs, maybe seals!” 

Imogen thought for a moment, then left silently.  Lewis sat down at the grand piano, and Alexis stood by the 

window.  She leaned heavily on the window sill, turned her face away from Lewis, and began to cry.  When she fell in 

love with Lewis she thought herself so lucky.  But she had caught too big a fish, and it was pulling her out of the boat. 

 

escape 

Safa was not keen on Imogen sleeping in her bed. But she's her sister - how can she refuse? So she stoically 

endured the midnight wriggles and the garbled and indistinct dream talk. 

The only television was in Lewis's bedroom so they had spent most evenings playing a raucous card game called 

‘Racing Demon,’ Safa had hoped this would wear Imogen out.  It hadn't.   

"What are we going to do Safa?" Imogen was lying in bed beside her and the lights were out, but the whites of 

her eyes were clear and bright. Safa remained silent but Imogen’s eyes continued to search her face from a very close 

distance. 

“What are we going to do?” 

"Go to sleep, I hope." 

"I mean about being kidnapped." 

"Well, I must admit, I've been thinking, we're going to have to escape." Safa whispered quietly 

"Really? How? We’re on an island." 

“Shhhhh," Imogen snuggled up to her sister and was still for the first time that day as Safa explained. "There's a 

rowing boat tied to that jetty by the beach, it's padlocked and chained around a post, but I think we can saw through 

the post. There are two islands close to ours, and I've seen lights on one at night. We’ll row there." 

"You can't row." The statement was emphatic. 

"Back and forth, in and out, how hard can it be?" 
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"You can't row, and I can't swim." 

"You won't need to swim, we’ve got a boat." 

"How are you going to saw the boat free? We haven't got a saw." 

“There’s one in the utility room." 

"I can't swim Safa,” said Imogen sadly 

"Go to sleep." 

"Are there armbands, or anything? Lifebelts?" 

"I don't remember. Look Imogen, we are just going to have to take the risk. You can't stay here all by yourself. 

And I'm going." 

Imogen wondered why she couldn't stay, but if her sister thought that she couldn't, that was reason enough. She 

challenged most people, but not her big sister. “When?” 

“Soon.  I just need to hide a saw from the utility room in the garden.  Maybe tomorrow.”  Safa’s soul sank when 

she heard herself say this. 

 

boat 

Alexis kept thinking of Lewis’s yacht tied to the jetty.  Yes, there were rip tides, but if she motored out when the 

tide was slack, surely she could make the nearby island and raise the alarm.  But she would give it one more go: 

“Lewis? You awake?” 

A grunt. 

“I’ve been thinking.  I think we should stop now, we’ve got the publicity.  I think, if we give ourselves up now, it 

would be better for public relations, and you wouldn’t spend years in prison.  What do you think?” 

“You little shit.” 

Alexis remained silent, to let her words sink in. 

“Alexis, that is unforgivable.” 

She still let the words sink in.  He leaned on his elbow and looked her in the face. “So you’re going to betray me?  

You fancy being an imprisoned single mother?  With no husband? Riches to rags in one single bound? ” 

Alexis looked him back in the eye.  “I could cope. I’d have to. No alternative.” 

“We’ve been over this. Over and over.  Politics has failed, getting worse if anything.” 

“I know, I know” 

 “Fossil fuel industry has government by the balls.” 

“I know.” 

“So ordinary people have to take the reins.  Who else?” 

“But we’re just two people against …. we’re powerless…” 
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“Well, we certainly are if we give up.  We have to fight back.  Like those young spitfire pilots.” His intense gaze 

bored into her soul, “And it’s not just us.  Others will follow our lead. A domino effect. We have to try for that.  The 

next big thing, is a lot of little things.” 

“Would they though?  Follow our lead?” 

“Alexis.  When we were planning this, I asked you point blank whether you were prepared to take the risk, make 

the sacrifice.” 

“I know.” 

“You can’t just go back on that promise now.” 

“But that was a hypothetical promise, made before we met the girls. Honestly Lewis, I can hardly look them in the 

eye.”  

Lewis moved even closer. “What’s your problem? Is it really that you can’t bear to hurt the girls?   Or is it that 

you’re just an obedient, compliant, well brought up working class girl, who can’t bear to break the law?  Even if the 

law is protecting an industry intent on wiping out the natural world.”   

She looked away.  There was another reason on her list, that she daren’t tell Lewis, that their action might only 

discredit the environmental movement, and so make climate breakdown even more likely.  How had she got herself 

into this ridiculous situation? Other people led such normal lives, why was she not one of them? But she knew why: 

because she had fallen under the spell of Lewis Proctor, loved him, even married him. 

Lewis turned away from her, “Anyway its all hypothetical. There’s no way you can contact the outside world from 

here.  So you might as well get used to sticking with what you agreed.” 

If she did sail to safety and save the girls, he would say she was just another fugitive from reality. Just another a 

help-mate for planet-destroying capitalism. Another member of that compliant army of lemmings, ready to hurl, not 

themselves, but their own children and grandchildren over the cliff. And there was something in that, it was more 

comfortable following the herd. 

She’d hoped the conversation would clarify the situation, but now she felt confused and undecided.  She turned 

away from him and cried silently. 

 

sand 

The next morning Imogen flung the bedroom window open wide.  The sun sparkled from a newborn sky, casting 

sharp shadows on the grass, and blackbirds washed themselves in the stone birdbath by the pond.  Lewis’s grass 

cutting had leant the garden a tidy grace. 

Something caught Imogen’s eye beneath her window.  She heaved herself up to get a better view.  It was a pale 

pink double mattress.   

She had decided after some considerable thought, that the first game would be grandmother’s footsteps, and 

that she would win, whatever it took. 

§ 
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A breeze scurried over the beach and ruffled the feathers of a herring-gull watching from the shallows. Safa was 

fiddling with Lewis's ancient scientific calculator, and Imogen, her composure scrambled by the erratic wind, and the 

prospect of a day at the beach, was jumping on the spot with manic glee, knees bent and bum protruding. 

Alexis fondled her pregnant belly on a bright zigzag beach towel next to the picnic hamper. Clouds skitted over a 

grey blue sky and parts of the sea surface were turned matt by the ruffling wind. August now. It was warm despite the 

bluster, and fortified by a pancake breakfast the two sisters were relaxed and warmhearted. 

Safa found it impossible to sustain the anger and resentment that her abduction demanded, it just wasn't in her 

nature. She checked herself when she found she was getting too friendly, endeavouring to maintain a front of 

dignified contempt. It was easy to remain distant from Lewis, he still unsettled her, the aura of his fame surrounded 

him despite his becoming familiar to her now, and he was in any case always on the periphery, a transient and self 

absorbed presence. Alexis was more difficult to keep emotionally at a distance. She was a woman after all, so they 

were from the same tribe.  Just by the beach was the little jetty with the rowing boat chained to it.  She had noticed 

there were oars in the boat.  She was mustering the courage to escape one night and was almost there.  Then she 

noticed that Alexis had wandered over to the boat, and was paying it far too much attention for her liking. 

Lewis had set Safa a problem she could not pass over: worldwide 130 million babies were born each year, if each 

was represented by a grain of sand, how big would the pile of sand be? Imogen had answered with a jump and a 

spread of her arms, “Massive!" she said.    

Safa, with the help of Lewis's calculator had arrived at a more considered answer – a cube of sand with a 25 cm 

side had about 130 million grains, and so represented a year of babies. But she couldn't quite believe it, and checked 

she hadn’t misused the calculator’s cube-root function.  No, she had it right. 

“About a 25 cm cube,” she shouted to Lewis who was scanning the sand for the little breathing holes that 

betrayed the hiding place of clams. 

“For 130 million?” 

"Yes, I checked.” 

“Right. Let's say my foot is about 25 cm long – just an estimate right.” Lewis made a neat square of footmarks and 

pointed at it: “One year’s babies. If that's the top of the cube I mean.” Then he stepped out ten squares. “A decade of 

babies.” 

Then, arms out to maintain his balance, he pigeon stepped a larger square of footprints in a neat pattern on the 

sand, ten footprints long, and ten wide . He was lithe and not very tanned, the tendons in his large feet were 

prominent as he counted his steps out loud. Soon he had a ten by ten foot square, and he pointed at it:  “A century of 

babies”. 

Imogen looked at the square of sand thoughtfully. Lewis bent down to pick up a grain from a future square, 

“What’s he called?” he asked. 
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 “Iqbal!”shouted Imogen without hesitation and Alexis laughed, “Find one called Imogen!”  This didn’t take 

Imogen long, she picked up a grain, placed it on her palm, then spoke to it.  “Hello Imogen, I'm called Imogen too!” 

And she did her bum-out-knees-bent-jumping-on-the-spot again. 

Lewis continued with his pigeon stepping, arms outstretched,  soon he had a new pattern of footprints on the 

sand, a larger square. He pointed at it. 

“So this big square is a millennium of babies.” 

Alexis pointed at it,  “Imogen! In 1000 years, every grain of sand - a baby.” 

Safa stood to look at the square. It was big, but not that big, about the size of a tennis court. Lewis had now 

begun to pace out these tennis courts on the beach shouting back after completing each one, “Two millennia… Three 

millennia…” and so on. There were about 11 millennia of babies on their beach, 11 tennis courts. Alexis waved at two 

of Lewis’s boxes, “About the number of babies born since the birth of Christ,” she said, then got lost in some private 

thought.  

Safa got it, Alexis didn’t need to spell it out, if there was runaway climate breakdown it would last for millennia.  

So many of the changes would be irreversible.   A mind-boggling number of people would be affected. 

Safa felt tearful and angry. She never asked to be born into a family with such a crushing responsibility. Her 

father's attitude to all this was schizophrenic. On the one hand he said there was no problem, the science was 

exaggerated and so was  “too enthusiastically catastrophic” but this went against Safa’s own understanding of how 

science worked, with its checks and double checks, and its meticulous attention to holding variables constant, to 

significant figures, and other nitpicking nicities. You could be enthusiastic about science, but science could not be 

“enthusiastic”. No, it apprehended nature with a cold, dispassionate precision. 

Yet her father claimed strong scientific backing for his own views. But what troubled her most was a slow 

realisation that her father held two contradictory views at once. On the one hand he told her that climate change was 

under control so the Arctic would not melt much more than it had already.  But then her drama teacher told her that 

Global Oil was planning to drill for oil in the Arctic when it had melted.  Safa had shaken her head emphatically at this 

accusation. "No way! The Arctic is a nature reserve - you can’t drill there.”   The drama teacher didn’t reply, just 

narrowed her eyes, but when Safa had checked online she found the drama teacher had been right, and she felt a chill 

in the pit of her stomach. She’d been born with guilty genes. 

She loved science, how each piece in the jigsaw clicked so perfectly into place, and the pattern on the jigsaw 

always lined up, even showed patterns you had not been looking for.   She loved mathematics too, how with elegant, 

even terse simplicity, it accounted for the world. Everything mapped onto numbers, and numbers mapped onto 

everything, and if you turned the handle on the mathematical calculating machine, out popped the answer with a cute 

little sigh.  

How could something so flimsy, and insubstantial as numbers and equations hold nature in its thrall? She once 

watched a science teacher, Miss Duckworth - splendidly she was over 6 feet tall, but still wore heels and took just 

three steps to get from the classroom door to the teacher's desk.  Here, she would pull her hair back in a ponytail, 
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shake it, and then say “right!” at the start of each lesson as if she were about to do a magic trick. For Safa many 

lessons were a magic trick.    

One lesson she remembered particularly, was where Miss Duckworth had shown how Sir Isaac Newton had 

proved that the moon was held in place by the Earth's gravity, in just a few lines on the board. There, on the board, 

the cosmos was revealed, whipped into place by the great mind of Newton and a little elementary algebra.    As the 

last line of the proof was completed, and as the penny dropped in Safa’s mind, Miss Duckworth swung from the board 

on her right heel, spread her arms and said, “Taaa raaa!”  as if she were a magician on a music-hall stage. The 

argument was almost comic in its simplicity.  Half a dozen lines of algebra, and the moon explained. A little bubble of 

glee tingled up Safa’s spine. Everyone in the class laughed at Miss Duckworth's bit of theatre, except Safa, who was 

stilled by wonder, mouth agape.  

 Lesson after lesson revealed science to her, and, she was slowly accepting, this science had revealed her father to 

be self-deluded. Safa squirmed from this realisation, and did her best to deny it by the simple expedient of not 

thinking about it. But this was now no longer possible.  

Imogen approached Safa with the bright sun behind her, she had taken one grain of sand from three millennia 

ahead, or so she said, Safa doubted that she really understood. She showed Safa a grain on the end of her finger.  “It’s 

Iqbal” she said.  She then put him on top of a rock near her towel and began talking to him. She was good at playing by 

herself, she fell down the rabbit hole of her own imagination with indecent ease. It turned out that Iqbal was a horse 

breeder from Kazakhstan, which was a country her father often visited for work, but never took them to. Iqbal bred 

horses for the King of Iran apparently.  

Then Safa was  distracted by a little fibre-glass fishing boat rounding the headland with two men aboard. Lewis 

pulled his sun hat down over his face and put his hands on his hips to watch it pass. Alexis lay down on her beach 

towel and made a little humming sound while keeping the boat in view, it was quite a way out. 

It took a moment before Safa realised the opportunity it afforded. 

“Help!” she bellowed waving her arms and jumping on the spot. Lewis was upon her before her second “help” 

was out, attacking from behind, in one easy movement, he brought Safa down to the floor, gagging her with his right 

hand. They struggled together in a fury of limbs and sand, but Lewis was stronger, and Safa was soon stilled by a 

shortage of breath. 

“I'll let you go if you promise to be quiet,” said Lewis. Safa nodded, and he released his grip slowly and cautiously. 

Safa then sat up wiping her eyes, she got into a squat position, pretending to inspect her foot, then, like a sprinter 

from the blocks she belted down the beach towards the boat, screaming her head off, pursued by Lewis, now also 

shouting.  In an effort to throw the fishermen off the scent, Lewis giggled and squealed. But the boat soon rounded 

the headland. Just before it disappeared from view one of the fishermen waved back to them, and a little bubble of 

hope rose in her. But the boat did not return. 

“Why didn’t you help?” said Lewis to Alexis, but she turned away and did not answer. 
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Safa spent the rest of the day sulking in the sun.  She was thinking of her father, walking round and around the 

fact she couldn’t deny, or confront, that he ran a business that had pressed a doom button more destructive than any 

nuclear arsenal.  

On their way back to the house in late afternoon, the best of the sun over, she stopped on a high point on the 

cliffs and looked about her.  From this vantage point she could see they were encircled by the sea, on a small island 

somewhere.  They’ll never find us here she thought.  She looked back at the little beach where they had spent the day 

and her eyes filled. All those grains of sand, all those millennia of babies, all those people’s lives, the Iqbals and the 

Imogens. And her father wielding his gigantic company like a wrecking ball, blindly believing it did no harm. 

 

Tanya 

 Tanya, one of Lewis’s ex lovers, was pretty sure stealing the dog would be impossible, Magnus Stone’s house 

would be secure and well alarmed, but she promised to look into it.   Alexis had pointed out that the dog was let out 

during the day, and like any dog would like biscuits and female dogs on heat. Could she lure him out of his garden? 

First she needed a photograph if she were not to steal the wrong dog. At home in her little attic office Tanya 

searched Safa’s and Imogen’s social media sites for photos that might include Minky. The most recent entries were 

from friends astonished and distraught at the kidnapping, but older posts had photographs, and two of them included 

Minky. None of them were very useful for identification. 

Then she tried their Twitter timelines hoping for a better photograph.  There she found a deluge of sympathy and 

concern so great, that she realised she could be doing this all day.   But she was used to computer searching, though 

she usually searched academic journals, online books, and technical websites.  Her research training had sharpened 

her searching skills, rendering them artful and patient.  So she searched the timelines for ‘Minky’, and ‘pet’ but found 

nothing, then she searched for ‘dog’.  One tweet came up. 

It was Minky, a small lurcher with wavy grey hair, sitting on the local railway station platform. The tweet said 

“Waiting for the kidnapped Stone girls, hoping to find them on the 16:32.  One lonely and loyal dog. #BreaksMyHeart.”  

There was an excellent photograph with the tweet, the dog sitting pertly, with ears forward, staring down the line at 

their local station. 

 Did the dog always wait on the platform for the 16:32? Could it be that easy? 

Tanya looked at her watch. She wouldn't be able to make it today, but would try tomorrow and in the meantime, 

buy some dog biscuits. 

§ 

Safa opened the door to the kitchen and stopped dead, so that Imogen, running up behind, bumped into her. 

Minky was curled up dozing on a blanket by the French windows . “Minky?” shouted Safa still disbelieving. 
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On seeing Safa and Imogen the dog exploded from his bed whelping.  His paws were unable to get a grip as his 

claws scraped and clattered over the tile floor.  He skated towards them with his legs lolling and gangling, and his tail 

whirling in a circle. He whimpered in a frenzy of delight but had too much speed so overshot them wildly, crashing into 

a kitchen cupboard.  

 "Like a hog on ice” quoted Lewis laughing. 

Imogen and Safa burst into a mixture of laughter and tears. They turned their back to Lewis, embraced Minky, 

closed their eyes, and sobbed, almost smothering the dog who licked every patch of skin he could reach.  

Lewis stood watching with his back against the cooker and his arms folded, smiling wryly.  All he could see of the 

dog were his hind legs which trembled with glee.  

 

Globe 

On the way to the beach Safa noticed again, chained to the jetty, that rowing boat. Beyond the jetty, a few miles 

away, was the island she could see from their bedroom.  It was time to escape.  She felt nervous about that as she 

walked to what would be their last day on the beach.  

Imogen chased the oyster-catchers that paddled in the shallows, her magenta swimming costume set aglow on 

this cloudless morning. The birds frolicked briskly looking smart with their white shirt-fronts and black dinner-jackets. 

They chirruped cheerfully to each other as they probed the shallows with their long orange beaks. Imogen rushed at 

them waving her arms while imitating their burbling conversation. They flew off of course, only to land a little further 

down the beach, and then the fun repeated. 

Lewis was digging for clams nearby. "Hey Imogen, leave them to feed, they haven't finished their breakfast." 

Imogen's mouth curled down and after a little thought she began throwing clumps of sand at the waves. Then she 

decided she was a horse, and began leaping around the shallows, over the incoming waves. 

The girls were allowed neither TV nor radio, so Safa was missing her favourite radio stations, but she was allowed 

her MP3 player, so she lay on her beach towel next to the picnic basket with her earphones in reading John Banville 

with a dictionary beside her. The odd yacht did sail by, but so far out that there was no chance of attracting its 

occupants’ attention. 

Safa was intrigued that Alexis had brought a garden spade with her to the beach with which she soon set about 

working on a considerable sand construction. Soon she had a pile of sand about knee-high, with a flat top rather like a 

low coffee-table. Safa thought this bland construction might be a sandcastle for Imogen to decorate. Alexis patted the 

sand down firmly, then with the help of Lewis, she picked up huge flat rocks, and placed them on top of her flat sand 

pile as if to roof it. What was she doing? In any case, the tide would come in soon, and wash it all away. It was a puzzle 

but Safa decided not to ask about it, she preferred to remain aloof and disparaging, and was not prepared to dignify 

Alexis's efforts with her curiosity.   
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Meanwhile Imogen, beginning to brown despite Alexis’s meticulous application of factor 20 sun cream, was still 

leaping over wavelets, and chasing off gulls, this time with a large horsewhip of kelp in one hand, and her bathing hat 

in the other, her appetite for physical effort seemed insatiable. 

"A seal! A seal!" shouted Imogen in a glass shattering top ‘C’.  She pointed out to sea, and  sure enough only 

twenty metres out, a  seal bobbed in the slow moving waves, eyeing them with evident curiosity. 

Alexis stood on tiptoe and shouted to Lewis, then she turned to Safa, with a radiant expression, "Come on!" and 

with that she sprinted to the sea picking up face mask and flippers with one hand, and Imogen with the other, with 

one sweep of her strong dancers arm.  She put Imogen on her hip and Safa felt a pang of pain, they looked so good 

together, live, tanned and beautiful both.  And they brought to her an image of her mother doing the same in 

Morocco. It wasn't right that Alexis, their abductor, had supplanted their mother. 

Imogen rather over-interpreted safety warnings that Alexis had given her earlier, she solemnly put her flippers 

and mask on, and walked into the water with uncharacteristic calm, then swam out to Alexis and Lewis. The seal 

approached them its head popped up every now and again in unlikely places, Alexis performed a dumb point towards 

it, except when it came up behind her so she didn't see it which made Imogen giggle silently. Despite his big doleful 

eyes and puppy dog face Imogen decided the seal was an old man because of his white whiskers. But he soon left. The 

beach then seemed grey and lifeless as if a holy presence had deserted them leaving the place dull and bereft. The sun 

went behind a cloud as if it were providing the stage lighting, and thought a subdued atmosphere more appropriate 

now the seal had gone. 

Safa swam out face down with her snorkel. She sought a distance between her and Alexis.  Despite her wet suit 

she was beginning to feel cold when she saw the seal again. He saw her too, and began to swim below her swift and 

silent in the still clear waters. He spiralled, barrel rolled, looped-the-loop, as if he were a plane in an airshow, ending 

his display with a series of sinuous spiralling curves drawing a playful arabesque in the sun sparkled water. He was 

trying to cheer her up. Safa trod water entranced, and lay still, heart beating, offering her flipper for him to inspect.  

He declined the offer, just looked at her sweetly with his huge brown eyes. Then he limboed beheath her legs and 

darted off to deeper water. She was left in a state of hypnotised peace, the first she had experienced since coming on 

the island. 

§ 

Imogen stood beside Alexis, she was in a receptive mood, having been thrilled by the seal, and sated by fried 

banana slices. Alexis began blowing up an inflatable globe, fresh from its packet.  Safa sighed: a lesson was about to 

begin. Lewis hovered with his arms folded, his trunks still dripping from the swim. Safa felt pleasantly exhausted, but 

she was struck by an uneasy thought. She felt quite at home here, as if Lewis and Alexis were friends. But they were 

not. They most definitely were not. But she found it so difficult to stop herself acting warmly towards them. It seemed 

her default position was always to think the best of people, rather like Imogen, even when they kidnapped and 

manipulated you. How could that be? She resolved to maintain her contempt, to keep it cold, and to nurture her bad 

will. She would say nothing to them she thought to herself, avoid eye contact, not even look at them. Like you're 

supposed to do with a dangerous dog. 
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"See this!" said Alexis triumphantly pointing at her pile of sand which she had roofed with large flat rocks. "It's my 

model of the South Pole.” Alexis kept looking at Safa, but Safa just watched the horizon, though she had 

surreptitiously put her MP3 on pause so that she could hear. 

"The South Pole?" said Imogen, ”Where are the penguins?"  

Alexis’ face fell, "We'll put those on later." 

"And the polar bears." 

"Actually polar bears are only on the North Pole." 

Alexis picked up her blow-up globe and pointed to the poles, ”See, polar bears are here, Penguins are here." 

Imogen's expression darkened and she spoke in a sinister tone, "That's because polar bears eat penguins." She 

looked round for approval. 

"Don't be daft!" Laughed Lewis, who was immediately silenced by a look of daggers from Alexis. 

“SO! These rocks on top of the sand table I’ve made,” said Alexis, "are the ice sheet, huge huge huge ice sheet the 

size of Europe, the size of Russia. Bigger than the USA." 

"Bigger than Slough?" asked Imogen. 

"Well yes, hell of a lot bigger, probably one million Sloughs." 

“What a thought,” said Lewis, who then turned his back with his shoulders shaking. 

“LEWIS!… So to continue, the rock is the ice sheet, the sand is the ice that the ice sheet is standing on. Okay?" 

“Okay," said Imogen doubtfully, "but there still aren't any penguins." 

"Okay Imogen, can you please find one penguin. One penguin to put on the ice sheet?" 

"Penguins like being together. In herds." 

"Flocks you mean. Okay,” said Alexis defeated, "So they do. Would you please find me, a flock of penguins?" 

Imogen’s face dropped, ”What real ones?"  

Alexis closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them smiling.  “No, we’ll use stones for penguins. Can you 

please find me a flock of stones to be penguins?" 

Imogen needed no further encouragement and raced around picking up pebbles. "We can have shells for 

penguins too, they can be the baby ones!" Soon a large flock of penguins graced the ice sheet all carefully placed by 

Imogen who took some trouble to tell them they were on the south pole because they would be eaten on the north 

one. Alexis nodded."Very very nice penguins Imogen. Thank you." 

"We need reindeers." 
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“No.  There are no reindeers on the South Pole." 

Imogen stamped forward triuphantly with her hands on her hips, "Santa has reindeers, and he lives on the north 

pole!” 

"This is the South Pole,” replied Alexis evenly. 

Imogen cocked her head to signal reluctant agreement, “Oh." 

Alexis had the air of someone out of her depth, she turned her back a moment and looked at the ground, then 

she looked briefly in Safa’s direction.  She had her back to her, and was shaking slightly with silent laughter. 

 

Mistake 

Fabien was inhabiting a tumbledown life. The bat wing of Satan had cast its shadow over him. Safa was suffering 

at the hands of terrorists, and who knew what she was enduring. He knew what extremists were capable of, from his 

childhood in Nigeria and Cameroon. 

And who was searching for her? Who was in charge of her salvation?  Two police officers, vindictive oafs who had 

no love in their hearts, no humanity, and whose principal concern seemed to be to make each other laugh.  

To have found Safa, to have discovered love, and to have had it immediately snatched away was a cruel trick. He 

knew the phrase ‘lovesick’ but grew up with no inkling of what it actually meant, until now. 

Visions of him and Safa in the shower assailed him cruelly, the ecstasy of clinging to her as the warm water 

streamed down upon them, with her hands stroking his back and buttocks, nights in a van with the candles and little 

oil lamp, nagged him constantly. What he feared most was that she would be ripped from him, she would be killed in 

a mad revenge by these terrorists, or she would be so unsettled by the experience of the kidnap, that she would no 

longer be the Safa he knew, and would no longer want him. 

But what most hurt was his own impotence, there was simply nothing he could do, yet those in charge of finding 

her seemed abjectly incompetent, their only interest was in humiliating those trying to help them. Everyone, they 

believed, was beneath them. He had seen this extreme ego manifestation before in the petty criminals of Nigeria and 

Cameroon, their pathological desire to pump themselves up, by putting others down. And these were the people in 

charge of Safa’s salvation? What hope was there? 

Lying in this despair in his warm bed one morning he went back over the interrupted conversation in the cinema 

concerning where Lewis had gone. The director’s aide used that strange phrase “secret location”. But something was 

not right. He replayed the memory. Secret location? No! That wasn't quite it. The word was not secret, but something 

snootier.  He snatched his phone, and found an online thesaurus, typed in “secret" and waited for the synonyms. 

There were about 50, arranged in columns. But one word, at the top of the second column lept out at him 

“undisclosed”. That was it! But when he had got back from the police interview he had searched for ‘secret’, not 

‘undisclosed’ location. 

Still naked from bed Fabien opened his laptop swearing under his breath in French. He typed in "Lewis Proctor 

undisclosed location” and his search engine came up with a news report with a photograph. He stared at the image, 

and zoomed in on it.  
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Lewis was sitting at a grand piano, and next to him according to the caption was his manager one Matthew 

Granvel-Sinclair. It was clearly in a living room, a very domestic environment in a large house and through the window 

was a large garden leading to the sea. Around the grand piano were some musicians, some dancers and his wife 

Alexis. Some of the dancers he recognised from the cinema. The caption beneath the photo read “Lewis Proctor and 

his troupe rehearsing in an undisclosed location.” 

The article provided no further useful information.  Fabien stared at the photo for some time.  There was a grand 

piano. Fabien remembered the director had said that Lewis would not entertain staying at a place without a grand 

piano.   

Fabien started searching again, this time for property owned by the manager, Matthew Granvel-Sinclair. 

According to the land registry, a search that cost him a fiver he could not afford, Matthew Granvel-Sinclair owned a 

house in the Scilly Islands just  off the Cornwall coast which had a private beach and quay or landing stage. It was all 

adding up. He had the address.  And the Scilly Isles were but a short sail from the mainland. 

What was he to do with this information? Go back to the detectives who had undermined him and risk further 

humiliation and inaction? Or should he  just check out the Scilly Isles house for himself and see if Lewis was there. If 

Safa was there. Then he could tell the police.  At present the papers reported that they believed Lewis was in Brittany 

or the US. 

 

 

 

ice-sheet 

 

Back on the beach the tide began to come in, wavelets lapped ominously at Alexis’s sand and rock structure. 

"See what's happening Imogen?” said Alexis. 

"The penguins! The penguins are going to drown!” 

"Penguins can swim silly,” said Alexis crossly, "Look, the sea is warmer than the ice sheet, it melts away the ice at 

the bottom of the ice sheet.  The sand is doing what the ice at the bottom would do.” 

A larger wavelet obligingly washed some sand away. ”See? So what do you think is going to happen?" 

Imogen looked concerned, “I think the penguins should run to the other end.” 

"That's interesting, why?" 

"I think the rock’s going to fall in …..” 

Alexis looked towards Safa - was she listening?  “Yes, the rock’s going to fall in. The rock stands for the ice sheet, 

the very, very big ice sheet.  It's going to fall into the sea!” 

Alexis awaited the next wavelet impatiently while Imogen moved the penguins, then Alexis grabbed Imogen’s arm 

and dragged her into the sea a little, squatted down and looked back at her construction.  “You see, every wave is 

melting the ice under the ice sheet. What will happen to the South Pole eventually?" 
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Imogen was momentarily distracted by the look of her toes underwater, when a larger wavelet swept in and 

washed so much sand away from Alexis’s construction that one of the flat rocks she had placed on top slipped into the 

sea. Alexis jumped in excitement and declared with a theatrical flourish of her forearm that the first half of the ice-

sheet had slipped into the sea.  

"Luckily I moved the penguins to the other end,” said Imogen. 

“Now," asked Alexis with exaggerated precision, "what will happen to the sea level when the rock falls in? When 

the huge ice sheet falls into the sea?”  She gave Safa a quick look.  "It overflows. Yes the sea-level rises. When all the 

ice sheets fall into the sea, it will make the sea-level rise about 60 metres!” 

“Sixty metres?" laughed Safa. She could take no more of this. 

"If it all melts, yes." 

“Bollocks.  They say it’ll be a maximum of about a metre or two.” 

"By 2100, yes, and what do you think will happen after that?" 

Safa looked blank. Alexis got up, she was very animated, slightly manic and perhaps even nervous thought Safa. 

She had lost some of that dancer’s poise. 

Alexis waved her arms as she reminded Safa of Lewis’s tennis courts on the sand, each representing a thousand 

years of births.  “Polar ice-melt is irreversible.  Each millennia the water gets higher.”  She walked over the ‘tennis 

courts’ shouting back to Safa, “This is 2100.  Current estimates up to four metres higher.  That’s two stories on a 

skyscraper.  That’s the end of many coastal cities, Miami, Venice, the end of Bangladesh.  Its also the end of huge 

proportions of fertile land.” 

She made a mark in the sand, and then moved further away from Safa, “Here is 1000 years in the future, where 

the sea level will be maybe 10 metres perhaps 20 metres higher”. She raised a hand high above her head. Then she 

moved further away again, “This is 2000 years ahead! Maybe the sea level is 30 m, maybe 60 m higher, who knows? 

That's the end of every coastal city on the earth. It's the end of a huge proportion of fertile land.” 

Safa was shaking her head with a smile. “What makes you think the melting is just going to go on and on?!” said 

Safa angrily.  But Alexis was hardly listening, she swept her hand over the sand,  ”Look at all these people affected,” 

she picked up a handful of sand and let it trickle through her fingers. “Billions and billions of them." 

“But we will have carbon free energy production in just a few decades!” 

"Not if your dad has anything to do with it. And in any case, we may have already reached the tipping point. There 

may be enough CO2 up there already to start an unstoppable melt. There's a good deal of uncertainty in science." 

Nearby Lewis had been digging for clams, self-absorbed, oblivious, and content. Even the shouts from Alexis failed 

to break his concentration. He had half a bucket of clams so far, and needed a full one for supper.  
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“But with all that uncertainty you can’t possibly know what will happen in the next hundred years, let alone the 

next millennia!” 

“Okay. Let me explain.”  Alexis was calm all of a sudden, her voice dropped, in pitch and volume.  “Look, suppose 

there was a 5% chance that your plane would crash.   Would you fly on it? No. Now suppose you are uncertain what 

the risk was, could be 50%, could be 5%, could be zero.  Would you fly?” 

Safa shook her head slightly with a wary look, sensing a trap. 

“No,” said Alexis,  “You would only fly if you knew the risk was minimal, and why? Because you only have one life. 

Well, we only have one planet Safa.  So the uncertainty should make us more cautious - not less!" 

“But the IPCC know the science MUCH better than you. And they’ve calculated the risks…” 

“But Safa, they have only calculated the risks they can quantify.  The risks they can’t quantify, they leave out.  Like 

Permafrost.” 

“Not that again.” 

Safa turned away, and Alexis cocked her head on one side.  “One day, soon, you’ll look it up, then you’ll believe 

me. And then you’ll tell your father.  That’s why you’re here.” 

Well I’m not staying, thought Safa, she had found her courage and she was going to escape in that little rowing 

boat.  No-one seemed able to rescue them, now it was up to her. 
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Ferry 

 

Fabien peered through the train window as it hurried through the Somerset levels. They had flooded, unusual for 

August, and a storm was whipping rain onto his window in angry blusters while trees bent and flailed in the wind, as if 

fighting off a violent adversary. He was headed for Penzance from where a ferry could take him to the Scilly Isles, a 

little clutch of islands which Cornwall pointed to, 40 miles off Land’s End. 

What were the chances that Lewis had Safa and Imogen in his manager's house on this island? Fabien reflected 

endlessly on this, but in truth Lewis could be anywhere, and this whole jaunt a waste of time.  But it made him feel 

better to be doing something. 

The ferry, Scillonian III  was a beautiful ship, not the squat and blundering car ferry he had expected, but a dapper 

little white ship with a single funnel and a proud crest on its bow. The wind was up though, snapping the flags in the 

stern, and lifting the wings of the gulls following the boat, as they soared kite-like, and sparkling white behind it.   

Fabien watched them enviously while thinking of his father's reaction to Safa. 

At first  his father strongly approved of Safa, especially when she borrowed her family’s van to ferry the clothes 

that Henri Atanga had collected for refugees. These he obtained by turning up at the end of jumble sales, and asking 

for the leftovers, which he removed in spare binbags.  There was never enough rubbish created in his household to fill 

one of those bags in a year, let alone in a fortnight, so there were plenty of bags to spare. 

 

Fabien smiled guiltily as he recalled that his father had no idea what happened when Safa and Fabien ferried the 

clothes to a central depot for refugee assistance in the city. The first time they made this journey it was a late 

afternoon near Christmas last year, and it was already dark, the rain pinging on the van roof. To Fabien's alarm Safa 

abruptly turned off the road, up a farm track to stop at a five-barred gate. 

“What's up?” 

Safa pulled on the handbrake, “Short break. Tiredness kills,” she said, but it was only a 30 minutes journey, there 

was hardly a need for a break. As Fabien watched with lowered eyebrows Safa got out of the driver's seat and re-

entered the van through the back doors. “Come on.” 

“What?" Recalling this, Fabien was embarrassed by his slow uptake, but eventually he got the message and 

opened the back door of the van to find her giggling on a pile of out-sized overcoats destined for cold refugees, 

asylum seekers, and exiled journalists like his father. 

She produced a little oil lamp and lit it, her hand shaking very slightly as she held the match to the wick. Amid the 

musty odour of second-hand clothes, ignoring the  jab of overcoat buttons on their naked bodies,  behind the steamed 

up windows, and by the soft light of the oil lamp, they made love. 

Fabien and his father both assumed that Safa’s van was her family’s only vehicle,  and this confirmed the 

unexamined assumption that she came from a modest family, albeit better off than the Atangas who had no vehicle at 

all. 

 Fabien still tussled with the shock of finding out that he was in love with Satan's daughter. He comforted himself 

with the thought that Safa was young, and innocent of everything done by Global Oil or done by her father. But there 

was still a sting in the situation that he could not think away. 
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Fabien's father objected to being called a refugee, or an asylum seeker, he was, he  insisted ‘an exile’.  A journalist 

waiting to go home to continue his profession, but who in the meantime wrote the truth about what was happening 

in Cameroon, and so was unable to return to it with any prospect of safety.  

He was a man without a country, ripped from everything he loved, lonely and disconnected. When Fabien talked 

of their relations back in the homeland, his father's eyes grew glassy and distant. He ached for the morning smell of 

hot sun on dew damp soil, for the sparkling crystal light on the mountains, for colours untrammelled by inadequate 

sunlight and motor car excretions. 

Mr Atanga was if anything even more shocked than Fabien to discover that the sweet blue-eyed ferrier of his 

refugee clothes had been "spawned by Satan" as he put it. With some difficulty Fabien had resisted talking about this. 

Unlike his father he saw Safa as a victim of her father, not an accomplice.  Fabien felt he had a father to be proud of, 

so he felt sorry for Safa who had not. His father stood up to corruption in Nigeria and Cameroon, Magnus Stone 

brought countries to chaos and ruin.  Whatever the Bible said, Fabien did not believe the sins of the father should be 

visited upon their children. How could you be guilty yourself for something you had not done, and never would do. It 

was inconceivable that Safa thought differently to him on such a searing and vital issue as the behaviour of Global Oil. 

But he knew his father was unlikely to agree with him, so he had lied to him about this visit to the Scilly Isles, saying 

instead he was going to an open day at Exeter University. This his father had funded, raising in Fabien a guilty flush. 

 The ferry arrived at St Mary's on Tresco, the main island in the Scilly Isles, but there were boat taxis to the other 

islands. A monosyllabic ferry man nodded when Fabien gave the address of Lewis's manager’s house, and dropped 

Fabien off at a little jetty giving him a number to ring for his return journey. It was a 24-hour service apparantly, but 

there were stinging prices for trips in unsociable hours.  The possibility that Lewis and his accomplices might be armed 

and dangerous had simply not occurred to Fabien, he was entirely unprepared for any resistance to his will. 

By now Fabien felt quite at home in his Day-glo electrician’s jacket to which, for further authenticity, he had 

added a tool belt with screwdrivers and pliers.  As the little boat-taxi dropped him off, leaving him on a jetty, it was 

toward dusk. 

He hardly had a plan he now realised, or perhaps he had too many. One was to find out if Lewis really was on the 

island, and if so, to run and ring the police. Another was more fanciful: to steal Safa and Imogen from the house in the 

dead of night and head off to safety in the boat taxi, while Lewis slept.   

Another idea was to knock on the door in his electricians disguise, and see who answered, but the moment the 

idea occurred to him he began laughing at its absurdity. If Imogen had seen him she would immediately have 

screeched out his name, run over to him, and started jumping on the spot. Cover blown. 

He had glimpsed the house as the boat taxi had approached the little island, and there was a clear path to a door 

from the jetty. He only now realised that if anyone saw him, he would be one against… against how many? And they 

would feel neither hospitable, nor able to release him if they caught him.  He decided to creep up with caution, and to 

use his electricity man’s disguise as a last resort if he were caught. Then, he surmised,  if he played dumb saying he 

was mistakenly on the wrong island, they would  let him go. 

He strolled as nonchalantly as possible up to the house which was surrounded by shrubs and woodland, there 

were children's playthings on the lawn, a tricycle and a child’s piano. He hid in the shrubbery and waited. Suddenly, 

feeling a fool, he removed his Day-glo jacket and stuffed it angrily in his black rucksack. How could he have been so 

stupid as to hide in a Day-glo jacket? 



 

 49 

He grew tired and sat down in a spot that gave him a good view of the back entrance to the house, and waited. 

And waited. And waited. 

It was becoming dark when he heard voices approaching the house from the other side, some adults and a child. 

Was that Imogen? All small children sounded the same to him, but the age was about right. He listened hard, but 

could barely make out what they were saying, something about pancakes, but he didn't hear any names being used. 

They were in the house now and lights went on,  as it grew darker Fabien began to consider creeping up to the 

windows and peering in.   There didn't seem to be any guards around the house, and none on the jetty, which made 

him feel pretty confident that the Proctors were not here. The  newspaper said it was a professional outfit. But surely 

you would have lookouts if half the world's special forces were after you? 

His reflections in the shrubbery were interrupted by sounds from the house. Someone was playing an electric 

guitar quite expertly. Fabien's breathing stopped as he listened intently. He could only hear the guitar, if anyone was 

singing their voice didn't carry. There was something vaguely familiar about the music. 

He racked his brains but couldn't place it. Then with a jolt he thought, wasn't it the music that he heard in the 

rehearsal at the cinema when someone sang something about greeting the apocalypse? 

As if to confirm, he now heard a female voice, not very expert, singing along. He could just make out the words. 

Eventually the verse he remembered came: 

 

 All our troubles and our fears 

 are danced away, just disappear 

 and so we greet with puckered lips 

 the methane burp apocalypse. 

 

That was someone singing Lewis Proctor’s ‘Apocalypso’ . But was Safa with him?  Excited now, Fabien crept closer 

to the window from which the sound appeared to be coming. It was pretty dark by now, they wouldn't see him he 

thought. They would just see their own reflections in the window. 

Moving closer he looked through the window to see Proctor standing with a battered old guitar, and beside him 

reading on a sofa, this melted his heart and caused him to mouth her name, he saw Safa. 

Proctor's gaze fell on him in a unseeing way. Fabien ducked, then made off into his hiding place in the shrubbery.  

Tonight, after they had all gone to bed, he would break in and rescue them. He rang the boat taxi, they would charge 

an excruciating fee, but were happy to pick him up at any time. They just needed thirty minutes notice. 

 

yacht 

 
Alexis stood by the window and stared out to sea, then it occurred to her.  Why not take the girls to the 

next island in Lewis’s yacht while he sleeps, then set them free? High tide would be around five in the 

morning, then the tidal currents would be slack and the keel would be least likely to ground. There was no 

way she could sail his yacht, but surely she would be able to motor it to the next island? It would be hard to 

dock it, but if the worst happened she could just turn off the engine and they could all swim the last few 

metres. 
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She felt feint, so placed both her palms on the window pane; she had voluntarily imprisoned herself as 

well as Safa and Imogen.  She could imagine it now, waking the girls with a whisper, their bright faces as 

they sprinted to the mooring, the murmur of the motor chugging them all to freedom. Tonight, why not?  

All she needed was the ignition key for the yacht’s inboard engine, and she knew he kept this in his guitar 

case on a greasy blue fob. 

 

Lewis of course would be furious at her treachery, he’d dump her and worse, but she had fought her 

conscience and lost. She just couldn't do this to two innocent girls, and she couldn't live with a man who 

could. 

 

Was it a decision then? There was an issue she knowingly left unexamined. She had studied the science. 

There were perhaps ten years left to apply the emergency brakes to the fossil fuel industry. Either it went, 

or we all went. That was politics, but Safa and Imogen were not politics, they were girls. And she just 

couldn’t recognise herself as she assisted Lewis with their abduction. 

 

Escape 

Safa lay awake, her nerves tingling to her finger tips until she judged Lewis and his wife were asleep, then she 

woke Imogen with a kiss on her forehead and whispered, “Quiet!" 

The window was open and a sea breeze rippled the birch trees, its leaves flickered in a three-quarter moon, which 

threw a dim white light over the garden. She could hear the breakers on the beach where their treasured means of 

escape, the rowing boat, awaited. 

Thanks to Lewis’s determination to stop them escaping, they were naked.  Safa had easily persuaded Lewis and 

Alexis that Minky was such a nervous dog he should not sleep in the kitchen alone, but sleep in their bedroom. Tanya, 

who had escorted Minky to the Scilly Islands after capturing him in the railway station, had not found Minky easy 

company. When she had tried to push him into her car he bared his teeth, and emitted a strange mewling sound.  ‘He 

nips’ she had complained, with a cute lisp.  So Minky slept on their bed. 

Safa’s plan was to cradle Minky in a sheet and lower him out of the window. All went well to begin with.  Minky 

thought it was a great game to have a sheet wrapped round him - until he was lifted towards the open window, when 

he changed his mind and with an extraordinary burst of strength leapt over the girls onto the bed. 

“We're going to have to parcel him up.” whispered Safa, “or leave him behind” 

"No WAY!" shouted Imogen in a whisper. 

“Shhhh.  Joke, misfit!” 
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Safa’s eyes swept the room. She spread her bottom sheet on the floor, guided a more cautious Minky into the 

centre of it, then she and Imogen simultaneously lifted the four corners of the sheet. Minky jumped, but was unable 

to escape while they tied together the opposite corners of the sheet to form a huge parcel. 

"It's just like Dick Whittington's handkerchief parcel!” whispered Imogen, ”Only no spots.” Minky wriggled and 

poked his nose through the holes but the corners were tied too tightly for him to escape. Safa tied another sheet and 

a dressing gown belt to the Minky parcel, heaved him onto the window sill, then lowered him out of the window. As 

she did so, Minky emitted one sharp whimper, but he reached the ground safely. 

A key in their lock, Alexis poked her head round their door, “You girls okay?” 

Both went white, and froze to the spot by the open window.   

“I thought I heard something,” said Alexis. 

Safa spoke haltingly her eyes zig-zagging the room.  “Imogen…. she….  she was feeling a bit sick.” 

Imogen nodded, “I didn’t want to be sick in my bed, so we opened the window.” 

“I see.  You still sick?” 

Imogen shook her head rapidly, “No. I’m alright now.” 

“Okay.” Alexis looked about the room with a slow scan. “Back to bed then.” 

She closed the door softly and locked it again. 

They stood silently for a moment then Safa said, “Come on”, and emptied a shampoo bottle down the sink, then 

rinsed it which took ages, and filled it with water while Imogen stripped the bottom sheets off the beds. 

They hung a double sheet from the radiator pipe and threw it through the window but it was not long enough, so 

Safa tied another sheet to the first, and tied some knots for footholds.  

Safa went feet first through the window and climbed down quite easily. She had a soft landing on the mattress 

that was still below the window after Imogen’s threat to jump.  Safa directed Imogen to do the same, waiting to catch 

her below in case the worst happened. "Hang on tight! Use the knots!" Imogen faltered when she was halfway down 

and began to climb back up. 

"Imogen!" whispered Safa angrily, but Imogen's hands tired and she slipped down the makeshift rope into Safa's 

arms. They hugged and untied Minky. 

Safa had hidden their sandals behind a large plant pot on the terrace, but there were no spare clothes to hide. 

Instead she had found clean sheets and a  duvet cover in a laundry cupboard and hid those at the back of a flower bed 

with a bow saw that she found in the utility room. They wrapped themselves in the sheets and set off for the beach 

and the rowing boat. 

"It's like our Nativity!" whispered Imogen, brightly awake and pumped with excitement as she skipped down the 

path, "Wearing sheets I mean, like the three kings!" One corner of her sheet trailed whitely in her wake. When they 

got to the jetty where the boat was chained, Safa got to work, and after 15 minutes she had sawed through the post 

that held the boat. With some effort she lifted the banister on the jetty allowing Imogen to free the boat’s chain and 

padlock, which Imogen then threw into the stern of the boat with a clatter. The boat was an elegant, long and slender 

craft of dark varnished wood, with two seats and heavy wooden oars. They had to drag the boat some way to the sea. 

It was so heavy it sank into the sand as they dragged it, foot by foot,  but closer to the sea there was shingle and the 
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pulling was easier. Minky was reluctant but Imogen dragged him into the boat,  “You can sit in the pointy bit at the 

front,” she said. 

Once it was floating, Safa pushed the boat out to sea with Imogen already in it, and leapt in herself with one neat 

agile movement. The boat rocked violently as she landed inside in an undignified sprawl. She gave a little sigh of relief.  

The boat was head-on to the surf, which kept trying to return the boat to the beach. After three attempts with the 

oars she had them in the rollocks, and was heading slowly out to sea. The surf fluoresced in the moonlight and behind 

it the island was a mass of black trees and shrubbery. 

Safa worked the oars slowly and deliberately, she had practised this movement on the bedroom floor, moving the 

imaginary oar handles in a large circle. 

"See that light Imogen? The one on the other island?" 

"Yes" Imogen’s voice was uncharacteristically timid. 

"That's where we're heading, so tell me if I'm rowing in the right direction.” 

"How far away is the island?" 

"I don't know,” answered Safa, "I suppose it's about as far away as the church from our home, so, maybe a mile or 

two?" 

The moon, to their right, was low on the horizon, it's light glanced off the sea sprinkling spangles of white light 

from the surface. Further out there were large rolling waves, majestically slow, great heaving presences, crossing their 

path like sea creatures intent on their own slow migration. The boat rose and fell gently on the backs of these 

midnight rollers. The moon cast a path of shimmering light towards their boat as if enticing them elsewhere, but 

Imogen kept them on track towards the light on that island. 

"Left a bit,” said Imogen gesturing with her hand. 

An hour later Imogen broke a long silence, "Safa? I think the light on the island is getting fainter." 

Safa stopped rowing, turned her head smartly, and peered ahead. The light was indeed further away than when 

they started. Yet she had been rowing really hard. 

"And the moon’s setting" added Imogen as she began to cry. 

"Stop fussing!" 

“But it’s going to be so dark when the moon goes!" wailed Imogen. 

"Stop it! It'll be light again in the morning, and we can see where we are." 

Safa began rowing again with new determination, the oars splashed, her thighs strained, the boat rocked, but she 

soon exhausted herself and slumped forward with the oar blades in the air. 
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"I'm cold" said Imogen. Safa laughed sardonically.  

They lay on the floor of the long thin rowing boat, huddled together for warmth, wrapped in their sheets and 

blanket .  Minky came and joined them.  They snuggled, and struggled for comfort, but didn’t find it. The boat’s ribs 

dug into their own. They both stared up to the sky as the moon set,  and the stars seemed to brighten somehow.  

“Why are there so many stars!” asked Imogen. 

“It’s because it is so dark out here,” Safa replied, even the light on the island had now disappeared from view. She 

wondered if they’d get washed up on dry land during the night, or be swept further out to sea. Do people ever die on 

little boats at sea? Or do they get picked up by ships? 

§ 

Back on the beach where they launched their little rowing boat Fabien was looking out to sea.  He had found their 

bedroom window open with a sheet hanging from it, swinging gently in the sea breeze.  The sea was a choppy, 

forbidding void. 

 

fob 

Alexis woke every now and then as the tide rose. 4:30 was a bit early but what if she fell back to sleep 

and missed her chance? She rose without creaking the bed and crept over to his guitar case, as she opened 

it she felt a stab of dread: what if he had double guessed her treachery and hidden the key elsewhere? But 

there it was, she gripped it tightly in her fist and stifled a sob. 

 

She tiptoed into the corridor with the girls’ clothes and with her own, and dressed in the corridor. Shit! 

She went back for the key to the girls’ room and tiptoed back.  Very quietly she opened their door and then 

froze.  Gone! Alexis ran to the open window from which the girls’ sheet rope still hung, and looked out into 

the pale dawn with wide eyes. They were nowhere to be seen. She shook her head slowly and smiled, then 

whispered to herself, “Good girls!”.  But what now? 

 

She covered her tracks replacing the girls clothes and the keys. She got back into bed with Lewis who 

continued to sleep soundly. But did she now belong beside him in this bed? 

 

 

Part 2  

 

stars 
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The boat rocked gently on the rollers, and slipped a little side to side. They lay on their backs, above them the stars 

were vivid and intense, in a black velvet sky. 

There had been a long silence. 

"Safa?" 

"Yes?" 

"We're going to die aren't we?" 

Safa’s eyes stung, she coughed, tried to compose herself, tried to think. 

"Everyone dies eventually." 

"In this boat I mean."  

"I don't think so Imogen. There are lots of boats on the sea, lots of islands we can row to when its light." 

"I'm thirsty." 

"I know. I know. Have a bit of this, just a sip.” 

“Tastes of perfume” 

“It’s a shampoo bottle.” 

“Give some to Minky.” 

Safa was silent a beat. “Maybe later.” 

They slept fitfully, their feet numb with cold, each breath losing precious water. Safa cried secretly, why hadn't she 

thought to bring more water, blankets, food. It was all her fault. 

When dawn broke the sea was choppy, the waves bolder and more insistent, and all about them stretching to the 

horizon in every direction was a limitless expanse of undrinkable water. 

Neither spoke. Imogen scanned the horizon in every direction. She stood and did it again, Safa stood and did it 

again. Twice.  Minky eyed them, from his curled position in the prow. 

Safa, in as confident a tone as she could manage, said, "The sun rises in the east, we must have drifted west, so we 

need to row towards the sun.” Holding back tears she began to row towards the sun, steadily, slowly and 

determinedly. 

"Imogen, you keep a lookout." 

"I'm so thirsty." 

"I know, Imogen, I know.” 
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figure 

As the sun set on their first full day in the boat Imogen and Safa were both hungry and cold, and Safa was 

exhausted by rowing. Her hands were red-raw from the oars, her thighs ached from the effort, but far more telling 

was that her spirit was broken. Earlier in the day a boat had appeared on the far horizon, they stood and shouted 

though they knew it was too far away for them to be heard. Imogen suggested they wave their sheets, which they 

both did, but to no effect, the boat slipped over the lip of the horizon leaving them alone and tearful. 

Except for the death of their mother they had led a life where things never went badly for long.  Now their mouths 

were beginning to swell with thirst, they allowed themselves a sip from the shampoo bottle twice a day. 

They settled down for the second night, shared the sheets and blankets, cuddled up to Minky, then rocked in the 

cradle of their little boat, huddled together for warmth, they tried to sleep. The moon rose, the moon set, and the 

stars lit up like a chandelier.  Safa could not sleep. The little body of Imogen in her arms was too great an emotional 

weight. She had got them both into this mess and it must be she who got them out of it. A steely defiance gripped her, 

she would row tomorrow until she bled.  

It began to rain, a merciless, incessant downpour soaking their sheets.  Imogen shivered in her sleep and Safa held 

her close. Safa did not weep — and could not sleep. Clouds began to obscure even the stars, making the dark 

absolute. The world was reduced to the rocking of the boat, and the slap of little ripples on the hull. This must be what 

it means to be blind she thought. Or dead perhaps. 

In time the rain ceased and slowly stars blinked awake, first on the horizon, then above, then across the whole sky. 

Brighter and brighter they became, as thin clouds blew away entirely, leaving their spread of sparkle, livid across the 

entire sky. Safa had no idea there were so many stars, and that they could shine so brightly and be so variable in size. 

Her head ached dully as her little sister slept beside her. At first she thought the stars were moving, though she 

knew this was impossible, they seemed to cluster closer together above her, and there was a murmuring sound, like a 

huge audience whispering. Then clusters of stars started to form together to make a shape, it was a figure, a seeming 

woman, certainly not a man, with hunting eyes looking this way and that until her eyes fixed upon her. She drew a 

breath as this gaze drilled into her, and felt incredulous and fearful. What was this creature that filled the sky? This 

new moving constellation? 

She looked harder and noticed that the individual stars that had created the figure, were not stars at all, they were 

packed together far too closely to be stars. They were in fact, faces. Billions of tiny faces, like mosaic tiles, had created 

this figure of a woman, which almost filled the sky. 

The figure made some strange rushing noise, was it trying to communicate with her? 

"What? Who are you?" asked Safa too quietly. 

It was definitely a female form, that was clear now, her robes fell to her feet, moving slightly in some 

imperceptible celestial breeze. Her eyes were still fixed on Safa, who asked again, "Who are you? Can you help us?" 
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Safa stared hard at the millions of tiny faces of which the woman was made, each different, and each looking 

about in different directions, as if intrigued by the scene before them, as if they had never seen the sea before. And 

each face was whispering to the next, or to itself. And together they illuminated their boat and the sea about it, 

singing the silvery sound of a million people whispering. 

"Who …. What are you?" Safa asked a little louder. The whispering stopped and the face of the figure bent towards 

Safa. 

The boat continued to rock, little ripples whipped up by the wind, tapped upon the hull, Safa's throat was swollen 

her eyes were dry, but the hunger which had nagged her for days now, had given up, and sulked off somewhere. 

The figure continued to stare, opened her mouth, and said, "I am the Un-born. The souls of those yet to be. 

Nascentium.” 

At this all the tiny faces whispered in assent, then drew quiet again, listening, their eyes scanning excitedly this 

way and that.  Safa noticed that some in the mosaic that made up Nascentium were animals, birds, insects. 

A deep silence pervaded, Safa was not afraid for some reason, only startled and curious 

"What do you want?" 

"We just want to be born" answered Nascentium, “We want the blessing of existence; we want to live.” 

All the tiny faces that made up Nacentium whispered in assent again, then fell silent. 

"To play our part," Nacentium continued, "to flourish, to live…” here Nacentium seemed to search for a word 

“…contentedly.” 

“You are made of so many faces!" said Safa. 

"The faces you can see are the 30 million who will be born this year.” 

"This year,” whispered the faces in echo. 

"Behind them are the 30 billion who will be born in the next thousand years.” 

"Thousand years,” the faces whispered again. 

"And behind them, are the 30 trillion that will be born in the next million years, and on, and on.” 

"And on,” added the voices. 

"That's a lot of souls,” said Nacentium, “all waiting. The universe is never in a hurry. But they all hope for a chance 

at existence." 

“But," a little boy one of the constellation of faces that made up Nascentium piped up, "If I may interrupt 

Nascentium, we are all very anxious…" 
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"Pissed off you mean." added another face. 

”Pissed off?" wondered Safa. 

"Yes, pissed off at you lot,” answered the face, “who are blessed with the existence that we crave but are 

CRAPPING in the NEST!" 

At this there was a roar of approval and all the heads started shouting angrily and nodding.  

Nacentium’s voice rose in pitch and volume, assuming a school-teacherly manner. 

"Now now," she said, "remember what I said, we must speak respectfully.” 

"RESPECTFULLY?" A black face with reading glasses and a bald head piped up, "I'm to be born in The Sudan, where 

it will become impossible to grow crops and I'll have to…..” 

"Now now, Iqbal,” but Iqbal continued undaunted, "I'll have to migrate north hundreds of miles, cross the 

Mediterranean, and then north again, just to feed my family" 

Nacentium interrupted angrily, "Iqbal! Remember what…"  

"Sorry Nacentium,” pleaded Iqbal, “ but why should the living spoil it for the unborn? There are so many more of 

us than them!" 

It was then that, peering more closely, Safa realised that behind the mosaic faces that made up the Nacentium 

figure, there were other faces peering in from behind, their voices less distinct and more distant.  They were shouting 

something she could not quite grasp. 

"How many of you are there?" asked Safa. 

"The souls that will live on your planet are uncountable,” answered Nacentium. 

Iqbal piped up again.  "That doesn't mean we don't count. It means there are so many of us, that you could not 

count us.” 

“Becoming lasts to the end of time,” said Nacentium dreamily sweeping her hands in a manner that drew Safa’s 

eyes to the mosaic of faces that formed her figure. “And your generation holds their chances in the palm of a hand.” 

“And you’d better bloody get off your ARSE and…..” 

“Iqbal!  That will DO!” Nascentium turned to Safa,  “I do apologise, but feelings run a little high on this issue.”  

But Iqbal was still storming, “We need an avalanche of effort, please Nacentium, give me a birth, bless me with 

existence, so that I might strive to make the earth fit for all those here assembled who, with your grace, might be 

allowed to follow me. I want to…” 

Nacentium held up her hand," Iqbal: impatient as ever”.  The world is not yet ready for you Iqbal, if it ever will be. 

Before I unleash you, I have an enemy I must deal with, I have sent my messengers, my troops …” 
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“Troops!?” exploded Iqbal, “I wish you had, we need an army of environmentalists marching up the corridors of 

power, and what do you send?  Two little girls, who are now….” 

Nacentium made a stop gesture and pleaded in a weary tone, “Patience, patience. That is not the way the unborn 

do things is it Iqbal??   

“How do you expect to effect any change by inhabiting the souls of the powerless, and so few of them!?” 

“Iqbal, you have so much to learn. Watch me, and be amazed, my plan is in place, with the fishing dog, the farting 

ghost and the little that the little can do.  Yes, everyone here assembled yearns for existence, yes we must stop the 

earth becoming uninhabitable for all those that swim on the water, swim beneath the water, walk on the earth or fly 

above it.  Or indeed all four…..….” 

“….All four?” 

“Ducks, Iqbal.” 

“Ahh!” 

“But you will one day come to understand Iqbal, that we need only a valiant few to remove our enemy, our 

obstacle, assisted by the little that the little can do. And then I promise THEY will release your avalanche, your wave, 

your earthquake, your army. And then we will see whether our saviours inhabit your corridors of power, or whether 

they abide more humbly.“ 

“But…” 

“And yes, you will be one of them, I promise you will surf the wave and live the thrill of life.  And when you 

succeed…….let me see…. what is your favourite animal?” 

“The forest elephant.” 

“Good choice.  When you succeed Iqbal, as I trust you will, I will send a deputation of forest elephants to blow you 

a fanfare!” 

“Really?” 

But Iqbal’s answer was swept away by a tsunami of hubub made by the infinity of unborn souls that made up 

Nacentium as they all shouted "Me too!" in a babel of languages and animal voices. Nacentium quieted them, ”Yes, 

we will all get our chance at existence.  But first we must remove our enemy, our obstacle." 

A shrill voice interrupted, ”Tell us again Nascentium, tell us again what colour is, how sight draws a continuous 

moving picture of the world…” 

“No no, it's our turn,” shouted the moths, “tell us what it is, oh what it is,  …. to fly! NO!  To see, smell and fly all at 

once!” 

“Safa,” said Nascentium, “You will have forgotten what it was like to be unborn, to yearn for the blessing of 

existence yet to have only a distant prospect for it.  We are an awesome conflagration of hidden consciousness, we 

unborn. Clamouring for existence, pleading to hear the leaves rustle, to be blessed by even a single sparkle of light, to 

feel another press upon our skin. Even your present discomfort would be a treasured experience for an unborn; to 

have pain is to know you are alive.” 

Safa wondered why Nascentium thought that she and Imogen could help the unborn, when they were too fragile 

to save even themselves.   

A dream. Dehydration. 
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boat 

Safa awoke, and for a merciful moment didn't know where she was. Then she felt the boat rib beneath her and 

was pitched into dread.  She lay in the boat’s belly, staring up at an indifferent cloud streaked sky. She knew she 

should look over the edge of the boat to see if there was land, or a means of rescue, but she was frozen to the ribs of 

the boat like a corpse. This was due in part to the numbing cold, but she was frozen still more by the fear of what she 

might see over the lip of the boat. She feared finding only an infinity of unrelenting ocean.  

Yet she knew that she must look. Older sisters must protect the younger. But she had failed Imogen, failed her 

absolutely. Imogen’s gracious smiles, groundless optimism, and her  innocent refusal to cast blame, only made Safa’s 

guilt, stab more deeply.   

She put her hand on the edge of the boat but lay still. It was easier to ignore or deny her reality that it was to 

confront it. She was surprised that what hurt most was not fear of dying, but her responsibility for putting Imogen, 

and Minky at risk. They were both asleep now, which only accentuated their innocence and vulnerability. How she 

cried, and how she prayed for just a little luck. 

She really didn't deserve this. But the guilt and fear were too intense to bear, and soon flipped into anger. She was 

furious with her father. How could he have been so dumb as to let her and Imogen go for a weekend with someone he 

only knew as a rockstar? Just because they had been to the same college decades ago. What was more, Lewis Proctor 

was known to be a madcap. It was all over the papers, but of course her father never read the papers, not those pages 

anyway. 

She was furious also that her father had insisted that Imogen come with her as a chaperone, which had massively 

compounded her problems. If she had been alone, she could have borne the island, but with Imogen to look after….. 

She was furious too with that loathsome Lewis Proctor, who had abducted them for purely selfish reasons, just to 

make himself look slick, and to satisfy his itch for action. And she was furious with Alexis too, who pranced about them 

with seeming concern, pretending a sort of sisterhood, yet in reality Alexis had forced her to risk her own, Imogen’s, 

and Minky’s lives in this attempt to escape. It was all too much, and her reverie ended in a huge sob, which woke 

Imogen, who only make it worse by smiling. 

“Shut up" 

“What? I never said anything!" Imogen began to cry 

"Stop crying, it wastes water and makes you thirstier.”  

They had rationed the little shampoo bottle of water she had brought, which tasted of lavender, and were now 

reduced to sucking the rain off their sheets, and if the rain was heavy, wringing them out into their cupped hands so 

that Minky got some too. She lay there as the waves rocked the little boat, as if to comfort her, as if it were a cradle, 

as if to say, “Everything will be okay". 

Against the blue-black clouds she saw a silent flight of gulls, or could they be geese? proceeding in a stable but 

ragged procession, their white plumage against the evening sky. Their wings flashed and she found herself counting 

their wing beats. It was some form of comfort. Perhaps an early sign of madness. Weren’t people lost at sea without 

water supposed to go mad? 

She was transfixed by the progress of the fixed formation of the birds, their sense of purpose, their little huddle of 

life in a vast atmosphere, their tininess in that gigantic sky seemed so beautiful, she began to cry realising she would 

soon leave this world, but with immense reluctance. 
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She looked over towards Imogen then stiffened with horror. A shock ran down her spine, and she called out 

involuntarily in a voice she didn’t recognise. One of the oars had gone. There had been little room in the boat so at 

night, she had left the oars dangling from the rowlocks so they could sleep more comfortably. They had seemed very 

firmly fixed as if meant to be left there, and for two nights it had worked. But now one oar had gone. 

She stood, feet apart and looked about her. No land. No floating oar. Slowly she sank down into the boat, lay back 

down, covered her eyes with her hands, shook a little, then began to cry. 

Imogen began to wake, she reached out a hand to touch Safa, then kissed her on the shoulder, sleepily dreamily. 

Such an unlikely gesture from an eight-year-old, and so undeserved thought Safa. 

"Why are you crying Safa?” her sister asked matter of factly. 

"We’ve lost an oar." Safa was abject, her face in her hands. She had failed her little sister so often these last few 

days. 

Imogen sat up and looked about her, "It must be out there somewhere." She stood and looked around in a circle as 

they both had done so often. 

"There it is!" 

Safa stood so abruptly the boat rocked and Imogen nearly fell over, they both followed Imogen’s pointing finger. 

"I can't see it.” 

"No. Neither can I now,” said Imogen flatly. 

Safa sat down heavily and put her head back in her hands.  Minky pushed his head under her arm. The boat 

heaved up and down and little ripples clattered on the hull as the ocean began to wake. Imogen settled next to her 

sister, and leant her head against her shoulder. She sensed her bleak helplessness and looked about her brightly. 

“What would happen if we just rowed with one oar?” 

“What do you think?” 

“Go round in circles?” 

“Yep.” 

“We’ll just have to wait then. I think a boat will come today.” 

“No-one will be looking for us. Only Proctor. He won’t tell anyone else about us, or he’d lose his captives.” 
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Ron 

The police station in the Scilly Isles was a single story prefabricated building where those concerned with lost cats 

and bicycles aired their concerns, and a boat slipping its moorings was the event of the year.   

“Ron, your turn. A youngster at the desk, says he’s seen Lewis Proctor and the Stone girls.” 

“Has he?  Has he indeed?”  

“He's about 17, and he’s black.”  

“Black?” 

How did he wash up? Ron exchanged incredulous expressions with his colleague.  

“Yes?” Ron eyed Fabien from a high advantage point, as the floor behind the desk had been raised to provide the 

police with a symbol of their authority. Fabien began his halting tale to the accompaniment of seagulls screeching on 

the roof.  He cut his story down to the minimum, just the fact that he had seen Proctor and Safa in the house, for 

which he gave the full address and postcode. 

Ron sighed, “They say he’s in France.  Why on earth would he be here?”   

“No idea.  But I told you. I’ve seen him.” 

Ron sighed, fixing Fabien with a narrow eyed glare.  He took out his notebook and asked Fabien for his name and 

address which was solemnly supplied. 

“Age?" 

“Seventeen.” 

Ron sniffed, then gazed silently out of the window for a moment. “You do realise that if your account is false in any 

way, you can be convicted of the serious, and imprisonable offence, of wasting police time?” 

“Look. I'm absolutely certain. I even heard him playing one of his own songs on a guitar." 

“Wasn't a cover band was it?” 

Fabien closed his eyes for a beat. “No.” 

Ron’s account of Fabien’s visit was swiftly forwarded to the main investigation centre where it was catalogued as 

sighting number 67, with the title ‘Sighting by a Minor’.   It raised little interest, Lewis’s laptop had been located to 

northern France attracting a frantic search. If they ever did locate the laptop they would have found Tanya was using 

it to log on to websites covering the search for Lewis.  It was her idea to lay the false trail. 
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shatter 

Imogen woke in the night, her back ached, her sheet was sodden, she was cold, she was hungry, she was incredibly 

thirsty, but she was used to this by now, it had become the new normal. She didn’t even shiver any more. Her body 

seemed to have given up on the effort. It must be a cloudy night thought Imogen as there were no stars, she was 

enveloped by the most intense blackness that she had ever experienced. She could not see anything, not the boat, not 

the sky, not even her own body. 

A little tune ran through Imogen’s head, and she hummed along to it. A song from Miss Kershaw’s class about 

dancing birds, but she didn’t do the movements that go with it for fear of waking Safa, who lay strong and warm 

beside her. Her big sister and protector. Safa  could do anything. She could play the violin, she could do science which 

is hard, she even won a prize at school for her science project, beating all the boys. And now she had escaped them 

both. It was not her fault the winds and tides had been so wrong. Imogen sang in her head another verse of dancing 

birds, staring at the black sky to aid concentration as she strove to remember the words. 

She looked to her left. In the past the lights of passing craft had drifted past them on the far horizon as if to tease 

them. But she could see nothing but this absolute blackness. 

She got bored singing songs and thought back to the warmth of Lewis’s house. He’s a laugh, she mused, he played 

hide and seek with her and let her use his headphones really, really loud. He made milkshakes, and best of all 

pancakes, which were served with maple syrup and limes.  

She laughed, very quietly. He had told her she couldn't paint his toenails — but, the next day when he fell asleep 

on the sofa with his thick black flip-flops on, she had painted his toenails anyway! As he snored she painted them all, 

even his pinkies, and even put newspaper on the carpet for accidents — there were only a few drops of varnish on his 

flip-flops. She even put green sparkle on, her sister’s sparkle is so much more sparkly than her own. And when Lewis 

found out, he just laughed and turned her upside down until she screamed, and he didn't even clean the varnish off! 

Well, he left it on his toes but cleaned it off his flip-flops.  

Safa was mad, but only because it was her varnish. And she only used a tiny bit, the level in the bottle didn’t even 

go down. The level of the sparkle even went up a bit, well it looked like it did, but it must have gone down a bit she 

supposed. Safa hid her varnish then, but Imogen knew where, under the fire grate in their bedroom, in that screwed-

up envelope with the zebra pattern on. 

Imogen looked to the horizon again seeing nothing.  Only absolute matt black.  Then there was a loud bang.  That 

blackness, so absolute and emphatic, shattered like a black pane of glass, leaving jagged edges. Looking through this 

hole in the blackness, beyond its shattered edges, Imogen saw a girl about her own age, who was standing in the 

garden of Imogen’s house. 
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Imogen stared a moment, incredulous, was this some aspect of reality about which grown-ups had somehow 

omitted to inform her? 

"Who are you?" asked the girl, at least as startled as Imogen. 

"I'm Imogen, but who are you? And what are you doing in my home, and can I speak to my dad?" 

"I’m Fatimah,” she answered still startled. "Your dad isn't here. Only me and my mother...." 

"….What happened to the stables?" 

"What stables?" 

"Behind you, next to the Beechwood." 

"Oh they're not stables, they’re houses." 

Imogen looked more closely. The stables and all the other outbuildings around the house had been converted into 

ramshackle housing, there were cars and motorcycles parked where the tennis courts used to be, and the pool house, 

just a little changing room for the swimming pool, had been turned into some sort of shop. Her view through the 

smashed pane of blackness followed Fatimah as she walked around on some sort of errand with a bucket. There were 

fires burning out in the open with people cooking on them, and there were goats tethered to trees in the distance. 

"But Imogen, why are you watching me in that spooky way? And why are you lying in a boat?" 

“What is the year?  Where you are?  What year is it?” asked Imogen quietly. 

Fatimah laughed, “What year is it? Its twenty-one twenty, what year do you think it would be?” Then her face fell 

into a puzzled frown. 

Imogen’s voice quietened still further, so the girl didn’t hear her next question. 

 

Rain 

The next night a hole smashed into the blackness again.  While Imogen stared at the velvet black with her eyes 

wide open, there was a window breaking sound and there was the jagged hole again.  Imogen felt afraid.  Fatimah 

beckoned through it saying, ”I got some clothes for you Imogen! Leave your sheet in the boat and come and play!" It 

had not occurred to Imogen that it might be possible to step through this hole, but it now occurred to her that if she 

did pass through, she might not be able to step back into the boat with her sister. 

Fatimah beckoned again and said something indistinct as if coming from underwater.  Behind Fatimah Imogen 

could see a bright sunlit day and the garden, so familiar with its stone steps and fountain, and yet strange, with the 

curtains in the windows of the stables and the enormous bicycle shelters. 
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Should she risk stepping from the cold wet of the boat into the warm dry of a future summer? She had not finished 

weighing this up when she found herself stepping across the jagged edge of the blackness, towards Fatimah and into 

the future. 

The sounds changed. There was wind in the trees, raucous rooks over the main house, the hum of motorcycles and 

the sounds of children's voices in the distance. Somewhere a kettle was boiling, and a radio murmured. She was 

enveloped in the delicious warmth of a steady breeze that swept in over the Beechwood, but when she looked 

towards the Beechwood it had changed.  All the beech had gone, it was tall fir trees now. 

"Wow you’re magic!" said Fatimah, “How did you do that?" Imogen wasn't sure and was too busy getting into the 

clothes that Fatimah had given her to give an answer. "I just listened to my heart and flew" thought Imogen. Then 

somehow she had just emerged from the overhanging branches of a willow tree, surrounded by a little spinney of 

elder and hawthorn and another shrub which infused the air with a delicate scent that was not familiar. “This is ace,” 

she thought looking about her, “but everything is so different.” 

"When I lived here that wood was beech trees, now it's fir,” said Imogen. 

"Father says beech trees are useless. They blow down. We have to plant Leyland pine now for firewood." Fatimah 

grows excited "The resin sticks to your hands like tar, and it smells, and you can roll it up into little balls and throw it at 

each other, and sometimes it sticks!" 

"You’ve got a funny accent!" said Imogen smiling. 

"NoI You have!" answered Fatimah, and they both laughed. 

"Can I have a drink of water?" asked Imogen, and Fatimah thought for a while, "It's rationed so I have to ask 

Mother. Come with me." 

The water was so beautiful it hurt, so warm and silky it almost made her cry. “Can I have some for my sister?” 

“Where’s your sister?” asked Fatimah’s mother. 

“She’s ….” Imogen tussled with how this might be explained, but drew a blank. 

Fatimah’s mother laughed and handed her a jam jar with a screw top filled to the brim.  

 

Imogen and Fatimah played on what was once the lawn, but was now a vegetable garden. Fatimah had chores to 

do there, picking beans and peas, and watering. The sun beat down as they lifted water from the well to tend the 

tomatoes. Imogen remembered the well as having a lid, topped with pansies, but now it had been opened up and 

there was a steady stream of people coming to use it. There was a sign saying the water should not be drunk, "but lots 

of people do drink it, because the pipe water is so expensive." 

Imogen did not quite believe this, but there were certainly a lot of people using the well, even a queue sometimes, 

of strange-looking people in odd looking clothes with curious accents. 
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Imogen played contentedly with Fatimah for some time, helping her with her chores. 

"So what is your accent?" asked Imogen. 

"I come from The Sudan" answered Fatimah. 

"Where's that?" 

“Africa. We followed the Nile down through Egypt and walked all the way to the sea living off fish and wild fruit 

trees. Mother carried me almost the whole way because I was a baby, but I could walk for the last bit when I was 

older. When we got to the end of the Nile we were lucky. We were Moslems so there was a big boat."  

"Is the Nile that very long River?" Fatimah nodded “So why did your mummy have to walk such a long way?" 

Fatimah thought a while, until Imogen wondered whether she would get an answer, but Imogen saw the distant 

look in Fatimah’s eyes dissolve and she turned to say, "On our farm the rains stopped. For many, many seasons. The 

ground cracked, and the patterns in the clay were really, really pretty, but when the sorghum seedlings came up, they 

just dried and died. Father said everything that lives needs water, even old men and cactus. Father said the rich 

countries stole our rain, so we had to go and live in one, and use theirs. When we got to England they called us the 

‘angry refugees’, but we weren’t angry."  

Fatimah smiled suddenly and swept her arm in triumph over the vegetable garden "You can't grow sorghum here, 

but you can grow tomatoes and peaches, and potatoes — they’re our favourite — and some horrid things like kale 

and parsnips, but my brother eats those for me. Can't grow lemons though, Mother says the summer isn't long 

enough, but Father says the moist air makes lemon diseases." 

The weather was hot and moist, and Imogen was sweating, even though the little cotton dress Fatimah had given 

her had no sleeves and was very thin. The air was damp and heavy, and oppressive somehow. But perhaps it was the 

effects of the strange plants all about her.  

With no warning there was a sudden cloud burst, and the people in the queue by the well started to laugh. Huge 

drops of rain, the size of grapes fell on the girls who sprinted for cover under two large oaks on the border of the 

vegetable garden. 

Imogen was very excited, partly from sheer relief, it had suddenly become cooler "I've never seen rain like this!" 

"Haven't you? On our farm it rained harder, but it wasn't good. We used to have trees and they stopped the drops 

falling too hard on the ground. But they chopped the trees down for firewood. Then, when it did rain, the drops hit 

the ground so hard they bounced!” Fatimah curbed her enthusiasm. “Then the soil ….sort of…. washed away.” 

letter 

Magnus Stone was writing a letter that would never be sent. 

Dear Safa, 
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I fervently pray you are well. I dreamt you were walking in the desert far away from civilisation, your clothes 

bedraggled your lips chapped, scanning the horizon for escape but none came. I kept trying to reach out to touch 

you, but it turned out you were just an image on the screen and beyond my help. 

We cannot think of anything else, we are broken and desolate beyond help. I'm so unused to a situation where 

I cannot do anything I'm used to difficult situations, even very difficult ones, but not to absolute impotence. 

I have not become religious but still find myself praying. I pop into churches when I pass them and sit in the 

cool dark musty smelling interiors, looking at the floor. I try to articulate my fears, my torture, but find that I 

cannot. 

I wish to God I had never become a geologist, never thought of a career in energy. 

I just want it all to go away so very badly. I fantasise about meeting you off a train.  I see you get off a carriage 

with your purple rucksack and I run towards you down the platform, but as hard as I run, you seem to stay the 

same distance from me. 

Look after Imogen, I don't know why I'm writing this, I know you will, with all your powers and intelligence. 

One day I dream all this will be over.  

Your loving father. 

He signed the letter folded it carefully and placed it in a cream envelope of high quality paper with a slightly 

roughened surface, licked the envelope, turned it over, wrote ‘Safa’, and wept. 

 

Donkey  

Later that day Fatimah said she would take Imogen to see the Road People, "Sometimes they have donkeys". 

Imogen had no idea who the Road People might be, which made the journey through the woods, what was left of 

them, all the more interesting. Fatimah led the way through the bramble infested undergrowth turning from time to 

time to wave Imogen on with a bossy gesture, until they came to the boundary of the grounds of Imogen's house. She 

could not stop thinking of it as her house, despite its new owners. There they found a shiny wire fence of razor wire 

close to the hedge. Imogen wondered why such an extravagant fence was thought necessary just to stop children 

straying on to the road.  This future was a strange place to visit.  Beyond the hedge and fence was the main road 

which Imogen remembered was the way into town and to the station. 

"The best view is from the tree,” said Fatimah. There was a rope hanging from the tree with big knots making foot 

loops, so the rope worked as a kind of ladder. Fatimah went first, explaining to Imogen how to climb it. At first 

Fatimah swung alarmingly, but she gained control as she got higher, and soon scrambled up onto a huge bough, low in 

the tree. She raised a fist in triumph,  "Come on Imogen”. 

Imogen followed her up the ladder rope.  As she climbed onto the bough she gripped the rough trunk for balance, 

and could now see over the fence and hedge. 
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They were all walking in the same direction, tucked in close, walking the double yellow line to avoid being hit by 

the big eerily silent lorries, that swished and hummed along the road. Vehicles approached the walkers from behind, 

leaving a wake of air that ruffled their hair and messed with the polythene coverings on their prams, supermarket 

trolleys, kiddy karts, wheelbarrows, and, could that be a sledge? 

Imogen and Fatimah watched the procession in silence clinging to each other and to branches for balance. 

" There’s a donkey!" shouted Fatimah. Sure enough, here it came, heaving into view around the bend attended by 

two grown ups, pulling a little farm cart.  In the cart lay a child sleeping, her arms and legs sprawled akimbo on the 

dirty polythene cover. 

A trickling stream of people were following each other with bags, carts, and dishevelled clothing along the gutter 

of the highway. 

"Who are they? ” asked Imogen. 

"Told you. They're the Road People.” 

"Where are they going?” 

"They don't know.” 

"So why are they walking?” 

"To find a home." Fatimah caught Imogen’s puzzled expression.  "We were Road People once. Your boat drops you 

on the beach at night. A secret beach with no lights and big waves that make your legs all wet and cold. Then 

everyone has to walk to find somewhere to live. My dad had a map so we knew where the reservations were. When 

we came to this one, it was the seventh we’d tried, so mum said it would be lucky. My dad spoke terrific English to the 

Commander. He offered to grow food for everyone not just us.  And he had a lot of money with him which was proper 

English money with the Queen on it in blue, so they let us stay. We all had to sleep in the same room, and there was 

no electricity until dad laid a big white cable.” 

Imogen watched the sad straggle in silence.  Most of them seemed in a daze, passing them by without a glance. As 

the donkey cart passed by, Fatimah pointed at the sprawled child, and whispered, ”she’s dead."  

"She's not,” said Imogen crossly, ”She's sleeping.” and Fatimah shrugged. The woman with the donkey hauled it to 

a stop, looked up at the girls and said with a heavy accent, ”Where is door?" while miming the opening of a door. 

"I know what a door is!” laughed Fatimah, pointing further down the road, "But our reservation is closed. It’s full. 

There are signs to say so. You have to walk on to Borkshire or somewhere.” 

Imogen grimaced, ”Don’t you mean the Yorkshire?” 

“Whatever." 
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An elderly man standing beside the donkey wearing a battered broad-rimmed hat, waved up at them. He had no 

belt or braces for his trousers so he kept hitching them up. "I'm not sure our child can make it, who is your 

Commander?” 

Fatimah shouted down, ”Commander Henry. There are signs to his office, but the sentries won’t even let you in 

unless you've got money maybe." Imogen watched the donkey chomp grass from the verge, as a steady stream of 

people overtook it. 

“Could you talk nice to the sentry for us? Say we have a sick child?” 

Fatimah pursed her lips and shook her head, ” He won't listen to me.” 

The donkey was dragged from his meal, and the family continued its trudge along the road, the quietely whining 

lorries blustering the polythene beneath the sick child. 

"Where do they all come from?" asked Imogen, looking along the straggled line of people rounding the bend 

towards her. 

"Anywhere. Some from The Sudan like us. I don't know the names of all the other countries.” 

"Why do they come here?” 

Fatimah shrugged. “I don't know. Not much drought. Not much flood. Not much Hurricaine. Not much war." 

 

conversation 

Safa sighed.  There is not much to do on a rowing boat floating free on an infinite sea when it only has one oar. 

Imogen took refuge in her considerable if crazed imagination, making characters out of the occasional bit of debris 

found floating in the sea, or littering the bottom of the boat.  She made beds for imaginary people and then did 

‘surgery’ on them with the help of an imaginary nurse.  The yoghurt pots became a lady with a bad stomach, and a 

piece of string her intestines. Imogen muttered to herself at her end of the boat, while Safa sank into random 

reflections at the other end.  Minky slept. 

Far too often Safa checked the horizon for boats, and the sky for helicopters, always finding none. It made a 

change from checking her phone, but it felt similar except there were never any messages or notifications. Safa’s 

reflections often went back to a discussion with Alexis on the beach just a few days ago. Lewis had been rambling the 

rock pools, lifting stones, his pale lithesome figure balancing indelicately on the sharp stones. He seemed to have 

rather tender feet, and was always flinching or hopping on one foot while inspecting the other. Meanwhile Imogen 

had been keeping a slight distance from him, trailing pieces of kelp, absorbed in some horse training fantasy with 

Minky, but she was called over every now and again to admire one of Lewis's finds. 

The beach was populated by gulls of various kinds, including a tiny flock of what Alexis thought were sandpipers, 

which paddled the extreme shallows searching for sand eels. When a large wave came, they scuttled beach-ward a 

few metres, their tiny webbed feet seeming to patter the wet sand, and when the wave had retreated, they patted 
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back again, all the while emitting a quiet but excited babble as if chattering to each other. Safa watched their comic 

dance for some time, and wondered what they were finding in the 5 mm shallows, that they couldn't find if it were 10 

mm.  Sustenance survival and environment, so finely tuned. 

Safa remembered in particular a conversation with Alexis when her patience bubbled over. “Look Alexis, can I ask 

you something? Global Oil. It’s one of the biggest companies on earth right? Executives, a board, and everything. It's 

worth billions.” 

“Trillions.” corrected Alexis 

“The point is, what the hell makes you think it will let two kidnappers affect what it does? If it gives in to your 

demands, it will lose money, and if they give in to your kidnap, they will be inviting kidnappers from all over the world 

to do the same thing. In any case, father is not as powerful as you seem to think.  He always said he didn't run Global 

Oil, he served it. Just did what was necessary for the company to flourish, and the real CEOs were the science and the 

shareholders.  So you have absolutely no hope of affecting what Global Oil does. Don’t delude yourself. I mean, I don't 

like having to say this, because in a weird way you have treated us okay.” Safa pinched the bridge of her nose and 

looked into her lap. “I just don't think I can stand it any longer, being wrenched from everything. I always thought I 

was a really independent person, strong; that I didn't need people. You know that program Desert Island Discs? I hate 

it, old people with crap taste, but father always listens to it, they always ask if you could cope on a desert island, and I 

always thought, I'd be okay - why wouldn't I? If I had books I would anyway.” 

“We can get more books for you” offered Alexis. 

“You're not listening. Look I need people like Minky  needs people. I need my father I need my friends I need my 

boyfriend.” Safa’s voice broke to a stop. 

“Tell me about your boyfriend.” 

"I will not. You'd only kidnap him too.” 

Alexis smiled, perhaps she was joking it was hard to tell.  “Mmmm. Not a bad idea.  Wouldn’t you like to have him 

here with you? You could have your own room.” 

“No way. I totally don’t want it. And I wouldn't do that to him.” 

“But I could.” 

“You dare, you fucking dare, I’ll, I’ll.…” 

Safa burst into tears and Alexis put an arm around her, but Safa flinched away. There was a long silence before the 

crying ceased and Safa angrily wiped tears away with the corner of the bathing towel. 

"Okay no boyfriend,” conceded Alexis, "I get the message.”  Safa grunted an incoherent reply. 

“I understand what you're saying,” continued Alexis, “and I was listening and we worked for big music and film 

companies so we know what you're saying about them being automatons controlled by the  logic of the markets. But 
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what Global Oil is doing is not rational. Not what's best for Global Oil,  for shareholders, investors, managers or for the 

world. Because all the systems, all the thinking is short-term and the problems long-term, so the difficulties are 

invisible to it. It's like a blind giant rampaging over our futures. You talk about shareholders, but shares now are 

bought and sold by computer algorithms, the computer buys shares and milliseconds later sells them again.   

Shareholders have no interest in the company, it's just a gambling machine to them.” 

“Who are you going to kidnap to fix that?” 

Alexis threw her head back and emitted a nanny-goat laugh.  “You’re a smart cookie. I like you Safa. You know 

that?” 

Safa stared out to sea. 

"Do you believe me?" asked Alexis. 

“No,” said Safa evenly, “I think you're controlling, you’re egotistical, and you're just doing what Lewis tells you to 

do.” 

“So I'm controlling, but I'm doing what Lewis says? That's a bit of a contradiction isn't it?” 

“He controls you, you control us, or try to. But I can see through it. You’re really just a pair of megalomaniacs, with 

crazy ideas.” 

“Well, crazy, let's see. Science says we've got to keep fossil fuels in the ground. Your Dad wants to sell them, all of 

them. Who's megalomaniac and crazy did you say?” 

"Don't speak like that about my father. He's a very clever man,  and I love him.” 

"Oh I don't doubt it. Don't doubt he’s clever, don't doubt you love him. Not in the least. But Safa, one thing you'll 

discover as you get older is that the people you love can be wrong, can be foolish even …. but you still love them. I 

love Lewis. In my own way I do. But he's daft as a brush. Honestly, he’s like a fucking 12-year-old, but I love him to 

bits. In my own way.  I’m having a baby with him for God sake, even barmier I married him. But I love him despite his 

weaknesses, not ‘cause he's perfect.” 

“Our kidnap, was it your idea or his?” 

“Ooh.  You are smart. Come on, let's have a swim.” 

“No, it just doesn't make sense what you're doing even if Global Oil did reduce its sales, other oil companies would 

just increase their sales to compensate. It's just naive, futile what you're doing." 

Alexis was getting ready to swim, finding slippers and a snorkel. But she stopped.  “ I don't think you have quite 

understood. It's not as simple as forcing Global Oil to do this and that, it's about raising awareness. You see, what oil 

companies are doing, destroying human civilisation in effect, they are doing in open agreement with governments all 

over the world. Okay they say they're going to keep it to below 1.5°C. But if you consider all the government pledges, 
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and do the maths, it works out we’re heading for more than 3°C. That puts us way over the tipping point. Into a new  

climate era, and the end of civilisation as we know it.” 

“Governments don't want to pledge too much or they'll lose power, the oil companies are funding political parties, 

funding politicians, bribing them to do their bidding. And oil companies are not criticised by the press, because the 

press is owned by the exceptionally rich people with investments in oil companies. It’s all tied up with a neat bow. The 

planet sacrificed to short-term interests.” 

“So under this cover, oil companies do what they like, and the media turn their backs. Short-term, everything 

seems to work, seems okay, everything seems normal and shipshape. Meals are still put on the table, TV programmes 

are as scheduled. But long-term we are heading for catastrophe. We are running over a cliff, led by the rich, by the 

media, by the politicians, and all driven by the oil companies. Driven over the cliff like a pack of lemmings. And all 

Lewis and I are trying to do is point to this stampede and say, ‘Wake up, for God’s sake, wake up.’” 

Safa’s eyes widened, “There’s nothing father can do about any of that. It's a political issue. You can't stop an oil 

company selling oil for Christ's sake. If you really want less oil to be used, you should work on the politicians, on 

academics. Get articles in journals, in newspapers.” 

“But politicians are funded by oil companies, newspapers are funded by rich people who invest in oil companies.” 

“Not all of them, that's just simplistic.  Anyway, you’ve had your fun now, you got your publicity. What earthly use 

is kidnapping a seven-year-old girl?  At least let her go back to father.  I'll stay here, if you let her go.” 

“I've asked her. She wants to stay with you.” 

“Really?” 

"It was never our idea to involve Imogen. Your father insisted that if you were to come, Imogen was to come with 

you. Chaperone I suppose.” 

“Do you really think it will help your case, the fact that you kidnapped a tiny schoolgirl?” 

“She's fine. Look at her, she's loving it.” 

“She's confused, tearful, disorientated. You don't see her at night, she can't sleep and she’s scared  of a fire when 

you lock us in our room. I've had enough of this conversation. Go and swim.” 

§§§ 

Safa found the recollection unsettling, but her anger had nowhere to go.  Minky, as ever, was asleep at the prow.  

Safa nudged him with the one remaining oar, “Hey Minky, make yourself useful. Go and catch a fish!" 

"Don't be horrid,” said Imogen pouting. 

Safa stared at Minky and pointed at the ocean.  Minky opened one eye a moment, then went back to sleep. 

"Don't be cruel,” screeched Imogen, “dogs can't fish” 

“Oh yes they can, I've seen it on YouTube" 
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"How?" 

"What do you mean, how? Do you think they get into their wellingtons and borrow a fishing rod?" 

Imogen sneered, “Yes!”  

"Well they don’t.  They jump in and bite them.” 

“No they don’t.” 

Relations on the boat were sour for some time. 

 

Mosquito 

Having drunk the shampoo bottle dry, the only water Imogen and Safa now had on the boat was what they caught 

from night rain and dew in their sheets, which they wrung out into their mouths the next morning. So after so many 

days with so little water, Imogen’s mouth was dry and uncomfortable. She was also hungry, and craved sweetness, 

but these discomforts became tedious as they never ceased, and eventually her brain tired of their nagging insistence. 

She began to ignore them, and a new normal established itself. 

The seascape was so unvarying over time and over space, so empty and unstimulating and for so long, that small 

thoughts floated to the surface of Imogen’s consciousness like a bubble from a bog. Deep thoughts that were unused 

to attention, strange and unfamiliar. Imogen had finished playing, and was stilled by the ending of day, she stared out 

at the great expanse of water surrounding her, at the long gentle rolling waves and the little wavelets that planished 

their surfaces.  She surrendered to the flicker of the moon on the sea, surrendered to the roll of the boat, to the 

sparkle on the water, and let her usually restless mind be still. Then the little voices came. 

The first visitor, uninvited and unexpected, intruded on her consciousness while she was staring at the majestic 

progress of a cumulus.   "Let me make it plain" he said,"that there will be a lot more of me about if your dad continues 

with business as usual." 

"Who's that?" asked Imogen, looking about her but seeing nothing. 

"Oh I forgot, you humans like to see who you are talking to. Such a strange species. Just hang on a tick, here I 

come…" there was a loud buzz and in front of Imogen, in the middle of the boat between her and her sister sat a very 

large mosquito, just a little taller than Imogen herself. 

"I hope I haven't overdone it, I'm a bit bigger than I intended." 

“You are a bit scary,” answered Imogen, “Gosh you are a lot more complicated than I thought. I didn't know your 

legs were so long." 

"Look I haven't got much time, there are others who need to speak to you, but I just wanted to say it wasn't my 

fault I bit you the other day." 

"Oh, it was you, was it?" 
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"You see, warmer weather moved northward and that was your fault, well your species fault I mean, so we moved 

with it. Anyway, now there's a lot of fuss about malaria but you can't blame us for eating. We don't blame you for 

eating. We all have to survive you know." 

"I suppose so,” agreed Imogen. 

"So please stop this mosquito-ist language — calling us ’Pests’ for example. Pests! It's your species that’s the pest. 

All those insecticides killing us off, all that horrid swotting, and all those mosquito nets you use to keep us from our 

food." 

"Well, if we don't want to get malaria,” explained Imogen, "we have to do something." 

“It's not our fault we carry malaria! Where do you think we get it from? From another human being with malaria 

and of course. Your species again. The real pests. But we don't spray you, we don't poison you, we don't swat you, and 

we don't keep you from your food with nets. So a little more respect please.  And by the way, this outbreak of malaria 

in the UK. Guess why it happened? Your species again. Pests. You changed the climate not us.  There’s a rumour your 

father was greatly to blame. Must rush now, bit of a queue for you." 

And with a loud buzz Imogen was startled to discover that the mosquito, who never even gave her his name, had 

vanished. Imogen was just waving him goodbye in a rather startled way, when a large spider with a squeaky voice took 

his place. 

“Hello," she said, Imogen had no idea how to tell a male spider from the female one, but somehow she knew this 

one was female. 

"Got a complaint,” said the spider, ”there are hardly any flies any more. I live in the desert you see, and there were 

never very many flies in the first place. I live in a Joshua tree in the Mojave desert in California, it's got shallow roots 

this tree, and it needs just one good rainfall a year to survive. But the younger Joshua trees need a bit more. 

Nowadays there being so many droughts all the young trees are dying, and soon there won't be any left.  Where am I 

going to build my webs?”  

A queue of strange creatures made similar complaints well into the night until Imogen was quite exhausted.  

 

Iqbal’s rant 

 Iqbal was cross again, still occupying his place in Nascentium’s celestial being, he spoke in a stern but pleading 

manner, “Nascentium you have allowed mosquitoes, orchids, and turtles to speak to the girls, why can't we humans 

speak to them too?” 

 “Because I have spoken for humans already,” replied Nascentium 

 “But with respect Nascentium, there is so much more to be said” 

 “Well, yes Iqbal,  there is always more to be said, especially by you, but there are also many more creatures who 

have not had a turn yet, who would like to explain their particular predicament to the girls. And the girls, on whom we 

entirely rely, have enough to contend with without a rant from you.” 
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 “But please, please Nascentium, can I just have 10 minutes?” Iqbal was popular with the many other faces that 

made up the celestial figure of Nascentium. These all nodded assent and began in their uncoordinated voices to 

express agreement using different languages, pitches and tones, so making together a silvery whispering sound. 

 “Five minutes,” pleaded Iqbal, Nascentium groaned, Iqbal’s eyebrows came together in a frown, “…three?” 

 “Oh, all right then,” huffed Nascentium, “three minutes if you moderate your language.” 

 A general cheer went up and Iqbal beamed. He removed his reading spectacles and coughed discreetly. An 

attentive silence fell among Nascentium’s many faces. Safa asleep, sensed an interruption in her dream and found 

herself peering at Iqbal; if she concentrated on his face it became larger.  He looked at her directly and boldly with a 

pleading expression, his eyebrows in a little knot in the centre of his brow.  His face was gently illuminated by 

Nascentium’s celestial light, who appeared to be taking very little attention. 

 “Safa," said Iqbal, “your civilisation worships the material when it should worship the spirit, which blasphemy 

condemns your souls to the contempt of God, and to an eternal and perpetual suffering in hell. You idolise the 

inanimate when you should revere life and spirit.” 

 “Iqbal,”  interrupted Nascentium with a warning tone, “we agreed. Moderate language.” 

 Iqbal bowed his head briefly and then replied, “But Nascentium, if the truth itself is not moderate, how am I to 

speak moderately?” He turned to Safa again, “Your idolatry, your blasphemous pursuit of material wealth and the 

accretion of matter for personal use, has grabbed nature by her throat, and strangled the very living, breathing, 

beating world that would nurture you. Your culture will suicide itself with its own dagger.” There was a rapt whisper 

from the other faces in Nacentium and even some of the animals which now made up her form began a low purring 

sound of approval. 

 “Excuse me,” interrupted Safa, “I am just a girl in a boat, actually. Totally at risk. My sister too. Why are you 

addressing me? How about pouring your …. bucket-load of metaphysical mucus on someone else's head?  A poetry 

festival perhaps?  A ch…. ” 

 “Your culture," continued Iqbal unchastened, “is slowly strangling existence itself, your contemptuous arrogance 

has rendered beautiful beasts and birds extinct, riven the world with war, and stamped upon the very head of true 

religion.” A hum of approval spread among the nodding heads that made up Nascentium. The unborn were getting 

their voice. 

 Safa drew a deep breath, “I am not responsible for every folly committed by the entire fucking human race. I'm 17. 

I'm a schoolgirl. I'm lost in a bloody boat. Get off my case.” 

 Iqbal whispered to Safa, “Keep comments short - three minutes only,” then continued in his oratorical tone, “You 

have laughed to scorn the great souls when they attempted to heal nature ….” 

Then Nascentium, who was barely paying attention to the exchange, interrupted with, “Iqbal, one minute left.” 

  “The very trees walk in protest,” pleaded Iqbal, “the very flowers fall dead in the field, species after species of 

them, falling to their death while you, counting your treasure, scorn their passing.  The fish abandon the oceans in 

contempt for your hubris, the birds abandon your chemically soaked fields. You have taken those who search for God 

and dashed their heads against the rocks of materialism.” 

 “Excuse me, excuse me,” said Safa shaking her head, "what gives you the right to rant at me?” 

 Iqbal adopted a tone somewhere between patient and patronising, “Because you and your sister are our only 

hope.  I have been given a mandate by those who are yet to be born, to speak through you, to those presently living, 
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so as to bring the crazed attention of humanity to their unprincipled pillage, and to sing of the plight of those who are 

about to be born into a nest that YOU ARE CRAPPING IN!” 

 “Why me?" asked Safa with contempt, "Why me?” 

 “Because every day your father is dripping into the bloodstream of the innocent body of nature, a poison so 

noxious that it will soon make it a contaminated corpse. A corpse that we will inherit, cannot revive,  and yet 

somehow have to live upon.” 

 “Well then, rant at my father, not me. My only responsibility is to escape from terrorists, look after my little sister, 

and do my homework.” 

 “Ah! That's where you are wrong little Safa. Young you may be, small you may be, but you have inherited a place 

in history, you are the tip of the tipping point, you are the pencil balanced on its point. You can fall this way, or you 

can fall that way, and upon your decision rests the fate of life on earth!” 

“Bollocks! Really, you are quite mad. Go pester the Presidents, the Sheiks, the Mullahs, the multinationals, the 

shareholders, the UN.” 

 At this point Nascentium called time, there was a ripple of applause for Iqbal,  and Safa slumped back in her boat 

shaking her head. She felt stressed, and was assailed by images from her Proctor lectures. The tipping points of 

reflective but melting Arctic ice, the frozen wastes of Siberia bubbling greenhouse gases for the ‘methane burp 

apocalypse’. The image of her father with his hands on huge taps controlling oil and gas. She felt tiny in a forbidding 

and vast landscape, an ant in a stadium.  

 

 Nascentium bent down to her, all a shimmer with her infinity of faces, and whispered in a motherly tone,  “Don’t 

be frightened by his expectations.  You and your sister can only do the little, that the little can do, dearest ones.” 

 “ But will our littles be enough?”   

 “Doubt is a traitor” replied Nascentium. “Your littles are a lot.  Your littles can tip the world to safety, for all of us 

here, dearest one.” 

 

 

More minutes 

Were the strange experiences on the boat due to dehydration and hunger? Or did the emptiness of their floating 

world leave a vacuum for visions of another reality that would normally be crowded out by the bustle of everyday 

experience? Safa knew that mystics and hermits had revelations perhaps due to sensory deprivation. But she never 

came to a conclusion. 

Safa had woken from her dream, was it a dream? and was drifting in her boat, but her mind was drifting too, 

through a random catalogue of what she was missing. Her bedroom at home with its jar of moisturiser, at present she 

would choose a dip in that jar over a square meal. Her books, her music. A clean glass of water. Fabien in the shower 

his sleek body firm to her touch. His lean frame pressed against hers, his elegant little bows, and the way he cupped 

her face in his hands before kissing her, looking down upon her with the brown eyes that somehow melted something 

deep in side her. 

 “Quiet!” From nowhere a wet hand on her mouth and the taste of seawater. He had sprung up from the sea to 

appear over the side of the boat, little rivulets of water ran off his bald head,  silvery in the moonlight. 
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 “Quiet!” He repeated in a fierce whisper, “Three minutes? Hopeless. I needed more, so I escaped.”  

 Iqbal stayed in the sea  supporting himself by crooking his armpits over the side of the boat. His hand was clamped 

firmly over her mouth. He whispered urgently in her ear,  “You are the progeny of the man who would sell oil that 

cannot with any conscience be  burned.  But your father has no conscience, so he will sell this oil, this poison, and let 

the planet fry, and the unborn perish. He is the man who will sell the world, for his bonus, leaving civilization spoilt for 

eternity. There can be no greater shame than to have him as your father.” 

 Safa made a muffled moan through Iqbal’s hand. She was finding it hard to breathe. 

 “The falcons fly high, spurning the land made too hot by your father’s burning.  The birds pant in the trees. The 

goats fight each other for shade.  But there are those who will not fall down to kiss the feet of Mammon, who do not 

worship the god dollar, who do not soil and corrupt themselves in pursuit of mere property, who despise stocks, 

shares, and all other financial instruments of torture. We know the error of those who cut, slice, and dissect the very 

fabric of reality and so hide it from their own consciousness. Your father takes riches given by God to foreign peoples, 

he bribes to steal them from under their very feet, and having taken them from the most needy, he sells them to the 

rich. To gluttons, and wastrels, to polluters and wreckers. And for this calamitous crime he is lauded in his own land. 

And what does this Pope of plenty steal? He steals the gift bestowed by God himself, infinite in his largess, bounteous 

in his generosity, loving in his intentions. Intentions usurped by your father, a hyena who rips food from the mouths of  

babies,  and leaving them to starve, grins as he eats his fill.” 

 

 "Iqbal!” He removed his hand from Safa’s mouth and looked round, Safa gasped for air. Above her Nascentium 

beamed down in her celestial magnificence.  "There you are Iqbal. Enough, no, too much already. Your words spew 

forth like froth from the mouth of a  mad dog, if I might on this occasion steal your style.”  

 Nascentium's  gaze rested on Safa who felt an immediate sense of peace. “Safa, please excuse this ranting” 

Nascentium reached down from the sky and put out her hand to her, it sparkled and twinkled as she showed her right 

palm in the universal sign of peace. "You must not take Iqbal seriously” she whispered, “he has read too much. I’ll 

treat the pompous fool to a taste of his own medicine, just watch.” 

 

 Then Nascentium rose up and spoke out loud. “Now child, we love you as a child, you deserve no hatred, no vitriol, 

no contempt, for you were born innocent of your father's actions like all children. Only the Old Testament God, and 

the most contemptible warmonger would visit the sins of the fathers on the heads of their children.  Safa, let me 

address you directly if I may. You have had the misfortune to be born into a most difficult family in the most difficult 

of times at the most crucial instant in the evolution of life on earth. Upon the shoulders of you and your sister, 

circumstance has unfairly placed an unbearable burden - the very existence of life in future ages.  Look Safa, do your 

best would you, to persuade your dad to leave the planet fit for life and civilisation?” 

  "How?" asked Safa, bewildered by both by the transformation and the question. 

  “Kick the bastard where it hurts!” shouted Iqbal earning a cheer. 

  “Now, now," said Nascentium with her teacher voice, “Look Safa, you are too young at present to  fully 

understand the situation, but you will grow and learn my child, and you will become a force to wonder at, a 

personality, an adversary. And you will develop a power of persuasion and like all people you can become a gift to the 

problem, or a means to its solution. So Safa will you and your sister do me, all of us unborn souls indeed, a big 

favour?” Safa nodded, “Then I will leave you to get back to your little but vital lives.  Will you help us?”  
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“Yes, we will," said Safa in a tiny voice. 

“Blessed girl child, we thank you, all of us on the threshold of existence,”   Nascentium held her right hand high in 

the sky and shouted “Existence for us all!” And each person, each plant, animal, fish, and bird and even the bacteria 

she was made of, repeated the whispering cry, “Existence will come for us all!” 

“Make the planet safe for us, the unborn, the voiceless, the voteless, the silenced, the forgotten, for we are gagged 

and manacled.  Dearest Safa.” 

“Okay" said Safa “I’ll try," and with this ascent echoing still in everyone's mind, Nacentium placed the palm of her 

right hand on Safa’s forehead, then disappeared. 

 

bite 

The boat, fourth day. Gulls were gliding above, was that a good sign? Later on in the day a plastic bag floated by, it 

looked like an abandoned dustbin bag thrown off a boat.  They scrabbled with their single oar, breaking the bag in the 

process, but eventually hauled it, and most of its contents, on board. 

"It might be from the Titanic!” said Imogen breezily. 

"I'm hoping for something less rotten." 

All they found were some very old newspapers and some stale bread but they were grateful for both. After sharing 

the bread Safa began to read one of the soggy newspapers and Imogen felt abandoned.  "Shall we play a game?" she 

asked. 

Safa looked up from her newspaper, and gave Imogen a frowning smile. She had weathered the ordeal well her 

little sister, she still had her perfect complexion, and those wide bright eyes, her hair might need a wash but she knew 

how to look appealing. 

"What game?" 

"I Spy?" Safa guffawed and said, "You start.” 

"I Spy…" began Imogen, she looked about for some time, and then back at Safa. ”It's not going to be a good game 

is it?"  

Safa laughed indulgently and shook her head,  "Never mind.  How about hide-and-seek?" 

They laughed, and a shared fear for survival released its grip momentarily, as they threw their heads back hooting 

and giggling on the indifferent sea.  In time the laughter subsided, only to erupt again when they caught each other's 

eye.  

"Safa?”  

"Yes?"  

"I think I’ve had…. I’ve had a funny dream. But I don't think it actually was a dream really." 
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"Oh yes?" Safa was relieved to hear Imogen had strange experiences too, and thought of the mosaic of faces that 

made up Nascentium. “Perhaps it's the lack of water, or too much sun…. Tell me about them." 

Imogen stared at the horizon while she recounted the sudden appearance of the hole that shattered through the 

blackness, and told of her talks with Fatimah. She was more reluctant as she described stepping through the hole, 

over its jagged edges, to play with Fatimah in the garden, and their conversations about water and weather.  She 

haltingly described the changes to their house and garden, and the astonishingly violent rain storm and the Road 

People.  Safa listened attentively, and didn’t interrupt; when Imogen had finished Safa broke her silence. 

" Well, it was kind of you to think of me, but where’s my jam-jar of water?”   Imogen was genuinely crestfallen, ”I 

left it on the tennis court bench." 

Safa laughed "That's a pity!" 

"But look!" Imogen pointed to her stomach where there were mosquito bites. Safa leaned forward to inspect 

them.  "There must have been a biter on our boat last night." 

"A biter? Out here in the middle of the ocean?” 

 

sheet 

When you are lost at sea the mind wanders. Imogen longed for the summer breeze in Fatimah's vegetable garden. 

She remembered it playing with the tips of oak branches, and carrying unfamiliar spicy scents across the ruffled 

grasses.  She remembered the rash of cycle sheds, Fatimah’s funny accent, and the endless washing line strung over 

the herbaceous border with their billowing sheets, bright and white in the  strong sun. She started out of her reverie. 

"Let's make a sail out of our sheets!" she shouted. 

Safa looked up from her soggy newspaper,  "We’re miles from anywhere". Safa waved at the watery horizon to 

demonstrate her case, but then her brow furrowed. "The wind is nearly always from the West, we wouldn’t be too 

cold if we took our sheets off, in the daytime anyway. Might get sunburned but…. Then we could just dismantle the 

sail to make bedclothes for the night. Okay. It can't hurt to try.” 

Together they planned to use their single oar as a mast, and to use a piece of rigid plastic piping someone had 

abandoned in the belly of the boat, as a crosspiece.  They tied their sheet to this. There was a rope in the boat and 

some fishing line which, with great difficulty they bit through to make pieces the right length to tie the crosspiece to 

the very top of the oar’s blade.  This would be the top of the mast. 

Eventually it was time for a trial.  Safa raised the oar in the centre of the boat, then wedged the handle of the oar 

against a cross-brace in the hull. Imogen scrambled to the back of the boat to manage the tiller.  The two bottom 

corners of the sheet were tied to the rowlocks on either side of the boat. Safa stood in the centre of the boat holding 

the mast.  When the wind first caught the makeshift sail it billowed dutifully, and it was all Safa could do to keep the 

mast upright so strong was the pull from the sheet. But she hung on somehow. 



 

 79 

Imogen laughed,  "It's like a Viking ship! We just need some red stripes on the sail, and a little flag on top!"  

Safa tried to pull the mast from the front, then to push it from the back, but pulling was best. The boat was clearly 

moving quite smartly now, it was making  a small bow wave, and there was a new and welcome sound, a quick 

succession of ripples hitting the bow.  Even though the pull on the mast reduced as they picked up speed, Safa tired 

after just a few minutes and she dropped the mast, to collapse exhausted into the belly of the boat. Her arm and 

shoulder muscles ached and she was out of breath.  Imogen looked behind her to disguise her tear filled eyes as she 

realised her sister just wasn’t strong enough for the task, and a delicate shoot of hope died.  

When Safa had recovered she said, "We need rigging. We need a rope from the very top of the mast to the very 

back of the boat, then all I'll have to do is to stop the mast moving from side to side."  Imogen wiped a tear away and 

nodded. 

Safa took the chain that once tethered the boat to the jetty, complete with a dangling padlock, and tied it to the 

rest of the rope.  The rope plus the chain were easily long enough and, as planned, Safa tied the top of the mast to the 

back of the boat. 

"There!"  

But it failed. The rope simply slipped down the mast. It was just too hard to tie the rope to the paddle at the end of 

the oar.  They sat down dejectedly.   

“There must be another way” whined Imogen. 

“There must.” 

They took down the sail to make a bed, then Safa wrapped herself up and lay down gratefully on the ribbed 

bottom of the boat. Then she began thinking of better ways to tie the rigging to the paddle of the oar.  Soon she was 

asleep. 

 

Sail 

Safa decided to start again, to make a ‘stay’ to tie the top of her mast to the back of the boat. She worked steadily 

and carefully this time, not feverishly as before, tying together the strongest lengths of string and rope to make a 

piece of sufficient length. She realised that the oar, her mast, did not necessarily need to have the rope tied to the 

very top, it could be tied a few feet lower, meaning the rope could be a little shorter.  She put the paddle part of the 

oar in the boat so that the leather grip at the other end of the oar could be used to stop the rope slipping down the 

‘mast’.  It took about half an hour of tying and untying knots, but she got there. 

Safa suspected it might have been Imogen’s bad steering that had got them lost at sea, so resisting the temptation 

to hoist the mast immediately she decided first to teach Imogen how to use the rudder, this was complicated by the 

fact that the rudder did not work while the boat was not moving. Imogen watched Safa carefully as she explained, “So, 
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this rudder steers the boat right, and the handle of the rudder is called the tiller.  If, you move the tiller, this way then 

the boat will go the other way, okay?" 

"That's backwards!" complained Imogen so loudly it woke Minky  who had taken to sleeping in a permanent stupor 

on a little shelf at the prow of the boat. 

“Backwards.  That's right.” 

Imogen was furious at this absurdity. "Why is it backwards?" Safa leaned in to look in Imogen’s eyes and said 

slowly, ”God didn't create the world just to make life simple for you, Imogen Stone. Now, when I say ‘left’ you push 

the tiller to the right and when I say..." 

"Couldn't you just say it the right way round? Why can’t you just point?" 

"I can't point. I need both my hands to keep the bloody mast upright, I won't have enough free hands to go 

pointing, just for you.”  

Safa’s expression suddenly darkened, ” Imogen, which is your right-hand?" 

Imogen rocked her head thoughtfully from side to side then held up the wrong hand with a pleading smile.  Safa 

closed her eyes and her chin fell to her chest. She took a deep breath.  “Okay, so listen to me. You write with your 

right hand okay?”    

Safa, for so long subdued and depressed was bright and animated again, and Imogen was distracted from what 

Safa was saying by the unexpected wonder of having her sister back again.  She watched as her eyes danced, as her 

hands gestured, and bathed in the sing song of her voice. 

Safa leaned in to Imogen’s face.  ”What did I just say? Imogen, look at me.” 

Imogen laughed, ”I was looking at you. You’re very pretty. I can see why Fabien loves you.”  

“Huh.” 

“Even though you swear.” 

Safa cocked her head coyly to one side, and stuck her tongue out. ”Okay, when I move my arse to the left, you 

move the rudder — which way?" 

"Why can't I move it the same way?" 

“Oh! Have it your own fucking way. I'll do all the muscle work and all the thinking, and you can just sit there like 

Little Miss Fancy-Fannie,  and just follow my arse."  

Imogen nodded uncertainly. 

Safa had the mast up, and almost before she was ready, the sail billowed and the rope twanged taught. 
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“Whoooooo!” Shouted Safa.  Now that the strain was taken by the rope, it was much easier to keep the mast 

upright, all she needed to do was to stop it falling either to the left or to the right. This required a bit of a dance at 

times, but soon she got the hang of it. The boat picked up speed, it began to make a wake, there was the patter of 

ripples on the bow, there was a distinct sense of motion. 

Imogen gripped the tiller tightly, wide eyed with awe as the boat gathered pace. 

"Watch my arse! You're not steering!" 

Imogen dutifully pushed the tiller as far as it would go in the direction that Safa’s arse was pointing.  It was an over 

correction. The boat veered violently to the left, Minky yelped, and the sail toppled to the right, pulling the boat over. 

It was lucky the mast remained tied to the boat, and the sail to the mast. The boat soon righted itself but was half full 

of water.  Minky and the girls though, were in the sea. 

Safa pushed Imogen’s little bare bottom into the boat and then scrambled in after her. She put her head in her 

hands, then rose up angrily pointing at Imogen, "Next time! Watch — my — arse!”.  

Imogen was crying, "It's not my fault! You were pushing this way, then that, and I never knew whether I was 

supposed to steer or you were just pushing the mast!”  Imogen looked about her in panic,  “Hey!  Where’s Minky?” 

The two girls scanned the sea about them and found no sign.  Their stomachs sank and Imogen emitted a high 

pitched whine. Then they heard scratching on the side of the boat.  The dog was treading water by the bow, looking 

very sorry for himself.  The two girls heaved him aboard with some difficulty, where he shook himself dry. “Thanks 

Minky .” 

Safa looked at the horizon for some time while Imogen sobbed softly.  "Okay. Okay. Look. We did pretty well. 

We're getting the hang of it. Let's bail out. Then, next time I'll shout ‘steer’, and point my arse in the direction you 

have to steer. Okay?  If I don't shout ‘steer’ just keep the tiller straight okay? Whatever my arse does." 

Imogen pursed her lips and shook her head in agreement, then laughed out loud, but she was still tearful. Then 

they both began bailing with cupped hands while Minky  stood at the bow watching the horizon, looking like a 

drowned rat. 

 

Britannia 

 “Come on Minky , you should be bailing too!” joked Imogen. Minky  wagged his tail in an apologetic circle, he had 

been uncharacteristically subdued on this trip, no doubt wondering in some doggy way, why things were so out of 

control, and why there were no meals or water now.  He sat curled up in the prow seemingly able to sleep all day and 

all night. 

Safa suffered the occasional burst of conscience, rendered physical as an extreme hollow in her stomach, as she 

recalled that she had put Imogen and Minky's life at risk. The shame of her own stupidity and carelessness rendered 

her tearful. The responsibility almost defeated her at times, causing her to lose all confidence and, ridiculously, she 
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had brief urges to run away. Flee the gnawing guilt. Then something steely inside her, something she hardly 

recognised, tensed the muscles in her jaw and a feeling somewhere between rage and defiance gripped her. If she 

didn't give in, reality would be forced by her sheer tenacity to buckle, to break, and to surrender its grip. Sheer bloody-

minded resolve would well up in her again, and she would be ready to try one more gritty time. 

 

She never thought of her father, or her home, or of her safe and comfortable bedroom. Only of Imogen, of Minky , 

and of her own thoughtlessness which had put them all in such danger. 

Safa had been worrying while she bailed, that rowing boats have no keel, but yachts always did. How much 

difference did this make?  She hoped that, as they were only travelling downwind they had no need of a keel, but she 

might soon find out this was wrong. 

Having bailed out the boat, and dried the sail somewhat, Safa and Imogen were ready for another attempt.  Safa 

decided to rehearse her new regime before erecting the mast and sail.  She stood with her back to Imogen looking 

over her shoulder and moved her arse one-way, and then the other, and Imogen stayed stock still and laughed. Then 

Safa shouted ‘steer’ and Imogen dutifully moved the rudder in the direction in which Safa’s arse pointed. Imogen 

couldn't stop laughing, but she was unfailingly accurate in her steerage. 

"Okay. Time to give it a try.  Steer much more gently this time.” 

Safa raised the mast cautiously, spreading her legs to keep balance, and the sails, as if impatient to get working, 

snapped open, and billowed grandly into the strong sun. Safa was thrilled. The rope was taut, the sail blossoming, the 

sun out, the wind steady; somehow everything had slipped into place. 

“Steer," shouted Safa, And Imogen was careful not to overcorrect and in time was even able to anticipate which 

way the steer might be needed from the alignment of the sail and the boat. 

"If the sail’s pulling dead ahead, that's what we want isn't it?" shouted Imogen, the wind in the sail and the ripples 

on the hull were making a remarkable noise. 

"That's it!” 

They were going faster and faster. Despite the complete absence of landmarks there was a sensation of 

movement. The boat even rocked less now that it was going the same way as the waves. Safa was overcome with 

relief, she bit back tears, but they came anyway, as she stared ahead at the sail.  Then the wind dried her tears away, 

and a little bubble of hope rose within her, and she began singing.  Imogen joined in gleefully. 

‘A life on the ocean wave’ followed by ‘We are sailing’ followed by, at Imogen’s initiative ‘The owl and the 

pussycat’. When they couldn't remember the words they sang gibberish which made Imogen laugh. 

An hour later Safa was tired of standing and heaving the mast left and right, the muscles in her arms and thighs 

began to stiffen, and she was envious of Minky  yawning in the prow.  
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Chase 

One more time Imogen stepped through the jagged hole in the darkness to appear under the branches of the 

willow tree in her own sunlit garden. It was an oppressively humid but windy day.  

Iqbal was puzzled by Imogen, who had a curious accent, and professed competence with screen technology, but 

could not even turn devices on, let alone use them, excusing herself by saying “They were different now”. She seemed 

to have been brought up in a cave, knowing nothing about popular children's television programmes, or pop music.  

This suited Iqbal’s daughter Fatimah very well. Fatimah was a detached, self absorbed girl, indifferent to the 

preoccupations of her classmates, and even to their occasional disdain and quiet exasperation. She was “weird” they 

thought, and they left her to inhabit her private space where she played imaginary games whispering to  God knows 

whom, and ran about the playground with exaggerated skipping movements, swinging her arms from side to side 

while humming little tunes herself. 

Iqbal’s wife explained this by saying Fatimah had no real play for her first five years while they were travelling,  

there were rarely children her own age to play with amongst the refugees, most of whom had left their children with 

aged relations until they were old enough to journey by themselves. So Fatimah, finding no play outside her head, 

began to play within it, following the gossamer thread of her imagination to landscapes that made sense only to her. 

But now she had found a playmate, this strange Imogen creature. 

“It's so windy!” said Imogen. It was warm, but a steady gale tore leaves from ash and oak.  Every now and again a 

twig with a few leaves on it swept by horizontally,  as if in a cartoon. There was something else strange about the 

trees, but Imogen could not quite place it. 

“It's not that windy!" answered Fatimah, “no trees down.” 

Imogen remembered seeing a number of uprooted trees by the house, apparently these had come down in the 

winter storms which also toppled two chimneys on the house and brought down telephone poles and pylons.   

They were almost blown over on their way to Fatimah’s kitchen where they were expected for lunch.  “When the 

electricity was blew down, we had to go to bed in the dark because mummy wouldn't let us have candles in our rooms 

cus we might make a fire,” said Fatimah as she took her place at the table.  “On the way to school a whole lot of 

pylons were blowed over.” 

 “…and the spire on Salisbury Cathedral,” added Iqbal. He was serving a simple salad, from what Fatimah and 

Imogen had picked in the vegetable garden that morning.  The kitchen table was in a room Imogen remembered as a 

store room for pet food and horse tackle. Far off, an out of tune piano stepped haltingly through a nursery rhyme. 

“Did you really grow all this salad?” asked Imogen knowing the answer, but wanting to hear it anyway. 

“Of course,” said  Iqbal, “this is nothing, you should have seen what we could grow in The Sudan before the 

drought years, sorghum, corn, rice, sesame….” 

“…  chickpeas” interrupted Fatimah “I love chickpeas but we can't grow them here.” 

Iqbal continued, “…Peanuts, sunflower seeds watermelon, cantaloupe. Things grow slow here by comparison - 

hard work. But at least there is water.  Fatimah! Why don't you show your puppet show to Imogen?” 

Fatimah jerked with delight and her eyes widened.   Iqbal smiled proudly as he told Imogen that Fatimah’s class 

had done a ‘Where I Came From’ project. 

“And mine was a puppet show" interrupted Fatimah “I had to show the whole class!” Fatimah bolted to the door. 

"Not now Fatimah, after lunch.” 
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Fatimah's puppets were cut out figures of her family which she had drawn and coloured in herself. There were no 

strings as Imogen expected, the figures were supported from below on thin sticks stuck to the back of the card.  

Imogen was directed to sit on one side of the kitchen table while Fatimah ducked out of view on the other side, with 

only her puppets showing above the table top. Iqbal sat smiling next to Imogen, leaning forward on his elbows. 

Fatimah waggled a cut out of her father as she spoke in a mock deep voice “My name is a Iqbal and I'm a farmer in 

South Sudan. I listen to university lectures and podcasts on my phone for ages.  I grow food for my family and sell food 

in the market. My father, and his father, and his father, all farmed here right back to the Big Bang when Allah, Glorious 

and exhalted is He,  made the first man from dust and wet  earth.”   Iqbal smiled, hummed, and waggled his head in a 

‘it’s-nearly-right’ way. 

Another figure appeared, despite being much bigger than Iqbal’s, this turned, out be a cutout of Fatimah complete 

with eye make up, and a flower in her hair. “My name is Fatimah,” said the waggling figure, “and I pick food for 

Mummy and auntie and Daddy. Mummy looks after the goats and chickens and mend's our clothes. She harvests the 

sorghum. She makes Kissra every day.  My job is wash the vegetables. I have to wash your hands in clean water not 

river water and then wash the vegetables in clean water or you’ll get snail fever.  Snail fever stops you growing and 

stops your brain growing too, so you'll do bad at school.” 

Fatimah’s Mummy, who’s cutout is even bigger still, takes over the story. “Then we had years and years of drought 

and the ground cracked in pretty patterns but even the sorghum died. Sorghum is called the Camel of crops because it 

needs so little water. But even sorghum died. Then my husband Iqbal said we must come to England because it rains 

here, and it was this country that stole our rain, so we are going to use theirs. THE END!!” 

Iqbal laughed, “Well done Fatimah!”  As they were leaving the kitchen Imogen asked Iqbal, “Why are there so 

many people living here?  Did they all come from Sudan? 

“Because… surely your mother would have told you Imogen,” said Iqbal 

“No my Mummy died when I was five.” 

“I see.  This place was requisitioned by the government for refugees, like so many other places,” he said quietly. 

“When I lived here there was only my father, my sister and me. And Mr Castell the houseman. That was four,  now 

there are…hundreds." 

“About 470, what do you mean, ‘when you lived here’?” 

Fatimah piped up, “Imogen was in a boat in the past, and she stepped into the future through a hole in the 

blackness.” 

Iqbal laughed.  “Oh did she! Well eat up your lunch and then go back and play in the vegetable garden I’ll see you 

there soon. But Imogen, a word of advice. It's not nice to pretend you lived here in the past. Do you know who used to 

live here?" 

“Yes, me." 

“It was an oil chief, a traitor to the human race."  

“My father wasn't a traitor!" laughed Imogen. 

 

§§ 

 

After lunch the wind had dropped a little, but the ground was scattered with twigs, leaves, and sycamore seeds. 

Fatimah and Imogen decided to play horses. They collected up some scattered debris, augmented it with some 
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brushwood from recent hedge cutting and made jumps for a  ‘show jumping’ course. While they were doing this 

Imogen realised what was different about the trees. They were dark. Their leaves were cooked, wrinkled, and many 

shades darker than she remembered. And another thing, where were the birds? She was used to the chatty 

background calls of blackbirds, jackdaws, and robins. Now there was only the rumble of distant traffic. 

After ten minutes running round their show jumping course the girls were exhausted and Imogen’s attention was 

attracted by two men digging nearby.  They were quite ancient for such a task, their brown skin slick with sweat. The 

girls, flushed-faced and breathless, strolled over to them and asked them what they were doing.  

The oldest straightened his back with some difficulty. He had a neat white beard, a turban, and large rings on his 

huge hands.  He smiled “We’re laying a trench to get water pipes to our home.” He nodded in the direction of a small 

stone outhouse about 50 metres away in the shadow of a wood. Imogen shrugged, “The stable? But there’s water 

there already. The tap on the back wall. When I lived here, that was my donkey stable, and I used it to…” 

The man shook his turbaned head and laughed. “There is no tap.  I've lived there two years. There is no tap!” 

"I'll show you!” said Imogen defiantly, and set off towards the little hut, confident of being followed, but only the 

turbaned man came. The other rested, lying on the grass with his feet in the trench. They had dug  50 m, about half 

the way there. 

“So when did you live here?” 

Fatimah piped up, “Mahip Mahip!   Imogen is magic. She comes from a long time ago when the biggest trees were 

saplings and only her father owned all these buildings!” Fatimah swept her arm across the landscape in a dramatic arc. 

“Ah!" Mahip stopped walking and smiled, “I see, I’ve been caught up in a little girls’ game, and Tejas will be 

laughing his block off  when I get back.” 

"No no!” Answered Imogen, "really I did. I'll show you the tap.” 

Mahip’s face darkened, but he followed her reluctantly for the last few metres to the back of the little hut.  

 The tap had gone. Imogen’s shoulders fell as she stared at the blank wall. 

“Like I said, a little girls’ game,” said Mahip 

“No!" Replied Imogen “There was a tap. There was!”   Imogen pointed defiantly at the blank wall and Mahip 

laughed. But then he noticed for the first time, just where she was pointing, that there was a vertical patch of cleaner 

stone surrounded by lichen ferns and moss.  He knew copper pipes sometimes had that effect. They seemed to inhibit 

plant growth.  He peered more closely running his hand up the affected strip of stone, which stopped abruptly at the 

height of about a metre in a lush patch of moss. Just below this, he had not noticed this before, were two tiny screw 

holes. He peered at them in incredulity. Fixings for a pipe? He looked at Imogen, and the back of his neck tingled. 

“What's your name?" he asked. 

“Imogen Stone. I used to live here when…” 

“Stone? Magnus Stone's great-granddaughter?” His face darkened. 

“No! His daughter.” 

Mahip laughed. “If you were his daughter you would be a hundred years old at least!” 

“Yes, but!” Fatimah jumped on the spot in excitement, “Imogen was on a boat years and years ago, but she 

stepped through a hole broken in the darkness.  Into the future, into now.” Fatimah spread her arms in a dramatic 

gesture and said again, “Into now!” 

Mahip  took a step back and whispered “A Jinn?  A witch? An English witch?” 
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The girls shook their heads and laughed. Mahip felt sickened and wary, but was distracted by someone calling  

Fatimah’s name. He looked up, Iqbal was coming for his daughter. Mahip walked out briskly to meet  him. They 

stopped together and talked urgently in a whispered conversation. 

"Let's dig for the pipe!” said Imogen, "it was about here.," and as the two men talked, they removed the turf 

beneath the screw holes to find loose stones and building rubble. This they removed with their bare hands, but it got 

harder and harder as they dug down. 

The two men joined them and Mahip  fetched a crowbar, to lever up some stubborn rocks. They found a pipe. 

Mahip recognised it as early 21st-century polypropylene. It was blue, meaning it was a water pipe. It had been 

deliberately stopped at the end. 

"How could she have known?” said Mahip, his face twisted in puzzlement.  

Iqbal frowned, “Fatimah. You played here before with Imogen? You dug this up before?” 

Fatimah looked affronted and almost tearful, "No! We haven't played here. Ever.” 

“Fatimah. The truth now. Did you know about this pipe?” 

“No!” There are real tears now at Iqbal’s ridiculous suggestion. “Imogen  knew. She used to live here. She cleaned 

her donkey stable with the water from this pipe. Fatimah pointed angrily at the pipe and wiped her tears with her 

sleeve. 

“A hundred years ago?”  asked Mahip. 

“Yes!" replied Imogen adamantly. 

“Then she's a witch,” said Iqbal and Mahip nodded. “Magnus Stone’s daughter after all.  The daughter of Satan.” 

“What?”Iqbal was incredulous.  

“She says she’s Imogen Stone, Magnus Stone’s Daughter.” 

“Allah protect us! Subhanahu Wa Ta'ala.  She’s worse than a Jinn,” shouted Iqbal.   Mahip swiped at Imogen's face.  

Caught totally unawares she reeled back, turned and began to run. Fatimah shouted in alarm and Iqbal took a swipe 

with the crowbar which scratched a thin blood coloured stripe down Imogen’s bare arm. The air was filled with 

screams and shouts of rage. Imogen sped off for the vegetable garden. 

Fatimah stood in the way of her father, and hugged Iqbal’s legs shouting, “No!” as he stumbled. Mahip stood 

transfixed as Imogen ran off. 

“Get her!  Get her!” shouted Iqbal from the floor. But Mahip looked terrified; he shook his head, his eyes wide. 

Iqbal got back to his feet and ran after Imogen leaving Fatimah sobbing on the ground. 

Imogen, blood dripping from the weal  on her arm, sprinted in pattering dainty steps towards the walled vegetable 

garden, making for the willow tree where she had first appeared into this strange future. Iqbal was gaining on her. She 

could hear his feet drumming on the ground and his heavy breath. 

“I'll get you,” he shouted, “Jinn’s are not safe from those that follow Allah Glorious-and-exhalted-is-He. You 

daughter of Satan. You Demon. You diminutive little shit.” 

Iqbal skidded on a turn in the gravel path leading to the vegetable garden, fell, picked up a stone from the path 

edging, and righted himself. Then he resumed his chase throwing the stone at her. “Take that Satan, take that Jinn. A 

stone for a Stone”. The stone narrowly missed her head and bounced on the path ahead of her. It was twenty metres 

at least to the willow tree, and Iqbal was too close. She would have to do something. 
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Just as Iqbal was about to grab her from behind she zagged off the path and turned to point a rigid arm and finger 

at Iqbal. He skidded to a halt, froze and stared. The willow tree was only a few steps away now and she was backing 

towards it. 

"Stop!" she shouted still pointing. “One more step and I'll turn you to dust!” She had no idea why she said that but 

Iqbal reacted with a start.  He knew he was made from dust, and to dust he would return. But the blessing of 

existence, between these dusty states was not to be gambled. He looked into Imogen's eyes they seemed to be 

flickering in some odd way. Something he didn't understand was going on.  

Imogen backed into the overhanging branches of the willow tree whilst Iqbal stared on.  “Your family nearly 

destroyed civilisation,”  shouted Iqbal, still frozen to the spot.  “Your family tried to ruin it for everybody, for every 

creature and plant on earth….” Unaccountably Iqbal felt suddenly alone.  He peered into the willow tree, but she was 

gone. 

 

Sunset 

 

Imogen stopped her bailing to stare at the sunset that filled half the sky, and then said, "That's mummy in heaven 

telling us she'll make everything all right tomorrow. I bet there is a boat on its way, right now!”  Safa turned her head 

away and smiled. 

 

Late the next morning Minky ’s ears pricked and he became restless walking back and forth, leaning over the edge 

of the boat and making a strange mewling sound.   

"He's seasick. He's going to vomit,” said Imogen. 

"Vomit what? There's nothing in there." 

The sky above them attracted some birds, herring gulls mainly but one or two black seabirds too, cormorants? 

Black shags?  Sometimes they dived to near the surface and skidded just above it. Then small patches of the glassy 

surface of the sea seemed to cloud, like a cold window clouding when someone breathes upon it. Minky  became even 

more agitated, he pinned his ears back and his prowling became more agitated.  His tail wagged low and quickly as he 

whined about the boat. 

“Minky’s seen something!” 

“Or smelt something.” 

A gigantic black shadow moved swiftly and silently under the water very near the boat - Safa’s stomach wrenched 

with fear. 

"Shark!" whispered Imogen as she rushed to the other side of the boat. 

"More likely a…" but Safa couldn't fill in the blank. Then she saw another shadowy shape, and another.  The girls 

watched astonished as the glassy water began to boil and a huge creature, a seal? A dolphin? A whale even? swept by 

only a few metres from the boat. Minky  went berserk, running to and fro, sniffing high in the air and looking over the 

edge of the boat to whimper excitedly. Little patches of the otherwise glassy water surface erupted in a boiling frenzy 

from time to time as the sinister black creatures swept to and fro. The birds fell from the air diving in neatly and 

sometimes emerging with fish. A patch of water boiled very close to the boat and Minky leaped in.   

Imogen shouted, “Minky no!" then clamped her hand to her mouth. Safa leaned in to see what on was happening, 

and saw Minky  arrive on the surface nostrils flaring, with a fish in his mouth. 
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"A Mackerel,” shouted Safa laughing. The fish was struggling hard but Minky  was not about to let it go. His eyes 

stared and his nostrils worked overtime as he paddled to the boat where Safa took the fish. Minky  was reluctant to let 

it go. Safa was terrified of losing it, the moment it was released from Minky ’s jaws it went into a frenzy of flapping, 

but she took good hold and with her eyes shut, banged its head on the ribs of the boat until it was still. 

Imogen helped Minky back in the boat. He always looked pathetically scrawny when he was wet, but looked 

scrawnier than ever today, not having eaten for days, but the moment Imogen put him down he was running to and 

fro again, peering at the water with avid intensity. Birds now were dropping like bombs, appearing on the surface and 

lifting their heads to swallow a fish in one gulp, then they rose on wet  wings, to dive again.  Another black shape 

glided past and another patch of sea shimmied and boiled, and this time mackerel could easily be seen silvery under 

the surface, as another black shape slashed by. 

“A seal! A seal!" shouted Imogen,” it's our seal getting us breakfast!" 

Minky  was in again with a four-legged bellyflop, to emerge with another mackerel grasped by the tail, this one got 

away though. 

"I don't think mackerel expect dogs as well as seals,” said Safa. ” First time they’ve been attacked by a lurcher!" 

Minky  dived in again, more gently this time, his tail slashing the water surface and his head beneath it.  Another 

seal swept past and he came up with another mackerel a gigantic one this time. He had to let go and catch it again a 

few times before he had a firm hold. Then, breathing deeply, paddling strongly, and staring forward intently, he made 

it again to the side of the boat.  Safa took his fish killed it with one blow, and then helped Imogen lift Minky  out of the 

water. He was shivering now, but intent on continuing, he tried another four dives but caught no more. 

Safa put holes in a precious carrier bag and wafted it in the water, she certainly saw fish, and some even brushed 

her hand making her recoil in fright, but she was unable to catch one. 

When the boiling water had waned and the birds and seals had gone, Minky  became less agitated and lay down in 

the boat enjoying a heroes eulogy from both girls. 

"I've never eaten raw fish,” said Imogen warily. 

“I'll eat yours,” said Safa. She had nothing but her teeth and bare hands, but she split one fish down the middle as 

she had seen her mother do, cleaned out the guts, and did her best to pull hunks of flesh out without bones. It wasn't 

easy, but the feeling as the oily fish went down was pure bliss, and even helped a little with their thirst. 

Minky  was allowed his rightful portion of course, which he ate greedily, but even he would not eat the guts. 

Raw mackerel is very oily and not easy to digest, but Imogen, driven by her ravening hunger ate a little more than 

was comfortable. She had some involuntary spasms in her throat which made Safa worry she might be choking on a 

bone, but she vomited up a small portion on the boat, then leaned her head over the side. Safa raised her finger 

angrily, "You keep that down!" she said. “It's all we might get.” 

Imogen went pale and nodded, looking Safa sadly in the eyes, forlorn and self-pitying. Then she resumed her 

position with her head over the side of the boat. 

Safa helped Imogen keep her food down with her cross pep-talking as her sister groaned at the sea for some time. 

The sun came up and warmed them all, Minky  dried out, and Imogen’s stomach settled. When Imogen had recovered 

she found her vomit had gone from the floor of the boat. 

"Minky!" said Safa, wagging her finger with a grin, “We were saving that for later!"  

"Yuck!" They both laughed. Minky however looked crest-fallen his head dropped and he looked up at them 

dolefully with his tail between his legs.  But they laughed at him and he gauged he had not been bad after all. 
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"If anyone deserves vomited mackerel, it's you. You're the best fisher-dog on the whole ocean! Now, let's get 

sailing!” 

A head bobbed out of the water a little distance from the boat.  “Look! Our seal!" shouted Imogen. "Thanks Mr 

Seal! Thanks Mummy!  Look! He's smiling!" 

"Seals don't smile, and they all look the same." 

"Not to me they don't. That's the one we played with,” said Imogen pointing emphatically at the now disappeared 

seal. “He knew we were hungry because Mummy told him, and he shooed the nackerel to us 

"Mackerel" Corrected Safa laughing 

"Mackerel then," 

"You're a delicious romantic Imogen." 

Safa was happy to tiptoe around Imogen's belief in a benign universe, she envied her certainty that dead mothers 

and seals were looking out for her. 

 

Mermaid 

Safa wondered what she should call this rowing boat, cradling two half naked sisters, their only hope and 

protection: Intrepid? Guardian angel? The duvet dreamboat? By now she and Imogen were quite expert at steering 

the boat.  Safa was still standing to keep the oar upright, their mast for the sheet spinnaker, and Imogen still gripped 

the tiller making gentle corrections  

 

Safa was about to call for  a rest when Imogen suddenly stood and then shouted in a piercing soprano: "Land! 

Land!”.  She let go the rudder and jumped on the spot. 

Minky’s ears were pinned back by Imogen’s blast. Safa couldn't see past the sail, so with some difficulty she hastily 

brought the mast down and looked ahead, standing on tiptoe. There, perched on the horizon, almost directly ahead — 

blessed sight — a thin line of black, contrasting both sea and sky. 

"Land ahoy!" shouted Safa, waving one arm in a triumphant arc, "Land ahoy!" 

Safa rubbed her arms and thighs and ignoring her tiredness she re-erected her mast. The sail filled proudly, The 

rope held, and the rudder queen made her necessary corrections; the unlikely craft resumed its homeward journey. 

An hour later and the land was closer but still a long way off, but as evening, and Safa’s complete exhaustion set in, 

the wind dropped and she decided to dismantle the sail and sleep. Tomorrow, they would make landfall, or perhaps 

find a rescuer,  then they would be free. 

But a nagging fear gripped her. She had been here before and had been swept out to sea. Would there be a wind 

next morning?  Would it be in the right direction? Would it be strong, but not too strong?  It seemed unlikely all these 

could go well.  She would discover when she woke at first light. 

 

Ra-ra 
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Safa and Imogen woke up in the cold grey dawn with a slight breeze towards land, which was still visible on the 

horizon.  The sea seemed still to be sleeping — gentle, silvery and unruffled. There were no boats or ships about, just 

a lone herring gull wheeling in a slate grey sky.  On the horizon was a mist, the sort of mist that promised to burn off in 

a hot day to follow. 

But it was not hot yet.  Imogen and Safa hugged each other for warmth but it didn't help as they were both as cold 

as each other. 

"When Miss Plumpton takes us for hockey,” said Imogen, "She warms us up with a song….So! Stand up, facing me! 

Safa! Face me! You have to jump as high as you can, okay?" 

“I'll watch,” said Safa. 

Undeterred Imogen suddenly burst into a string of star jumps. Where did the energy come from?  The sight of 

land. The jumps woke Minky  from his stupor in the bow, first one eye opened, then the other. Then he stood beside 

Safa to watch with his tail between his legs, occasionally eying Safa as if to ask ‘Has she gone mad?’  But eventually 

Imogen’s joy and his own playfulness got the better of him, and he began to bark and jump along with her. 

"See! Minky  can do it! And when we are a bit warm we sing this song.” Imogen continued with her extravagant 

star jumps, The boat was rocking, but Safa splayed her legs and shifted her weight so as to steady it.  She watched as 

Imogen sang: 

"Hello people! Everybody happy? 

Everybody happy, Ra! Ra! RAAAAh!” 

 

On the last word, Imogen dropped down on her haunches, and then leapt up to stand to attention. 

Safa laughed, and shook her head. 

"It does make you warm,” said Imogen nodding her head in extravagant affirmation.  “Miss Plumpton is a hell-of-a-

popular teacher.” 

"Okay!" said Safa, and they jumped and sang, while Minky  jumped and barked. Though Safa often had to stop to 

steady the boat. 

They were soon out of breath and considerably warmer, collapsed on the rowing boat seats.  Without a word Safa 

began to set up the sail, checking the knots, sorting the tangles. 

"I had another dream last night." said Imogen 

"You did? What was it this time?" 

Imogen recounted another of her nocturnal visitations from the animal kingdom, why did these only happen to 

Imogen Safa wondered. 
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An orchid had appeared to her apparently, through the smashed hole in the blackness.  It had a thick, pale-green 

stem and brown flowers which looked a little like a bee, behind this flower were yellow-green petal-like structures. 

“Hello,” it said, looking through the hole in the blackness. 

“Hello,” said Imogen, "you look a bit like a small iris. My mother loved irises." 

"Actually I'm an Early Spider Orchid" 

"I don't like spiders." 

"Neither do I. I'm an orchid not a spider." 

“Are you a wild orchid?" asked Imogen. 

"All orchids are wild until some bastard puts us in a pot… but I’ve got a more important complaint. We Early Spider 

Orchids are pollinated by male mining bees. We make ourselves look like female bees, and we send out a scent that 

makes the male bee think we are a female bee, so that the male bees will try and copulate with us.  When they do, it 

pollinates us. The trouble is, the springs are getting warmer, and female bees are emerging at the same time as we are 

flowering.   The male bees prefer the smell and look of real female bees to us.  So they mate with them, and we don’t 

get pollinated.” 

"Can't something else pollinate you?" 

The orchid sighed again.  “We look and smell like bees. Other insects aren’t interested.  We will die out if we don't 

get pollinated. That's our worry. There are a lot of plants with this sort of problem. We all evolved together you see, 

but birds, insects, and plants all respond differently to the warm springs, so everything is thrown out of rhythm.” 

“What do you want me to do?” asked Imogen. 

"I wonder if you could talk to the bee, he is called Andrena Nigroaenea.” 

"That sounds like a girls name.” 

“Well, don't blame me, you named him.” 

“I did not.” 

“Your species named him. He's a boy bee, honest.” 

“I don't think bees listen to girls. If he likes real female bees more than you, well I don't think there's much I can 

do.” 

“Well, you could talk to your father.” 

 And that was the end of the dream. 
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Safa thought for some time. "You're just remembering what Alexis told you looking at all those picture books 

before bed." 

"I suppose so. But it doesn't feel like it. She never mentioned the Early Spider Orchid, It feels… sort of real." 

“Sounds a bit far fetched to me.  Maybe she hypnotised you! There was always something creepy about her I 

thought, like she was sort of nice, but.…” 

"But what?" 

"But not nice. Bit of a witch.” 

 

§ 

By late morning the blessed black line on the horizon had grown larger, greyer, and then its form began to 

separate out into patches of black, green, grey, and even little smatterings of yellow, perhaps gorse on the coastal 

path. 

Directly ahead lay a rocky shore where it would be difficult to make a landing, but there were hints of a town 

immediately around a nearby headland, chimneys just over the horizon, and a little clutch of moored yachts. They had 

a good speed up now and were making rapid progress, talk had turned to the last run into their father’s arms, English 

breakfasts (definitely not kippers which had previously been a Safa favourite), and the caress of their own warm beds. 

They would definitely not miss their defective lessons on ice sheets or permafrost. 

Minky had seen land, or maybe had smelt it, so had appointed himself chief figurehead, front paws precariously 

perched at the prow as he watched the approaching island, barking occasionally in glee. Imogen steered, keeping her 

now expert eye on the billowing, fluttering and swivelling duvet, proud captain of their craft. Her mouth was still 

uncomfortable from lack of water and from not being able to brush her teeth for so many days. She sang Christmas 

carols for some reason, despite their being quite out of season, and feasted her eyes on the land at the approaching 

horizon. 

 

§ 

 

There was a collective sigh on the celestial plane as the girls stepped on the sand.  All all the souls that made up 

Nascentium, all those who aspired to take their part in eternity, simultaneously exhaled in relief for they knew now 

that their existence, that precious gift in transit, that fragile and uncertain promise, was in the hands of their unwitting 

saviour. 
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Part 3 
 
 

Police 

Safa sat in the back of a police car; in the front seats were two policewomen, one with a discrete holster under 

her jacket. Safa had escaped but did not feel safe. There was only one safe place, sitting next to her father on the blue 

settee with his big hairy arm about her. When they sat together like this she would play with his fingers, fiddle with his 

watch strap, and talk about next to nothing: how often they should shampoo Minky, or how the older horses were 

doing. He would listen attentively making little grunting sounds to show he was listening, and then give his advice, or 

tease her if she worried unnecessarily. 

There was in these times a deep stillness about him, he would breathe heavily and slowly often with a faint hint of 

his asthma, so she could hear the breath in his chest as it rocked her with its comfortable soothing rhythm. But her 

days on the blue settee were soon to be over. 

After her mother died Safa had a strange sensation in her stomach as if she were falling off a high wall, or 

stepping off a high diving board. A fearful floating feeling, as though the ground she stood upon had been magicked 

away. She was in free-fall, and sooner or later the crash would come, when she hit whatever was beneath her. But she 

had this feeling all the time, all the time except when she was on the blue settee with her father. Then she would 

make a soft landing somehow, the free-fall feeling would dissolve away, and she would be grounded, earthed, safe. 

Nothing then could hurt her. 

Imogen was too young when their mother died to have had that same need. Safa remembered marvelling that 

Imogen was not jealous when she sat with her father all afternoon. Imogen would play next to them but she didn't 

crave constant contact, didn't have Safa’s physical need. Safa was a terrified parachutist falling through a sky of grief, 

searching for a non-existent ripcord. Imogen didn't seem to have the same feeling that the world and all its evil could 

be kept at bay if her father put his arm about her. 

She couldn’t help comparing her father with that evil scheming little shit Proctor.  She had escaped, but she had 

not yet got even with him. She alarmed herself with fantasies where he was lashed to a chair, and she was slapping 

alternate cheeks with huge blows and kicking his shins. 

Safa realised rather late that when she was kidnapped she was doubly bereft. Home, normality, her boyfriend 

Fabien, indeed all her friends, and her comfortable web of habitual activities had been whisked away from her. But 

more awful even than that, was that her only means of comfort consolation and strength had been whisked away too 

— her father. 

As the Cornwall sky swept by, and the Devon Hills followed she remembered her first phone-call home from the 

pub. It was an emergency number used by Castell, so her father had expected a call about a flood or one of the horses 

getting tangled in wire or something, but when Magnus realised it was Safa he immediately vacated his meeting. He 

was panicked and breathless, she could hear the scraping of his chair, and something falling to the floor, and 

exclamations from others in the room. Eventually he was in another room, a small room with a dead acoustic, and he 

spoke to her unusually quickly, asking question after question without listening for any answers, then, when he 

realised his daughters weren’t injured or abused and were safe, he began to cry. She had never heard him cry before, 

not even when mother died, and it felt wrong. She felt cheated in some very deep place, let down that he could be so 

unsettled when she needed him strong. 
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So as she travelled home in the silent police car with the Bristol Channel sparkling to her left, and the Somerset 

levels flat and watery to her right, she didn't feel as if things were yet resolved, she had not fully escaped the Proctors 

even though she was in a fast car speeding home down that monotonous grey motorway. To resolve everything she 

had to be on the blue settee with his hefty arm about her, listening to his breathing and feeling the vibrations of his 

deep listening grunts.  And she would have to see Proctor suffer.  Only then would she be rendered safe. Only then 

would she have escaped the island. 

But there could be no escape. Some people have the misfortune to be born into conflict zones that are not of 

their own making. The earth was now a pencil balancing on its point, it could tip to green, it could tip to brown, and 

the nudge was Safa and Imogen, dancing on top of the pencil their arms outstretched to maintain their balance,  

unfairly caught in history’s cross-wires. But they didn’t know that yet. 

 

 

Claws 

 

Imogen was the first to wake the next morning. She revelled in the delicious warmth of her own bed for a second, 

maybe two.  At 7 o'clock she was allowed in her father’s bed, she stared intently at her sheep o'clock, she secretly 

wondered whether staring at the clock might advance it more quickly but at least on this occasion it didn't seem to 

work, indeed if anything, the clock slowed. 

Then she remembered that there were some knobs on the back of the clock that her father fiddled with to change 

the time. Why had this never occurred to her before? She twiddled with the knobs and at last one moved the hands, 

though it was very stiff. Her struggle distracted her from the effects of her efforts, and the clock now read 10:30. She 

gauged that this would do. She could say the clock was broken, or had gone wrong while she was away.  

She padded down the corridor and very quietly she opened the door to her father’s bedroom. He lay there on his 

side with his glasses off, and his eyes closed, his breathing gentle and deep. Imogen remained at the open door 

waiting for him to wake for some time. Then she realised she was wearing her black bear onesie for pyjamas and had 

the hood up, so he might think that she was a real bear, and be frightened. So she pushed the hood down. Her father 

had been slightly unpredictable lately and you can't be too careful. Last night he had told Safa that oil sales to Japan 

were badly down because the population had fallen. Why Japanese were falling, and what was killing them was not 

mentioned, but she expected it was this that troubled him. 

She had been there for some time when he moved slightly in his sleep. “Daddy?" she whispered, but there was no 

response. After a long wait she decided to go and play downstairs, and to try him again later. 

In the kitchen Minky was of course delighted to see her, and they played a new game she had made up on the 

spot, ‘hide the dog biscuit’. But Minky wouldn’t close his eyes, and so was just too good at it. She tried blindfolding 

him with a tea towel, but he still did too well for some reason. Deciding this was less fun than she had anticipated, she 

decided to paint her toenails a new colour.  

This done, and in need of a new subject for her cosmetic talents, she alighted on the idea of painting Minky’s 

claws.  She decided that for Minky, because hair partly covered his claws, she could go for a really bright colour, and 

after a long deliberation, long for her at any rate, she chose Day-Glo pink even though he was a boy. She reasoned 

that he probably wouldn't mind being thought a girl by people who didn't know him, and in any case, what on earth is 

wrong with being a girl? 
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This project took some considerable time, it's surprising how uncooperative a dog can be when you are only 

trying to make him pretty, but her efforts were expedited by putting the blindfold back on, which seemed to quieten 

him a bit. But soon he lost patience, whimpered, and pulled the blindfold off with his front paws, which only smeared 

the varnish and splattered some on the kitchen rug. She gave Minky a jolly good telling off for this, and told him that 

daddy would be very cross to have day-glow on the Persian.  But of course Minky just couldn’t care less, so she 

decided to try her father again. 

He was awake, just. She bounced into bed and began telling him that Lewis let her paint his toenails, which wasn't 

entirely true but was in a way, and so she would like to paint his. His reaction was to ask a stream of questions most of 

which he had asked already.  "Did you go in Lewis' bed? Did he go in yours, did he cuddle her at all, did she sleep in 

the same room as Safa and so on. Imogen answered each of these questions with a simple nod or shake of her head 

allaying all his fears, followed by much more interesting information that she was keen to tell him.  "Lewis has a 

computer you can sing into, and you can hear yourself on huge purple headphones and it makes you sound like you're 

in a cave!… We had pancakes almost every morning, and instead of yellow lemons we had little green ones called lines 

and we were allowed to pour our own maple syrup on.  And if I poured too much on, Safa had to take some off.” 

"Imogen?" 

"Yes?" 

"Do you know why Lewis Proctor kidnapped you?" 

"Yes." 

“Tell me why?" 

"Well, Safa says Lewis and Alexis are eco-worriers and if the tide comes in…..” At this point Imogen paused for 

thought and her eyes narrowed with concentration,  “….it washes the sand away and the rocks, big rocks, big as a 

million Sloughs, fall into rock pools, and the penguins have to run to the other end." 

"Really?" 

"Or something.” 

“I see,” said her father, ”And Proctor’s worried about penguins is he?" 

“Well, not so much, he was just digging for clams, but Alexis is……And, and we swam in the sea with seals they 

were all spotty like dalmatians and had big eyes and whiskers like cats do. But they don't have legs, no legs at all. Just 

flippers like mermaids. And when we escaped we were really really hungry …” 

“No pancakes on the boat then?" 

"No. And the seals shooed fish to us so Minky could catch them and it was the same seal we played with that did 

it.  It saved us.” 

"Imogen." 

"Yes?" 

"I do love you Imogen. I can't tell you how much I've missed you." 

" You could if you wanted to.” 

 

Meetings 

Safa hunted again on both her laptop and her new phone for messages from her boyfriend Fabien. There was 

nothing. How could that be?  She trawled some of the thousands of messages, posts, and notifications, they were 

nearly all from people she didn’t know.  



 

 96 

Her father called her for breakfast, bizarrely they are having pancakes. She would rather have had almost 

anything else, she was fed up with bloody pancakes, but Imogen was keen. Honey and lemon. 

Her father passed her a little folder with a crest on it.  The police had filled Safa’s diary for a week wanting 

interviews, debriefs, statements, and so on. 

“Why so many?” 

"Well, there’s police, lawyers, security services, even Coast Guard, and most seem to want multiple meetings.” 

"Can they do this? I thought I had my life back, turns out it belongs to other people.” 

"It's for your own protection.  They need to get busy putting together a case against Proctor, and make sure 

something similar doesn't happen again, to you, or to others." 

 

§ 

After breakfast her father quizzed her about Lewis and Alexis Proctor. 

"What were they telling you exactly?" 

"Well, what you'd expect really. Leaving fossil fuels in the ground to avoid climate breakdown, ‘climate chaos’ 

they called it. Wanting global oil to ‘turn off the taps’. They wanted it to switch to renewables. Like the paper they 

sent you.” 

“Alexis taught me this,” said Imogen, she raised her fist in the air and shouted "I'm an eco-worrier!” 

"Don't do that Imogen, please,” said her father. 

Safa sighed, "And it's not worrier its warrior, how many more times.”  She turned to her father, “They were 

reasonably knowledgeable about some things but others they just didn't understand so they had some really major 

misconceptions." 

"Like?" 

"Like permafrost. That scared the wits out of them. The methane burp apocalypse." 

“The what?" 

"You know! Melting permafrost releases CO2 and methane, the Arctic is warming twice as fast as everywhere 

else. Makes permafrost melt. Releases carbon into atmosphere. Makes more warming, which melts more permafrost. 

On and on.” 

Stone waved his hands dismissively during this explanation. “You mean the permafrost carbon feedback 

mechanism. I've never heard it called… what was it?" 

"The methane burp apocalypse!" 

Stone laughed. Safa continued enthusiastically, ”And then they said — get this — that permafrost melting was 

ignored in all the climate models, and by the IPCC predications!" 

"Well?" 

"Well what?" 

Magnus shrugged, ”Well, permafrost melting isn't in the models is it? Too hard to quantify. Too many 

uncertainties." 

Safa stopped chewing, “What? Don't talk bollocks.  Permafrost covers about 25% of the globe. They‘d never just 

leave it out of their estimates.”  She left the table and got her laptop. She fiddled on it for a while continuing a halting 

conversation, "He showed me a United Nations report… on the back page it said… the models ignore permafrost 
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melting, methane release, the whole feedback cycle thing. Then I said he’d doctored the document."  She searched on 

her laptop hitting the keys angrily. 

“Here it is … No, no, that's not it....Yes here!  So …..  last page…..”  Safa’s face fell as she stared at the screen in 

disbelief. “Shit!” 

Stone shook his head and snorted. “But it doesn’t matter Safa.  They’re talking about 1.5°C so it's not an issue.” 

Safa was subdued and wary.  Her voice quiet and puzzled, ”But there are all these uncertainties!” 

"Well, yes, but the scientists, they know what they don't know, so to speak, and the 1.5°C is very cautious, it will 

keep us safe. Too cautious probably.” 

Safa waved her arms angrily in the air, as if to cancel everything that had gone before, and looked intently at her 

father. She sat up very straight, and spoke loudly. 

“Okay, okay. So here's the argument. The Paris meeting said aim for 1.5°C. But we've already had 1°C warming, 

and the permafrost is already melting. The last report said there was only a 66% chance of avoiding catastrophic 

climate change if we keep below 1.5°C. That's ignoring permafrost. 66% - that's two chances in three of civilisation 

surviving. That's what the report means by ‘medium certainty’. Okay?” 

Safa made a revolver shape with her right hand  “Now. Alexis says, here is a revolver. It has six bullet chambers. 

There are four empty chambers, and two with bullets in them. That’s the 66% certainty right?” Safa put the revolver to 

her head and said. “Do I pull the trigger?” 

Magnus Stone was stilled.  He closed his eyes.  He exhaled wearily. 

Safa continued.  “No, you don’t pull the trigger. Why? Because you only have one life, and only a maniac gambles 

with something that they cannot afford to lose. Well, we only have one planet. And we can't afford to lose that either. 

So. Permafrost. Big uncertainty. We don't know the risks even for 1.5°C let alone 2°C. Here is a revolver, it has six 

chambers, it might have three bullets in it, it might have two, it might have only one bullet. We’re uncertain right?” 

Safa’s hand shook slightly as she put the ‘revolver’ to her head. 

"Do I pull the trigger? Answer, only if it's someone else's head, and you’re a psychopath.  That's what she said. So 

what’s your answer to that?" 

Safa started to cry, her eyes darting randomly about the room, while her hands fidgeted in her lap, she emitted a 

long slow whine. Her face reddened and she said, ”I can't believe it! I just can't believe they missed out permafrost, 

just because they don't understand its risks." 

Imogen dropped a forkful of pancake and rushed over to embrace her sister, 

“Safa!" she cried, “Safa!” but her sister recoiled from her attentions. 

“And what hope have we of keeping to 1.5C?  All the promised cuts so far lead to more than 3C and that’s well 

over the tipping point.” 

Magnus Stone leaned forward putting both arms on the table. “Safa, this is scientific nonsense. You have to trust 

the science, not the alarmists. Are the Proctors climate scientists?  Are they Cryosphere specialists?  No. One is a 

singer, and the other is a dancer - a dancer for Chrissake. Safa! You need a break. You've been traumatised by the 

kidnap, traumatised by your botched escape." 

"It wasn't botched!" pipes up Imogen. 

"Imogen - you could both have drowned!” 

Safa was still crying, looking at the list of meetings. 
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"Don't do any more of those than you can cope with,” said her father, "I'll speak to them, let's limit it to three a 

day.” 

"Three?" 

"Okay, two. Two a day. I'll ring them now.” 

Magnus Stone stood up, he leant on the table top with both knuckles, with his head down. Safa got up and 

reached her arms out to her father — they hugged. "Good girl, good girl. You will be okay, you'll be okay." 

Imogen had been awaiting her moment, ”Daddy?" She said softly. 

"Yes Imogen?" Safa and he were still holding each other, rocking side to side. 

"Minky has been very naughty." 

"He has?" 

Minky who had been watching the shouting with alarm recognised his name, and the word naughty.  All eyes 

were on him.  His head dropped, and his tail went between his legs but still worked in its circle gently, he looked up at 

all three with his most lovable and pathetic look, his head dropped almost to the ground. 

"Yes," said Imogen, pointing an accusing finger at the offending blotch, "He got Day-Glo on the Persian." 

"Well," said her father, “as Minky saved both your lives, we'll forgive him, just this once.  But I'm not sure that I 

can forgive him his appalling taste in nail varnish.” 

 

 

Doctor 

 

They both needed some exercise so Magnus Stone and Safa decided to go for a quick walk around their 8 acre 

garden. The weather was unsettled and they needed coats despite it being August. Close to the house were carefully 

tended formal gardens, further away was woodland, with lower ground giving over to ponds and boggy wasteland out 

of which spiky grasses protruded like porcupines.  It was dusk and a grey light was fading. Magnus was looking forward 

to his whiskey.  They talked about the kidnap, but Safa seemed distant, then suddenly awoke. 

“Can I ask you a question?  You're a lovely man, you really are. You care about me, about Imogen, and  you cared 

about mother having a good death.  You got up in the dead of night when my horse was bellowing,  and you called the 

vet. You didn't even want to see a horse suffer." 

“I thought you wanted to ask a question not give me a eulogy." 

“But as you are so kind, how can you risk hurting so many people? How can you  carry on as if nothing has 

happened when carbon dioxide will hurt millions, trillions even, of unborn people and animals? How does that make 

you feel?” 

"Fine. Just fine.”   

Safa shot him a frown, he was not taking her seriously.  “Look. When mummy was ill, you insisted on getting 

second, third, fourth opinions. They all said she was okay, except one, who said that she should take that drug, the 

one in the orange packet, remember?  The expensive one. You said, take it even though the other doctors said it was a 

waste of time. So when it came to somebody you loved, you backed the precautionary principle. Shouldn’t you do the 

same with your business?” 

“Safa please stop. I think this Proctor business has unsettled you more than you realise. I want you to…. No, I 

insist you see someone about it.” 
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“Why?  See who? About what?” 

Magnus Stone, the rock on which a trillion dollar company  depended was a patient man. Up to a point. This 

point.  He bellowed. “That's enough!” and then more quietly, “I will arrange everything." 

They continued their walk in silence. At the very end, as they  got back  to the house he held out his hand which 

she took gratefully with a faltering smile, but neither spoke. 

 

§§§ 

 Magnus Stone went straight to his study, shut the door and rang the doctor. 

“She doesn't need sleeping pills, she's sleeping just fine; she doesn't need anything to calm her down either; I can 

do that for her, we need a specialist who can do a talk cure or something.… 

“….What do you mean why? I told you, she’s been brainwashed.  And there's this Stockholm Syndrome Isn't 

there? When the captive grows irrationally fond of her captors. I've even been worried about hypnotism.… I'm telling 

you to dig around a bit and see if you can find somebody who could look at her. Assess the situation.… 

“……Well, I hope to God you're right. Maybe she will get over it. But I have concerns in the meantime, and I just 

want her checked over.… 

“…. Okay.  Thank you.”  

 

Snail mail 

Fabien's life had been turned upside down and shaken out on the floor in angry disarray. His father was 

astonished to discover in the newspapers that Safa was the daughter of the chief of Global Oil. Henri Atanga was 

incredulous and incensed that somehow this traitor had wheedled her way into his life, despite his crossing continents 

to escape such people.  She had deceived him with her pretence that she wanted to help refugees by ferrying the 

clothes he had collected. She had hidden her real identity, even going to the effort of finding a scabby old van to do 

the ferrying. 

Henri Atanga looked his son in the eye,  “You are not seeing that girl ever again, you hear me.  What would they 

think of me, if you got together with Magnus Stone’s daughter?” 

Fabien nodded, but not because he agreed. He knew there was nothing he could say that would persuade his 

father of her innocence, and nothing Safa could say that would convince his father she was not the handmaiden of 

Satan.   

His father spent some time on Fabien’s phone blocking Safa, ensuring she could neither call nor message him.  He 

told Fabien he would check his phone and laptop from time to time to ensure they had made no contact.  

Fabien felt trapped, despairing and powerless. But his father was not a bullying tyrant to outsmart, a Goliath to 

his David. He knew very well that Henri Atanger was a deeply wronged man who had seen western capital sweep into 

his country, bribe its politicians, steal its resources from under the feet of his people, and when Henri had written of 

the corruption in newspapers and journals, and then ignored the ensuing warnings, he had lost his job, his country, 

and his wife. Fabien was proud to have so brave a man as his father, and could not be disloyal to him without being 

disloyal to himself. His father had made great sacrifices for his benefit, taking him to this safe land.   

He still remembered the shock and delight when, as a very young boy and newly arrived in the UK, he walked to 

his school for the first time. Outside the school was someone in a day glow uniform with a large sign saying ‘stop’ 

whom he took for a policeman. He was scared, and obeyed the sign stopping dead in his tracks.  Then he discovered 
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she was a ‘lollipop lady’, there to ensure he crossed the road to school in safety. His father had found him a land 

where they even protected him from traffic.   

If Fabien continued his relationship with Safa, if he courted in the tribe that had killed his mother, then Henri 

Atanga would be betrayed as a father,  humiliated as a journalist and political campaigner, and ostracised from him, 

his only son, and from the rest of the family. Henri Atanga would be an outcast in a foreign land, alone and betrayed. 

What was Fabien to do? 

Fabien wrote to Safa explaining the situation as best he could. It was a long, anguished, rambling letter and it 

made him cry to write it.  He wrote that he knew Safa was not in any way responsible for what Global Oil had done in 

Africa, or what her father had done, and she was clearly not responsible for unleashing the dogs of war in Nigeria and 

Cameroon. Nor had she any part in the death of his mother. But his father was in a very vulnerable place, and he felt a 

duty to protect him from further hurt. “I am all he has now.” 

 

Cycle 

Safa lay on her bed after another fruitless search on her laptop. Why had Fabien not been in touch? Was he being 

prevented from contacting her? Why had he not answered her texts or emails? Why had he even blocked her calls? 

Was her father meddling? Was security  meddling? That wasn’t likely, she had just been told that Fabien had passed 

security, but had they made a mistake? 

It was five days to the next dance class, five days too many. She needed him now. She could picture his hands 

with those long elegant fingers and immaculate nails.  She could picture the way he looked about, the way he held his 

head proud, even aristocratic, like the world could not hurt him, as if he had some magical power which fended off 

evil and adversity. 

 

§§ 

“Father,” she only called him father when she was cross so Magnus Stone looked up warily from the 

multicoloured mosaic of his spreadsheet. There was that determined look on her face, he would need to fence 

carefully. He dealt with all manner of nut-cases at work, but Safa was a different order of trouble. She had no respect 

at times. He gave her a disarming smile. 

“Safa darling, I’ll be done soon I…” 

“Have you told Fabien not to contact me?” her father looked blank. 

“Have you prevented him from contacting me? In any way at all? Has anyone else, security, police, prevented 

contact?” 

Stone laughed, and shook his head, "Why should I do that?” 

“Tell me what's going on. I mean it.” 

“ Safa, I have no idea. Why the hell would I prevent you hearing from your boyfriend? He’s passed security.” 

There was silence.  She stood with a thunderously accusative look, her eyes narrowed, and she put her hands on 

her hips. There had been times when he found this look comical. Not any more. Stone shrugged, “Honestly." 

“Well, in that case, you won't mind me going to see him, will you?” 

“No way. You're not going out. The press would eat you alive.” Stone nodded to the window and Safa looked out. 

The gaggle of press were still there, even bigger and more bedraggled than before. What do they find to do all day? All 

night? They must be bored senseless. 



 

 101 

Safa drummed her fingers on the windowpane, “I've read that paper you gave me by the way. It's a heap of crap.” 

Stone was slightly startled by the abrupt change of subject.  

“Well, he’s a highly respected analyst. It can’t all be crap.” 

Safa’s tone was measured, “Well, I accept that the promises governments have made to cut CO2 will lead to 

maybe 5°C warming.   The same warming there was between the last ice age and now by the way.  But I can't accept 

the sly unwritten conclusions." 

“And what are they?” 

“That we should do nothing. That it's too expensive to fix.  Lord Stern said it's much cheaper to fix than to pay for 

the consequences. And another thing. Why just give up?  I mean, when your grandfather heard about Hitler he didn't 

say, ‘Oh dear looks like too much trouble to fix that one. I'll just sit on the sofa and let him invade.’  He said fascism is 

evil and I'm fighting it. His whole generation fought fascism.” She held up the paper her father had given her with a 

look of disdain and rustled it. “This looks  to me like cowardice.” 

“Well, I've not heard economists being accused of cowardice before.” 

“They’re giving up on a generational challenge of immense,  of immense,…” 

 “…proportions?” 

“Yes. Thank you. Surely you agree?” Safa made a pleading gesture putting her head on one side. 

“Well, you’re not going to like this, but I don't agree.” 

Safa moved closer to him shaking her head, “Have you any idea how many people as yet unborn will be affected if 

we don't rise to this challenge?” 

“Rising to the challenge is fine, but you won't solve it unless you can spirit up a magic potion that stops people 

acting in their own short-term, selfish interests.” 

“I've got that potion already, it's called morality.” 

“Ah! problem solved then,” answered Stone quietly, “but I think the market is more dependable.” 

“The market only favours fossil fuels because they’re subsidised.” 

“The market is the market.” 

With that Safa turned smartly and left the room leaving the door he always insisted she close, wide open. 

 

Five minutes later Safa emerged from the house dressed in cricket whites which were rather too large for her, she 

had a rucksack, and her hair was up under one of her father's flat caps. She took her father's mountain bike from the 

garage, and cycled down the garden path, pushing the bike through a small gate about 30 m from the press pack, who 

all turned in expectation. 

“Has she got a brother?" 

“Suppose so.” 

One ran toward her taking photographs. Others watched in puzzlement. But it was too late — she was off.  She 

was pursued by a car, but turned down a narrow cycle path where the car could not follow her.  The driver ran behind 

her but soon gave up. 

To be free. To have the wind in your face. To hear the hum of your tyres on the tar macadam. To hear the birds. 

To be out of the house. Yes! She had no idea of the extent of her cabin fever until now. Delicious to be alone. 
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She had never been to Fabien's but she had his address on her phone; she would arrive soon after he returned 

from college.  Magnus had told her the story of Fabien ringing him, finding out about Proctor’s rehearsal venue, and 

then setting of to try to find her. She wondered how far he had got. 

Her phone soon started ringing, she stopped to block all the calls, and to text her father: "look @ note I left on 

kitchen table”. 

 

An hour later she arrived in the city and wove through the traffic to a small park where she lent her bike against a 

bench and asked two elderly ladies sitting there to look after it. Then she  walked into some laurel bushes. The women 

gave each other a puzzled look. Soon she emerged in her normal clothes, hair brushed out, with her father's cricket 

clothes and flat-cap in her rucksack. 

“Thanks,” she said taking the bike. One of the ladies feigned shock and shouted at the laurel bush, “Hey, she’s 

stealing your bike.” 

Safa took her literally, “No, no!” explained Safa laughing, "That was me. I've just changed, look!” She showed the 

two ladies the cricket clothes in her rucksack. 

“She's got your clothes too!” shouted the other lady at the laurel bush, and they both exploded with husky 

laughter. 

Fabien lived in a Victorian terraced house so small she felt she could almost touch the gutters. Quaint and well 

tended, with out of scale wheelie bins in the front garden. Dark red brick, cast-iron railings, tiny skylights. 

“Can I speak to Fabien?” His father, presumably, was shorter than Fabien and armed with a forbidding frown. He 

wore a rather tatty pale blue jacket with pointy lapels, something from the 70s, and a lavender shirt with a dark blue 

tie. 

“He's working.” His father's voice was deep. He eyed her with an expression that was hard to read, perhaps 

surprise crossed with open hostility. 

“I really, really, need to talk to him. Very sorry for the inconvenience.” She smiled her best innocent smile. 

He thought for a bit, inhaled deeply and slowly, then called: “Fabien! Door!” and left, leaving the door ajar. The 

smell of curry and melon wafted towards her. 

There was whispering from within, and it took some time for Fabien to arrive. He looked this way, he looked that, 

he evaded her eyes. 

Safa spoke quietly and evenly, “What happened? Why haven't you answered my calls? Why have you even 

blocked my calls?” 

“You’ve not got my letter? 

“What letter?” 

“I wrote you a letter, but only posted it yesterday.”  He was embarrassed, he started another couple of sentences, 

but gave up and looked at his feet. 

“For fuck’s sake Fabien!” said Safa under her breath, “If you’ve found someone else just have the balls to tell me 

would you?” He stood up straight, shook his head proudly, “No, not that.” 

“Then what?” 

“It's a very, very long story.” Fabien closed his eyes wearily, “I'll get my… I'll just tell dad I'm going out.” 

Again a long wait. Her stomach sank. She should leave surely, what was the point? But she was angry and curious, 

and the sight of him filled her soul. 
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They walked in the same park, Safa pushing her bike. 

“Oi!"  

Fabien, his head bowed with competing thoughts and confused argument, looked up to see two elderly ladies 

sitting on a park bench, who were trying to attract his attention.  

“You want to watch that girl! Not half an hour ago she was in these bushes with a cricketer, stripped him naked, 

stole his clothes, and then took off with his bike!” Her companion  cackled with such vigour that she got a coughing fit. 

Fabien’s eyebrows rose; Safa reluctantly told him the story, but it raised only a weak grin. 

Fabien explained that when Safa told him that her father was in oil, he thought he  just managed a petrol station 

or something. It was only when he read about Safa’s kidnap and saw her photo in the papers, that he realised she was 

the daughter of the chief executive of Global Oil. 

“So what?” said Safa. Fabien shook his head very slowly, “So, one hell of a lot.” 

Fabien sat on a bench and said it was a long story and she would have to be patient. “It won’t make sense at 

first,” he said, “but please be patient and just listen.” 

“I told you I was born in Nigeria, then moved as a small boy to Cameroon but I never told you the whole story. I 

loved it, Cameroon. The sea, the people, the climate, the music.  I was just a boy and it was home….. I splashed in the 

surf, played a shit little guitar.   But there had been a war in Nigeria - that was why we left.  I was too young to 

understand the details, just nine or 10 years old, but the Nigerian government was corrupt, there were rebels, 

freedom fighters, guerrilla groups, not just one group but dozens of them, armed gangs in the jungle. My father 

covered the fighting for a national newspaper, but the rebels didn’t like what he wrote and we had to flee to 

Cameroon.  I was still a small boy.   He was a good journalist, very principled. He had been researching and writing 

about the politics of Nigeria for years, and understood it deeply.  But he had written something that a guerrilla group 

really didn't like, and they came after him, all the way to Cameroon.  They came to our house,  but he wasn't in. My 

mother was though.” 

Fabien swallowed. “Have you got any water?” 

“No.”  

Fabien swallowed again and looked away, “Well, when I got home from school.  My mother was dead on the 

kitchen floor.” 

“Oh God! I'm so sorry.” 

“Well, you lost your mother too… So we just left the country, left everything, couldn't sell the house or anything 

because the guerrillas said anyone buying it was dead. Dad had a bit of money and some contacts in the UK where we 

were put in a kind of prison place for months, but got asylum eventually. This is the hard bit. Please don't interrupt, I'll 

just say it and I'll understand if you…. would rather… whatever. 

Fabien continued: “Well. Why do you think the Nigerian government suffered this corruption? Why did we have 

to run to Cameroon?  Why do you think gorilla groups wanted power? My father knew — he'd written about it for 

years. Because oil companies had paid politicians vast sums to secure drilling rights. Onshore, and offshore. Millions of 

dollars, probably even billions, which the politicians hid away in Western bank accounts. Oil money creates corruption, 

happens everywhere. But that’s just the start.  Well, the opposition politicians and the guerrilla groups in Nigeria got a 

whiff of the money, and wanted to put their snouts in the trough. And they were prepared to kill for it. And worse. 

Then Boko Haram started recruiting young people, men and women, who were pissed off with Western companies 

stealing assets, pissed off with  Western  countries meddling in the Middle East, pissed off with western companies 
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bribing politicians, making their country politically unstable. The Western disease they called it. And the solution they 

said was radical Islam. More mayhem, suicide bombs in the markets. And all this on top of the Civil War.  And the 

cause, oil companies paying bribes, corrupting politicians and tempting guerrilla groups.  So … Global Oil… in our 

family … well, I can't tell you Safa…” 

Fabien might be crying. She couldn’t be sure as he had his hands over his face. Then he shook his head. 

“Global Oil, in our family Safa, it’s like Satan.” 

“Even if that’s all true.  What’s it got to do with me?” 

Fabien looked blank, “You’re the daughter of the CEO of Global Oil.  That’s why my father…. that’s why its difficult 

to … see you…..at present.” 

“I see.  Right, now it's my turn.” But she just sat there mouth slightly open, unable to find the words for some 

time. Is this how it happens? How love slips away But then she realised that something just didn’t make sense.  “When 

you came looking for me, you realised that I wasn't my father, that I wasn't Global Oil, that I hadn't bribed politicians 

in Nigeria. You knew I was innocent.  Now you’ve suddenly changed your mind, you’ve blocked me on your phone, you 

don’t want to see me, and I’ve become a sister of Satan.”  She turned to look at Fabien, “What changed your mind?”  

Fabien took some time to answer, “It’s not really … like that.” 

“Fabien, when you get to our age, you have to stand up to your father. Think for yourself. I stand up to mine. 

When you can stand up to yours, let me know. Meanwhile  I'll just assume you're a fucking coward.” 

She is crying now, “And one last thing Fabien Atanga.  Tell your fucking father I am not Global Oil;  I am Safa 

Stone.” 

 

Letter 

Safa received Fabien's letter the next day.   It was written in a rather juvenile hand, she could just make out the 

pencil lines he had used to keep his lines of handwriting straight,  these were mostly erased, but traces remained near 

the paper edge. 

If Safa was not impressed by his handwriting, she was even less impressed by his arguments.  

But did she really want Fabien when he was so affected by his father’s irrational prejudice against her?  He made 

loyalty to his father sound grand and even noble, but what about loyalty to her, and to his own feelings?  If he had 

any.  Why was she troubling herself with such a weak boy?   She couldn't help but compare Fabien with her father 

who was decisive and strong, however wrongheaded at times. She preferred that to a waverer. 

She couldn't believe he could be so weak as to drop her just because his father told him to. He said he loved her, 

but it's not much of a love that gives up at the first sign of personal inconvenience. She had tussled with her own 

father and he'd tried to control her, but she'd had the spunk to stand up for herself. Even Fabien's handwriting 

seemed limp. And why had he written snail mail? The question had only just occurred to her, and her wide open eyes 

roamed her bedroom as she searched for an answer….  So there could be no record of it? Nothing on his phone or 

laptop, not even something deleted? That would be it. Weak. 

She was angry now.  As she tidied her room, she kicked drawers shut with her feet and rolled clothes up into balls 

to fling at the laundry basket. How could she have been such a fool as to become so intimate with such a weak and 

faithless boy? In the Bowling Green Pavilion where they had waited for his train so many nights, he had been a 

complete sham. There he had told her of his beliefs, of what counted, of what he valued and prized, but now she 
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realised that to treasure something was one thing, to stand up for it was quite another. Now she knew what "moral 

courage” meant.  

She was striving to step out from the shadow of her father, into the blazing light of independence and personal 

responsibility, it was a painful and frightening experience. She found it giddy-making to think she could put such 

distance between herself and her only surviving parent, and wondered if she would be able to manage on her own. 

But she knew this had to be done. No amount of talk of her being brainwashed by Alexis would make her change her 

mind. 

But she couldn't help thinking of Fabien’s strong hands, and his beautiful lithe and expressive body, and those 

deep and dark brown eyes. But she would not be seduced, not again. She needed someone she could respect, not just 

someone she was attracted to, however strongly. 

Compatible, that was the word her mother used about couples – compatible. But she now knew this meant more 

than simply finding someone with the same values and perspective on life, it meant finding someone who was 

prepared to fight for them. Someone who would not betray those values, betray themselves, and betray her the 

moment those beliefs were tested. Someone whose love was strong.  

She probably needed someone older, someone with real moral courage, someone, well, someone like Lewis 

Proctor. She stopped still, startled by the thought. “Why had she thought that? Someone like Proctor?” She laughed. 

 

 

Flash 

Tanya Verity was an academic, first love of Lewis Proctor.  She was also the founding member of the Highgate and 

Holloway environmental lobbying organisation, but she grew impatient with letters and emails, craving instead fresh 

air and direct action. It was for this reason that her camping van was parked in a lay-by near the Milford Haven oil 

refinery. 

She had arranged to meet a small bevy of like-minded activists, who, on Tanya's initiative intended to block the 

road from the refinery, and so prevent road tankers from delivering fuel to garages and the like. Whether there was 

some misunderstanding or not, she never discovered, but on that pivotal day she found herself alone, except for Lucy 

her pet poodle, making cucumber soup on the gas ring in her camping van.  

She had never made cucumber soup before, but having forgotten to stock up on her journey to South-west Wales 

from London, cucumber and potato was all she found in her mini fridge. Surely they would make a nice soup? The 

results were disappointing. 

Thus fortified she set off to walk the dog and see if her colleagues were parked in the wrong lay-by, but they were 

not. Having driven all this way she decided that she and Lucy would act alone, and promptly sat herself down on the 

service road to the refinery, in full view of the sentry’s gatehouse. 

"Oi, you can't sit there!" was the inevitable response from a policeman in the gatehouse who walked out towards 

her. Since some recent attacks, oil refineries were nervously guarded. 

"I invite you to join me," replied Tanya, "science decrees that 80% of fossil fuels must remain in the ground if we 

are to avoid catastrophic climate breakdown. It's all here in this article from ‘Nature’ -  a very respected journal." 
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He hardly glimpsed at the photocopy, and smilingly returned it. 

"You've not even read the title!" said Tanya laughing. 

"Not my job lady. I only follow orders." He sniffed. 

"Why a policeman by the way? It's usually just a security guard." 

"They’re in the warm, where I should be. Now you've made your protest, which I will record for the authorities in 

due accordance with procedures. Please remove yourself from the highway or…" 

" …. It's not a highway, this is a private drive." 

"You are blocking the way for the tankers lady…" 

"Good. That's why I am here." 

" I order you to remove yourself or I will remove you myself, by force if necessary." 

"Forcible removal from private property is illegal unless…" 

" ….We'll get on much better if you stop trying to tell me how to do my job Lady." 

"I'm only following my conscience." 

"And the dog? It’s a cold night for an uncovered short haired poodle." 

"Animals are affected by catastrophic climate change too you know." The poodle sensed she was the subject of 

conversation, and looked up at the policeman shyly. 

"I order you to desist from the obstruction of this highway, or I will remove you by force." 

Tanya pressed her lips together and shook her head. The policeman sighed, and returned to the sentry’s 

gatehouse for a consultation with the security men. He returned with one of them, approaching Tanya with renewed 

determination.  

"Okay lady up you get." Tanya didn’t move, and the policeman bent down to put handcuffs on her, but she 

withdrew her hands placing them behind her back. "No! I've got arthritis and I'm not having handcuffs." 

"Orders lady.” 

"That's what the Nazis said.” 

"It’s the cells for you little lady," grunted the policeman as he grabbed her arm to click on a handcuff. 

"Ow!" shouted Tanya, and she head-butted the policeman's nose. He reeled back bellowing like a bull, grasping 

his nose with both hands. Having determined that she was now on the winning side, Lucy started barking. 
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Trailing expletives and drips of blood, the policeman made his way back to the gatehouse. Two men in Day-Glo 

jackets and another policeman all with large torches approached, she was still sitting on the driveway to the refinery 

and a tanker was now waiting to pass. 

The policeman took out his notebook. 

"How old are you?" asked Tanya, but got no reply. “Why did you join the other side?” The recruit thought for a 

bit, then let it pass. 

"Name?" he asked, pencil in hand.  There was a long silence. 

"My last name is Patra." 

"First name?” 

"Cleo" 

“Address? 

"01" 

"01?" 

"01 …. Letsbe… Ave… Sidcup… Cornwall." 

"Postcode?" There was another long silence.  

"R…U…12” 

"and the last bit of the postcode?” silence again, then: 

"TXX" 

"I have to inform you that pain or not, we will handcuff you and remove you from the highway… 

“… Drive…” 

"… unless you remove yourself." 

"I'm not going. Life on this planet requires that 80% of fossil fuels remain in the ground. We have to Turn Off The 

Taps. If the governments won’t do it, then we must. I don't know why you won't come and join me. Do you want your 

kids to fry in a world of agricultural collapse and food shortages?" 

The first policeman returned to the fray, with some pieces of tissue discreetly pushed up his nose. Lucy barked 

bravely. 

"I've got her name and address sir,” reported the trainee with due gravity. The more senior policeman raised his 

eyebrows to signal respect, and put his hand out for the notebook. He read the address, quickly turned his back on 
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Tanya, and walked away a step or two, shoulders shaking. He beckoned the novice and read the address to him in a 

whisper. 

"Cleopatra, Lets be having you, Sidcup, Cornwall, are you 12? T, kiss kiss….. Notice anything odd there Simon?" 

The mentor laughed tragically, shaking his head. 

At this point things took a more sinister turn. A fireball the size of a gasometer rose in the sky,  horrifying yet 

splendid in its bright symmetry. Immediately after it came a thudding bang which shook their stomachs. For a brightly 

lit instant Lucy cowed, and Tanya gaped.  

The security men rushed to their gatehouse and the policeman, abandoning his earlier formality, bundled Tanya 

and Lucy into their van. Tanya had nothing to do with the blast, but was later to be accused of creating a diversion 

while the refinery was bombed from a makeshift drone. 

 

 

Breakfast 

The Stones were having breakfast, not pancakes this time, watching the greenfinches on the bird table when the 

news came on the radio that Milford Haven oil refinery had been devastated by a series of explosions. 

"The mad fuckers,” Magnus Stone tensed and shook his head while Safa's face was stilled in blank incredulity. The 

news report mentioned an accident there in 2011, But said that the police had not ruled out terrorist activity. 

"I bet they haven't!" said Stone, "It's another one of Proctor’s barmy brigade." He looked at Safa. She looked at 

him.  

Safa sighed heavily. ”Well, it's not going to go away is it?" she said, "Government does nothing. Oil companies do 

nothing. But the oil has to stay in the ground." She shrugged,  “If the official channels won't turn off the taps, it'll have 

to be turned off by others.” 

Stone leaned forward lifting his buffalo shoulders "So it's my fault they blow up oil refineries is it?" 

"Well. Have you done enough to keep it in the ground?" 

“We’ve done a huge amount to keep it in the ground, madam. We've built more renewable energy resources than 

any other company in the UK." 

“Three percent of your business. It's not enough to do something, is it? You have to do what’s sufficient." 

"And who decides what’s ‘sufficient’? Don’t tell me, Safa Stone.” 

"Well not you. You have interests." 

“Oh have I?  So who then?" insisted Stone angrily. 

"Those who know the science? The question is obvious isn't it? How much can we burn and still be certain the 

planet won't go into a tailspin of vicious cycles crashing the climate. Destroying civilisation. And the experts say we 

just don't know. James Hansen etc.  Just too many unknowns. So, there is just no safe dose. We have to stop burning. 

And we have to stop burning right now." 

Stone’s voice dropped.  "Safa. Have you ever thought that you might be brainwashed?" 

"Well. Have you ever thought that you've been brainwashed? Brainwashed by shareholders, by the expectations 

of the Board. You're in denial dad. There’s no safe dose. We must stop burning now. It's that simple.” 
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“Look Safa, let me let you in to a little secret. It's not as simple as you think. If I stop selling oil, the Russians will 

take my customers, and the oil will still be burned.  It's my job to sell oil. It's the government’s job to get a concerted 

international agreement, a carbon tax…” 

“…Taxing the fuels won’t keep them in the ground will it?  It’ll just make them more expensive.  There needs to be 

a cap on how much is burned.” 

 

Teenagers!  Stone closed his eyes, but kept his patience.  Safa could see the strain. He opened his eyes again, 

leant forward across the table towards his daughter and spoke slowly.  “Well, if there is to be a cap, it has to be a 

concerted, international agreement, binding in law, produced by a full agreement with all governments.  It's the 

government’s job to sort this, not mine, not Global Oil’s. Wake up Safa!” He slapped the palm of his hand on the table. 

Stone sat, an impassive smouldering hulk.  

But Safa continued, “Are you telling me you have no personal moral responsibility?” she waved her arms about 

the room,  “I mean, you tell me and Imogen to leave the kitchen as we find it. How about you doing the same with the 

planet?” 

Stone stood abruptly, his chair screeched behind him. Minky ran to his basket, and Imogen put her toast down. 

There was a spiked silence. Stone’s voice was terse but measured.  "I want you to go to college early." 

"Early? I'm not expected for four weeks." 

"Perhaps they can knock some sense into you." 

"You don't have to go to college to know what's right." 

"You just don't understand Safa. The situation is too complex for you. You’re out of your depth.” 

Safa shook her head.  ”Oh I’m not out of my depth;  I understand the situation very well. The economists, the 

accountants, the shareholders, the Boards, the governments, they’ve all carefully calculated that they can make a tidy 

profit…… if they just junk the planet." 

“Nobody’s junking the fucking planet Safa!" He was shouting now, he never shouted. He was swearing now, he 

never swore. 

Imogen looked hard at Safa. Safa looked hard at the table.  There was an electric silence in the room. Stone 

picked up his phone and quick-dialled a number. “Hi.  Change of plans.  I want you to take Safa to college this 

afternoon.  Take the Range Rover, there’ll be luggage.” 

Safa left the room, moving slowly, and her father shouted after her:  “As they say, good time to leave home, while 

you still know everything.” 

She put a suitcase on her bed and began packing, all about her, was a strange silence. 

 

Prime Minister  

Magnus Stone, his hulk adorned in a dark blue serge suit, entered the reception room where a log fire 

burned brightly in the grate. It was unseasonably cold that evening, but not that cold, and Stone asked the 

butler for a window to be opened. He had a propensity to perspire in important meetings, and he didn’t want 

to send the wrong message. Alone in the room now, he waited by the window for the Prime Minister to 

appear. He perused an early Stubbs and a small Constable with indifference,  but cast an expert eye over the 
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antique furniture. A late Louis XIV writing desk particularly attracted his attention, decorated with marquetry 

images of fox-hunting.   But it did not take long for the Prime Minister to appear. 

 

“Magnus!" 

“Evan.” They shook hands warmly and the PM guided Stone to a wing-backed chair which was too close 

to the fire, Stone dragged it away a metre, and then lowered his bulk into place. 

“I'm sorry you can't join us for dinner Magnus, you would still be most welcome.” Stone shrugged with a 

polite smile, and waited patiently for the throat clearing formalities to be over, he was always more eager to 

get down to business than anyone else, but he had learned not to force the pace. The PM looked round the 

room, “Nice little pad I’ve got here don't you think? I’d take you for a walk round the gardens if it weren't so 

wet.” 

Stone nodded, smiled, and waited. The PM adjusted his position in the chair opposite, adopting a casual 

posture that Stone thought rather forced. Most people were a little nervous in negotiations with him, he was 

used to that. Actually, he quite liked it. 

“The reason I've asked you here Magnus, is that opponents are making a lot of noise and I need to……, 

we need to, head off our mutual adversaries as it were. They don't seem to appreciate the huge contribution 

you make, Global Oil makes, to our economy, business infrastructure and so forth. We’ve some work to do. 

Together. You’ve seen my briefing papers — not to be shared of course!” Magnus smiled wryly and the PM 

continued, but less fluently. 

“Look Magnus, you know the score, this pressure to reduce fossil fuel burning, coal is almost over here, 

so oil’s next. They're baying for action, legislation may be. Yes, legislation.  In the future I mean, it may be 

necessary, but I can fight them off so much more effectively if I can point to some freely made initiatives, by 

you, by Global Oil. We need a unilateral movement from you, in the right direction, sending strong signals, 

but there’s no reason it should damage the bottom line. You know the kind of stuff …here I am, teaching my 

grandfather to suck eggs!” There was silence. The PM fixed Stone with a friendly smile, but Stone remained 

silent with his bottom lip stuck out. 

“What do you think Magnus?”  Stone slowly moved his head from side to side but remained silent. The 

PM showed a hint of irritation.  "You know the kind of thing, invest more in renewables, mothball a drilling 

rig, it would make my position so much stronger at the dispatch box, so much easier to beat them off.” 

Magnus Stone took a deep breath, “We've been very generous to you Evan.” The PM nodded as Stone 

continued, “Without our considerable financial donations your party would not have won the election, and 

without our funding of you personally, I doubt you would be party leader. And this backing continues. I don't 

think a little … what shall I call it …. reciprocity….. would be out of order.” 
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"Well, Magnus. We've subsidised your refinery developments worldwide to the tune of over a billion, tax 

payer’s money as I am continually reminded by the Guardian…” 

“Well…” 

“Now Magnus let me speak. You put 3 million in. You get 1 billion back. That's not a bad investment for 

you is it?" 

“For my company you mean. That was a government regional development initiative Evan. Treasury 

wanted to boost the…” 

“Indeed, indeed. I'm just saying… You've not done badly out of sponsoring me and my party so far, and 

we need Magnus, we need to work together if we are to beat off these attempts to legislate on the rate of 

fossil fuel burning.” 

“Legislate the rate of burning?” For the first time Stone looked unsettled. 

“I'm afraid it might come to that. There are noises. This is…” There was silence for a moment, just the 

logs crackling in the grate. A butler entered but the PM impatiently waved him away.  Stone did not react, 

just grinned imperceptibly, and drilled his silence into the PM's eyes. 

“Come on Magnus. I'm asking for some help here in defending your front line. They are saying fossil fuels 

aren't cheap if you factor in the subsidies, the tax breaks, the investment help, the floods, the storms, the 

droughts. I can't believe I need to tell you this. I'm talking select committees here, not chamber flannel.” 

“Global Oil is not subsidised…" 

“You get tax breaks. Investment allowances. No VAT on energy." 

“You going to put VAT on energy?   And the CO2 is historical, over centuries, it's not ours.” 

“Magnus.” The PM looked Stone in the eye, and then looked down to the floor. They could hear the 

greetings in the hall as guests arrived for dinner. The PM shifted his position to lean forward with his elbows 

on his knees. “We are on the same side here. We both want Global Oil to do well, but situations change. I 

can't fight off the pressure to cut fossil fuel consumption.  You’ve got to help. And for God’s sake won’t it 

help public relations if you take action? I mean, more investment in renewables or something?” 

Magnus Stone sniffed, shifted his shoulders, and stared into the fire. “We are on the same side, you're 

right. The Treasury want growth, not hair-shirt environmentalism, and Global Oil is uniquely placed to deliver 

it. You want growing tax receipts. We'll pay them. But not if sales and profits fall. You need us Evan,  your 

party needs our…" 

“I know, I know." The PM huffed his cheeks but Stone continued, “We can deliver growth, tax, donations, 

everything, but not if we reduce sales. It is that simple. Now, one other thing. I’ve got pressure too, the 

Board, the shareholders, they want new growth.” 
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“What about more on renewables?” said the PM. 

Magnus Stone closed his eyes and looked away. “Evan, I can't increase investment in renewables with 

your present subsidies being so small. I just can't make the business case for them. The figures refuse to lie. 

There's more profit in oil and gas, the Board knows it, the shareholders know it, I know it. What's more if I 

move towards renewables the board will say I'm pandering to Proctor and his ilk.  They’ll say the kidnap has 

distorted my judgement. They’ll worry their own kids are sitting targets for the next kidnap. I'll be out of a 

job. And I'm telling you, my successor will be far less friendly, you can be sure of that.” 

The PM stood with his back to the fire and looked down at Magnus Stone. “Look, there are behind the 

scenes negotiations, international, the big guns are all there.  We are looking deeply into possible 

international agreements: perhaps carbon tax, perhaps a cap on annual fossil fuel production. It's our 

generation’s challenge Magnus, we have to step up to the plate, get a global agreement to drastically reduce 

fossil fuel consumption.  Its in Global Oil’s interest to go renewable before ..…” 

Stone laughed.  “You’ll never get global agreement that fetters oil, and you know it. And if you want 

financial backing from Global Oil Evan, you’d better make sure those talks on a cap fail.  Tax maybe, cap 

absolutely no way.” 

“But a cap is the only way to reduce fossil fuel use.”    

Stone waved an arm dismissively. “What about the other oil producing economies? What are their 

government spokesmen saying at these talks? They keen on a cap on their production?” 

“It's early days.” 

Stone laughed. “And it won’t get any easier. Face it Evan, Oil funds these governments, directly and 

indirectly. And oil doesn’t want a global agreement.  It's not going to slit its own throat.” 

“You thought about the ethics of this?” 

“I don’t do ethics Evan, I do metrics.” 

 

Judges 

Magnus Stone was angry about all these judges, everyone seemed to have a wig and a gavel these days, even his 

own daughter.  Judging others was so easy, and it was always those who were busy getting the job done who were 

judged, never those who sat on their arses and sneered from the height of their umpire chairs.  They imagined they 

were looking down on a universe of fairytale simplicity where being effective, economic, and useful involved no 

conflicts. They believed you could walk on egg shells, and break none of them.  

He was keeping the lights on, keeping the wheels of industry whirring, he was fuelling the planes and cars that his 

carping critics took for granted. Safa seemed to think that as well as running an oil company he should be doing the 

politician’s job as well. ‘Turn off the taps’ she called it! He had always thought her a bright child, but somehow they 

had wheedled their way into her head, and  brainwashed her, there was no other explanation.  
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It's all political correctness these days. What about the present? What about being effective, dutiful, and 

responsible to those who are alive now?  The problem with these young activists is they pump themselves up with 

their own hot air and moral certitude, and then float off into a never-never world, real-life be damned.  

He had a deep fear that he had lost his daughter to blind judgementalism, as he had lost his wife to cancer.  You 

bring up kids for decades, you make them the centre of your world, then just when you think they are old enough to 

become a little independent, not just a deadweight, they decide to put their wig on, pick up their gavel,  and start 

convicting you of imaginary crimes.  You lose them just when they could have morphed from liabilities into friends. 

Which egg-shells to break, and which to protect?  There are no gains without sacrifices, no progress without 

compromise. But not so for Safa, who had never had to make a difficult choice, and so believed there weren't any. 

 

return 

The pale morning light sifted through high cloud before struggling through the little letterbox-shaped window 

above Safa’s front door, eventually it illuminated her mud brown carpet, the nylon tuft of which was scattered with 

flat patches of chewing gum. From the kitchen of her Cambridge terraced house the North facing window looked out 

over the fat-flecked vents of an air conditioning unit above the neighbouring Chinese restaurant. It filled her house 

with a fatty smell, an incessant rattle, and a hum. The yard below her back window appeared to have no access from 

any of the buildings that surrounded it. There was a child’s tricycle down there, with no wheels, in the far corner was a 

bundle of sodden fur. Perhaps a dead cat. 

Her tiny terraced house, even smaller than Fabien’s, was cold and unfriendly and infused by darkness and damp. 

There was no way to open or clean the back window which at first sight she thought was frosted for privacy, but later 

realised was smeared with city dirt and speckled with fat globules from the Chinese. 

She knew she was privileged, she knew she had to adapt from luxury to ordinary, but this? Her home sickness was 

strangely selective however, she did not miss her father who after all had bought her this shit hole, and then recanted 

his earlier promise of its improvement. But she missed Imogen’s puppy like glee, and the domestic order, the steady 

ease afforded by everything running on well oiled rails. Here in her Cambridge house everything was broken, dripping, 

or cracked. Whenever she came across a problem she could not stop the Pavlovian reaction: “Must tell Mr Castell”. 

But there was no house-man to look after her here. 

Even the launderette was disgusting. How could an establishment dedicated to cleanliness be so haggard, badly 

maintained, inaccurately signed, and dust strewn? Notices hung precariously off the wall displaying the wrong prices. 

Posters for out of date events were glued 50 deep on the dripping front window. 

Yesterday when she went out shopping some people recognised her from news items. But they didn’t approach in 

a friendly or concerned way, just pointed rudely from a doorway and laughed. At the supermarket checkout a man in 

the adjacent queue with a pepper and salt goatee and a pink nylon raincoat nodded towards her aggressively and said, 

“You’re Safa Stone,"  in a tone he might have used to accuse her of stealing from his basket. She stared at him a 

moment then turned away unable to think of a repost.  She came straight home, then angrily cut her hair short using 

the dim and cracked mirror in the hallway, and a pair of nail scissors. Then she cried.  

There was no one to talk to about this assault on her privacy. She was just not used to being alone, and she 

realised now that all her life she had been protected from reality by her mother, her father, by Mr Castell. Now in this 

seedy and broken place, it had finally broken in to her consciousness. 
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She had bought a few books recommended on her course reading list, but they were so dauntingly difficult that 

she wondered if she had reached her academic ceiling, and was about to be pitched into the shame of failure. 

Her thoughts often turned to Fabien who had failed to stand up to his father as she had stood up to hers, and so 

had proved himself unworthy of the love she had given him. All that talk in the bowling pavilion was just that, talk. 

Okay, his father was far from home, and had been persecuted by evil men and all that, but it was just fucking 

outrageous of him to blame her for Global Oil. An eighteen year old girl? Come off it. He needed a good talking to, but 

Fabien was not going to provide it.  She had even thought of lecturing him herself, but the idea did not survive long - if 

Fabien was too timid and faithless to challenge his father, he was too timid and faithless to be her lover. 

At night she had her own bedding, which was a comfort but her sleep was often interrupted by dreams of being 

back on the boat with Imogen. More alarmingly, when stressed she sometimes heard water lapping on the boat hull, a 

sound she had heard for so long, and heard so incessantly, that it seemed to have permanently insinuated itself into 

her consciousness as a symbol of helplessness. 

She was attempting to remove grease from the ancient cooker with a fish slice when there was a knock on the 

door. Who knew where she lived?  She threw the fish slice down and went to answer. It was Fabien. They stood 

staring at each other, equally alarmed and speechless. At last she spoke. 

“How did you find out where I lived?” 

“Your father.” 

“Why didn’t you ring, and ask to visit? I could have saved you the journey.” 

“Because I knew you’d say no.” 

Fabien’s intimate style had vanished, he was back to his polite and respectful demeanour, with his little bows, and 

his I’m-no-threat hand gestures. 

It was pouring. Rain drops dripping from the brim of his fedora sparkled in the street lighting. Where the hell did 

he get that hat?  Safa sighed, “You’d better come in.” 

“We could go to the public house if you prefer,” he said nodding his head down the road.  I don’t want to…” 

“I said you’d better come in.” 

 

 

fox 

When Fabien removed his coat in the hallway she could feel the heat of his body and could smell his foxy, spicy 

smell, remote and gentle, that she had at first mistaken for cannabis buds. His brown eyes fell upon her, and she 

pretended no reaction. Then his eyes started to roam the room as he explained himself in a rather distant manner. 

“We were both shocked that your father threw you out, so…” 

“Both?” 

“Me, and my father.” 

“I thought your father had me down as a global oil executive. Does he know you’re here?” 

“Yes he does. We guessed you wouldn’t know anyone in Cambridge. Just moved in…” Fabien shrugged, and his 

eyes fell on the mould around the window reveal and remained there. “And I thought maybe, you could do with some 

help.” 

Fabien was now inspecting the sash windows, rattling them against each other and peering down the crack 

between them. 
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“So your father forgives me my unfortunate breeding?” 

“I talked to him. When he’d calmed down a bit, like I said I would. He’s very principled; he knows you can’t be 

responsible for your father’s business.” 

“You talked to him?” 

“Yes.” 

“And he’s okay you seeing me?” 

“Yes. But as a friend. I don’t think we are… suited .…if you know what I mean.” Fabien looked Safa in the eye and 

added, “Like you said.” 

“I see. So your father thinks we are not suited.” 

“No. He’s cool. It’s me. Look, never mind the history, is there anything I can do?” 

“I’m not a charity case Fabien. I don’t need your help. I can cope.” 

“Of course you can cope. But a bit of draught excluding here would make this place much warmer, and a lot 

cheaper to heat.” 

“No thanks.” 

Fabien drew closer and looked her in the eye. “Safa, you can’t have windows like this. You’re supposed to be a 

fucking environmentalist. You’re studying environmental science for christssake.  Stop coming across as so …..”  Fabien 

spread his arms as if he had completed a magic trick and laughed, “….so proud!” 

“Fuck off Fabien.” 

“Okay okay. I’m sorry.” 

 

Fabien found a way of juggling the sash windows so he could clean the outside, from the inside. She raised her 

eyes to heaven as his tall frame and long slender arms contorted and stretched to the challenge. Soon Fabien’s 

shirtsleeves were soaked and the windows bright. She touched his forearm, a strange gesture he could not interpret. 

In a little hardware store on the corner, it’s dustbins and storage boxes spilling out onto the pavement, they 

bought draft excluders. Back at the house they worked together in silence to fit these to the sash windows.  The drafts 

stopped, the windows stopped rattling against each other in the wind, and she could no longer hear the hum and 

clatter of the Chinese restaurant’s air-conditioner, even when she stood by the back window. She took her scarf off, 

looked at him, he looked back.   

Safa had said that the hot water was only tepid, too cold for a bath.  Fabien explored in an upstairs cupboard.  

Back in the little hardware store they argued about how much to spend on a new insulating jacket for the hot water 

tank. Fabien said the expensive one would pay for itself in months, Safa peered into her purse. Fabien offered to buy 

it, she could pay him back later he said. Safa refused, but while she was hunting for a washing-up bowl at the other 

end of the shop, Fabien bought it. 

“You are too proud for your own good,” said Fabien grandly. 

“I’m too proud?” laughed Safa who then stood with her mouth agape.  Fabien’s face fell into a puzzled frown. 

By early evening they hadn’t finished, still two windows and a door to do. Fabien became quiet and said he had a 

headache, Safa insisted he stay the night. “There’s no sofa so you’ll have to sleep in my bed. No touching? You okay 

with that?” Fabien nodded. 

Safa had a bath, the water was scalding, she was triumphant, and Fabien proud. 
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They slept with their backs to each other keeping as much distance as the bed allowed. She smelled of soap and a 

shampoo whose scent he recognised from the showers after the dance class. The memory pierced his composure, but 

he could think of nothing to say or do.  He just lay on his back and looked over towards her. 

Her body was so still in the half light that she could have been a painting, or a grainy black and white arty 

photograph. Her hair was shorter now than he had ever known it; it fell on the pillow to reveal the nape of her long 

neck, white from lack of sun, achingly sweet and vulnerable. Her face was still bronzed from the boat, two weeks with 

no suntan lotion had punished her skin, the marine wind probably speeding the tan, but the back of her neck where 

her hair had protected her from the sun, was as white as her pillow. He could reach out and touch her so easily, he 

ached to do so, but she had said no touching. He took a deep breath and briefly held it. His exhalation juddered with 

the tension in him. She was as still and silent as a corpse, asleep already? 

Time is a ratchet, some things can never be reversed, his mind was wandering on the edge of sleep. He could hear 

a guitar, African soukous style, it wafted in over the raucous city soundscape mingling with street shouts, buses and 

sirens. It made him think of Cameroon. Would he ever go back? Would he ever be knocked over by an Atlantic wave 

again? The joy of salt being rammed up his nostrils as he was tossed, rolled and battered to the shallows, to float to 

the surface with the sun full in his face and the gritty sand in his trunks. The way his father barbecued swordfish. How 

he missed that fantastic Atlantic.  Britain was such a poor place in so many ways, it’s little brown birds so 

disappointing, and its perpetual mists and condensation so depressing. Britain didn’t blaze, or cradle like Africa. 

She snuggled into a new position revealing the bony grace of her shoulders. A half-moon through the now 

sparkling window fell on her crisp white pillows, and on the shambles of her hair, giving its silky blackness silver 

highlights. He remembered the dance class but did not dare to think of the showers, as his wanting was now a physical 

ache.  

But she rejected him, even though he explained in his letters why he could not immediately defy his father. She 

didn’t even answer his letters. Didn’t even read them? She had humiliated him with such casual ease. It hurt so much.  

How could he be with someone who could make him so vulnerable?  She was white, rich, educated, beautiful, oh 

yes, she had won the lottery.  She was about to start college with a herd of classy white guys, over educated and rich, 

whose idea of a hard time was a difficult homework question. One of them would snare her. He had no hope. 

Her dress neatly hung from the picture rail with her shoes directly beneath, side-by-side as if to attention. A girl 

used to order in her life, not something he could easily provide. 

But his father always said never write off your chances, others will happily do that for you. So he whispered so 

quietly he could hardly hear it himself, “Safa?” 

“No talking either.” 

Fabien exhaled and stared glumly at the ceiling.  “Well, don’t listen then. But I’m going to tell you how I tried to 

save you.  She did not reply, and he told her of his visit to the dance rehearsal, the police interview and his journey to 

the Scilly Isles.  When he came to the point where he was standing on the little pebble beach, watching a distant 

rowing boat disappear into the gloom he thought he heard a single muffled sob. 

 

§ 

In the morning Fabien dressed while she dozed, then brought her tea in bed. She sat up, hugged the duvet close 

about her, and gave him a tousle-haired, puffy-eyed grin, which stabbed him into silence. 



 

 117 

Later that day when the last window was cleaned and all draughts excluded, Safa stood close and touched 

Fabien’s arm, that gesture again, ‘Thanks so much’ she said. 

 “We’re a good team,” he replied. 

 “I mean, thanks for going to the Scilly Isles.” 

Fabien averted his gaze but did not pull away. “I wrote those letters. You didn’t reply.” 

Safa shrugged gaily, “I was cross. I wanted you to explain to your father that I wasn’t Global Oil.” 

“And I explained in my letters, that it would take time.” 

Safa sighed deeply, “Fabien? Do you think if I promised to be a bit less hasty, and you promised to be a bit less 

proud, we could make it up?” 

Fabien tried to hold back a smile. “Remember the jacket for the hot water cylinder?  You could promise to be a bit 

less proud too.” 

Safa looked at him blankly for some time, and he reckoned he’d made a mistake.  Then she adopted an air of 

finality: “Okay! We’ll both promise to be less hasty, and less proud.” 

Fabien put his hand on the nape of her neck, and pulled her towards him. “I like your hair short. I’m going to buy 

you earrings.” 

“Maybe, later.”  

They stumbled laughing into bed.  

 

 He was lying legs entangled, sensually sated, basking in the warm glow of after-love. She had told him that she 

loved him.  He took it all back, it was he who had won the real lottery.  What ludicrous luck. People could be born into 

riches, into a loving family, into a stable and peaceful country, they could be born beautiful or born plain, but this 

pinnacle of human experience was open to everyone. If you were prepared to give love, he mused as he fell asleep, 

there was a chance, astonishing as it might seem, that it would bounce back like a…what was it?….. like a .…   

 

 

§ 

The next day, with all doors and windows clean, and all drafts stopped, the house seemed to have woken from a 

bad dream. Fabien was now taking up the brown hall carpet with its scattered gobs of chewing gum, preparing to sand 

the floorboards. Soon a fearsome belt-sander they had hired for the day burst into life.  By the end of the day he had 

sawdust in his eyelashes, in his eyebrows, and in every crevice. Safa was upstairs preparing the windows and doors 

which were to be painted a brilliant mossy green. 

They decided to start the evening by sharing a bath. Fabien insisted on the tap end. They soaped and splashed, 

they joked and laughed. Condensation clouded the mirror and dripped down the plaster walls, and a mist hung in the 

air, but this was a condensation Fabien could bear, and a mist he welcomed. He had relaxed into a disbelieving delight 

that a woman of such melting beauty could share nakedness with him, when Safa suddenly froze, with a blank and 

startled look. 

“You all right? Safa! What’s up?” 

Her voice had changed to a guttural whisper, “The boat.” 

“What? What boat?” Fabien stared at her distracted and vacant face.  He leant forward, “It’s not the boat Safa. 

I’m not Imogen. You’re with me Fabien, safe in Cambridge.” He kneeled up and took her in his arms and gave a little 
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laugh of incredulity, “Look the water is inside not outside. It’s warm not cold, you’re in your bathroom and you’re safe 

in my arms. Safa, you’re safe in my arms.” 

Safa slumped back into the bath as if shot. “I thought I was in the boat. It was the ripples,” and she began to cry. 

Not for the first time Fabien remembered standing by the jetty on Proctor’s island as her boat slipped out of view. 

If only he had arrived ten minutes earlier. 
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brace 

Sunset and the tide was out, that blessed combination, and Rex Cook’s favourite time for a ride.  Time to 

celebrate now that they had caught Proctor and he had a plan to keep him inside. He drove his thoroughbred, 

Alexander, (never shorten the name of so imperial a creature) along the beach into the shallows at a good gallop, until 

a wake of spray rose behind him, spangling the sunset into the warm Californian air. 

The sixth richest man in the world coaxed a little more speed from his grey-black stallion. He was getting close to 

the estuary now, grebes and pelicans on the sandbanks.  He had left his security men far behind, part of the joy, the 

sun on your face, the wind ruffling your hair and battering your ears. He was so rarely alone these days. 

Across the sea the sunset was not the best he had seen, but what the hell, he was riding hard, it was a perfect 

temperature, and the gulls wheeled in a limitless sky. The tide would soon be rising but only slowly at first. He had 

raced this stretch many times, he knew the dangers as well as the rewards, he’ll keep his eye out for rising water. 

Today he made quicker progress than usual on this new horse, he had lungs on him Alexander, stamina as well as 

speed, and he was a great colour. Dots of cumulus got thicker towards the horizon but here they only sparsely 

patterned the Californian sky: and only here mattered, here and now. 

The sound of hooves in water, you can’t beat it.  Ride deeper and it was even better, he looked behind him at the 

swirling wake of sunset coloured spray. The tide was further out than he could remember, but he still wanted his 

spray, so he drove his new horse further and further towards the sea. There was supposed to be a danger of 

quicksand in the estuary, but he'd only seen it on the other bank.   

His attention was taken by a kite flyer, the kite was silvery and fast, and the wind so strong and steady up there 

that the man flying it was having trouble keeping his feet on the ground.  The kite had something written on it, what 

did it say? 

It only takes a momentary lapse in concentration. The horse’s neck dropped without warning, and Rex Cook flew 

over the horse’s head, hurtling through the air. The strange feeling of weightlessness, as if he had learned to fly 

somehow, then he saw the shallows, silvery beneath him, foam flecked and blurred by his speed.  They came closer 

and closer.  

That was the last that he remembered. But at least he did remember it now. He hadn't remembered it for the last 

four days. 

One of his nurses bent to look him in the eyes.  "Mr Cook, your visitor." But he couldn’t move his neck, it was in a 

brace and strapped tight to a frame. He was on morphine for the pain, about which he had complained so extensively 

that he’d now had too much, and felt dreamily out of touch. 

"Mr Cook, Donald Hyde here." A man from his personal office, not someone he had ever liked much, came round 

the bed so that Cook could see him. “Just a  few formalities sir." 

"God! Can't it wait? Can't you see I’m nearly dead?" 

“I’m sure you are in safe hands sir.  But your last Will and Testament is due for updating, and after a coma like 

that, it didn’t seem sensible to delay.  I won't keep you long, as long as there aren't substantial changes." 

"Just keep the money out of the hands of the goddamned government, that's all I ask. That's all I ask." 

The neck brace kept Cook facing Donald Hyde, so the only way of showing his displeasure was to avert his eyes to 

look through the window at the marble fountain outside. 
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“ Okay sir.  We just need to roughly apportion recent growth in your wealth.  I’ll go over the key points, just nod if 

you…” 

“I can’t fucking nod I…” 

“That was a joke Sir.  Sorry, not a particularly funny one. Just trying to lighten the mood.” 

“You wait. When I’m out I’ll break your fucking neck and we’ll see how light the mood gets.” 

Donald Hyde rustled some papers on his lap with his eyes down. He coughed discreetly “Growth in personal 

fortune since the last will is about $20 billion sir, so that needs distributing.  The annual payments to think tanks, 

presumably they are to continue under the Cook Endowment Scheme? But I can’t help noticing sir, there are no 

charities here. Would you like to hedge your bets against arriving at the Pearly Gates unprepared as it were, and add a 

few noble causes? ….er cancer….?” 

“Don’t make me laugh. The only charity worthy of the name is screwing the government. Leave it as it is. How 

much is in there anyway?” 

“The Cook Endowment Scheme? It’s …..let’s see… about $1000 million dollars a year sir. There are about one 

hundred and thirty think tanks and other organisations listed as beneficiaries. Remarkably generous Mr Cook.” 

“It’s mostly tax deductible, I get it all back.  But you must arm the right, or we’ll have the entire fucking States 

overrun with bio-digesters, windmills, tree-huggers, and coast-to-coast lesbian no-hopers.” 

“The next key section sir, is the climate science foundation.” 

“Did I call it that?” 

“Yes sir, but just in the Will.” 

“I don’t think I did Donald. I don’t think I did. Wills are published you know. What’s-his-name will be all over it 

digging down and down and accusing me of funding climate change denial.” 

“But that’s the purpose of the fund sir.” 

“Of course it’s the purpose of the fucking fund. But you don’t want to advertise it do you?” 

“No sir.” 

“Whats-his-name? The one Janet said put the mental in environmental?” 

“Bill McKittish Sir? One-and-a-half-degrees.org? Yes, he was wittering away on the radio today sir, as usual, saying 

we should be thinking about the future generations.” 

“Really? What have they ever done for us?  Call it the Sound Science Endowments.” 

“SSE.  That sounds good sir. At present it’s $100 million a year.” 

“Make it $1000. $1000 million that is. Things are getting tough out there.” 

“But will the estate run to that Sir? I suppose you could always economise on political donations.” 

Mr Cook grimaced, “Economise? On Political? Do you ever speak to Cyril? For every million I spend on political 

campaigns, I get near a billion back. Donations hog-tie the fuckers.  If one of my politicians wants to get re-elected, 

they need my support again. And if they want my support again, they need to give my businesses tax breaks and 

government contracts. I make a thousand percent on my investment in Political. Economise!? On political? You need 

to spend more goddamn time with Cyril, you really do.” 

“Yes sir.  Sorry sir. Shall we leave Political donations as they are then, $500 million for presidential and $500 

million for mid-term and Senate and House elections?” 

“Yes well, let’s make it $600 million each. What did we call it?” 

“Liberty for Americans.” 



 

 121 

“That will do.” 

“Okay Sir.  The last main topic sir is media.  At present you have $200 million a year for the Educating America 

Foundation. That goes to talk radio, shock-jocks and so on, mainly to keep them plugging climate change denial.  Is 

that to stand sir?” 

“You bet. The voting public need to be fed a little red meat.  Stick another $50 million on it. But keep it to radio.  

Those guys at Fox news do a great job, and their owners keep them in check. We’ll stick to radio.  Did you hear Savage 

the other day?  Goddamit!  He said the pope was a Marxist eco-wolf in pope's clothing, directing mankind to worship 

the Antichrist. He tells it how I like it!  Okay that’s enough of my time, any surplus just put it on political.” 

Donald Hyde smiled as he collected his papers into a neat pile. “That deals with the Will sir, but there’s two other 

issues which I don’t think can wait. One is Lewis Proctor.” 

“Who?” 

“He’s the guy who kidnapped two girls, daughters of…” 

“Oh yes.” 

“They think he’ll only get about seven years. But you mentioned your plan to extend his sentence …. informally as 

it were.” 

“Yes, that must go ahead. We need that bastard locked up indefinitely if at all possible.” 

“I don’t quite get that sir, surely he’s a Global Oil problem, not a Cook’s Industries problem.” 

“You don’t get a lot of things Donald.  He’s an ecoterrorist and he could have kidnapped my son. He’s not found 

out about The Network yet and the longer he’s in jail the less likely he is to find out about us.” 

“Okay.  There’s just one problem…” 

“Tell Cyril. He’s really good at setting up funding that can’t be traced. I hope there’s no mention of this issue in 

your notes?” 

“Absolutely not Sir.” 

“Tell Cyril. Absolute secrecy.” 

Donald Hyde nodded.  “Sir, my last issue is that you have been invited by The Network to attend another of their 

private meetings.” 

“What’s this one about?” 

“With your permission, I’ll read you the letter?” 

“Okay” 

“There is all the usual introductory stuff sir. Then it says… Severe threats face American free enterprise and 

prosperity in the fossil fuel industry. This confidential meeting at the usual Casa Blanca Resort will develop strategies to 

counter these threats.  Prosperity is under attack and if we don’t act, who will?   

“On no account mention this meeting in personal correspondence or conversations, on the Web, on blogs, social 

media or any other media.  Everyone must wear official name tags for all meetings. Register with us, not the hotel to 

book your place. 

“We expect the following to attend, including as you will note, two Supreme Court Judges. Whilst we are in a 

beautiful setting, this is not a vacation. There is serious work to do. There will be an auction to raise funds at the end of 

the event, bids will be in multiples of $5million.” 

Donald Hyde looked up from the letter.  “Sir, I worry you will not be well enough to go, do you want to send a 

delegate in your stead, it’s only five weeks.” 
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“Book a place. I’ll come on a goddamn stretcher if needs be.” 

Donald Hyde rose to go. “I hope you recover soon sir, and I’m so sorry about your horse.” 

“Horse? Goddamn it Hyde.  It was just a fucking horse.” 

 

 

Parrots 

Some months later, Mr Rex Cook, nearly the fifth richest man in the world now, inheritor of coal, oil, and gas 

fields, fracking lands and tar sand deposits, was in his office. His workaholic parents had ignored him from birth 

leaving him in emotional and spiritual poverty, but his father’s last will gifted him a good proportion of the world’s 

natural resources, leaving him comically rich. When his father was alive Rex Cook had no sense of identity, when his 

father died he was the secretive leader of one of the biggest family businesses in the world.  

He was looking over the Manhattan skyline from his top floor office when his personal assistant entered, Donald 

Hyde. 

“Mr Cook sir,” said Donald Hyde, “I’ve asked your next interviewee to wait in the Panorama Coffee Lounge.” 

“I’m late am I?” answered Cook vaguely. 

“Your next Senator has been waiting almost an hour Sir.” 

“Son-of-a-bitch. An hours wait for a few million bucks isn't such a bad deal is it?" 

“No sir.” 

"How are you Al?" asked Rex Cook as he entered the Panorama Coffee Lounge and shook Al’s hand. The glass 

dome of the Lounge afforded a matchless view over the city, interrupted only by the odd frond from a jasmine tree 

resplendent in its gold pot.  

"Sir, it is so good of you to see me. I’m honoured.” said Al.  Rex Cook found sycophants distasteful, but this series 

of meetings were hardening him to it.  The Congressman grinned at him, flashing his new teeth, just a tad too white.  

”You must find these meetings tiring Sir, so many of us in such a short time." 

Rex Cook slipped into his routine, ”It's an honour Al, truly an honour to assist the re-election of an able 

congressman such as yourself." 

"I'm flattered by your ….” 

“… There is no place for modesty in this game Al. You will be reinstated as a Senator. You will represent your state 

in the legislature. You will make your mark on the history of this great country. You will ride the Republican elephant 

into battle. Let's not doubt that." 

"Thank you sir.” 

“Now, I've studied your resume, and I must say I'm greatly impressed." 

"Thank you." 

"By some of your work.” 

“I see.” 

Rex Cook raised an eyebrow, “Aren’t you going to ask me what does not impress me?” 

“I don’t need to Sir, do I?” 

“Go ahead, guess.” 

Al looked Cook in the eye. “Limiting fossil fuel sales. The Cap and Trade Bill.” 

Cook nodded, “You got it.  You gave up on the market Al.” 
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“On the contrary. The bill would have allowed trade in permits to sell fossil fuels.” 

“But Al, the fuel for sale would have been reduced each year.” 

“You have to cap the amount of fossil fuel sold, and reduce it each year, how else you gonna get to zero carbon?   

You can’t control  eight billion users, so you have to control the producers. And, how else create a market that 

encourages new clean technology?” 

“That was a Democrat bill Al, siding with the enemy never looks good.” 

“I don’t see climate as a party political issue sir. We kind of share the climate, don’t you think? Now I’m happy to 

support your political agenda, clamping down on welfare, reducing taxes, I am as pro-business as any Congressman. 

So, I believe we can forge a mutually beneficial alliance, and I would of course be most glad of your support.” 

“Looks like you need it Senator. Swing state. Look Al, let me come to the point.  I’ve been in this game some time. 

I remember a conversation just like this one, decades ago. A young Governor came to me professing climate change 

views, I had a word with him and explained that he put me in a difficult position. I liked his politics, I liked his style, he 

was a bright go-ahead family man with huge intelligence and real leadership qualities.  I wanted to back that man. But 

I had to explain to him that my business, about which I am as loyal and as proud as he was about his family, was oil, 

gas and coal. I could not with good conscience back a candidate who voted counter to my family business interests. 

Now this young Governor changed his tune, he backed the energy industry against the environmentalist machine, and 

guess what? A few years later he was fully on board, denying climate change and making jokes about it.  The network 

donated $407 million to his presidential campaign. Yes, you guessed it Al, I’m talking about Mitt Romney.  You could 

be a presidential candidate like him one day. And then you’d need our support, even more than Mitt did. He’d have 

won if it weren’t for the Obama palaver. “ 

“I’ll think about that Sir, but…” 

“Well don’t think too long. No good making populist green noises now, then changing your tune for the campaign. 

Americans don’t like hypocrites.” 

“But most Republicans think something should be done about carbon pollution.” 

“Yes, but we can do something about that. I can get millions from The Network for attack-ads rubbishing climate 

science. We can change their tune.  We can particularly target your state.  Hundreds of millions, no problem.” 

“I see.” 

“You look… troubled Al, remember the golden rule: those with the gold - rule.”   

Rex Cook patted the senator’s upper arm with a smile, then excused himself for ten minutes, and went back to his 

office. 

Al heard a scuffling sound behind him, where he saw a large birdcage made of gold wire, hung on a gold rope 

from the ceiling. In it was a single parrot eyeing him with interest, vividly plumaged in blue orange and green, with 

intelligent eyes and what looked like orange socks.  The Panorama Coffee Lounge was empty but for Al and the parrot. 

“Hi birdy,” said Al. 

The bird eyed him with caution, hopped closer, looked him up and down, and then spoke. Al sniggered 

disbelievingly. The diction was by no means perfect, but he seemed to be speaking French. 

“Say it again?” asked Al softly. The parrot sat in defiant silence for a few seconds, then said it again.  “Hors de 

notre…..” Yes, it was definitely French but he couldn’t make out the last word. He was saying “out of our…something 

or other.” How curious. 

Rex Cook rejoined him and Al asked, “How did you come by the parrot?” 
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“It was a gift from some politician or other. Africa.” 

“Africa?” 

“Yes, we do a lot of work there. He came from Cameroon.  He speaks too. Rex Cook clearly thought the bird was 

deaf and shouted, “Hey, hey crazy-bird, how’s your goddamn day?” Both men stared until the parrot obliged with a 

repeat of the same phrase. “Hors de notre pays”. Al froze in embarrassment, this meant, “Out of our country”.  

Rex Cook smiled triumphantly. “He’s saying, “Aw, can’t cha play”. Cute!” 

Al coughed to disguise a smile, then nodded politely.  

Rex made clucking noises and the parrot answered with, “Va te fair foutre”,  meaning “Go fuck yourself.” Al’s 

expression froze again. But Rex Cook nodded approvingly as the parrot continued to curse him.  

 

 

After Al left, Rex Cook went back to his office “Donald, cross Al whats-his-name off the list.” 

“Yes sir.” 

 

 

puppet 

Rex Cook, fifth richest man in the world and gaining fast on the first five, trudged up the rocky mountain slope 

followed by his son Rex Junior. There was no path and the terrain in the foothills of the Rockies was bleak and dust 

strewn after months without rain.  Rex Senior’s phone rang, he swore mildly but took the call, stopping to catch his 

breath on the mountain slope, and to kick the dust off his $2000 shoes.  He listened with huffing impatience for a 

moment, then interrupted.  “Are you kidding me? Mike, how long have you been in tv advertising? I’m one of your 

biggest customers - $30 million last year was it? Likely more in the future as we get close to the Presidential election.” 

Rex gave Junior a wink, sending the message that his son should learn from this example of expert deal-making.  "All 

I'm asking is that you make my little climate-change-is-a-hoax pieces appear as TV News bulletins, not as adverts. 

Same content, same fee, same length, same everything, just out of the advertising slots, into the News slots.  How 

hard is that?……  Mark, other stations are being more accommodating. Are you forcing me to pull my account with 

you?…..….Okay you do that. Tell him I’d pull the $30 million, watch his eyes roll, then get back to me when he's 

agreed.….. Mike,  another thing - I don't want your Newsdesk covering other climate change stories….… What do you 

mean, what do I mean? Figure it out Mike. Extreme weather; Arctic melting;  Keep them off your bulletins, can’t be 

plainer than that.…… Yes, I am talking about editorial decisions…….. Yes, I know the Newsdesk don't like it. But Mike, 

here's some news for the Newsdesk - Rex Cook is paying your wages." 

Rex hung up, winking again at his son, then laughed, “Son-of-a-bitch.  Okay Junior,” Rex pointed to the rocky 

summit close on their horizon, “Not far now." 

The terrain was steep, dusty, and barren, with large outcrops of rock obliging them to veer this way and that.. 

Scrappy little waist-high bushes clung desperately to the mountainside, any other greenery had fled. Rocks and shingle 

released by their footsteps scuttled and scraped down the slope.   
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Rex reached the summit and looking beyond it, spreading his arms in triumph, ”There! Look at that view!”  Rex 

junior, his blonde hair ruffled by the considerable breeze, opened his eyes and mouth wide in silent astonishment. 

“Hate to cliche, but all this," said Rex, slapping his son on the shoulders,"will be yours one day.”  In front of them 

lay a vast strip mine. A mountain had been scooped from the earth, the coal deposited in railroad trucks, and the spoil 

piled in parallel ridges, a kilometre long, which repeated themselves hypnotically like a vast piece of corrugated 

cardboard, all the way to the horizon. The mountain had been replaced by a crater a kilometre deep, around which 

vast lorries on balloon tyres trundled, raising plumes of dust which wafted over the opposite lip of the mine, some 5 

km or so in the distance. 

"Jesus!" said Rex junior. 

"Moderate your language will you” 

“Sorry, But.…” 

“Now, Junior, feast your eyes on this, a sight to make even a Cook feel proud, one of the largest coalfields in the 

world. 80 million tons last year. That's power for America.  And what’s more, that's big money. ” Junior knew his 

father didn’t mean the money as money, it was just that money was the only way of keeping score on the rich list.   

“And all of this is yours for the taking. Now tell me you still want to study literature." 

"Stories are more interesting than coal, dad,” whined Junior. 

“You've got to understand Junior that you are not one of the mob, you are one of the Masters. You've got the 

genes, the talent, the upbringing, the values, the endowment. Goddamnit, you're a Cook. And you will inherit all this, 

just as I inherited it from my father .  Don’t go all literature studies on me.”  Rex Junior listened to the lecture in polite 

silence, as he always did, his face relaxed, impassive and respectful, as his mind wandered elsewhere. 

"I know a lot of these literary types Junior - seen them at work. They're just like the other weeping liberals, 

snivelling about the underdog, going on about poverty, gays, women, blacks -  the whole hippy festival.  Do they dig 

coal?  Do they pump oil? Do they keep America ticking? No.  You know why? Weak genes.  Can’t do anything useful, so 

they just snivel and tell the Masters what to do.  They sit on their arses in universities, take the tax payers’ paycheque, 

and gripe. That's not what made America great. Meanwhile, the Masters keep the show on the road.  They dig coal, 

make the money, they get the job done, they pay the wages. The Masters have got the spunk, got the balls, got the 

genes to look after themselves and to drag America up the hill behind them. Junior, just look at all this, when I'm 

gone, take it and forge a proud life for yourself, you could become the richest.  Thanks to the President you can still 

sell coal, but they're on our tails, we’ll have to be quick.  When we’ve got a president that lets the money rule - it’s a 

great time to be rich.”  

Rex thrust his hands in his pockets and surveyed the view.  There was too much worrying and not enough action 

in this world. He had tried to explain this to Junior but the boy never understood. Masters act, it is the essence of their 

nature. They have a knee-jerk instinct to get out there and do stuff. They aren’t like pussy-footed liberals, hog-tied by 

tooth-sucking timidity. Masters don’t worry about what others think. That would only blunt their impulses. If it seems 

right, do it, and hang the consequences. 
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Rex nodded in emphatic agreement with his own thoughts.  “And while you’re at it’, he continued, “hang the 

liberals with their snivelling downsides, their denial of life, and their lack of vitality.”  He was struck as a child by an 

illustration in a story book: what was it? Gulliver's Marvels or some such. The little people tied the giant down with an 

infinity of little strings. This was just like the Liberals tying down business,  with their carping, their naysaying, their 

political correctness and insistence on straight cucumbers. Let a man live, give the great man his space.  

The little people hated genius so they shackled it. But the bonds were breaking withs some recent Presidents. You 

could almost hear the strings creak, snap and twang.  We were going back to the great days of the Romans, the 

Vikings and the Celts.  Somehow since those heroic days the mob had got the upper hand. Anything that upset the  

weak and dependent unsettled the mob, made the little people shout ‘Foul!’ and then they made a law against it, 

made a little string of it, called it immoral, or politically incorrect, until the heroes were flat on their back and pinned 

to the ground. But now the shackles were breaking.  Giants awake! 

Rex was a Celt, he felt it in his bones, the scream of the bagpipes, the scrub of the scabbard at his thigh, the heft 

of the sword in his hand. He would have loved those times, ranging over wild mountains to take the next valley, to 

assert his will.  That glorious lawless paradise was the golden age. But he had to admit that the bloodline was no 

longer pure. He had married an Italian, and Junior seemed to be a Celt diluted. Half warrior, half fucking philosopher, 

and the wrong half was winning. Rex had assumed that, as his wife was Italian and had Roman blood in her, she would 

be a good vessel for his progeny; a Caesar would be brought forth from her loins. But something had happened to 

Roman blood in these last millennia. It had not survived the soporific temptations of chianti and pasta. When he had 

met the in-laws for the first time he could not disguise his disappointment, nor contain his contempt. They were all 

gone to seed. Talk, eat, and sing. All they could do. Lacked life. Lacked vitality. So his blood-line had been watered 

down, there was no rage, no passion, no daring in the mother, so none in the son. 

 

juggler 

They made their way down the mountain side, skidding on the loose scree from time to time as Rex produced a 

constant stream of opinion.  “This Lewis Proctor geezer who kidnapped the Stone girls, he could have gone for you 

instead Junior. You know why he didn't? Because we keep our heads down. Global Oil and the like, they all have a 

public presence. They have gas stations emblazoned with their logos up and down every highway. They get in the 

news. They have shareholders who quiz them in public meetings, insisting they play by their rules. You see, companies 

with shareholders can't lobby or fund denial science as good as we can. Everything they do is mostly out in the open. 

But Cook industries? ….. Family owned! It's just me really, and I do what I want; and I do it in secret. I lobby as much as 

I like, and I fund politicians as much as I like, and they make mighty good money for me.  All in secret.” 

“Is that legal?” 

“Of course its legal. I’m a law abiding Christian ain’t I?  Anyway, nobody knows what I do, it’s the whale that 

spouts that gets harpooned. So we keep nice and quiet, out of sight, work with private companies just like ours, in The 

Network that is, to progress our business interests, sort of, underwater if you will. So guys like Lewis Proctor don't 

know we exist. We’re his biggest threat, but we're out of his sight. Neat eh? So I keep him in prison as long as I can. I 

…" 
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"How?" 

“What’s with these questions all of a sudden?  I have my ways Junior. I need to keep him out of our way. 

Meanwhile he thinks he's got his thumb on the juggler of his biggest enemy when …” 

"The what?" 

"The juggler moron!”  Rex Cook pointed near his windpipe. “This artery in the neck." 

"That's not an artery, that's a vein." 

"So what? You writing a dictionary?" 

"And it's not juggler, its jugular." 

"That's what I said.  Goddamnit Junior, you are so infuriating!”  
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Part 4 

Prison 

Permission 

Eleven years later a film maker opened an envelope.  "Dear Helena Elder, Regarding your request to film 

interviews with Lewis Proctor for your forthcoming documentary, I write to inform you that permission is granted." 

She reeled. She re-read it. It still said permission was granted. A windup? No, the letter was in an embossed HM 

prison envelope, and contained an access code and a swipe key card of some kind. Helena was euphoric.  

Was Lewis Proctor a terrorist child abductor, or a saintly rock star who sacrificed his career in a bid to save us from 

climate catastrophe — which would he be? Helena knew enough about documentary film making to realise she would 

have to make him both, but she was a fan, she had to admit that. His Hyde Park Opera was the greatest live 

experience of her life, so she didn't expect showing his evil side would be easy. 

Helena wrote these snail-mail long-shot request letters in their hundreds. Documentary filmmakers just need to do 

this, and she got numb to the rejections after a decade or so. But the Lewis Proctor letter seemed the least likely to 

bear any fruit, yet the door had opened.  

She expected Lewis Proctor would be grateful to express his side of the story. In one day he had fallen from rock 

hero to child abducting pariah, the trial was a sensation but he had been silenced by his incarceration, so it was 

impossible for him to defend himself against the media. The press tore into the defenceless corpse of his reputation 

with unnatural glee, their circulations soared, his reputation plummeted.  

What would he look like? No pictures from prison, just the bootleg ‘CellTapes’ album. Nearly a decade of no 

sunlight, what does that do to you? At the appointed hour she passed through prison reception, identification, the 

clank of steel doors, identification, registration, re-identification, keycard swipe, access code. Gruff guards eyed her up 

from beneath their peaked caps, lead her here, lead her there, down a maze of featureless corridors.  

She arrived at some inner sanctum — carpets, one way mirrors. Her keycard again: valid from, valid to. She was to 

surrender her passport for Christ’s sake. Next of kin. Next of kin? Did they expect her to die in here? 

Then the interview room — surprisingly large and pleasant. Her colleague Eric set up his camera silent as ever. His 

whole being was just an eye, did he have a mouth? He scanned the room for light, moved the chair and table, took 

meter readings, he was the only one she knew who still did this. He adjusted Helena’s scarf and broach, delicately 

removed invisible specks from her top, slipped behind his camera.  Safe in his lair, the eye was ready. 

 

Helena expected Lewis to be as delighted as she was. Wrong. He swept in, tall, broad chested and neatly bearded. 

Pale but bright eyed. After all these years she still recognised his speaking voice. "Don't get your hopes up. They'll 

never broadcast what I have to say. And if you don't film what I have to say, I'm not signing the release papers.” 
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Pin in her balloon. She looked at him. She would get something out of this if it killed her. She had not signed a 

distribution contract yet, she could take the film to anyone. If the Beeb didn’t like it she could find another 

broadcaster with more nerve. Plenty will be gagging for it.… Documentary making hardly got more high profile than 

this.   

She took a deep breath: “Then you’d better tell it how it is.” 

Lewis watched Helena Elder make herself comfortable.  She had the look of a university lecturer, she moved with 

assurance, dressed elegantly, wore no makeup.  It was not easy being in the company of women after so long an 

incarceration. She did nothing to provoke interest, but she didn’t need to.  Lewis leaned forward on his knees and 

spoke quietly. “Why have they given you access to me in prison?” 

“Because they know a film about you is bound to be made eventually, and they prefer a film of you in here looking 

like a criminal, than a film of you on your yacht, looking like a rock star.” 

Helena had sent Lewis an outline of the questions she wanted to ask him during this interview.  This had been 

done about a week in advance, at his request. This first interview went reasonably well but he was not forthcoming, 

he was marking time somehow, treading water, and she didn't want to push it. He was sizing her up, he was cagey, he 

was thinking of consequences. She had to have him on her side if the film was going to work, so she suggested that 

the interview be wound up before he did.  

 

egg 

In the second interview Helen asked him one of her prepared questions. 

"What first alerted you to environmental matters?" 

"I'm not sure you will understand,” he threw his head back and exhaled. 

"Tell me anyway,” she answered. In years past she would have protested, saying of course she would understand. 

She had learned though, not to predict, and to be entirely honest. She couldn’t know in advance if she would 

understand, she knew it, and he knew it. 

Lewis emitted a cynical grunt and shook his head. 

Helena shrugged, ”I mean it, tell me anyway. You have editorial control. You can always strike it out." 

"Okay. My wife was pregnant. We'd been talking that evening about women's eggs, and I never knew this, but 

apparently a girl child is born with all her egg cells, and by the time the foetus is 20 weeks these egg cells are fully 

formed." 

"Egg cells?" 
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"Some waste away, she is born with like millions of them, but the key thing is, incredibly, none develop after her 

birth. The girl child is primed with the eggs for all her future children. Her children. If she is to have any I mean. After 

puberty a few hundred of these cells are released, more or less one at a time, at every menstruation. So they are very 

long-lived. I think they are called oocytes. 

"So I was lying in my bed next to my wife, alive to the foetus in my wife's belly, and her prospects in an overheated 

world. Then I thought of the eggs in our baby girl. Some of these, within the foetus right next to me, would become 

the children of my child, and they would still be alive in the next century. Way into the next century. I could feel these 

in the foetus, in my wife's belly - our foetus. 

“I wasn't on anything. I'd only had wine, but then as I fell asleep a dream, an hallucination, an idea for a piece, or 

something ran through my head. This happens quite a bit. I get most of my ideas this way, so I wasn't that surprised. I 

just let it play. I just watched it. But this one was different. 

Lewis shifted with discomfort, “I’m usually half in control of these ideas but this one controlled me, it was spooky. I 

worried it was the start of another setback. 

“Setback?" asked Helena. 

"But it wasn’t." 

"So what was it, this dream, this vision?” 

"Let's call it a dream. I'm driving a car along a road but the car is moving incredibly slowly. Ahead there is a child in 

the road playing in the gravel. I'm heading right for her but so slowly it's going to take decades to hit her. The vehicle I 

am in is massive it's like a Humvee, no an oil tanker. I can see her but I don't take evading action. I'm sort of 

complacent I'm lazy. I don't need to act, so I don't. 

“Then the child turns and I recognise her. She looks like photos of my wife when she was a child. Somehow I know 

that she is my own granddaughter and she speaks to me. 

“‘I am Nacentium, she says, please turn the wheel’ all this in a very matter of fact tone. 

“I gesture to her to move, but she can't for some reason she is locked in position somehow. 

“Then I notice there are people either side of the road in white coats. Solemn, be-spectacled, tall and clever 

looking, with clipboards or something. They are watching me. One leans into the open window of my vehicle and says,  

‘You're going to hit her you know’ 

“Then I noticed the road is filled with children. Millions of them. I'm slowly moving towards them infinitely slowly I 

start to panic. I decide I will move the steering wheel but I know the huge vehicle will be too hard to manoeuvre. Will 

take time to steer away from the children. But my arms won't move. 

“ ‘Turn! Steer away!’ the child shouts, but I remain catatonic. Suddenly I decide I don't want to drive. “Get 

someone else to drive,” I shout to whoever is behind me, but I'm stuck in the driving seat and nobody else comes. 
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“‘Try!’ The child shouts and I'm panicking now. In dreams you know, you lose the power of your limbs, they won't 

work for you. Like those running dreams. I'm getting closer and closer she shouts 

“‘Turn! Turn!’ 

“‘I can't do it!’ I shout back. 

“‘Just try!’ she replies. 

“I can see the panic on her face. I put my hand on the steering wheel at last but then I notice there are a lot of 

other hands on it. Some I recognise, some I don't. And I give up. I don't even try to steer. 

“I can see my granddaughter's face still babyish with her eyes wide open, staring at me from the middle of the 

road. There's the sound of tyres on the road, the breeze from the open window, the engine noise, and the huge 

megalithic weight of the vehicle like a tank or something I can feel behind me. I can't steer it. 

“I woke up with a sense of dread still remembering her name ‘Nacentium’.  I looked it up, it means unborn. But I 

never did Latin at school.” 

 

photos 

Helena was glad she had not promised to believe him in advance, his ‘Nacentium' story was just madness, and self-

aggrandising. Lewis Proctor was casting himself as some sort of Old Testament prophet, without the sandals. Nascent 

means ‘coming into existence’, so it was not a big step from there to Nascentium. He probably just made it all up 

anyway. 

It was as if a favourite uncle was showing off on the dance floor. He didn't need to, we loved him without this 

ridiculous effort. We loved him more without it.  She felt embarrassed — for herself, not just for him. Her hero had 

fallen. But the foetus’s eggs… That was a weird one. 

Helena began to realise that she loved his music when she was in her teens, but never listened to it now he was a 

hero, but for her an old one, a spent one. In a way this was a good thing as she became braver in her questioning, it 

was the daring questions that made great film, not the sycophantic ones. 

"So you got up the next morning and planned to abduct the two girls?" 

"Well, hardly." 

He wriggled on his seat, looked about him. Helena suddenly realised that it was strange to see him so still. On 

stage he moved with seductive grace. A snake poised to pounce, mesmerising and dangerous. But here in this land of 

fire doors, flickering fluorescents, and Formica, the snake was out of his habitat.  

"So what  persuaded you?" 
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The question took him back to a humming theatre foyer, he was fighting his way to his seat, crowds of people 

outside without tickets, held back by galvanised traffic barriers and bouncers.   It was strange for him to attend 

someone else's event, but he really wanted to hear her speak - heroes also have their heroes. 

"Are you Lewis Proctor?" asked someone as he pushed his way through the theatre foyer.  He answered in a 

convincing but fake Irish accent, "No way, I'm much better looking." 

An extraordinary mix of people, a West End theatre was a strange venue for a political event, he wondered why it 

had been chosen. People in day-glow jackets as if it were a demonstration, ushering people to their seats.  He had to 

turf a hopeful girl out of his stall seat, she went to sit on the floor near the stage.  Then the lights dimmed, and the 

audience hushed.  

She took to the stage dressed simply, in a full-length black dress, with scarlet pumps and lipstick. 

She explained the science of climate breakdown so simply a child could understand. She explained risk even more 

simply. "We only have one planet. So if someone told you there was a 1% chance of making it uninhabitable for most 

humans, would you take that risk?" She opened her arms to the audience: 

"Well, would you?" 

"No." The audience answered with unexpected timidity. 

"98% of scientists say there is a 90% chance, if we continue with business as usual, as our politicians seem to 

require, that we will make much of the Earth uninhabitable. 98% of scientists. That means 2% disagree. Do you feel 

lucky?" She spread her arms to the audience again. 

“No," this time the answer was more emphatic, more angry.  Until now the audience had been pin drop quiet but 

the ‘No’ still rung in the rafters. 

"Let's not gamble with what we can't replace." She said simply and quietly shaking her head to strong applause.  

Behind her were videos of droughts, floods, and hurricanes, simply labelled with the land afflicted: India, Australia, 

California, Somerset. 

There was something about her delivery that was most unpolitical, not the usual polemical tirade, but something 

oddly personal as if she were talking to you over the kitchen table. Towards the end of the presentation she stopped, 

stood silent.  The silence lasted some time. 

"Please turn on your phones." In the gloom phones lit up faces all over the audience. Lewis looked around, the 

place was packed, there were people sitting at the edge of the stage. Every age, every class, every style, not like one of 

his audiences. 

"Please find a photo of a child you love, the younger the better."  Lewis hunted his phone for Alexis’s scan of his 

soon to be daughter, Martha. 

“Hold up your photo, I want to see it,” she asked.  Almost everyone held an image of a child aloft. She smiled, as 

her pointing finger slowly swept the audience. 
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“These are the loved, these are our blessings,” she said simply, with a wide smile. She turned her own phone 

towards the audience 

"And here's my child! Leonard, just two years old….Okay here's my number on the screen.  If you’re willing, please 

send me your photo, a small version will do, please send it to me now! I’m going to put them on the website, every 

one." 

Heads went down, and the faces of the audience were all lit by the eerie glow of their screens as they keyed her 

number in. 

"Okay now hold that child aloft. I want to see every single one, every baby, every toddler, every boy, every girl.”  

Her voice dropped. “These kids will be alive long, long after us. They will suffer much more than us. They are 

voiceless, but we are adults, we have power. You have power. Now some of us are rich and some are not. Some have 

political influence some do not. Some have campaigning skills, some might not. But whatever skills and potential you 

have, I want you, you, to help that child. The loved. And to help all the others on these phones, and all those who 

could never be on a phone." 

"Hold them up high! We all want to see them, all of them. Look around at all the children on these phones the 

precious and the tiny.” 

Lewis looked about him at the images, many were being waved from side to side. 

“Now I'm busy, and so will you be. I've got to go now but before I do, while you still hold up the image of your 

loved one, please say this after me.  First please say your child's name, I’ll say Leonard, you say your own child’s name, 

then repeat what I say.”   

Lewis said, ‘Martha’ and at the same time the theatre filled with thousands of other names.  His child was not born 

yet, but they know it’s a girl and have already chosen her name.  Still on his phone is the photo from the ultra-scan. 

"Okay, and after me: whatever powers I have.” 

"Whatever powers I have.” 

"I will use them.” 

"I will use them.” 

“To protect you.” 

“To protect you.” 

“Now please say your child’s name.” 

“Martha," replied Lewis but there was a crack in his voice. 
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At this she held up her own phone and took a photo of the theatre with all the raised arms and telephone images, 

swaying like a field of wheat, and she left the theatre in its strange and subdued state. As people filed out slowly into 

the twilight, there was near silence, just a little whispering , and some people were crying. 

After finishing his account of this theatre event, Lewis looked long at his interviewer.  Helena avoided his gaze, just 

glanced at him fitfully while busying with her papers.  He wanted a reaction and she knew it. She remained silent, so 

Lewis continued. 

“In the days that followed I couldn't get that event out of my head. The oath in particular "whatever powers I have 

I will use them to protect your future Martha.” I only really realised after taking that oath, that I had more powers than 

others, I was rich, I was connected. To whom much is given, much will be expected." 

She looked up suddenly. "Where does that come from?" 

"Matthew's gospel I think.  I had to do something.” 

“Lobbying? Raise money for campaigning?” 

“All been done, done to death, and no effect. Remember, we’d had Kyoto, Copenhagen, Paris, Barcelona, and in 

each the leaders agreed to do too little.  Far too little.  Then did less.  Had to do something, and frankly if I knew for 

certain it wouldn’t  work - I’d still have done it.” 

 

twins 

Helena had not seen Proctor in the flesh since Glastonbury music festival the year she finished her A-levels. It was 

strange now seeing him in such close proximity in that tiny prison interview room, if she’d told her eighteen year old 

self that she would make a film of him years later, a film that could crash or resurrect his career, she would have been 

absolutely incredulous. When she saw him in Glastonbury Lewis Proctor was just emerging as an important new face 

in rock music, she was barely aware of him at that time, but her boyfriend insisted they see his performance. He 

wasn't even on one of the big stages, they arrived about an hour before his spot and his performance space was 

already packed, some were already fans, others were tempted by the extraordinary set which had been built over the 

previous day and illuminated the previous night. 

Proctor had appropriated a part of the ‘Green Fields’ to build a special stage just for his performance. The whole 

backdrop consisted of a map of the world, but as the music started, a few movements revealed this world to be a 

woman dressed as the planet. This gigantic female figure was a sort of puppet, and yet a map of the globe, Helena 

remembered the eyes particularly which were clearly a video of real eyes massively increased in size, some sort of 

computer-generated image trick which had a really startling effect. The figure was the globe, land being represented 

by wind blown grasses and foliage, and the oceans by a lighting effect simulating ripples, and out of which the odd 

whale or porpoise emerged to sing isolated notes. This was not so effective, and neither was the Mother Earth figure’s 

white hair which formed the North Pole, but on which creatures crawled and hopped. ‘She’s got fleas!’ said a boy 

beside her. 
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Some continued to find the whole performance comic. Proctor took risks even if some of the performance fell 

over. But no one was in doubt that they were watching a magic symbiosis of computer generated imagery, puppetry, 

lighting, music and conventional staging with a quite mesmerising effect, only enhanced by the music.   

Dancers in mirror covered costumes wearing gigantic masks of animals took to the stage, Helena thought they 

represented real, rather than fabled beasts. The music was chaotic and rhythmic and discordant more like 20th-

century classical music than rock music. The "animals" danced a nervy modern ballet, the lighting effects on their 

mirrored costumes were captivating, and then, Noah's Ark style, one by one they disappeared into the Earth Mother, 

whose unnerving eyes scanned the audience in a pleading manner. 

The music dropped to a whisper and there were a few inappropriate taunts from the audience which were hard to 

make out - some people took against the whole spectacle. The last few dancers swayed as Proctor’s face emerged 

through the mouth of his snake mask, and he began to sing. The music built from a heavy bass riff getting louder and 

more densely orchestrated and more insistent as it rose in pitch.  It was hard to make out the words. 

Just when Helena thought she was getting the measure of the visuals, two huge puppets of naked babies, three 

men high, approached, one from stage left, and the other from stage right, how these puppets were manipulated 

Helena couldn’t work out, but they were horribly lifelike, and when they waved to the crowd, they got a roar of 

approval. The music now was sinister, pulsing, minor key, sub horror movie almost.  The grotesque ‘babies’, rolls of fat 

dripping from their midriffs moved to stand either side of Mother Earth. 

The babies introduced themselves as Twin East and Twin West, and were clearly not on good terms. Then in a 

grotesquery that could only come from Proctor's diseased imagination, each twin bared one of Mother Earth's 

breasts, hitherto hidden in foliage, and began suckling. Mother Earth's huge eyes expressed despair but she said 

nothing. 

Then a group of dancers with stylised exaggerated movements approached the twins and sang to them that the 

Earth had no voice so they would speak for her. The dancers half talked, half sang to the twins, she couldn’t remember 

the words exactly of course, but they were to the effect that your Mother the earth was becoming weak from feeding 

you, and you were old enough to be weaned now.   

Helena remembered with distaste that the twins continued suckling, only breaking off occasionally to argue. The 

Mother’s face expressed pain. The Twin on the East breast argued that the West twin should stop suckling because he 

was fattest and had been suckling for longer.  But the West twin replied his brother was growing too quickly and was 

now suckling harder than he was.  Neither stopped except to shout at each other.  

The twins argument went on rather too long for Helena, she preferred the music and dancing parts.  All the while 

the Mother Earth figure got weaker and weaker, and began to collapse towards the floor of the stage.  The foliage of 

the grasses on the mother Earth figure seemed to brown, wither and die. The twins however just shouted accusations 

at each other across her breasts, each demanding that the other stop suckling. Meanwhile the dancers continued to 

sing that the twins were old enough to wean. 



 

 136 

The Mother sank almost to the ground, and the music became more dramatic. The dancers in animal head masks 

reappeared and began a frantic dance to death, accompanied by violent, discordant and heavily rhythmic music.  The 

dancers sang to the audience, “if the mother dies, the brothers die," and the audience joined in, waving arms in the 

same strange way as the dancers. 

Then Proctor appeared again to sing to the audience “who will drag the twins from their mother?" all the while 

pointing at the audience as if for a volunteer.  Some guys at the front tried to mount the stage.  Meanwhile the 

Mother Earth figure had sunk in exhaustion nearly to the stage, her eyes even more expressive now, scanned the 

audience in her hopelessness.  The lights faded to black. Queue stuttering audience applause, which was not as 

enthusiastic as Helena had expected.  

That performance never left Helena, accompanied by a sense of distaste.  It was an early indication of Proctor's 

interest in environmental matters but more tellingly for Helena it was an insight into his sick imagination.  The quality 

of Proctor’s work only improved in its concept and execution over the years, and Helena became a reluctant fan.  

Later that day at a little Mexican food stall, Helena and her boyfriend discussed how Proctor could possibly 

manage to fund such a production for just one performance, when someone behind them in the queue said, "Easy, he 

just doesn't pay his providers". This guy had done quite a lot of technical work for Proctor apparently, on the CGI side, 

and had been more or less told, after being given the impression he would be paid, that he should feel grateful for the 

opportunity to showcase his work.  Helena wasn’t sure whether to believe him. 

 

Psychiatrist 

Between interviews with Lewis Proctor Helena riffled through some notes on his trial and found the names of a 

few witnesses. There was a psychiatric report on Proctor delivered during the trial, and the man who wrote it was 

prepared, eager even, to be interviewed, which was a bad sign, those you have to pester are usually the most useful.  

But Dr Faisal Abu Adabie turned out to be more interesting than she expected. 

She was invited to a large west country farmhouse where Dr Adabie had retired.  It was musty, dirty and chaotic, if 

you can tell a character by his house, she would have said he was depressed.  Unwashed coffee cups littered the hall 

table and a cat basket sat in the middle of the kitchen floor on a rather expensive looking Persian rug. 

How do you start interviewing a psychiatrist?  Helena didn’t want a rerun of his court presentation, so she started 

with something more contemporary. She sent him in advance the most recent Proctor album, which he had secretly 

recorded in prison on a mobile phone, some producer or other had then added other tracks to it after the phone was 

smuggled out. 

Eric the eye, Helena’s cameraman set up, omitting the cat basket from the frame, and whisking off a few cobwebs 

from the lamp shade over the doctor’s chair.  Then he winked to show Helena he was ready. 

 “Lewis Proctor was surely a troubled man?” 

Dr Adabie surveyed Helena with an amused gaze across his ancient kitchen table.  
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“If you ever come across an untroubled one, ring for an undertaker. You mistake madness for an admittedly rare 

capacity in present day Western culture — imagination. He is a songwriter, poet, and dramatist.  Choreographer. A 

visual artist actually, at least in the sense of working on installations — on performance, on experiences. I'm not 

making a judgement about how evil he might or might not be. I’m merely making a factual observation. He worked 

with metaphor, with oblique referencing of every kind, working to provoke. Provoke thought, provoke reaction, 

provoke delight, or anger, he explored. Or at least, that was what he was attempting.” 

“During the trial, Lewis Proctor’s trial that is, in your testimony, you said you saw his abduction of the two girls as 

‘theatre’. Could you say more about that?” 

Dr Adabie responded with a pained expression. “Well, not entirely theatre, but theatric non the less….Lewis 

Proctor was a — is a complex man. Artistic sensibility. Untroubled by self-doubt. His fame, adulation, meant he was 

used to being entirely indulged.  Emphatically, he was not a politician, or a campaigner in the normal sense of 

inhabiting the universe of reason, of practicality, of stepwise change ….one square at a time, from status quo to some 

minutely different new status quo. He was not a gradualist as almost everyone else in his trial was a gradualist. He 

didn’t strive for compromise, conformity, community.” 

The Doctor looked at the ceiling pensively and then back to the camera. “He acted alone — almost entirely alone 

remember — well there was his wife of course. Just him and Alexis. It's extraordinary when you think about it. So I 

can't see his act as anything political you see. In his own head, it was more theatre or poetry than political. It was an 

installation.  He was grandstanding. It was a stunt. A bid for attention, like his so-called operas.  I mean the free ones – 

you know, in Hyde Park.”   

“The two girls, Safa and Imogen, they were very traumatised …..” 

“ …According to the family.  I'm not inclined to believe them.  I think their father talked up the trauma for his own 

political ends.” 

The doctor had said nothing like this in the trial and Helena was surprised, “You really think that?” 

“ Well, think about it, Magnus Stone was chief executive of one of the largest fossil fuel companies. When his 

daughters were kidnapped, Proctor used the event to snap the world's attention to the fact that, if his company sold 

all its oil reserves, the planet would be screwed.  Precisely Lewis Proctor’s intention of course.” 

“ Exactly.”  Helena kicked herself, that ‘exactly’ was the sort of evaluative comment a documentarist should never 

make, but she could probably edit it out. The Doctor was on a roll now. 

“And that was attention Stone, and Global Oil could do without. His shareholders resented it. We’re talking billions 

or even trillions here, that Stone was employed to protect. It was like turning the lights on while Stone was busy doing 

a burglary. So he deflected media attention on to the trauma of his girls. He pleaded for sympathy. The tearful press 

conferences. I’m not saying he wasn’t genuinely upset that his daughters were abducted, kidnapped whatever. But at 

bottom I think Magnus Stone knew Proctor would never hurt his daughters, it wasn’t in his nature, and it certainly 

wasn’t in his interests….… Stone certainly made a fuss about his girls, but that was in an effort to turn the lights off 

again.  And, in a way, it worked.” 
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“ So you don't think the girls suffered? Their abduction lasted for quite some time, and they were very young.” 

“ They were in a mansion by the sea, with every need catered for.  Private beach. Good food, interesting 

company.”  The doctor shrugged.  “I interviewed the girls at length, the kidnap didn’t traumatise them, but what 

happened at sea certainly did.” 

 

bias 

During the prison interviews Helen noticed that Lewis circled her questions, striving to appear reasonable, and if not 

repentant at least circumspect, but by the fourth or fifth session he began to loosen up.  Helena had spent hours going over the 

Paris and subsequent international conferences, and the agreements hammered out there, which she said everyone regarded 

positively, but Lewis saw as hopeless. He said there were no legally binding agreements to keep warming below 1.5°C which 

scientists had decided was the safe limit.  

He said, “If you tot up the promises made by individual nations it would result in 3 to 4°C of warming in the lifetime of our 

children. More later.  Droughts, floods, storms - agricultural collapse, and mass starvation were unavoidable.  Somewhere 

between 1.5°C and 2.0°C climate breakdown would become inevitable due to the natural feedback mechanisms.”  He said 

permafrost melting would amplify the current levels of global warming — and climate would be out of control. Once the 

permafrost really started melting, “That was it. We would have tipped over the cliff, nothing could stop the fall of civilisation.” 

It was not just permafrost that Lewis said would sweep humanity to cataclysm.  Rainforests were another vicious cycle. 

“The soil in these forests is essentially half rotted vegetation, which releases CO2 as it rots. But as the soil warms this rotting 

speeds up, creating more CO2, which creates more warming, which creates more rotting, so we have another runaway cycle.  

Around 2°C of warming the Amazon could dry out completely to become a dry desert.” This seemed implausible to Helena, but 

Lewis argued that in the distant past it had happened already - in the Sahara. She would have to check that. 

Lewis stressed these runaway tipping points were very close, some were tipped already, and some were not reported in 

official temperature predictions or the climate models because these vicious cycles could not be quantified. 

Helena shook her head, “But scientists know all this far better than you, and…” 

"Yes, and they’re ignored.  Big business and big government are too slow to act.  Look at the curve of CO2 emissions over 

time.  The hockey stick curve.  The upturn is STILL exponential, despite international agreements, despite campaigns like 

Greenpeace and Extinction Rebellion, despite some government action.  Still CO2 growth is out of control.   So I had no choice. 

I had to give up on the political process." 

"Give up on politics?" 

"When your horse dies, dismount.” 

“But it’s politics that makes the changes…” 

Lewis gave a bitter laugh, “Other way round. You have to force changes on to politics.  Politicians couldn’t lead a dog.” 
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“I’m beginning to understand why the Times called you ‘a toddler in a tantrum’."  

Lewis grinned.  "From the Times, that's a compliment. If you please the Times you please its billionaire owner, and its 

advertisers, all happily feasting at the expense of defenceless children and the unborn. Enrage them all you can, I say, or we 

won't survive." 

He was not yet angry, but Helena could feel the dam breaking. "Why do you think the political process died?" 

"Because politics is funded by big money, multinationals, fossil fuel companies who are prepared to bribe the political 

process to get what they want instead of what citizens want. That's what funding of political parties is for — that's what 

lobbying is: denying the democratic will. Replacing it with the will of big money. Politicians become puppets dancing to the 

biggest dollar, but big money gets away with it because people are kept ignorant of this by the billionaire press.” 

Helena shrugged, “Okay, so there are some people you don’t agree with, and they push their own views.  So what?  That’s 

democracy. We don’t need you to make up our minds for us, we can do that for ourselves.”  

He is trying to explain calmly.  “The media is democracy’s immune system, right?  And the billionaire press has killed it.  

You’re not making up your own mind, you’re remembering theirs.  What’s more big money controls the the Tory party.  It used 

to be funded by business, now it’s funded by a tiny band of hyper-rich, ideologues - Americans, Russians, and others.  They’re 

so far right you need a telescope to see them.  But they’ve learned how to slither out of view.  They fund think tanks that sound 

independent, like ‘The Institute of Economic Affairs’, which are not academic institutes at all, they’re just a cover to lobby for 

big money:  tax cuts for the richest, denial of climate breakdown.  The Tory party will never tackle climate when it’s a puppet 

controlled by its funders.” 

“This all sounds crazy to me.” 

He is angry now.  “Because you’re not paying attention, and you think democracy is still working.  It’s not.  The richest of 

the richest know how to get people to vote in THEIR interests, instead of in citizen’s interests. Tax cuts for billionaires were 

being voted for by pensioners who needed gloves and hot water bottles in their own sitting rooms.  Why?  Because the hyper 

rich were spending millions lying to them in newspapers and on social media.    When I found out about all this, I realised 

democracy was dead in this country.  At least for the time being.  The pirates had boarded.  They’d captured the Tory Party, 

they’d captured the media, and then the State, and the billionaire press was shielding them from view.” 

Helen laughed, “Captured the media?  What about the BBC?  It’s not billionaire funded.” 

“No, but the right wing threatens to reduce its funding if it doesn’t behave.  Okay, the BBC sees itself as impartial. But what 

do they mean by impartial? They mean they have a centrist view compared to newspapers. But these newspapers are almost 

all owned by multi billionaires who print what big money wants you to read, and the BBC meekly follows these papers, and so 

ends up representing big money itself. That’s why the BBC is so silent about the real risks of climate breakdown." 

This was where Helena began to see his case crumble. The risks of climate change were all over the media, scientists were 

forever in newspapers and on TV impartially giving their views. You didn't find them abducting children or badmouthing the 

BBC, they reported climate change as accurately and as impartially as they could.  
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Helena tried to put all this to him, he replied with an anecdote. He recalled a young BBC journalist who filed stories on how 

CO2 emissions were skyrocketing. He said the stories were impeccably sourced, fair, and intelligent.   “But she was told she was 

radical. She was passed over for good appointments and then dropped in a restructuring, while less talented but compliant 

colleagues survived. This was how the norm was defended he said, a reporter’s reasoning and argument counted for nought if 

they were not ‘on side’ with the billionaire owners of the media.  Money didn’t need to control the BBC, the BBC obligingly 

controlled itself.” 

They argued for hours, and Helena tired of his ranting and his conspiracy theories, but just before she left he made a point 

that troubled her.  She had pointed out that cutting CO2 and getting international agreements was really difficult, so it was 

bound to take time, and countries had to find the money for clean energy systems, and that took time too.” 

He shook his head, “When the banks went bust in 2009 they found about 50% of our GDP instantly.  When the economy 

tanked with Covid, they found even more.   When the planet goes bust, they can’t afford the 2% of GDP needed to fix it.” 

Helena would have to check that too.  She was beginning to feel good about the project now.  She had some good footage 

of Proctor ranting in his prison clothes, but had also found a brilliant adversary for him: Trent-Fawcett. 

 

Oliver Trent-Fawcett 

Oliver Trent-Fawcett  sat sedately in an early Victorian upholstered armchair, beside him, stood an occasional 

table, an art-nouveau table lamp, and a healthy aspidistra. He was rather good-looking with one eyebrow lowered 

more than the other, lending him a puzzled expression. Helena’s cameraman framed him so that the chandelier over 

his dining table sparkled in the far upper right of the frame. 

This was something like the thirteenth opinion piece Helena had recorded, she was collecting enough material and 

hoping that it would become clear later how to edit it, so that some line of narrative crystallised out of this cloudy 

mass of talking heads. She was asking fewer questions now, giving people a freer rein, was this laziness or confidence? 

She was not sure.  Trust the process. 

From behind the camera she said, “You have been critical of Lewis Proctor, and the radical greens more generally, 

could you tell us why?" 

Trent-Fawcett raised his lowered eyebrow, "I'll start with Lewis Proctor. Essentially Proctor shows us what happens 

when a simpleminded fundamentalist is fuelled with too much self-belief. He is a walking cautionary tale, an object 

lesson in how not to deal with a difficult political issue. Ever since the rise of Islamic fundamentalism we have suffered 

a plague of fundamentalism and not just in religion, ignorant intransigence is sweeping the globe. 

"It comes down to the fact that human cognition is ill-prepared for the complexities of modern life. Our species 

evolved to cope with tribes consisting of a few hundred souls at most, each tribe having an identical belief system and 

religion. Importantly these values, beliefs, religions and so on were fixed for generations. Compare our society now, 

with the society we evolved to cope with. Now we have clashing beliefs and values, and warring religions.  How to 

cope?  Two ways.  Some people accept that different individuals and cultures will see the world differently, so they 
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seek compromise and accommodation — a live-and-let-live flexibility. Pluralism let's call it.  But set against this 

pluralism we have a set of naive, obdurate, diehard fundamentalists who would have the world ruled their way. These 

people can't stand complexity, and believe there is a simple answer to any given question, and what is more, that they 

are the sole possessors of this wisdom. It's an understandable reaction to complexity for a child, ‘what’s the right 

answer’, but some people don't seem to grow up. 

“These simple-minded fundamentalists are prepared to die, or more likely kill for their beliefs. The reality of 

course…”   

“I’m interested in how this relates to Lewis…” 

“…Just coming to that.” 

Helena absently checked her phone, a tweet from her son: “If you are so busy, why are you reading this?" She 

turned off her phone and thrust it into her bag. With a brief pause for thought, Trent-Fawcett continued.  

"Proctor has probably watched a good number of Hollywood adventure movies, the plots for which never seem to 

vary. Our Hero encounters an evil he abhors, created by baddies, aliens, foreigners, criminals, gun toting Hottentots or 

whatever. Then Our Hero, suitably armed of course, takes it upon himself to be judge, jury, and executioner, killing his 

adversaries in a manner he would detest if they did the same to his own people. And he then single-handedly – 

important phrase – single-handedly overcomes evil by force.” 

“But," interrupted Helena, "Proctor was not armed, he didn't…" 

"Yes, but I'm just establishing the archetype here, an archetype admitting of many variants. It's the ‘trope of our 

time’ as it were, instilled in us by an unthinking morass of moronic and talentless screenwriters, as the way to cope 

with difference or opposition. ‘Encountered an obstacle?  – then shoot’. This is the simple-minded fundamentalist 

canon. 

"Now Proctor, and here's my point, is a tribal alpha-male seeking the certainty that evolution has prepared him 

for. But he finds it not. So, being a rock god, pumped with the indefatigable self-belief that adulation has taught him is 

his inalienable right, he asks himself what should I do when people disagree with me? Answer comes there but one, 

from Hollywood. Become the shining screen hero and single-handedly — that phrase again — single-handedly fix it! 

Force everyone to agree with your worldview, your cultural assumptions, your beliefs. 

“Proctor cannot cope with conflict. His upbringing, remember, didn't prepare him for complexity — semi-

aristocratic family accustomed to privilege and deference. His schooling didn’t prepare him for complexity: public 

school then Oxford, inculcating the belief of social superiority. His career didn't prepare him for complexity:  a rock 

god whose avaricious management and adoring fans had inculcated in him the belief he could do no wrong. Evolution 

didn't prepare him for it either, as I've explained. 

"He craved a world with diamond hard certainties. He saw himself as chief of a tribe who adulated him, and never 

questioned his beliefs. So, finding a cacophony of conflicting beliefs and interests in his area of — ecology — he 
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reached like a comic book hero for his red underpants to put over his tweedy trousers, his Death Ray, and his 

oversized cod piece.  And set off to save the world.” 

Trent-Fawcett drew a breath and Helena tried to get a question in, but he was off again. “Of course, it's not just 

Lewis Proctor who is dazzled by the lunatic superhero myth, we are all in thrall to it.  When we start on solids, or even 

before, we are taught that salvation is done for us, not by us, and that every crisis creates the hero who will overcome 

it. 

“But beware what happens. Heroes reduce us mere mortals to passive bystanders, our role being just to point at 

the sky and shout ‘is it a bird - is it a plane?’. I remember as a boy reading an infinity of stories in comic books, and in 

practically every one the planet was in peril, and I wonder whether they were somehow a dream, a knowing dream, of 

what was to come a few decades later? Does art anticipate life? There were hardly any planet-in-peril stories before 

about 1960, looking back, it is weird when you think about it. 

“But the planet cannot be saved by an individual, only by a collective will.  When Proctor took responsibility for 

rescuing us from our plight, he was in effect saying we should not take any responsibility ourselves, he stole agency 

from us. He left us helpless, and so hopeless. 

“If he had not taken this crazy initiative, we could have coped I think. But he grabbed the wheel, and we let him, 

and he was not strong enough to steer, no individual could be. And so, I fear we’ll crash because of him.” 

 

 

democracy 

Helena was midway through another interview with Lewis Proctor when she noticed he had become rather bored, 

his eyes wandered to the window, though it afforded a view of a concrete wall, and he shuffled on his chair.   There 

was a topic she had been waiting to address, and this seemed the right time. 

"During your trial the prosecution argued that you saw yourself as above the law, as superior to the democratic 

will.…" 

"So did Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights movement.  But now people, and even the lawmakers, worship King 

as a saint.  In 1960s America they weren't voting for equal rights you know. And the law was racist. When the law fails, 

and democracy fails, you have a moral duty to act." 

"You don't think you were a bit … extreme?" 

“No. If you are moderate in the pursuit of justice, and this moderation fails, what do you do? What did Martin 

Luther do? What did Gandhi do? Did they vote, then sit back, and wait patiently?" 

"I'll tell you what they didn't do — they didn't kidnap innocent children and then put their lives in danger.  Many 

people would be surprised to hear you compare yourself to Martin Luther King and Gandhi. Gandhi went on a long 

march, you kidnapped, risked lives, and extorted. King used nonviolent civil disobedience, you broke the criminal law.” 



 

 143 

Lewis shrugged, "Okay, non-violent criminal disobedience, but I didn't profit from it, I got a very long sentence. 

Look, we had a failure of leadership and a failure of capitalism right across the western world. Being reasonable had 

been tried for decades, and it had failed, and there is so little time." 

"Failure of leadership?”  

Lewis leant back and looked at the ceiling, then continued wearily. "Scientists said there should be a big cut in 

fossil fuel burning. Politicians refused to implement anything like the cuts required to keep the planet safe for future 

generations. And why? Because governments were forced to act in the short-term interests of the fossil fuel industry 

and against the survival of the planet. That's not democracy its oil-ocracy. And the law allowed it, was entirely 

content. Are you saying we should have let them continue with that?” 

“So fossil fuel companies lobby, why is that a problem?” 

“Why does a global oil company pay £30 million on lobbying per year? Because they know their needs work 

against the public interest, so they have to bribe the government to defy public interest. Global Oil is out of control, 

it’s like a big man dancing on a rowing boat heading for Niagara Falls. He is going to sink us all.” 

Helena shrugged, "But that doesn't justify kidnap, risking young lives and extortion does it? Could you not have 

campaigned and lobbied, rather than put the fear of God up little girls?” 

"Lobby against fossil fuel companies? Politicians had two masters, those that funded them — largely fossil fuel 

companies — was one, and the other was opinion polls. Both were saying things were just fine. Politicians didn’t lead, 

they just followed polls, and followed funders. Two political parties Tweedledum and Tweedledee neither with the 

guts to defend the planet, or the unborn…." 

"What was it… That girl in your dream… What was her name?" 

Lewis was a little reluctant, "Nascentium. Yes, the Unborn.  With no say in our decisions,  yet inheriting all the 

consequences." 

"So you were happy to put yourself above democracy?" 

"I think democracy is a great idea, we should try it sometime - but without the big funders. Meanwhile some things 

need to be snatched from the hands of politicians." 

"Really?” 

"Interest rates are set by experts, aircraft design is too, why not fossil fuel burning rates?" 

"So we are to be bossed about by experts? The end of democracy. Do you think so-called experts are objective? Do 

you think they don't have interests too? They want funding for their university departments. They want fame and 

attention.  They want to bend society to their will.” 
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"Well, which hell would you prefer to fry in? Democratic hell, where successive governments cut the throat of your 

long-term interests to fund their party so they can get re-elected? Or technocratic hell where your long-term interests 

are protected from your own stupidity?" 

“Isn’t that rather patronising?” 

“Patronising?  No.  That’s the rub of reality on the arse of the thoughtless." 

"And you are that rub are you?" 

Lewis thought carefully, half smiling, “Maybe, part of it." 

"And the papers say you appointed yourself as chief planet boss, Lord of the Universe?" 

"No, I think that's Magnus Stone." 

“And did you ever wonder what the little girls thought? Imogen and Safa. Ripped from the family home. Floating 

helpless on the Atlantic.” 

“Are you putting me on trial again? I thought this was a fact finding documentary.” 

“Let me read this, from your MP: “an insufferably smug and arrogant certainty that he had the right to do 

whatever he liked for the causes he championed. And where did he get that megalomanic confidence? His aristocratic 

origin, his public school, his class” Do you recognise that Lewis?” 

Lewis laughed, shaking his head, “No, I do not.” 

 

Lewis on Stone 

For some time now Lewis Proctor had seemed unflappable, which was not good television.  Then she found his 

weak spot.  He jerked upright and his chair squeaked on the interview room floor.  He narrowed his eyes at Helena.  

”Radical? You're calling me radical? I'll tell you what's radical. It's radical to listen to a chorus of experts — physicists, 

oceanographers palaeontologist you-name-it-ologists, who say they are united in the certain belief we’re headed for 

the greatest calamity to befall humankind; yet do nothing.  That's radical. To take on the laws of physics and bet 

they're wrong — that's radical”. 

Helena looked at the ceiling in exasperation, "Nobody's saying the science is wrong now — hardly anyone." 

"Well, that's worse then. To believe that an 80% cut is vital and then to cut 40% knowing for certain that you are 

then responsible for climate breakdown. That's pretty radical isn't it? Don't you dare call me radical. I’m just following 

the science.” 

Helena gave him an indulgent look, “Science isn’t that certain….” 

“…so the situation could be even worse, and we need more caution, more cuts in CO2, not less.” 
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Helena ignored his interruption, looked out of the window, then continued with strained patience, “Surely 

everyone knows the science now, surely ignorance is not the problem. The problem is doing something about it. 

Sharing the burden, extracting agreements from every nation, horse trading, Realpolitik, taking into account not just 

the science but the economics, the human rights issues. These are not easy issues, so politicians need time.” 

“There is no time. If they wanted to act, they could. They decide not to.  International politics is infested with the 

machinations of multinational companies and their owners, they pull the strings, they fund the political parties, the 

political campaigns. They lie, they bribe, and governments just follow their money. Meanwhile physics says we’re 

heading for a catastrophe for life on earth, created  by Magnus Stone and his like.” 

Helena shook her head.  “But Magnus Stone isn’t a politician, he’s just running an oil company”.  

Lewis looked up to the ceiling and shook his head, “His company is legally obliged to aggressively pursue the 

interests of those who have invested in it. Short-term interests are his master, so someone has to wrest the planet 

from his grip.” 

Helena smiled, “And that someone is Lewis Proctor? Saviour of our world?” 

As the interview ended Lewis smiled inwardly.  She thought he was a broken arrow, a spent force. But he had 

plans.    ‘You ain’t seem nothin yet little lady’ he thought, ‘just wait til I get out of here.  You will kick yourself, and 

soon, for not asking me what I will do when I’m released.  Not that I’d tell if you asked.’ 

 

harsh  

Helena and her cameraman kicked the cables around the floor and put heavy rubber mats on some of them to 

stop them tripping people over. Lewis entered accompanied by a prison warder and took his seat. Helena said ‘hello’, 

but Lewis did not answer, and she gave him no further attention.  He got up and looked about distractedly with his 

hands in his pockets, kicking a bit of packaging about the carpet. 

“Did they impose limitations on you?” said Lewis, “Do they get to eyeball what you’ve done before it’s released?” 

“Who?” 

“You know what I’m saying Helena, don’t be coy, the government, the prison authorities.” 

“I’ll show the prison authorities my interviews with you, but no others.” 

“Okay.  I’ll think about that.” 

“I want to ask you about your career with the band. I want to go back to the beginning. Your album Manacles was 

incredibly successful as was the tour. Then you sacked everyone and started again from scratch. Why did you get rid 

of such a successful band?  Why change from rock to music theatre?” 
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Lewis sat on the cheap plastic covered armchair, long limbed and sprawling,  in as elegant a manner as he could 

manage in his prison clothes.  "As the band became more successful I got record company people telling me, in effect, 

to repeat the Manacles album. They’d say, we need another song like track one, another like track seven and two 

more like track eight and so on. They wanted me to rewrite successful songs. They weren’t joking either, that was the 

way they normally worked apparently. But I was getting bored with just music. I realised my real interest lay in theatre 

or film." 

"Musicals?" 

“No! For me the video of a song was more powerful than the song alone. An opera was better than a play. I 

wanted it all, dance, drama, costume, narrative, lighting, music. Everything, and why not? I was bored with just pure 

music. But everyone told me I didn't know about theatre. So I decided the only way forward was to do what I wanted 

and fail. That was better than being trapped into creating remakes of the first album until I dropped dead.” 

"What about your lack of expertise in theatre? What about the cost of staging?" 

Lewis laughed.  ”Well, if you can't do it yourself, you hire someone who can. That's why I got a bassist and a 

drummer for the Manacles album.  So I got a theatre director, dancers, choreographers, computer image people, 

lighting…” 

“Was Christina Hall right when she said you were the ideas, and the others were just technocrats doing your 

bidding?  She said you were the James Joyce of rock staging…" 

Lewis flinched, “…Ooo. That's a bit harsh!” 

"Must have been expensive hiring all those theatre people?" 

"I blew a lot of the earnings from ‘Manacles’ on the project. I thought I might as well go out with a bang and enjoy 

myself in the process.” 

“Critics said you didn't need the money with your father being an Earl.” 

Lewis reeled back laughing, “My father doesn't open up his bank account to me. Does yours to you? In any case, 

people overestimate the riches of the aristocracy, these baronial homes take a lot of maintenance you know. He’d be 

more likely to ask me for money than the other way round.” 

 

 

Video editing 

Helena slipped behind her desk and switched everything on, a few clicks and on the screen appeared a still image 

of an attractive thirty year old woman with fine blond hair, cut just below her ears, which Helena remembered swung 

as she spoke.   She pressed return and leant back in her seat. 
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“Just tell me your story Petra. Remember if you muck up you can just start a sentence again, we can just fix it in 

the edit.  In your own time…….  You worked with Lewis Proctor for about four years, what was he like?” 

“Yes, I was in his company as he called it, he called me ‘leader of dance’ refused to use the term choreographer.” 

“What was your impression of him?” 

“The trouble with Lewis Proctor was his arrogance unjustified, unwarranted — he had shown zero interest in 

public affairs until his Middle Ages, when suddenly he found himself uniquely in possession of all the answers.” 

Petra leant towards the camera fixing it with narrowed eyes. “If a musician who had started playing guitar aged 

47, had arrived after six weeks practice at his recording studio, he would have given him the bum's rush. And rightly. 

But Lewis, he decided he had mastered politics and environmentalism in a fortnight.” 

Helena sighed inwardly, she had to get past these rehearsed routines, wear her down a bit. 

“What was he like in the band?”  

“Much the same.  In the band he was very manipulative he would put his puppeteer hands up the backsides of 

the weaker members and manipulate them to his own malevolent ends, all the while seemingly invisible to the rest of 

the band — unless you knew where to look. He was very clever, but in a rather satanic way. Dissembling, tricky, sleight 

of hand, you know, but somehow always at a distance, sort of quiet, and apparently blameless. But I saw the strings 

and I followed them to the puppeteer and it was Lewis.  I used to confront him, but it didn’t do any good.” 

“Did he ever express any political views?” 

“He wasn’t remotely party political.  He said people were too stupid to vote in their own interests. ‘So who should 

rule instead’ I asked him, but I didn't get an answer, I knew what he was thinking though.  Lewis the Warlock should 

rule of course. The man who appointed himself as the only one clever enough to understand what to do with climate 

breakdown. You know ….. you grapple for words like megalomaniac, tyrant, despot, but the words just buckle. Words 

just can't stand the weight of someone who, having succeeded with a band, thinks he can be president of the entire 

fucking planet. Sorry …. the entire frigging planet.” 

There was a laugh off camera, “Well - thanks for the edit.”   

Helena stopped the video, shook her head and fiddled with the mouse to get a list of video clips, chose one, and 

then sat back again to watch. A smiling bearded man in a black cord jacket put his head to one side as he spoke, in the 

background there was a bookcase with the odd spider plant as a book end. An introductory frame read ‘Philip K. 

Askew: college friend and music critic.’ 

“Lewis was an extraordinarily inventive man, but his most striking invention was himself. He was public school, 

went to Oxford, Wessex College and everything, but sort of renounced his advantage. At Oxford he studied alone in 
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his room, refusing to attend lectures, seminars or tutorials, rumour has it he got a first in his final exams but was not 

awarded a degree on a technicality. 

“If you look at the explosion of interest in dramatic presentation of live music in the last decade, it all leads back 

to him, he cites influences like Kurt Weill, Brecht, David Bowie and Kate Bush, but he went beyond those influences far 

beyond them really. Those at the forefront in the use of drama with music even today are either in his troop, or have 

been.” 

“What do you think motivated him towards the end of his career? The abduction and everything?” 

“Who knows.  Some say he was a fading comet on the rock skyscape, craving attention by any means. Fear of 

deletion — you know. Others say he was genuinely motivated by concerns for the environment. He’s a maverick, a 

crazy guy who did one last crazy thing that totally overstepped the line, indeed mental health issues are another 

possibility …..” 

 

Waiting for a wave 

Lewis was in another interview for Helena’s documentary, and Helena was getting more forthright.  “You have 

always denied any involvement or responsibility for that flurry of terrorist activity that occurred after you kidnapped 

the Stone girls.” 

"There were a lot of people waiting for a wave." 

"From you?" 

Lewis laughed, "It's a surfing metaphor.” 

"Surely you were coordinating some of it?" 

"Think what you're saying for Christ sake. Do you imagine, after Barcelona, that I was the only person on the 

planet who had noticed the gigantic gap between what was necessary even by the most optimistic estimates, and 

what politicians were prepared to concede? It was inevitable that many of us would give up on polite emails to MPs, 

and grab our pitchforks and run to the castle gate. No coordination required." 

Helena walked about a little uneasily, "But you were very smug in court when they described the terrorist acts 

that you were accused of initiating.” 

"You can't help taking heart at the creativity, the sheer audacity, of those with a conscience. It gives you hope. 

Virtue has many forms, but when it comes disguised as humour, it's irresistible." 

"Humour?" 
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Lewis rolled is his eyes then looked aside. He remembered Barcelona, the last in a pathetic series of meetings of 

world leaders: Kyoto, Copenhagen; Paris; politicians and negotiators arrived at some city or other every five years or 

so, agreed to take wholly inadequate action, then went home. But it was generally contended that Barcelona was the 

last chance, and even the IPCC had woken from its deferential torpor, and insisted on ‘a minimum expectation’ – a set 

of cuts that the first world politicians agreed were ‘impractical’. It was more practical apparently, to trash the planet.  

The Barcelona agreements were supposed to be published a week after the assembly, but a draft was leaked. And 

the streets of the city erupted, activists invaded from all over Europe, to surround the conference centre. He smiled as 

he recalled that politicians were unable to leave, and their advisers were trapped in hotels by chanting mobs. Some 

politicians resorted to disguise, made it on foot to the airport, but word got out and the air traffic control centre was 

stormed and its walls sprayed with radioactive paint. This rendered the building uninhabitable and the airport was 

closed. Within hours nearby airports were closed by bodies on the runways. Unable to break in, one group spray 

painted the windows of their air traffic control centres, baggage workers walked out.  Soon ‘radioactive paint’, which 

usually turned out to be harmless and just fluorescent, appeared in most air traffic control centres around the globe, 

after forceful break-ins.  

The politicians refused to reconvene in the face of these threats, and replied that protests were counter-

productive, and greener agreements would soon have followed if they could only have got home to their offices. 

The suits gave up on flying and made for the train stations.  But mainline train tracks were littered with “suicide 

martyrs" who tied themselves to the tracks, often a dozen per mile, which brought train services to a standstill. A 

gleeful rail union spokeswoman gestured to the bodies trussed to the line, and told CNN that her rail workers were 

bringing them food and drink. 

Lewis found it all very heartwarming, it transfused him with hope in the same way that Extinction Rebellion did 

when they occupied the bridges of centralLondon.  But a protest was no substitute for CO2 cuts and our incongruous 

normality was eventually restored, by locking up those who saw reason. Lewis recalled these extraordinary events and 

smiled again. "I had nothing to do with them - don't believe what you read in the papers.”  
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Part 5 

Much Later 

 

 

‘It is dangerous to be right when those in power are wrong.’ Voltaire 

 

 

 

 

Hector 

 

“Hector is that you?” 

“Who is it?” 

“Who else calls you Hector? Look, we have another job for you, same as last time, 10k.” 

“I’m outside now.” 

“So is Proctor, released today, and it’s such a pity. We want him back in. It’ll be easier for you to plant his house 

than his cell, but you still get 10k.” 

“10k when?” 

“After the job.” 

“That’s what you said last time, and it took months. Bloody months. My Missus…” 

“….Won’t happen again….” 

“…You’re dead right it won’t happen again. This time you’re paying in advance.” 

“Hector. Be reasonable. I can’t send you 5K’s worth of drugs and 10k in cash, you would just make off with both. 

You’re a bright boy Hector. And I’m not stupid.” 

“Half in advance, or it’s no deal.” 

There was a sigh on the line. “Hector, you’re a goddam bastard. Okay, I’ll send you the cash and the stuff by post. 

The package should arrive in a couple of days and it will include Proctor’s address. Are you sure that you’re up for 

this?” 

“10k you say.” said Hector doubtfully 

“The boss is impatient. Could you do it this week? Don’t forget, when you tip off the police, don’t give your name 

this time.” 

“Okay” 

“And destroy the FedEx wrapping the package comes in, the moment it arrives.” 

“Okay.” 

“And Hector, you’re not thinking of pulling a fast one are you? The boss is a vengeful bastard, and your missus 

wouldn’t want you coming home in a box.” 

“If I say I’ll do the job, I’ll do the job. Did it last time didn’t I? But I’m not sure.  This time, if I do it, send English 

pounds, dollar bills are no good to me in the UK.” 

“Look Hector, don’t make life awkward, dollars are international currency, anyone will change them for you.” 
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“Well you can then.” 

“But …… Hector you English are such awkward bastards. Okay GB pounds it is. So it’s all agreed.” 

“No.  I’ll think about it.” 

“What’s your problem?” 

“Said I’ll think about it.” 

 

 

Free 

 

When Lewis Proctor left the prison gates there was a ragged tangle of photographers waiting for him as he 

ducked into the  back seat of a waiting Mercedes. The headlines would not welcome him into the land of the free. He 

stared through the smoked glass window as the real world rushed by, normality seemed to him a frenzy of activity and 

novelty. The buses had changed, so had the pelican crossings and the cashpoints. He pressed his nose to the glass, 

until he realised the car was just another cell. He craved contact with the world.  He asked the driver to stop, said he 

would rather walk the last mile home. 

Prison had tortured him not just with the lack of freedom, but with poverty of experience.  Everything was bland, 

plain, and cursed with a remorseless uniformity, the corridors, the railings, the light fittings all predictable, and 

identical. Even the bland beige paint was ceaselessly repeated. It was a mean  and impoverished place in every 

conceivable way. 

 

He walked through the park. It was a May morning and the sun was fierce though the temperature was 

surprisingly cool. The grass had just been cut and a strimmer nagged in the distance. Some boys, fresh-faced and 

dimpled, kicked a ball about, these were the first children he had seen in the wild for more than a decade. He stared 

until he made himself uncomfortable, then redirected his attention to the trees. Prison withholds nature. A beech 

tree, vivid in its new livery, stood near the boundary of the cricket pitch, its leaves rustling gently in the breeze. He 

stood and stared. Time had a new dimension now, there was no haste in prison so his inner clock had slowed, all 

urgency conquered. He was still staring at the tree when the boys’ ball dribbled towards him. He gave it a hefty kick 

and the boys laughed in pursuit. 

As he walked home a part of him kept wanting to look around in case someone was about to rearrest him and 

take him back to his cell. A ridiculous notion, but it was hard to get it out of his head. It would take time to get used to 

freedom, to the variety of sensation, to being alive again. 

His enemies had not been content with a long sentence. They paid for his baiting in prison, a number of men 

wound him up remorselessly. Why would they do that?  There was no other explanation, the prisoners had been 

bribed, and prisoners are not hard to bribe after all. He found himself unable to keep his cool under their ceaseless 

provocation, which was not conducive to good behaviour - so there wasn't any.  Then someone planted drugs in his 

cell and accused him of dealing. Impossible to disprove.  He never  earned any privileges,  but while his tormentors got 

off with a caution, he ended up in solitary. But that was all behind him now. He had rehearsed his reaction to being 

free - once released the only rational response was to stay resolutely in the present and occasionally in the future. 

Churning up resentment about the past would only ruin what little time he had left.  Every day now was precious. 
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Home!  The locks had been changed, his key didn’t work, so he found himself banging on his own front door.  

Alexis opened it, then stepped back a pace in alarm. Lewis flapped his arms in a “well here I am” gesture. 

“I … I wasn't expecting you yet.” 

“They let me out a few hours early, to avoid the paparazzi.” 

Alexis put on a motherly tone, “Kirsty, Ian, into the garden dears.” 

Two children about six or seven left the hall, looking over their shoulders at him.  He waved. 

“Oh God Lewis, come in, what am I doing keeping you on the doorstep." 

“Of my own home.” 

 

Everything had changed. Everything. He had not prepared himself for this. He had assumed without thinking that 

his Afghan rugs would still be here, and that their colouring would still inform the decorations and furnishing. He was 

expecting burgundy, sand, ochre, a little turquoise. Warm homely colours. Now everything was subdued: pale greys, 

beige, like the inside of a battleship, like a prison. Home felt foreign. He wandered about as she made him coffee, 

none of his paintings on the walls, none of his books on the shelves, everything too tidy, too new. 

“Whose are those kids?” 

“My sister’s.  Lewis, I want you to promise me something.” 

“I’m not sure I owe you.  I’ve just done time for you, remember.” 

“Lewis, please don't continue with the environmental issue, you've done too much already." 

"Those fuckers put me away because they thought I was a danger to them.  They're about to find out just how 

dangerous.” 

 

Alexis closed her eyes and shook her head.  "You've got to let it go." 

“No way." 

“What do you plan to do?" 

He looked away with a sly smile.  “Did you know oil companies strengthened their oil rigs against the stronger 

storms predicted by climate science, while funding science denial.” 

“Your plans Lewis - is it campaigning, or criminal?" 

“You'll see.” 

 

house 

He felt like his own ghost. He half expected to look in the mirror one morning and find he wasn’t there. His home 

gone, that affable bohemian embrace had vanished, and the walls now gave him this standoffish blue-grey stare.  

Shelves tidied with military precision, colours bleached, house plants banished.  The garden even, shorn of life, trees 

down, ramblers and climbers hacked to the ground, flower and herb beds sparsely planted, with plants all standing to 

attention in neat rows. The bricks and mortar were extant, but its soul had departed. 

 

Alexis excused herself from making these changes, saying she employed people to do the garden, to clean and to 

decorate, and this was just how they worked. She had been too busy to attend to this herself. 

“Too busy to talk to gardeners?” 

There was an uneasy silence. Lewis narrowed his eyes. “You haven’t been living here have you?” 
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Her silence was his answer. Eventually after evading further questions, she relented and explained that in the last 

five years she had been living with a friend while this place was rented out. She needed the money. 

“A friend?” Alexis looked away, closed her eyes and her shoulders dropped. 

“And who was this… friend?” 

Alexis inhaled and held the breath in silence for a while, “Kenny.” 

“Poulton? Kenny Poulton?! The one who left you because he wanted a first?” 

Again her silence answered his question. He dropped onto an unfamiliar armchair, hands covering his face. 

“I’m sorry Lewis. It was too long to wait. I thought I could just… hibernate until they released you. But then you 

were in those fights.” 

Lewis’s diction became emphatic and precise, “I did not start those fights. They set me up.” 

“Okay, but your sentence was increased. Then there were the drugs.” 

“I did not deal drugs. It was a setup. They lied on oath. Someone put them up to it, someone paid them, someone 

wanted my sentence increased, and was prepared to plant drugs to keep me locked up.” 

“Okay.  But then your sentence was increased big time.  I’m sorry Lewis…” 

“How long have you been with Poulton?” 

“Four years.” 

“Shit Alexis.  You could have told me.” 

“While you were inside? I thought you had enough to contend with. Drugs. Fights.” 

“Shit Alexis.  I can’t believe you would do this to me.” 

“What am I supposed to do, put myself in a deep freeze? How was I supposed to cope when you got framed and 

your release date, instead of getting closer and closer, got further and further away?” 

Alexis buried her face in her hands, “I’m sorry.  I don’t want any money. Just, I don’t want any money.” 

Lewis stood.  “Hey, it was hard for me too, remember? I was doing time for you too. I didn’t see Martha at all for 

Christ’ssake.”  He looked about him his mouth open in disbelief.   “I can’t stand this any more. I want the key to the 

cottage. Have you fucked that over too?” 

“Not touched.” With her lips tightly pressed Alexis went for the key. 

“And I want to contact Martha.” 

“Martha?” Alexis handed him the key. 

“She’s my daughter too. You kept her from me while I was inside, you’re not keeping her from me now.” 

Alexis was still crying. She fiddled with her phone “Okay.” I’ll send you her contact details. I’m sorry Lewis. I really 

am I. We’ll talk again…” 

“Oh Fuck off. You suggested the kidnap. I arranged to take the rap for it. Now this. How dare you just say ‘I’m 

sorry?’ How fucking dare you Alexis?” 

 

Lewis stomped upstairs and collected a guitar, then stomped down stairs again, on his way out he eyed a set of 

car keys on the hall table. He picked them up, weighed them in his hand thoughtfully, then walked to an unfamiliar car 

in the drive. He pressed a few buttons on the key fob, the boot opened, then the sunroof, but the door remained 

locked. He shouted at the car.  It was still locked.  Eventually he got the door open, threw his plastic carrier bag and 

guitar onto the back seat, and drove off, just as Alexis came with a ready packed suitcase. 
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senses 

“Hector?” 

“Oh, Hi. Better line this time.” 

“Have you come to your senses yet?” 

“I’m not keen. If I’d been caught last time, well, it wouldn’t have made much difference, I was inside anyway. But 

now I’m free I’d like to keep it that way. The missus doesn’t like it either.” 

“Are you a man or a mouse? She’s just your wife for christsake you’re the boss Hector.  Look Hector, tell you what 

I’ll do. I’ll give you 6K upfront and another 7K when it’s done, can’t say fairer than that. Take wifey on a little jaunt 

with the extra.  And you know Hector, I’m really disappointed in you, you’re usually so smart. And we’re such a great 

team, you wound him up something beautiful. You dropped the stuff in his cell so neat. Let’s not stop while we’re 

winning.” 

“Might lose this one.” 

“Look. The boss is in a rush, you need to be quick or he’ll get someone else to do it. Hey, this is a real cool deal for 

you Hector, a real cool deal. I don’t want to see you miss out on this. For christsake, 13 K for 20 minutes work.” 

“Or for six years work if I get caught.” 

“You won’t, you’re too smart.” 

“I’ve had a look at the house, it’s not an easy job” 

“They’re a pair of hippies, they probably won’t even lock their doors. Come on Hector.” 

“Modern Alarm, overlooked, can’t get at it without the whole street being able to see me.” 

“You can do it Hector!  Or shall I tell the boss you’re chickening out?” 

“Like I said. I’ll think about it.” 

 

Cottage 

Lewis arrived at the cottage in the late afternoon expecting the place to be draped with cobwebs and in a state of 

rampant dereliction. Alexis never liked the place, and he surmised that she would have let it go to waste. She would 

not have paid the cleaner, it would be out of wood for the burner, and the electricity and water would be cut off. 

Maybe there would be rats. 

But he arrived to find the garden in a ragged order, the grass wasn’t that long, and the hedges had been cut. He 

opened the front door with trepidation and stepped into the smell of furniture polish. The place was immaculate, he 

could have cried. 

He heaved a bag of provisions onto the kitchen table where there was a note from Tanya, his ex, his fellow 

activist, his Minky catcher, who didn’t live far away, it said simply “ring me.” He opened a bottle of good burgundy. 

The sensuous rounded full-bodied flavour exploded on his deprived palate like a bomb. His eyes moistened and his 

head fell forward onto his chest, then he shook his head rapidly as if shaking himself awake: he would not feel sorry 

for himself, he would not think about prison.  

But it wasn’t easy, the simple act of turning the knob on an unlocked door overcame him with relief, and it was 

impossible not to think back to his days of abject deprivation. But he mustn’t. He must look forward, he must live in 

the now. 
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He rang Tanya who in great excitement invited herself round. She had visited him occasionally in prison, cheering 

him up for days with her bird like perkiness, her conspiratorial gossip and cute lisp.  But he was used to her sitting the 

other side of the table in an overcoat with a guard looming over them. Here, in the land of the free, her womanly 

presence was achingly apparent.  Her body whispered to him throughout the evening, dangling unspoken 

propositions, daring him. 

“Oh you poor dear! Oh you poor dear!” she kept saying as he recounted his story about going back to his London 

house to find Alexis in an affair. Lewis basked in the simple fact of her friendship, in her support, and the crackle of the 

wood fire. 

Tanya had saved a recent colour magazine article about Safa, which she offered with considerable hesitation, but 

Lewis was eager to read it. Tanya stood behind him as he began reading with her hands on his shoulders. He could feel 

the heat of her body, the weight of her touch, and was quite unable to concentrate, he turned to look up into her 

eyes. 

She smiled and moved away, “Lewis your first meal out of prison, I mean, it ought to be a banquet. Shall we eat 

out?” 

But Lewis wanted normality, wanted control,  wanted silent privacy, so Tanya offered to extemporise a meal from 

his bag of provisions. She had come bearing a fruitcake, a bottle of good wine, pears and some corn on the cob. She 

began to bustle and clatter on the gas cooker, and looked achingly cute standing on tiptoe to reach for spices. 

When Lewis had finished the article he closed the magazine with a slow deliberate movement and inspected the 

ceiling. “Amazing. What a turn up.” 

Tanya lisped gayly while she whisked by the cooker, “Looks like Safa learned something from you in the end.” She 

ruffled her tightly curled black hair which was showing the first signs of grey. She wore more make-up now than he 

remembered, and juggled inexpertly with a pair of reading spectacles, but otherwise she seemed remarkably 

unchanged. 

“Actually I’m not sure I taught her anything that she wouldn’t have learned anyway. She was remarkably well 

briefed for an 18 year old, and as sharp as a knife. She just didn’t know the limitations of the official science reports, 

but then who did? Who does? Actually I’m not surprised she went into climate science, but I am surprised the 

Russians let her into Siberia.” 

“She’s not forgiven you though.” 

“Fair enough. It was a trauma and she didn’t deserve it.  Anyone would be angry about that. When she escaped, I 

can’t tell you, we were terrified. There was no news the next day, or the day after that, Alexis was hysterical. It took us 

ages to realise that they hadn’t made it to a nearby island and so must be out at sea. We went looking, but found 

nothing. So the horror loomed before us, drowned at sea, and our fault. Then quite a few days later, they just turned 

up, sailed half naked into harbour, and scoffed a free meal in the pub.  Cool as you like. Alexis cried for a week.” 

“All that time in prison though Lewis. You must regret it now.” 

Lewis took a long slug of Burgundy, his head fell back to look at the ceiling again. “I don’t know, we could have 

done it much better, done proper press releases, YouTube videos and the like. Explained ourselves much better. But I 

don’t actually regret it. Because the alternative was to do nothing, just to step out of their way. At least the media 

started noticing a few elephants in the room,  for a few days anyway. ….  I regret being caught though. Our plan was to 

disappear to Ireland and fight the extradition, but we never got there. Partly because Alexis was in such a state at the 
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girls’ disappearance that we just didn’t get our act together quick enough.” Lewis looked closely at Tanya “Do you 

hate me,  for my lack of remorse?” 

Tanya turned her back and stirred the saucepan with increased vigour. There was a delightful smell. This was the 

first time he had watched someone cook since he went inside.  Lewis was beginning to wonder whether she’d heard 

his question or had decided to ignore it, when she began her answer. “To begin with I thought you’d gone mad. Gone 

off the rails.  It was such a shock.  But what’s happened since, well. It’s made me think again. Political action is 

pathetic, wilfully half-hearted.  They know what to do, but just don’t know how to get re-elected after they’ve done it. 

Cowards. And even now there’s still some outright denial. Even with the storms, the floods, the droughts, the 

hurricanes, the climate refugees.” 

“I’ve just given up on the political process. It has to be a civil war now.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous, a war against who?” 

He smiled and shook his head.   

Proper food, with texture and taste, wine, warmth without the hum of the air-conditioning, without the constant 

echoing babble of his intemperate inmates, proper silence without the constant punctuation of slammed steel doors. 

Without the constant surveillance of the CCTV cameras, and without unwelcome company. “Hi mate, bet you fucked 

em both you perv.” 

Don’t think about it. Don’t. 

“What are you thinking about?” Tanya’s gaze roved over his face. 

“That article.” 

“Liar.” 

“It said she’s doing a lecture at UCL on her permafrost work. I’d love to go, but if I were in the audience,…” 

“No way. That would really spook her,” Tanya’s face lit up, “But I could go. I could tell you all about it.   Yes, I’ll go 

for you. And I’ll invite her here to meet you.” 

“Would you?” 

“She won’t come though.” 

All those years without the touch of a woman, without the sanctuary of a human embrace, they were in their 20s 

the last time they shared a bed. She was smiling across her empty plate at him. Was she here because she felt sorry 

for him? 

She cleared away the plates, humming quietly to herself, and then lisping some lyrics. So many fuckless years.  

This was no time for niceties. 

“Tanya?” 

“Not yet.” 

“Tanya?” She looked over her shoulder at him with a wry smile. “Yes?” 

Lewis hugged her from behind, “Look…… I know it’s. …Its cheeky as hell but….. “ He waved his arms in a gesture of 

defeat. 

She answered in a gay soprano, “Okay then.” 

“I’m afraid I won’t be any good.” 

“You never were Lewis.” 

“We were young then.” 

“Feeling our way.” 
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§§§ 

 

Morning. 

“If I were you Lewis I would go back to her, say you forgive her, for her dalliances while you were inside, and ask 

to get back together again.” 

“You serious?” 

“Did she actually say it was all over? Did she say she didn’t want you any more?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

“Well, then she didn’t. So she fucked around a bit while you were inside, so what. Everyone needs a bit of comfort 

in hard times. Don't they?” 

She nodded at him, and they shared a little laugh. 

“Really, I don’t think she wants me.” 

“Ask. Just bloody ask Lewis. The worst that can happen is that she will say ‘no’ and you’re back where you thought 

you were anyway.” 

Lewis Proctor got out of bed and looked out of his cottage window, it was a soft spring day and rain still glittered 

in the leaves of the young beech trees. Beyond the brook, a weak sun battled with thin cloud. A raven creaked out its 

percussive call. He turned back to see Tanya in his bed smiling back at him. Tanya and Alexis had been plotting.  He 

shook his head, “You’re so sweet you really are. Doubly sweet.” 

 

 

FedEx 

Hector signed for the FedEx package which he immediately took to the lavatory.  He locked the door and with a 

toothbrush handle he stabbed and jerked at the plastic covering of the package until he had broken in to reveal a 

neatly  taped cardboard box. Opening this he found a wad of £50 notes , newly minted, which he counted with some 

difficulty as the new notes tended to stick together. 6K. 

He put a £50 note into his wallet, then sealed the wad of money back in its plastic wrapper and hid it under the 

bath. He sat down again on the lavatory and took the other package from the FedEx wrapper, a bag of white powder 

in a clear plastic bag, inexpertly bound with Sellotape, the shape of an ostrich egg. 

“Okay Proctor you rich shit. Here we go again, posh bastard.” 

 

tussles 

How could they believe that everyone could enjoy the life of the richest, and fuel it with carbon?  But the real 

question was: ’what should I do about it?’ 

Lewis was assailed by memories, his tank was empty, he was close to despair, but he kept remembering the 

dream - was it a dream? The vision of his unborn granddaughter in the road before him shouting to steer aside. He 

remembered also the guru in the theatre holding up her phone with the photo of her daughter on it, and him holding 

up the scan of his daughter and promising to do whatever was in his power, little knowing what that really meant. 

But what if Helena and Safa were right? What if our only chance to save civilisation on earth was the lumbering 

orthodoxy of political dealmaking?  Were his initiatives just dynamiting the only route to safety? 
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Be patient Helena said.  But Emily Pankhurst and Martin Luther King were not patient. Neither were the 

demonstrators who followed them. The idea that an industry the size of the fossil fuel industry, the richest on the 

planet, would voluntarily surrender, shrivel and die was laughable. The only way forward surely was to fight – civil 

war. Global civil war. You should not be moderate in the pursuit of justice. 

The largest companies on earth will not forego their profits, no matter what carnage and catastrophe they create. 

The downsides don’t appear on their balance sheets. They will fight to the last, they will wriggle, they will cheat, plot, 

bribe, and lie their way to profit. They already do. 

Of course he could not do this alone, but either he pursued justice, or he enabled the opposite. He could not live 

with himself if he rolled over and waved the juggernaut through, there was just no escaping the responsibility to stand 

in its way. Anything else would be disloyal to himself and to his daughter.  His daughter! That fresh faced innocent 

who could not know what was coming to her, he had tried to tell her, but he just dried up, then welled up, and then 

needed to leave the room. Alexis said he was cursed with too much imagination he could see the floods, the droughts, 

the agricultural collapse, the streams of immigrants, the starvation. 

Also, he knew how dramatic protests can inspire others. When Alexis and he kidnapped the girls, they later found 

out that social media glowed white hot, people who never thought about the issue were drawn in. And new protests 

were inspired, and these dominoes knocked over other dominoes, and these the next, and fellow demonstrations 

popped up all over the world. Refinery blockades, pipeline protests, lying down on aircraft runways. Hacking into the 

computer systems of coal fired power stations. 

He had talked about all this to Tanya and to Alexis. It was good to have two women in his life, like having two legs. 

When one was tired he could shift his weight onto the other. Alexis said he was too much for one woman, did she 

mean oversexed? Or just too needy? Either way she was probably right. But if he could be too much for Alexis he 

could also be too much for himself. 

When his head was raging like this he felt his inner motor die. Why not just give up? Alexis said he had already 

done too much. Why not just find a sunny room with a grand piano in it, and close the door. Spend his last years 

immersed in music. Just be. Just revel in the joys of existence. There were moments still when he was lost in a musical 

idea, exploring a cord progression, a rhythm, a new melody, improvising, living in the moment. Then he forgot himself, 

became untethered to the world, and floated off. That was how to live surely, not all the struggling, striving, plotting. 

Why achieve when you could just be happy? 

But even while these tussles went on there was a part of him that was standing back and watching. And in still 

moments, when the row in his head paused to draw breath, this part of him would smile and whisper, “You have no 

choice.” 

 

The Network 

Soon after his release Lewis Proctor was at the Hay Literary Festival, not as a speaker, but accompanying a friend 

who was plugging his book at one of the events. It was May weather, alternating sun and showers, clouds and sky, 

calm and breeze.  Looking beyond the tents he could see steep verdant hills scattered with oak and ash trees, from 

where cows looked down upon the crowds in contented indifference. In the greenroom the wind slapped the canvas 

roof against the steel tent frame, and between the slaps, rain pattered gently and dripped over the awnings . He was 

eyeing the assembled cocktail drinkers, trying to recognise faces when a woman approached him. He was used to 
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fans, fanatics, and flirts, though there were less of them since his incarceration, but she seemed different somehow, 

rather earnest, she had a forgettable face, but an intense gaze. 

 

“Mr Proctor sir,” this was a strange form of address but he nodded. “I would just like to say I greatly admired your 

East West Twins album.”  

The image flashed before him of the stage set, mother earth suckling two vast and repulsively naked babies.  

“Thanks,” he said with a little nod. Lewis still laboured under a residual reticence, a fossil from his stammering days at 

school. Until he knew someone, he just gave them one word answers. 

But she didn’t go away.  She wore a frumpy grey dress and heavy flat-heeled shoes. Her greying hair was unfussy, 

straight and short, kept out of her eyes by an Alice band. ‘Head girl’ thought Lewis. 

She smiled, “But there was just one thing you didn’t get quite right.”  

“The last track?” 

“No, I mean politically.” 

Here we go, thought Lewis. He was used to the blinkered naïveté of those who believed in the benign intentions 

of multinationals. Here, he thought, was another hoodwinked Pollyanna. He decided not to respond - it only 

encouraged them. 

But she still did not go away, “You made out that multinational oil companies funded climate science denial.” 

“I did.” 

“Well, that’s true of course, ExxonMobil did and others. But they weren't the main source of funding.” 

“Really?” Lewis waited for a mention of UFOs or Scientology. 

“What about The Network?” 

“The Network?” 

The head girl drew a deep breath “Have you got a minute?” 

Lewis said, ‘No’, but she took thirty. 

 

She explained that she was a staff reporter for a Canadian newspaper, at the festival to talk about her new book. 

“The Network: Dark Money and the Stealth of Wealth” an account of a secretive network of a few dozen multi-

billionaires, most of whom owned huge fossil fuel companies. They rightly saw climate breakdown as a threat to their 

company’s profits and their personal wealth, and had waged war on climate science and attempts to cut fossil fuel 

burning.  They set up think tanks to deny climate breakdown, paid them to lie.  Funded them with billions, and 

claimed the costs against tax claiming it was educational philanthropy.  This just happened to massively enrich them 

and their companies. 

Lewis was sceptical. “Really?” 

“Yes, really. They fund extreme right-wingers and the like, to make the case for cutting taxes on the very rich, 

cutting taxes on fossil fuels, denying climate science. Anything that affects their bottom line is a target. All totally legal 

of course.  They set this funding up to look like an educational charity, so it’s tax deductible, meaning the whole 

project costs them next to nothing.  They’ve turned philanthropy into a weapon to fight for their own interests.  Some 

in The Network are as barmy as they are right wing, one believes the welfare state is a Russian conspiracy designed to 

bankrupt the USA.” 

“The raving rich.”  
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“Exactly.  Then they set up ‘think tanks’ with the best marketing people money can buy, to push their ideas into 

the media. They pay talk-radio programs to rubbish climate science for example, and get saturation coverage on Fox 

News.  These think tanks all seem to say the same thing, so people are duped into thinking it’s a bona fide scholarly 

movement.  Actually it’s just a bunch of multi-billionaires protecting their profits.” 

She had Lewis’s attention now, and grew more confident. “Then they choose the most right wing candidates, 

mainly for the Republican Party, and fund their political campaigns to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars. They 

put attack-ads on tv that lie about their opponents.  They lie and they scare. And here comes the payback. Most of the 

candidates they choose, and fund so heavily, get into power.  Guess what they do?  They cut taxes for the rich. They 

refuse to assist renewable energy. They vote down bills to address climate breakdown.  And the payback for these 

multi-billionaires is massive.  It all started when The Network spent about $500 million getting George W. Bush 

elected, but when in power, Bush’s Energy Act gave $6 billion in oil and gas subsidies, $9 billion in coal subsidies.  So, 

the network put about half a billion in, but got 15 billion back for the fossil fuel industries. That’s a 30 times payback. 

It's amazing what you can wangle if politicians are dependent on your funds to get re-elected.  And its accelerated 

ever since.” 

“Surely there’s a limit on how much you can spend on a political campaign?” 

She shook her head.  “Used to be.  But the same Network went to the Supreme Court to claim that any limit on 

their political funding, was an infringement of their freedom of speech.” 

Lewis laughed, but the head girl didn’t, “The Supreme Court agreed 5 to 4. The Network can spend as much as 

they want on campaigns now.” 

“But what about the freedom of speech of those drowned out and shouted down by the Network’s tv ads? How 

could a judge….” 

“…..Two of the Supreme Court judges that passed that law had been in private meetings with the Network prior 

to their decision.” 

Lewis stepped back with an incredulous expression.  She shrugged. “ But they were pretty right wing so may have 

voted that way anyway.  But to come back to my point, this Network spent more on climate denial than the big fossil 

fuel companies.” 

“Really?” 

“They outspent even Exxon Mobil by a factor of three.  Look it’s not that surprising. 80% of fossil fuels need to 

stay in the ground for a hope of preserving a climate consistent with civilisation. The Network owns much of this fuel. 

They stood to lose trillions of dollars if there was an effective cap on fossil fuel burning.” 

“So US democracy has been bought by the 1%.” 

“Actually, it’s more like the 1% of the 1% of the 1%. These people are multi-billionaires. And it gets worse.” 

Lewis’s eyebrows rose. 

“Most of the members of the Network, there’s only a few dozen of them, own their companies outright, so they 

don’t have to share profit with any shareholders. They plough most of their profits right back into their businesses. 

Their personal wealth is doubling about every four years. Some of these guys, and they are all guys, are worth more 

than $40 billion.” 

“Even though they’re spending so much on these campaigns?” 



 

 161 

“That spending is peanuts. Half a billion dollars shared out between a few dozen of them, when each of these 

guys is worth thirty, forty-billion personally. And the donations are all ‘charity’ so it’s tax-deductible. In effect they pay 

their taxes to their own foundations, and for every million these foundations spend, they get 30 million back.” 

Lewis Proctor gazed thoughtfully at the ceiling of the tent where a fine rain pattered. It made his donations to 

Greenpeace look positively homeopathic.  His head was reeling, but she hadn’t finished yet.  “As they get richer they 

fund more, so their influence is increasing. The university departments they fund are churning out graduates who 

barely know they have been taught extremist right-wing views. Their attack ads on TV are spreading cynicism about 

climate science at an exponentially increasing rate.  The politicians they fund are blocking climate bills.   We are talking 

about a network spreading a plague of extreme irrationality in pursuit of the selfish interests of just a few dozen 

individuals.” 

Lewis took a slug of his indifferent Chardonnay.  “So they’re out to screw politics, screw science, screw the 

judiciary, screw the climate, and eventually screw civilisation on the planet.  It sounds like a gang of baddies from a 

Superman comic, bent on world domination.” 

“Except we don’t have a Superman.” 

Lewis attended her talk about her new book; it was not well attended.  He bought a copy, and joined a queue to 

get her to sign it.  She rose from her desk to shake his hand as she handed him the signed copy. 

“Anything you can do,” she said, matter of factly. 

A wave of despair overtook him.  He was not used to feeling stupid.  He had attacked the wrong target. Magnus 

Stone and Global Oil weren’t the main problem. The real villains had been hiding, but were now in his sight.  

 

§§ 

Lewis Proctor woke the next morning kicking himself for believing that pushy little conspiracy theorist. What had 

happened to his judgement? Was it another casualty of his incarceration? Time gone by he would have been less 

gullible and laughed her out of sight.  But the spectre of a cabal of momentously rich men plotting the demise of the 

planet played so neatly into his prejudices that it slipped straight past his critical faculties. He had been led by the 

nose right down the garden path and into fairyland.  

He threw the book across the floor. 

 

ebb 

After his release from prison Lewis Proctor experienced a brief burst of elation, the sheer relief had him bouncing 

off walls.  But like a firework rocket the spasm peaked, stalled, and then fell back to earth, burned out and broken.  He 

was unaccustomed to the feeling that remained: a hopelessness that gnawed at him from the inside.  The kidnap had 

failed, worse it had backfired, so he was now marooned without purpose.   

Tanya was treating him kindly, too kindly, as if he were a decrepit dog about to be put down.  She told him he had 

done enough already, no too much, and should live out his paltry left-over days retired from the world. Maybe she 

meant he should take up crochet or something?  She said there was no ignominy in defeat when his adversaries were 

so gargantuan, that was her word, ‘gargantuan’.  She said, with her hand lightly touching his knee, that one needed to 

be realistic, have plausible expectations about what one can achieve.  He should not be dejected, he should be proud 

of his failed attempt, but should now, with a sad wave, limp off the field.  The Network, by any sane estimation was 

insuperable.  Crochet was the thing. 
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After this deflating lecture, from one of his most intimate friends and aides, Lewis could feel his soul being 

invaded by a foreign power - dejection.  This pierced his spirit, bled into his dreams, and infected his music.  He 

couldn’t play now - at the piano, music died at this finger tips.  He was estranged from himself, and yesterday his 

reflection in a shop window confirmed this, he was old, stooped, remote and unfamiliar, as if his body had been 

invaded by an alien. 

 

 

van 

Hector, heart beating, but mind and vision clear, removed the ostrich egg of crack cocaine from under the bath 

and stared at it. He could sell this, but it would be risky, and he would only get about 3K for it, or so they said down 

the pub. Also, selling it would cause big trouble, the boss had his address now and would seek revenge. So he had to 

plant it, however inexpertly. Burying it in his garden was no good apparently, the boss said it had to go in the house. 

He knew the house was alarmed, his type always look after themselves, but one thing Hector knew about was 

alarms, and it was a model he was very familiar with. With the package disguised in its FedEx wrapping he slipped out 

one moonless drizzly night at about two in the morning and drove to Proctor’s swanky neighbourhood. Congratulating 

himself on his caution, he parked his van well before Proctor’s house, turned off the engine, then looked about. No 

one. 

He drew a deep breath, put his gloves on, picked up the package, stepped out, and quietly slid the van door 

closed. He double-checked the address, and peered up at its alarm. No problem. He went back to the van for the 

ladder, but thought again about having parked so far away from the house. He didn’t want to be seen carrying a 

ladder along the pavement at two in the morning.  So he drove the van right up to outside the house. Working quickly 

he nipped in with the ladder, leaned it against the house beneath the alarm and climbed up.  

Screw screw, snip snip, short this, short that, unscrew the terminal board, cut the phone line to be sure. Neat job. 

Sorted. Ladder back in van. Back into front garden. There were no windows open at the front. He went round the 

back. He went back for the package, fucking idiot. No dog thank God, he hated strangling dogs. Back to the back 

garden. 

Would you believe it! The skylight open on the first floor kitchen extension. This warmer weather was making 

burglary so much easier. Not that this was burglary, the opposite rather. Scramble up the roof, unscrew the skylight 

stays. Opens wide now.  Wiggle your way through. Drop onto the kitchen table like a ballet dancer. Job’s a good’n. 

Hector, package in hand roamed about the house in search of stealables. Hardly anything there, and what was 

there was crap.  Old stuff, pictures. Rich bitch’s shit and not much of that. Nothing worth his trouble. He hid the 

package on top of a bookcase. £8K!  Then he left by the conservatory door. Click clunk. Job done. Back to the road. 

Look left, look right, no one in the street, get the ladder, into the van, engine starts okay thank God. Drive home. Tidy 

job. £13K in 20 minutes. 

 

harpoon 

Lewis Proctor had intended to do his emails but instead found himself typing “are multibillionaires funding 

climate breakdown?” into Google. There were acres of it, and from reputable sources, the New York Times, the 

Guardian, Scientific American. There were whole books on it by reputable publishers.  If anything the woman who had 
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regaled him the previous day had rather understated, a recent article cited $558 million spent on denial, mainly by 

undisclosed sources. He felt such an idiot, all those years attacking some also-rans. 

He snapped his laptop shut. Money was shouting lies down a megaphone into the ear of a confused public. He 

took her book out of the bin, wiped off the coffee grounds, and began reading. 

Lewis studied The Network deeply, got to know the life history of most of its members. He was a millionaire, but 

this lot were all 20,000 times richer than him or more. All had inherited their vast reserves of coal, oil and gas, and 

almost all lived in the United States.  

Lewis was pretty certain that The Network was behind his trumped up convictions in prison for fighting and drug 

dealing. Somehow they had bribed someone to hide crack cocaine and heroin in his room, and then bribed a few to 

claim he had sold them drugs. 

But framing him for drug dealing was nowhere near the greatest crime committed by the Network. They had bent 

democracy, the judiciary, and the media out of true, in order to fool voters and enrich themselves massively, and all at 

taxpayers’ expense. The very richest stealing from the poor was sick, and the crime ran to trillions. But even that was 

not their greatest crime. 

The greatest crime was to corrupt the minds of the populace by pouring into its ear, the poison of lies and doubt. 

Doubt about climate breakdown, a doubt peddled with such pervasive and persuasive power, that a near scientific 

certainty had come to be seen by many as a laughable scam. 

At first he thought the network believed their own propaganda. The ugliest trait of the human psyche is its infinite 

capacity for self-delusion.  But then he saw the attack-ads they funded. They were so laughably unconvincing to 

anyone who knew just a little science, or who had a little sense, that it was impossible to escape the conclusion these 

black souls did know they were lying, and were content to let the planet overheat, and civilisation collapse, so long as 

they got richer. 

Lewis was rich himself, and had noticed money’s law of diminishing returns. At first he was a cult artist, which was 

a polite expression for an unpopular one, but then East West Twins was a minor hit, and Manacles a blockbuster. He 

became rich. He bought a few things, the holiday cottage, the Ferrari, some vintage guitars, a few nice suits. But then 

what? You can only wear one pair of trousers at a time.  The new toaster did four slices instead of two, but the toast 

tasted the same. The Ferrari was nice, but after a year it just became the car, with litter on the floor and garbage in 

the glove compartment just like the last one. Once you have one million, what’s the point of the next one? 

 

One book on the network was particularly useful. “Dark Money” by Janet Morner, a meticulously researched 

account by a highly respected New York Times journalist. There he read that the network of multibillionaires met 

periodically in Palm Springs California, in a fabulously luxurious resort hotel with all the six star amenities, including a 

golf course and a private beach. He was struck by the opportunity afforded by all these men being in the same place at 

the same time.  Bull’s-eye. A convenient concentration of evil clustering on the same spot. The scorpions all dead with 

just one stamp. A prospect too intriguing to leave him alone. 

At first he thought of conventional methods. Unarmed middle-aged men in suits had such soft fleshy vulnerability. 

What were those bazooka things you saw in newsreels in conflict zones? 

He had seen revenge movies with AK-47 toting hard men storming a building, but was not attracted to that 

approach …. too crass, too Hollywood. 
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Then he thought of the air conditioning system. Palm springs was warm. If a suitable poison were released into 

the ventilation system at night, all those in the hotel would die in their sleep. These men had stolen years from him. 

He would be retaliating by stealing a decade or two from them. 

It was not long before he began thinking that his years of incarceration, and his anger at being framed in prison 

was turning him mad. Why on earth would he risk future convictions after the last one? He had only a little life left, 

why lose it? Conserve what is precious, let others tackle the Network. 

There was no-one Lewis could talk to about this, and his lonely thinking only served to concentrate his thoughts 

and evaporate common sense, leaving a toxic concentrate of pure hatred. 

What about a bomb? If terrorists could do it, so could he. He could leave bombs in the hotel before the Network 

meeting, and detonate them remotely. But then again, he would be a suspect and would be picked up on hotel CCTV 

where he would certainly be recognised. Fame removes all chance of anonymity. No, that was a crazy idea. 

But then again, what if he paid someone else to make and leave the bomb? Someone with no connection or 

interest in the Network, and no previous connection to him? How much would it cost? 10,000? 50,000? Hard to 

imagine it would be much more. Cost of a good car. And if not him, who else would rid the world of these parasites, 

poisoning the earth, and devastating whole civilisations, just to fatten purses already bloated by inheritance. They had 

too much money already, but would wreck the climate on a geological timescale for more.  How could one 

comprehend such malevolence?  

And it was all entirely legal. How blind the law was. People were being banged up for stealing nappies, while this 

lot were attempting to make off with 10 millennia of civilisation, yet they were waved on by our smiling guardians of 

Law & Order, and fully assisted by our political processes.  

He was hunted by a sense of failure. Magnus Stone he now realised was a bit player, the real villains were off 

stage. The Network had a saying, it’s the whale that spouts that gets harpooned. They were secretive for that reason, 

and secrecy had worked for them. The media hardly reported upon them.  He had not noticed the Network in two 

years of study, only seen the multinationals. And he had consequently netted a minnow. But now the whale had 

spouted for him, and he was looking for a harpoon. 

Was he wrong to kidnap Safa and Imogen?  He thought not. At least the media had for a month or so been unable 

to turn its back on climate breakdown.  

He couldn’t stop thinking about it.  What a fatal folly it had been to allow individuals to privately appropriate the 

treasure of natural resources, properly a shared gift from nature.  In allowing individuals to appropriate this gift, our 

civilisation may well have detonated its own demise. We were set on a course to be the only species to be brought 

down by its own stupidity. If Homo sapiens was the most intelligent species, then there was a lot to be said for idiocy. 

Could The Network be tackled by argument? They had usurped this avenue by puppeting the media. They had 

bought, and then corrupted the ways people communicated political ideas. Under The Network’s spell the popular 

media smiled benignly on lunatic ideas as long as they enriched the richest.  And the lunatic ideas thrived and 

multiplied from this absence of scrutiny. 

By politics?  The Network had bought politicians who were now enriching them, so that their personal fortunes 

doubled every four years.  Politicians had been captured, and were now slaves working for The Network’s enrichment. 

By recourse to law? The laws were made by politicians many of whom the Network had put in place, so The 

Network had no need to infringe the law.  In any case they had tutored much of the judiciary, nearly half it was 

thought to have attended courses on how the law should facilitate the rich. 
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Could the Network be tackled by campaigning? Hardly, they could not be outspent. So what other recourse did 

natural justice have, but force? And whose force? They had bought all the official channels which were now safely in 

their pocket, all that was left was what was incorruptible: the individual conscience of a few. The landscape of 

discourse had been laid to waste and all that was left standing was the Network, countered only by the  action of a 

few committed individuals. And such was the secrecy of their ways, few citizens even knew of the Network, let alone 

of its deadly influence. 

Despite these thoughts he often came back to those that framed him in prison.  His motivation used to be ethical.  

Now it was personal too. 

A saying of the Network came back to him. “The golden rule is that those with the gold, rule.” But the other 

golden rule is that the future is made by those who will not tolerate the present. 

He was just steeling himself for action when he realised that even if every member of The Network was killed, 

their sons would take over.  Cut one head off, and the monster grows another two. 

 

money 

Lewis was puzzled.  Why did those in the Network want more?  Money was addictive, in an especially pernicious 

way, unlike alcohol, tobacco or heroin the money drug never granted the sensation of sufficiency.  You can have 

enough tobacco or alcohol, indeed you can have too much.  But money never floats you in that sensation of 

repleteness, it never allows you to achieve that fully sated state with your brain awash with dopamine. It never lets 

you say, ‘thank you for that, at last I am content’.  The moments of ease provided by other addictions may be 

temporary, but at least they exist. 

The more money you have, the less you need it, yet the more you seem to crave it. It is a parasite that sucks the 

life blood, it feeds upon and eventually takes over the host who then becomes a money-seeking machine.  The host’s 

real needs and passions are overthrown by the hunt for dollars transforming them into money-seeking zombies, but it 

doesn’t even stop there. 

Most addictions hurt their hosts, and those closest to them. But such addictions leave the rest of us mercifully 

unscathed. They mock only a few. 

But money addiction is not content with so small a target. It infects most the very, very rich, but their greed then 

affects whole cities, whole populations, perhaps whole civilisations. Money will not be content until its insatiable 

zombies have infected and destroyed us all. 

There were times when his anger cooled, walking in the woods, lying in the bath, when a stillness descended 

upon him, the knot in his stomach unravelled, and a foreign thought invaded.  Wasn’t he just being too extreme; 

taking things too seriously?  Was he going mad?  Was this anger just the stab of grief for the time he had lost in 

prison?  Shouldn’t he just cool it?   

But he always woke the next day, angry again. 

 

 

plant 

Lewis Proctor checked his laptop where there was a message from TZS Home Security indicating activity on 

security cameras one, eight and nine around two-thirty that morning. The last two such instances turned out to be a 
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neighbour’s cat taking advantage of the cat-flap to seek scraps from the dog bowl. He sighed, then dutifully checked 

the cameras online at the times indicated. An image jolted him upright. 

A figure in a hoodie creeping into his and Alexis’s sitting room with a package in his hand. He zoomed in. Could 

that be?….. Fucking Simon Zatopek! The guy who had baited him in prison, and accused him of drug dealing there. 

“The fucking little Czech shit. When will he leave me alone?” 

The outdoor security camera showed his decrepit van.  Then the van gone. 

Moving in a series of video stills Zatopek could clearly be seen in eerie infra red, jerking about the sitting room 

and hall, looking for a suitable place to hide his package. Eventually he decided to hide it on top of the glass fronted 

bookcase, well out of view. Lewis rang Alexis immediately, the landline was out of order, but he got her on her mobile. 

“Alexis!  You were right, they tried to frame me. Fucking Zatopek again would you believe! Left a package on top 

of the bookcase in the sitting room.”  

Alexis was silent for some time, then she sighed deeply “Lewis, have you got something to say to me?” 

“Yes, get the fucking package out of the house.” 

“Lewis?” 

Lewis adopted a weary tone. “Dear Alexis, thank you for suggesting the security cameras. And for warning me 

that they could come and frame me again. Will that do?” 

“No.” 

But it was not enough to dispose of the package. He had to get Zatopek. 

 

lecture 

 

Safa’s lecture was not well attended. The lecture theatre was a vast and impressive space with soft seating, 

carpets, and hardwood trimmings, the cavernous space made the small audience seem smaller still.  When she 

climbed onto the podium after a flattering introduction by a respected academic she looked out of place, young and 

quirkily fashionable compared to her audience who were mostly venerable old scholars in ill matched and dowdy 

apparel. There was a hiatus as a technician got her laptop to communicate with the projector. This made Safa even 

more nervous, but her affable audience endured the delay with good humour: “You don’t expect a top science 

university to be able to connect your laptop do you?” 

Tanya took her seat towards the back, this was home ground for her, she was used to academia if not to evening 

lectures. At the last minute Lewis wanted to come with her, but she persuaded him not to.  

Safa explained that she had been doing postdoctoral work on the melting of Siberian permafrost, that Arctic 

temperatures had risen twice as fast as elsewhere - she showed pictures of the Arctic ice cap almost entirely melted 

last summer - and said that her team had discovered that Siberian permafrost was melting at an alarming rate. 

She explained that, a little below the surface, most Siberian ground was permanently icebound and so was as 

hard as concrete forming the foundations for most buildings. But it had now started to melt which had brought down 

bridges, apartment blocks, and severed oil pipelines. Safa showed slides of these, but this was not the main subject of 

her talk. She had brought in a sample of thawed Siberian soil in a plastic bag which was passed around the auditorium 

while she explained that it was partially decomposed vegetation and other organic matter, which had effectively been 

in a deep freeze for many thousands of years, but was now thawing and so beginning to rot, releasing CO2, and a 

much worse greenhouse gas, methane. 



 

 167 

Some complex graphs went up on screen, but Tanya couldn’t quite understand Safa’s explanation, except that 

things were worse than scientists had so far predicted. Ominously a chart showed that permafrost in Siberia, Canada, 

Greenland, and Alaska contained almost twice as much carbon as there was already in the atmosphere. There was a 

heroic potential for catastrophe. 

It was a lecture open to the public, so although most attending were academics, Safa was obliged to explain 

simply, and set her work in a more general context.  She explained that humanity had poisoned its own atmosphere, 

and was melting Siberia, and by all accounts Canada, Greenland and Alaska too. And the melting had released 

methane, and carbon dioxide, and these greenhouse gases had caused more global heating, and this heating had 

melted yet more permafrost, and this permafrost had released yet more greenhouse gases.  Had we reached the 

trigger point? The tipping point? 

Tanya found the questions at the end of Safa’s lecture more interesting than the lecture itself. A young woman at 

the front was agitated throughout, shifting position and whispering to her friend, she was quick to ask the first 

question: “Why was permafrost melting not factored into IPCC estimates when it created a vicious circle with such a 

detrimental effect?” 

Safa shrugged “There are a number of reasons. First it’s nearly impossible to quantify the carbon released by 

permafrost melting. We just don’t know how quickly this vicious cycle would release CO2 and methane. Secondly it 

was really only around 2009 that scientists began to realise how important permafrost melting was. So they missed 

the 2013 IPCC report, there just wasn’t time to get the data together.” 

The young woman raised her hand again and spoke angrily “Meanwhile it appears from what you say that 

permafrost melting is triggering runaway climate breakdown. Is this the final Holy Shit Moment?” 

Tanya looked about the sleepy and sparsely populated room, it seemed impossible that such an apocalyptic 

moment should be announced at such a low key event.  Safa stood thoughtfully for a moment “I’m sure we’re on the 

edge of the cliff. But I’m not sure we’ve stepped over the precipice yet. But in any case, it’s not for me to say really” 

she smiled with no conviction, and put the slide up showing the vicious cycle, “But this is the canary in the coal mine.” 

“And what can we expect if we are over the tipping point?” 

“Frankly no one knows.” 

“So, we’ve hurled ourselves over the cliff, and we don’t know where we’ll land?” 

“Yes. That’s about it.” 

Tanya raised her hand “I know this is a lecture about science not politics, but what do you think about The 

Network of multi-billionaires who are spending hundreds of millions of dollars persuading the electorate that you 

scientists are talking rubbish, and preventing politicians from addressing climate breakdown.” 

Safa shook her head “You mean the fossil fuel industry.  Climate scientists are as sure as they can be that we are 

close to triggering a climate breakdown that is catastrophic, irreversible, and will affect life on earth and human 

civilisation on a geological timescale.” 

The young girl at the front raised her hand again “So why isn’t there action?” 

There were groans and laughter, during which Tanya could not resist talking out of turn “Because The Network 

profits from inaction. Just look online at what the Koch brothers have done in the States for example.” 

Some of the audience nodded, others turned around to give Tanya a disapproving look. 

Safa raised her voice to speak to Tanya in the back of the lecture theatre,  “I’m aware The Network  funds climate 

denial to boost their business.  But there is little science can do if people prefer lies to truth.” 
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The woman in the front called out to Tanya, “So it really is the Holy Shit moment.” The laughter didn’t seem 

appropriate to Safa or the questioner. 

Polite applause rippled about the room at the end of Safa’s talk; a lanky caretaker stood impatiently by the door. 

A few of the audience clustered about Safa as she packed away her things, congratulating her, and asking 

supplementary questions. One starstruck young man with long eyelashes asked if there were any fieldwork 

opportunities for undergraduates on her team.  Tanya waited patiently for Safa to finish the last of the queries, and 

was eventually alone in the room with her, except for the caretaker shuffling by the door. 

“Safa, thanks for the talk. Really impressive work. Look, I’ve come to invite you to talk to our group, well, to visit 

us really, as our guest.” 

“What group?” Safa was now eyeing the impatient caretaker as he shifted from leg to leg.  

“It’s a group that’s interested in tackling the issue of The Network, and dark money.” 

“I’m a scientist, not a politician.” 

“But you also care about whether the science influences policy.” 

“Yes,” said Safa cautiously, “what group is this?”  

“Well, actually.” Tanya looked about her then whispered, “To be honest it’s Lewis Proctor.” 

Safa started, then turned away abruptly. 

Tanya’ voice dropped, “I know, I know. Look. He has plans for how The Network could be tackled.” 

“I bet he has.” 

“He is most impressed by your work, and I think he would like to apologise. He has asked me to invite you to his 

place for dinner.” 

“His place? You must be fucking joking. Is this some kind of windup?” 

Tanya’s eyes widened and her arms spread in a gesture of offended innocence “No, no, absolutely not.” 

Tanya’s lisp made her seem guileless, but Safa was furious.  “There is no way I’m going to Proctor’s. After what he 

did to me? How dare you! How dare you even think of it.” 

Safa flushed and her eyes filled.  Tanya stepped back a pace and lisped an effusive “I’m sorry Safa, I’m so sorry.” 

 

station 
 
Safa walked to the station in a cloud of rage, barging past slow-moving pedestrians, past London’s great university 

buildings, through Bloomsbury’s squares. The tube was no good to her, she needed air in her lungs even if it were city 

air.  

How could he? How dare he invite her to his place as if she were an admirer, a fan, a friend. After all that he had 

done. Not a single apology, not one acknowledgement of the pain he had caused, and now he thinks he is owed not 

just forgiveness, but deference. How insufferably egotistical, how absolutely Proctor. 

She rattled through the squares of Bloomsbury, then sat down to catch her breath in the gardens of Tavistock 

Square. She found herself opposite a statue of Gandhi.  He sat cross-legged in contemplative mood, with a lone candle 

burning beside him, on his lap a sprig of rosemary. She looked him in the eye, exhaled deeply and tried to collect her 

thoughts.  A question popped into her head, “What do you think Lewis Proctor plans to do? And what would be the 

consequences if he did it?” 
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Her anger abated a little as she turned her attention to the question. What could he do to tackle The Network? 

How could he affect let alone neutralise the actions of the very richest men on the planet?  Since her own abduction 

fossil fuel men guarded their daughters like Sheiks, kidnap was most unlikely to work a second time. So what exactly 

would he do? Well, what wouldn’t he? 

She rummaged her imagination for alternatives but drew a complete blank. What possible recourse was there 

other than a violent attack? And the consequences of that? She closed her eyes. The fast walking had cleared her 

head. The consequences would be that the deniers, the foot-draggers, and the mindlessly indifferent, would pounce 

on Proctor’s attacks as an excuse to do nothing. All environmental policies would be seen as giving in to extremists, 

terrorists and hippies. The debate would shift from energy policy to VIP protection, and terrorist hunting. And the 

media, whose heads had recently been turned towards environmental policy by the autumn storms, would turn their 

heads away again towards the human interest story of the startled Network, and the pariah that was Proctor.   

The consequences of a violent outburst by Proctor would be that all the careful work done by scientists, 

policymakers, technologists, and politicians would be trampled upon.  This raving egotist could set them back decades, 

and we don’t have decades. We might not have years.  What should she do? 

She strolled more slowly towards the station, only a few squares away now. She had hoped her work would act as 

a penance for her family’s sin and so absolve her of the inherited guilt she felt, but the more she had studied the 

science the more it accused the Stones of a mountainous crime. A crime with a special characteristic. Most crimes 

prick or stab, they hurt at the time, then the injury heals, the pain passes, the sin fades. But her fear was that her 

family’s sin could live on for eternity. 

 

 

On the train to Cambridge Safa stared through the black train window as drips of rain skated diagonally across 

them. She was cold and depressed cradling a take-away coffee in her skinny fingers.  She went back over the question 

from the angry young girl at the front. Had they reached the Holy Shit Moment? The trigger point? The tipping point? 

Humanity had pushed its rollercoaster to the peak of its track, was it now falling down the other side? And what the 

hell would the ride be like?  

Her father had not approved of her PhD on permafrost warming. It seemed to him a disloyalty, a stab in the back 

from his own daughter though they both knew he could hardly admit this. She had persisted despite his unspoken 

resistance, and had done well, the work published in respected journals, unusual for a PhD, so she had the pick of the 

bunch when it came to choosing postdoctoral work. 

 

She remembered flying into Russia’s Yamal peninsula in northern Siberia to begin her work on monitoring the 

thaw of permafrost there. Through the plane window she had seen on the surface of some lakes, a whitish haze. A 

month later she found out from a colleague that this was methane. The lake bottom was melting permafrost. The 

Yamal peninsular was famous for huge craters hundreds of metres across and hundreds of metres deep. People had 

first thought they were made by stray missiles, or meteorites, or even the work of aliens. But they turned out to be an 

explosion caused by a buildup of methane below the surface. Like a champagne cork, the methane blew a vast plug of 

soil into the air to leave a gigantic crater.  Climate breakdown must surely be a part of their cause. An extra frisson was 

created when she learned that the name of the peninsular where she was working, “Yamal," meant “The end of the 

world”.   
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Then, walking back to her little house in Cambridge she went back to the earlier question, what should she do 

about Proctor. Some had blamed him for the attacks on refineries, he certainly approved of them.  She was convinced 

now that he had in mind a violent attack on The Network.  That could only set things back. She had to stop him. 

 

tip-offs 

Lewis Proctor found two Simon Zatopeks on the internet, one offering man-and-a-van services. He dropped round 

to the address that night to find the van that he had seen on the security camera parked outside the house. He came 

back later that night, and hid the package of drugs in Zatopek’s garage. 

 

The police were delighted to receive two (two!) anonymous tip offs regarding drug dealing. One was very specific, 

Lewis Proctor had a stash of heroin on top of a cupboard.  This drew a blank, so there was not much enthusiasm for 

the second tip off, a junior police officer was sent around to Simon Zatopek’s house. 

“I have to inform you sir that I have a warrant to search your address.” 

“What for?” 

“I’m not obliged to inform you at this stage.” 

“I think there must be some mistake. Is it about drugs?” 

Zatopek could tell from the expression on the young policeman’s face, that this was indeed the case. “You’ve got 

the wrong fucking address mate.  Jesus!”  Simon Zatopek laughed wryly and shook his head. 

“I expect you’re right sir, but I’ve been asked to check your garage if you don’t mind.” 

Simon Zatopek, highly amused, sighed theatrically and indicated the garage with a sweep of his hand, “Help 

yourself.” 

 

With his arms folded against the cold Zatopek giggled and shook his head as the policeman searched the shelves 

in his garage.  Then the officer found the package.  It was still in its FedEx wrapper, complete with its tracking number. 

“I would like to send this for analysis sir.” 

Zatopek grabbed the package which the policeman did not release from his grip, and stared at it incredulously.  

 

It turned out to be crack cocaine, and the FedEx package showed it was posted from a non-profit company in the 

United States called “Supporting Real Science”. 

The police found £6950 in cash in Zatopek’s house in the form of crisp and consecutive English banknotes. These 

were traced back to the same company. 

 

§ 

Lewis Proctor was lying in bed the next morning on the edge of wakefulness, a state he revered, where the 

unconscious spoke in Delphic metaphor.  

A reverie played itself out. He opened double doors on a huge Georgian dining room glittering with chandeliers, 

graced with antiques, and hung with velvet curtains that swept down to the shiny oak floor. The banquet was laid for 

eighteen.  At the head of the table was a gold framed place marker on which was written in a copperplate hand the 

name, ‘Rex Cook’. The table centrepiece was a meringue Castle decorated with raspberries and stuck together with 

whipped cream.  Strawberry soldiers guarded the crenelated walls, and little angelica flags fluttered on its towers.   
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Lewis, in muddy boots was alone in the room, in the next a string quartet played Haydn.  He stood on Rex Cook’s chair 

in order to step on to the table, muddying the damask tablecloth.  Then he walked over to the meringue castle, where 

he undid his fly, and pissed over the remarkably absorbent meringue. It turned urine yellow. Then he walked back 

over to Rex Cook’s place, dropped his trousers, squatted over the plate, and dumped. 

Lewis woke laughing. This may not be how he intended to deal with the eighteen, but the reverie was 

therapeutic. 

 

§ 

A few days later, when thinking about something else, a way to stop the Network popped into Lewis Proctor’s 

mind from nowhere, it was poetic, too neat to pass over. The whale had spouted, and Lewis now had his harpoon. 

 

 

meeting 

"There's no way I'm going to Proctor’s but he can come to me, Friday the 12th 19:30, Safa.” 

Safa had spent an hour tussling with this email, but had eventually decided not to explain, complain, or to insist 

upon complex conditions, so had angrily deleted nearly all of her draft. What was left was short, but it would do. 

Seven thirty on the dot, Safa’s phone beeped: an email - he would be half an hour late, "Trees were down on the 

A11”.  

She laughed.  Five years ago repeated storms had led local authorities to take down every tree within falling 

distance of a trunk road, so there were simply no trees to fall, let alone create a delay. 

"How did he get your email address?" asked Fabien. 

"My work address is online, everyone’s is." 

Fabien was nervous, uncharacteristically silent and glum.  They were still living in Safa’s little Cambridge house, 

the wages of a postdoctoral student were punishingly low at the best of times, but her permafrost research team had 

suffered deep funding cuts, so there had been no pay rises for two years. They were effectively living on Fabien’s 

earnings as a teaching assistant, supplemented by the odd one-off payment he earned from some investigative 

journalism. 

Fabien answered the door, and Proctor swept in as if he owned the place, his oppressive brooding presence 

seemed to fill the tiny room and Safa felt her heart beating and her teeth clench. She watched him roam about, 

inspecting book cases, and postcards on the mantelpiece. Age had withered him, he seemed thinner, but this only 

accentuated his taut, nervy presence. Everyone else was seated, but he refused a chair and  stood with his back to the 

fireplace, his pale eyes swept the room then looked Safa and Fabien up and down. 

Tanya sat in a dark corner on a hard dining chair, refusing the armchair Safa offered, seeming to wish she could 

melt into the background, leaning forward on her knees, looking at her clasped hands.  Lewis looked ready to make a 

speech, he cleared his throat “Okay, I know I’m not really welcome here. Thank you for inviting me though. I won’t 

waste your time; I’ll explain as quick as I can what I’ve come here for. But first I need to check some assumptions that I 

think you share with me.  

“The Network have captured the media, the political process and even aspects of the legal process that might 

restrain them.  The only people who seem aware of this capture are the well read and better educated who are too 

polite and comfortable to want to be bothered with the issue, and dislike having to think about it. The ones who do 
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think about it, are in despair because they can't think of a way of affecting so gigantic an issue. What they don't 

realise, is that it doesn't matter if they fail, or if what they do has little effect, as long as they do something. We can't 

just lie down and let the juggernaut run over us. We have to stand in its way, throw rocks at it, put sticks in its spokes, 

let its tyres down.” 

Safa’s voice rose an octave, “What’s the point of doing something if it doesn't work?" 

“I’ll tell you.  The little that the little can do, is capable of inspiring others to do something. That inspires others 

and so on. A domino effect taking power from authority and handing it to us.” 

Safa lent back, “Thanks for the lecture Lewis.”  

Lewis scowled “I just want to establish what we can all agree on. I’ll come to my main point as soon as I can. May I 

continue?” 

Safa raised a resigned eyebrow. 

Lewis scanned the room, “So what to do? We have to attack the Network, the multibillionaires who have caused 

this, and that’s where you come in Safa. I’m sorry to lean on you again, but there it is. This Network, there’s just a 

dozen or more of them, meet in secret at a hotel, a resort in Palm Springs California every now and again. There’s a 

meeting coming up soon.” 

“If it’s so secretive, how come you know about it?” asked Fabien 

“I have a contact, an author who follows them, she keeps me posted. Right. As I was saying, meeting coming up. 

Invitation only and there is a heavy security presence. The first evening they hold a ball where the fossil fuel barons 

bring their wives and daughters, then the women depart the next morning to leave the men to get down to business. 

So….” Lewis looked at his feet, then looked up, “Magnas Stone will have an invitation to this ball, all the big fossil fuel 

guys get an invite. Okay? So here’s the plan…” 

Safa interrupted, “Lewis don’t you think you’ve done enough? All those years inside.” 

“When I start something I like to finish.” 

“Is your plan … criminal?” 

Lewis stood still for a beat, processing this remark.  “Look, for 30 years, more, we’ve tried campaigning, 

complaining, lobbying, tried politicking, pleading, explaining. And every year politicians promise cuts, and every year 

emissions soar.” 

Safa shook her head slowly, “Stick to campaigning Lewis.” 

Lewis was angry now, “It’s been tried. For decades. It’s failed. What do you want me to do? Write a polite letter 

to the bastards in the Network, ‘please, please misters, stop selling fossil fuels you're poisoning our planet.’ And what 

do you think would be their response? ‘Dear Mr Proctor, gosh we never knew we were doing such damage. So sorry. 

We’ll stop selling right away’.” 

Tanya put her hand out and grasped Lewis’s hand. “Lewis” she said softly. 

Lewis snatched his hand away, closed his eyes, and breathed in deeply. “Look, these guys are pathological. 

Believe me, anyone with 40 billion who is desperate for more, wants sectioning. These are not reasonable men, that’s 

what I’m saying, and they have their hands round the neck of life on our earth and they are slowly strangling it. They 

need…” Lewis hesitated. 

“They need what Lewis?” asked Safa. 

Lewis’s voice dropped “….Dealing with.” 

“That’s just not civilised.” 



 

 173 

“Civilised campaigning will destroy civilisation, that’s the paradox.  

“Sit down Lewis.” Safa’s voice was calm, she felt easier in his presence now. She had him on home ground, Fabien 

was with her.  He sat down and she looked Lewis full in the eye,  “Look. We are making progress. Cuts in emissions are 

getting deeper. International agreements are much more radical now. If you “deal with” the Network in any other way 

than non-violent campaigning, you’ll play right into their hands. They’ll claim the moral high ground. The media will 

rant about you being a terrorist. The Network and their buddies control the media after all. You will be the centre of 

attention - instead of the CO2 cuts.” 

Lewis leant forward, but Safa interrupted him before he started, “No!”  She pointed at him, “No! You’ve had your 

fucking say now I’m having mine.” Lewis was startled but leant back slowly.  His head dropped forward. Safa noticed 

that he still had that property of attracting all the eyes in the room even when others were speaking. She continued 

calmly but firmly. “You will give the media an excuse not to report the issue of climate properly, instead they’ll call you 

a raving loony, and rant about your violent actions, and how you never should have been let out of prison. Politicians 

will characterise green policies as pandering to terrorists. No.  It has to be nonviolent campaigning” 

Lewis looked up, “Finished?” 

Safa said, “For now.” 

Slowly, Lewis stood again, looking down at the carpet he paced a little in front of the fireplace then turned to Safa 

again, “Yes, CO2 cuts are deeper, yes International agreements look better, like they should have looked fifty years 

ago.  But it's not enough for governments to do what they can, they have to do what’s necessary. At best we have a 

50-50 chance of avoiding catastrophic planetary overheating. Some people are predicting 4° to 6° warming, just in the 

next century.  Then what?  How many vicious cycles does that set off?  Where could it end?  Some people are 

predicting tens of metres of sea level rise within living memory.  

“Campaigning, politics, media, they’ve all had their chance, and they’ve failed. Failed because of the Network. 

Now it’s my turn.” 

“Your turn to do what?” asked Safa, “You could easily throw away our best chance.” 

Lewis glared, “What chance is that?” 

“Seeking win-win agreements that get nations to use renewables, cut energy costs, create jobs. If you use 

violence, people will see it as win-lose, with them being the losers.” 

“That’s too subtle, people don’t think like that. This is a power game plain and simple.  Now let me tell you what 

I’m asking you to do. It’s really simple. When Magnus Stone gets his invitation to the Network gathering, to the ball, 

Safa, I want you to ask if you can go with him, as a dance partner.  Then, very late that night, ball over, old men in bed, 

creep out of your room, and open a certain fire door for me. Then you go back to bed. Done. That’s all I want.” 

Safa, smiled thinly “And what will you do then?” 

“Well, so as not to implicate you in any way” answered Lewis “I’m not going to tell you.” 

Fabien laughed, “You mean you’re going to kill them!” 

“They would just leave their fortunes to their kids, who would take over where their father’s had left off. The 

Network wouldn’t miss a beat.” 

“So what are you going to do?” 

“Not saying. But I promise it will put an end to the Network’s influence, or at the very least put a huge dent in it.” 

There was a long silence eventually broken by Fabien “You’re going to have to tell us what you plan. I can’t think 

of a single way you could stop The Network. Unless you could lobby to cut their spend on campaigning.” 
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“That won’t happen, they have the House, the Senate, and the Supreme Court in their pocket.” 

“Then there’s nothing you can do” 

“I’ve thought of a way.” 

“And you’re not going to kill them?” 

“I told you. Wouldn’t work.  Are you in Safa?” 

Sometimes history hinges on a ‘yes’ - but does it always get one? 

 

cemetery 

A few days later, the crowd was wearing green and black ribbons as they trudged up the track to the new 

cemetery.  The sun was just beginning to burn away the morning mist, and a light breeze scattered bronze beach 

leaves onto Alexis and Lewis Proctor. A deathly confetti.  Alexis and Lewis were near the head of the procession, many 

followed.  A thousand? Five thousand? The crowd snaked up a long path much of it obscured from view by trees, the 

procession was five or six deep in some places, single file in others. It was not easy to estimate the number. 

Just behind Lewis and Alexis, two wicker coffins draped with the green flag  were being carried on six weary 

shoulders.   From time to time a boulder made their steps falter, but mostly they trudged up the rough track in unison, 

with a slow and steady step. The rhythm of their  boots scraping the stone was the cortege’s only accompaniment. 

When they reached the newly opened graves, the crowd circled them, their breath hanging in the air before being 

borne away, by the light breeze. The crowd was dressed in sombre heavy coats for the most part, but some were 

decked with gayer apparel, determined to celebrate rather than simply mourn these green martyrs. 

Lewis had been asked to inaugurate this cemetery which was to be reserved for those who had lost their lives in 

what he called the Civil War. These were the first two burials here, but everyone expected more. Close to the graves 

was a makeshift podium and a public address system, it’s speakers strung from trees. After two short graveside 

addresses, one Christian and the other humanist, Lewis took to the podium, stood erect, and  adjusted the scarf about 

his neck while his gaze slowly swept the crowd before him. He waited for the murmur of the crowd to settle before he 

began. He was used to crowds, and used to performances, but this event was different and made him very nervous. It 

would not show. 

“We are here to honour the courage of Jason Brendel and Leander McGregor, a young man and a young woman 

who lost their lives because of their honesty and courage, because they stood in the way of a State bent on the 

destruction of our climate, and our civilisation. In defiance of all reason, all compassion, and all scientific advice, the 

State tried to keep the refinery open.  They were prepared to kill to that end.  Jason Brendel and Leander McGregor 

tried to close it, in accordance with all reason, all compassion, and all scientific advice. 

“Let’s be clear we have been bitterly betrayed by our governments almost the world over. We elect them to 

pursue policies that are in our interests, and in the interests of our children and descendants. Instead governments 

have been corrupted, bribed, bullied, and debased to the point that they have plotted in secret to become the willing 

servants of the fossil fuel industry. And they are prepared to use the apparatus of the State to pursue dirty energy’s 

profits. The war will not be easily won, but as long as there are people like Jason and Leander this war will never be 

over, until it is won. 

“We have come to dedicate this hilltop cemetery to those who have given their lives that others might live free 

from the chaos of superstorms, floods, droughts, from starvation, from thirst, and from the wars that this chaos will 

inevitably incubate.  It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.  But we cannot consecrate this ground, 
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we cannot hallow it with our presence, it is the bodies of Jason Brendel and Leander McGregor, and the bodies of the 

martyrs who will surely follow them, who will render this ground sacred. Those who we have laid here today could not 

have done more, and we must take inspiration from them. More than that, we must ensure that they did not die in 

vain. We must fight in their name until our nations are born again and have thrown off the bondage of the dirty fuel 

industries.  So that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall return to the earth.  And let us 

embrace in that principle, people both born and unborn. 

“The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what Jason and Leander 

and those who will come after them have done. I can think of no greater honour than to be laid to rest here in this 

glorious hilltop cemetery. To be forever remembered as a warrior prepared to put your body in the way of evil.  To be 

one who calls ‘halt’ to the forces of self-destruction. To be one who will not collude by inaction with the forces of 

greed and destruction. 

“What went wrong? The dollar declared war on the laws of physics, indeed upon reason itself. Where are we 

now?  If you add up all the promises, of all the governments, on all the earth, they add up to at least  3.5 C warming by 

the end of the century. By the end of the next - who knows? 5 C? 7 C?  But three and a half is enough to destroy any 

hope of human civilisation.  Are we to be generation annihilation?  

“Whose side are you on?  There is no compromise. Our enemies say the economy will suffer if we deal with 

climate breakdown. So what? Are we really going to put the economy before life, and civilisation?  In any case, it is 

more costly to fix the consequences of climate breakdown, than it is to avoid it. 

“So we must destroy the machine, that will otherwise destroy us. Put our bodies upon its gears, upon its wheels, 

upon its levers. Put our bodies in front of its tankers, indeed in front of its tanks if necessary.  Stand in the way of its 

bulldozers, puncture its pipelines, render inoperable its refineries.   We have to make it clear to those that drive the 

machine, that unless it is driven with sanity, their machine will be prevented from working at all.  For that is the only 

just course of action.  An uncontrolled fossil fuel industry is not a necessity. A habitable planet is. 

 

 

tremble 

Safa couldn’t get Lewis out of her head. He kept invading her mental space like some ear-worm of a pop tune.  

She was proud of standing up to him, proud of saying ‘no’ to his request to help him disrupt the Network Meeting. But 

some things he said kept nagging her. He said, “You remind me of what Orwell said about intellectuals: they 

instinctively bow down before authority, before the powerful.” 

He said, “The media just isn’t reporting the risks, it’s concealing the unbearable from us as if we were children.” 

But the most persistent ear-worm for Safa was, “The fossil fuel industry is the richest on the planet. The men who 

own the fossil resources are the richest on earth. You think they will just surrender? They will not.  Only war can save 

us now”. 

These thoughts teased and nagged, making her inner core tremble, and her stomach feel light. The feeling 

reminded her of waiting in the wings in a school play, hearing her cue, stepping on stage, seeing the sea of faces in the 

audience, and then forgetting her lines.  

Her whole body trembled as if her stomach was vibrating slowly. She held her hand out in front of her and peered 

at it, she could feel it tremble, but could not see it. 
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Was her father right? Was the hold that Lewis had over her unnatural?  He was charismatic, everyone said as 

much, surely that was all. But it was as though he were entering her soul in some way, and trembling it to submission. 

The Stockholm syndrome they called it, that tendency for a victim of a kidnap to trust and feel affection for their 

captor. But she felt no affection for Lewis. She was just afraid and in awe of him. Perhaps not even that, no, she was in 

awe of the catastrophe he kept pointing at, and that he would not flinch from. And she was deeply afraid of the 

decision he was forcing her to make. 

Some people said he was on the edge of madness, but when you knew him you realised he was just …. unedited. 

Defiantly himself. Too uncritically accepting of his own gut feelings. He failed to listen to others, or adapt to the world. 

Sometimes this seemed admirable, sometimes it seemed mad.  

All her life she had rejected the violent. How could terrorism safely deliver civilisation? The idea was utterly 

contradictory.  

 

 

dance 

 

To the sugary strains of a Strauss waltz Magnus Stone wheeled his partner around the very edge of the dance-

floor in search of the best view of those in this mighty assembly. In just one room he could see all the gods and devils 

of the fossil fuel industry. Rex Cook, one of the richest men in the world was dancing right beside him. A warm flush of 

pride filled his chest.  If only his father could have lived to hear this tale, Magnus the grammar school boy, who went 

to school on an ex-policeman's bicycle with bald tyres, was now invited to join the most illustrious company, of the 

most illustrious industry, in all the world.  

Dinner had been spectacular.  He had been to dinners in his time, Lord Mayor of London, The Savoy, The Ritz, the 

City's greatest merchant banks, but nothing he had attended was as unnerving, or as sumptuous.  Candlelight sparkled 

in the chandeliers, the musicians glowed in gold lame, each table had its own waiter in full evening dress with a 

fragrantly scented freesia buttonhole. And the wines! Château Lafite 1887! Romanee-Conti 1990! Château d’Yquem 

1889! 

All these wines, by common acceptance too expensive to uncork, were glugged with abandon into huge glasses, 

each of which had a coaster describing the wine in ecstatic terms. This was overseen by one of the greatest wine 

experts in the world, a nervy man with small taut features who hid behind a facade of aggressive politeness.  He had 

point blank refused to open the champagne when the chair of a Network meeting had asked for it to be opened early. 

It wasn’t cold enough he insisted. There’s a nerve for you! Look your boss in the eye, and though he is worth $50 

billion just say “No”!  

Magnus looked about the room and sighed at this joyful extravagance.  But all this paled beside the animal joy of 

having beside him his glorious daughter, Imogen.  Things had not been well between him and his daughters since the 

kidnap. Magnus knew that his daughters’ experience was bound to have been unsettling, but was unprepared for the 

trouble after their safe return. When he had his precious daughters back, he assumed they would think like he did, 

that the torture was over, and they could sigh with relief into the simple pleasures of normal life. However the trauma 

was much greater than he supposed, with both girls infected by Proctor’s fantasies. But unknown to him healing must 

have continued its blessed work whilst Imogen was gone, for Imogen rang out of the blue and suggested they go to 

the ball together. He was beside himself with glee. He went shopping with her for a ballgown, then they had lunch at 
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the club, and though she was quiet, so grown-up now, she opened up to him, let him into her new life working at the 

bird sanctuary.  Finally she listened to him, heard him even, when he explained climate change was an issue for 

politicians and all that fuel companies could do was to follow the agreements and laws politicians had laid down. 

The bird sanctuary job was a weird affair, the pay was derisory, the working conditions not much better than 

hauling nets on a deep sea trawler, but she was happy. He tried to express his pride and joy that she had found a 

career she loved, but it did not come out well, and she seemed to feel patronised. But then he hugged her, held her 

close and nearly cried, and then she saw reflected in his wet eyes just what she meant to him. 

Magnus leaned close to his daughter and whispered “See that man dancing with the woman in the sort of pergola 

head-dress?”  

Imogen laughed quietly “You mean the bloke with the LEDs flashing in his bowtie?” 

Magnus’s voice dropped to an urgent whisper “Those aren’t LEDs, they’re diamonds.” 

“Diamonds!?” exclaimed Imogen too loudly, before clapping a hand over her own mouth. “What a prat," she 

added. 

“That man is no Prat. That’s Rex Cook. He is worth fifty-billion.” 

Imogen’s eyes widened “Fifty-million!” 

“No!! Fifty-billion” whispered Magnus hoarsely. 

Imogen’s eyebrows lowered in a frown. Figures like that gave her vertigo. Fifty, thousand, million, dollars, most of 

it left in his father’s will.  “How many hundred dollar bills end to end make a metre?” asked Imogen scribbling on a 

napkin 

“What are you doing?” 

Imogen was scribbling on her napkin and a few minutes later she surfaced, “If he put his money down in one 

hundred dollar bills, and placed them end to end, they would go all the way round the earth, and still leave him a 

hundred million dollars.” 

Magnus nodded “They’d get wet though.” 

 

Everything here sparkled, the chandeliers, the champagne glasses, even the candles were infused with some sort 

of glitter that ignited from time to time, reminding Imogen of sparklers on fireworks night. 

Magnus was not used to being daunted by company but this gathering startled him into a mouselike quiet, he 

seemed only capable of talking to his daughter. The live orchestra, the satin curtains, the impeccable young women in 

tiaras, the glamorous wives in floor length satin, the astonishing wines, the napkin with his name embroidered on it in 

gold thread, all hypnotised him into silence. 

He remembered when he arrived at the hotel that in the entrance lobby was a table on which there was a bottle 

labelled ‘Wine For Our Last Dinner’. It was a Château Mouton-Rothschild 1945, he surreptitiously Googled it to 

discover it cost a cool $23,000 per bottle. Around it were tasting notes from the great connoisseurs of the 20th 

century, who described it as ‘astonishing’ and ‘unique’. Magnus stood, mouth agape, and stared.Imogen was pulling at 

his hand but Magnus was transfixed. 

It was not just the taste.  There was a video on a loop with Rex Cook saying,  “This vintage was dedicated to the 

World War 2 victory in Europe. Note the special label with a Winston Churchill ‘V’ for victory.  It celebrated freedom 

and liberty won at great cost. And we will drink it in our closing dinner to celebrate the freedom and liberty in world 

trade, that we will create.  The Victory Vintage!” 
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A loud chord from the band brought him back to the present.  He was sipping a Romany Conte, revelling in its 

fruity bliss, when to his astonishment he saw, as if walking towards him in slow motion, none other than Rex Cook 

owner of some of the largest coal oil and gas fields known to man. Magnus watched in mounting incredulity as Cook 

made straight for his table. Without a smile Cook nodded towards Imogen, said, “Excuse me," and with a jerk of his 

head said, “Magnus, a word.” 

 

Magnus, wondering what on earth he could have done to deserve such a favour, left the table and followed Cook 

to a little balcony overlooking the dance floor.   

“Listen carefully Magnus” it was not easy to concentrate whilst illuminated by the flashing of the gigantic 

diamonds on Cook’s bowtie,“You know Proctor is out now, do you have any plans?” asked Cook, “You can speak in 

confidence here, I just want to make sure our projects don’t conflict.” 

Magnus was starstruck, diamond dazzled, and confounded by the question, so with his mouth open he said 

nothing. Cook exhaled testily, then gestured to a couple of satin chairs and they both sat.  “Look," said Cook, “I worry 

about Proctor. He is not like the others. He’s real dangerous, and now he’s out, I’m trying to get him back in. I tried the 

same plan as last time, a drug plant. But it didn’t work.” 

“Why not?” 

“Proctor is a goddamn savvy shit that’s why. So he needs dealing with. Safest place for him is inside. Any plans? 

You, or your Prime Minister?” 

Magnus looked alarmed “No, no plans.” 

“Thought not. Okay. Leave it to me.” Cook adjusted his bowtie thoughtfully. “Magnus, I’d like a word with your 

daughter, do I have your permission?” 

“Surely sir, surely! She’d be honoured, we both would.” 

They retraced their steps back to Imogen who was alone at the table drinking sparkling water and eating grapes. 

 

Rex Cook stood to introduce himself to Imogen, stared down her cleavage for a moment, then sat down beside 

her.  He smiled.  Imogen noticed two little specks of spittle at the corners of his mouth.  A little beard of neatly 

trimmed nose hairs nearly met his moustache.  “Imogen, what a very delightful young lady you are,” said Cook. 

After a few more ineffective pleasantries he got down to business, “I wonder if I might ask whether you know 

where Lewis Proctor is?” Imogen stopped breathing, felt the blood drain from her brain as Cook continued, “Did he 

ever mention any houses he owned, holiday homes, ski chalets….?” 

Imogen took a short gasp, “He lives in London doesn’t he?” 

“Not any more it seems” said Cook shaking his head and staring at her intently, “I’d kind of like to take him out of 

circulation. Humanely of course!” Cook allowed himself a little laugh “Holiday cottages? Houses in France? Did he 

mention?” 

Imogen shook her head mutely 

Cook leaned closely toward her “Is there anything he is afraid of? Dogs?…” 

“Rats? Room 101 you mean?” 

“You’re a smart girl Imogen. I could do with a girl like you in the office.” 

“I have a job thank you.” 
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“Pity. What do you do?” 

“I work at a bird sanctuary.” 

Cook’s head reeled back slowly in surprise “Lucky birds!  And perhaps not so smart after all. Imogen, you know, 

I’m so pleased to meet you," he said with surprise, “such a radiant young woman.  And you know, you kind of owe me 

a favour.” A thin-lipped grin lent him a sinister aspect. 

“Do I?” 

“Yes. I set myself the task of extending Proctor’s prison sentence, and by subtle means managed to double it. 

Keeping you safe from him for the maximum.” 

“You needn’t have bothered” Imogen said, immediately wishing she hadn’t. 

“Really?” 

“I feel quite safe now, really.” 

“Good girl” he patted her thigh, then left his hand there. Imogen stared at his hand until he removed it. 

Cook continued, placing a hand on the back of Imogen’s chair, “But tell me, what was it like drifting at sea for a 

week? It must have been terrifying.”  

Imogen looked away at the opulent glow of the candles, at the golden musicians, and the wheeling dancers, it 

was hard now to summon up from the cellars of her memory, that little wooden boat and the gaping acres of waves, 

but it was even harder to remember how she felt. She looked back at Rex Cook who had taken advantage of her 

reverie to peer down her cleavage again. “Well, we survived,” she said simply. 

Cook nodded, “I’m glad you feel safe now.” 

Imogen stared hard at Cook, wondering how safe everyone really was when he had more fossil fuel than the 

climate could stand to burn. It was only a sixty percent chance of avoiding catastrophe if it all stayed in the ground.  

There were better odds for overtaking on a blind corner. But tonight she would help put a stop to him. 

 

puffin  

Cook left.  Imogen took a sip of sparkling water, and inspected her broken nail. This transported her from this 

circus of indulgence back to her work on Egg Rock. There was a puffin sanctuary there and she was researching the 

birds’ diet. It was not easy work as the island was 3 miles off the extreme north-east coast of the USA, a freezing wind-

torn speck of an island that only just managed to poke its granite head out of the foaming north Atlantic. 

She loved puffins, with their parrot like red and yellow bill and black and white plumage, and it was the high point 

of her life to hold a fluffy puffin chick in her hand with its infinitely soft downy plumage.  She remembered that very 

moment, she had looked down at the  speckled ball of fluff as the sun rose over the Atlantic Ocean, and a bitter foam-

flecked wind ruffled her hair. She knew right then that she was in the right place, she had found herself. 

But Egg Rock was not a happy place. She was researching the parent puffins as they endeavoured to feed their 

chicks, which they hid in crevices in the granite rocks.  She noted the quantity, size, and species of the catch the 

parents brought to them. When the parent puffins returned from their fishing trips their catch was easily visible 

hanging either side of their colourful broad beaks. She had been taught to distinguish the baby hake and herring they 

caught, and to make morphological measurements of the chicks as they grew. 

Nearly a third of seabird species around the world were endangered, and the research team had made the 

horrifying discovery that puffins were about to join them. The Arctic was warming, and so were the seas around Egg 
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Rock. As a result hake and herring, the staple diet of puffin chicks, were moving north and being replaced by 

butterfish. 

The problem was that the chicks could easily swallow the long thin baby hake and herring, they slipped down 

their gullets with ease. But the butterfish were too thick, and the puffin chicks couldn’t swallow them. Chicks were 

starving even though their parents had brought them enough food.  Numbers were falling. 

Imogen loved puffins, they were unbearably cute, melting her soul with their tangerine legs, striped beaks, and 

crisp black and white plumage. Puffin couples mated for life, 20 years or so, shared both incubation of their eggs, and 

fishing to feed their chicks. They also had the most adorable mating display. In late August puffin couples separate, 

they leave Egg Rock to spend the winter alone at sea.  Then in early spring, they come back to the island of their birth, 

to look for their mate. When they find each other amongst the hoards of others, they kiss, well, they stroke each 

other’s beaks, but its impossible not to see it as a kiss. They are very tender with each other, cuddling with their heads 

on each other’s shoulders.  

But the butterfish catastrophe was a canary in the coal mine. Evolution had harmonised the puffins’ feeding, the 

hake and herring shoaling, the puffins’ choice of Egg Rock with its crevices for nesting, and even the size of the puffin 

chicks’ gullet. Puffin survival depended on an intricate interconnected ecological mechanism as delicate as any clock. 

As the climate changed, cogs were being removed from the machine,  and puffin chicks were dying of starvation.  All 

manner of species would be affected,  not just puffins. Imogen had a T-shirt which said, “Everything is connected” she 

often thought that it was only her workmates on Egg Rock who really understood this message. Millions of years of 

trial and error, of learning and adaption, and of the development of habitual behaviour had created our ecosystems, 

and now they were buckling. 

 

ghost  

At three in the morning Imogen woke before the allotted time, turned her alarm off, rubbed her eyes, and 

proceeded in accordance with instructions. She checked that all traces of eye make up had been removed. She put 

high heels on to disguise her true height, bound a towel about her midriff to disguise her true weight, and stripped a 

sheet from her double bed. This she threw over her in the manner of a burka to show only her eyes. She checked in 

the mirror as directed to ensure the sheet came down to the ground on both sides, and at both the back and the 

front. But she did look ridiculous, so despite her extreme nervousness she was unable to stifle a long giggle. 

Key! Must remember the room key! 

She stepped out of her room into the corridor and by an illogical route made her way to the fire door in the Regal 

Retreat, her stomach taught with discomfort after the previous evening’s feast. With exaggerated caution she pressed 

down on the bar of the fire door until its lock clicked open. But she remembered not to open the door. This done, she 

returned to her room by a circuitous route. 

She remade her bed with care, and with some difficulty went back to sleep. What kept her awake was the 

thought of Lewis and his gang, having closed the fire door again, making their way through the corridors beside her, to 

their hiding place in the attic. 

 

§ 



 

 181 

The next morning after a champagne breakfast, Imogen and Magnus Stone waved goodbye to the core of the 

Network, those eighteen criminally rich old men. Magnus was still in awe of the occasion as they left for the airport 

“They need to get down to business now – the fun is over” Imogen smiled; she knew the fun was just about to begin. 

 

lucky 

The Network spent their first day of business approving television advertisements for saturation coverage during 

the coming elections. This was to cost hundreds of millions, and nervous film directors, the best money could buy, 

were there to defend their wares.   

The first such ‘attack ad’ was to secure the election victory of the Network’s chosen candidate in a crucial swing 

state, by inflicting a blistering attack on his opponent. The ad accused the congressman of supporting an Islamic 

community centre in lower Manhattan.  This the ad slyly called “a mosque at Ground Zero”. Dramatic footage of the 

destroyed World Trade Centre was displayed on the massive TV screen while the narrator said, “For centuries, 

Muslims built mosques where they have won military victories” and then said a mosque celebrating 9/11 was to be 

built on the very spot “where Islamic terrorists killed 3000 Americans”. It was as if the “Japanese were to build a 

triumphal monument at Pearl Harbor". The congressman was accused of supporting the mosque. There was of course 

no truth in this assertion, neither was the community centre a mosque, but the general feeling was, if the ad went out 

late enough in the campaign there would be no time for the woefully wronged Democratic candidate to disprove the 

allegation to the satisfaction of the electorate. Wicked, but wonderful. 

The next attack ad, was on the climate. This featured a smug young man claiming to be an environmentalist. “Hi 

there!” he was dressed as a spiv, and was choosing thoughtfully from a plate of canapés. “I’m Carlton, the wealthy 

eco-hypocrite. I inherited my money and attended fancy schools. I own three homes and five cars, but always talk 

with my rich friends about saving the planet.  And I want Congress to spend billions on programs in the name of global 

warming and green energy, even if it causes massive unemployment, higher energy bills, and digs people like you even 

deeper into the recession. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even make money out of it!” 

There was some unease about this one. Many of those assembled had more than four homes, more than five 

cars, and all of them had inherited their money and attended fancy schools. They weren’t sure about the word 

‘hypocrite’ being used. Could it backfire? One of the 18 spoke to the general unease:  “Wasn’t this ad just a tad too … 

ironic?”   

The man who had made the advertisement stood to wave a dismissive hand, “Only if the audience knows who 

funded the ad, and they won’t”. 

After dinner, where the best wine was at last brought out, the 18 went gratefully to bed. There were another two 

days of work ahead, so they needed their rest. 

At two in the morning Lewis’s plumbing began in the attic. The gas pipes were isolated and re-plumbed into the 

air-conditioning system, along with CO2 from heavy black cylinders which the team had carried into their hiding place 

in the attic of the Regal Retreat. This was to be poisoning by irony, methane and carbon dioxide being the carefully 

chosen media. Once the plumb was complete the gases were turned on and the team prepared to leave.  They 

disguised themselves in fencing gear complete with face helmets, and waved jauntily to the CCTV cameras as they 

exited by their fire door. 

The Network was much more useful alive than dead, so the plan had been to ignite the gases when the methane 

concentration was high enough to blow windows, but not high enough to cause harm to the occupants.  This had been 
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calculated to take about 20 minutes. Only the Regal Retreat was targeted, the main body of the hotel resort was left 

unaffected.  However, after only twelve minutes Rex Cook woke up. He had been haunted by a dream where he was 

molesting girls at a bird sanctuary, and he needed a cigarette. There was a strict no smoking policy in the Regal 

Retreat but he was a libertarian and no one was going to tell him what to do, let alone what not to do. He hovered 

over the choice between two packs of cigarettes, Lucky Strikes, and Marlborough. He chose Lucky Strikes. 

Rex Cook had never managed to give up smoking, mainly because the State, and his family were so persistent that 

he should. He was a libertarian and railed bravely against anyone telling him what was in his own interests. He was 

also attracted to cigarettes for a sentimental reason. When scientists began wagging their fingers at the populous in 

the 1960s and 70s, saying that smoking caused lung cancer, the tobacco companies had reacted with pleasing guile. 

This had always inspired him. The companies hired a couple of retired scientists who knew nothing about smoking or 

health, to sow the seeds of doubt. These scientists argued that the health risks of tobacco smoking were exaggerated, 

the experiments were flawed, and alternative hypotheses and interpretations were being unjustly ignored.  The case, 

they said, was not proven.  

The tobacco companies blitzed the media with this message to great effect, tobacco sales were hardly dented for 

decades. It cost them millions, but it made them millions more.  Rex Cook admired the tobacco company’s pluck. 

Indeed so much so, that he had suggested that the very same scientists be hired to cast the dark shadow of doubt 

over the pronouncements of climate scientists. These pests were almost all arguing that the planet was heading for a 

catastrophic climate breakdown that would make human civilisation as we know it, almost impossible. This hurt sales. 

So the Network hired the very same two retired scientists, who new nothing about climate science either, 

however, they had ably shown that scientific knowledge was not necessary to create a lie, indeed it was something of 

a hindrance. 

The air seemed oddly thin somehow and Rex Cook found himself breathing heavily and feeling rather 

lightheaded, but he assumed it was the dream that had unsettled him.  It was of course the mix of methane and 

carbon dioxide. Neither of these gases were poisonous to inhale, but their presence reduce the proportion of oxygen 

in the air, and so had a deleterious effect on blood gases. Methane, mixed with oxygen, is of course highly explosive. 

Rex Cook, stark naked and tousle haired, wandered over to the dressing table mirror with his Lucky Strike in his 

mouth, and perused his wayward hair and sagging body. He picked up a gold lighter in the shape of a Fidel Castro 

cigar, and tried to light his Lucky Strike. 

Those conversant with the properties of hydrocarbons, will not be surprised that even before the lighter had 

reached the Lucky Strike, there was a gigantic explosion. A spectacular blue flash accompanied by a roar and boom 

blew the windows of the Regal Retreat into smithereens, which were then sprinkled over manicured lawns and 

meticulously planted flower beds. Fire alarms clanged, screamed, and wailed in an hysterical cacophony as 

inadequately dressed old men staggered for the exit over the debris strewn corridors, whilst being sprayed with ice 

cold sprinklers. 

Men such as these are used to services of an impeccable standard, but even they were impressed when, in what 

seemed like a matter of moments, a fleet of five ambulances crunched over the glass strewn drive, and drew up at the 

door of their ravaged habitation. 

Network security ran over from the main hotel to find the Regal Retreat without a single window intact, and its 

curtains waving in the breeze of an otherwise perfect Californian morning. 
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One of the ambulance drivers rushed out excitedly to tell the Network Security that on their approach they had 

seen a group of men running over the golf course towards the town, their heads covered in what seemed to be 

fencing masks. The ambulance driver pointed excitedly in the wrong direction, but once this confusion was corrected, 

a bevy of beefy security men sporting automatic  pistols, set off at a cracking pace towards the golf course.  

An eerie silence descended upon the Regal Retreat when the alarms were turned off.  Hotel staff escorted the 

pathetic procession of bedraggled billionaires to the ambulances. They smelled of expensive perfume and singed hair, 

and their heads were dusted with plaster. Their bedraggled and expressionless faces were blotched with soot as they 

walked silently in tiny steps towards the ambulances. 

One of the security men wished to travel in the front ambulance, but the driver shook his head saying on no 

account were firearms allowed in ambulances. This puzzled the security guard. Then there was the sound of shooting 

from the golf course and the ambulance man in an alarmed tone pointed to the fracas saying, “It  sounds like your 

colleagues need your help, see you at the hospital.” The driver then jumped in the ambulance and locked the door.  

The security man ran in the direction of the shooting. 

The procession of five ambulances left with lights flashing and all 18 Network members on board; Paramedics 

attended to their charges in the ambulances as the security men grew breathless on the golf course. 

 

 

desert 

Each ambulance was attended by a young paramedic as they sped away.  Rex Cook was furious  “When the 

authorities catch the sons of bitches that did this we’ll get them convicted, and then keep them in for life.  If I catch 

them first I’ll roast their balls on my barbecue.” 

Four other network members shared his ambulance, two were comatose by shock and fire sprinklers, the other 

two shared Cook’s anger. 

“Who do you think did this?” asked one. 

“Could it be Proctor?” asked another. 

Cook thought for a moment," I don't think so, he's only just out of prison. Anyway, whoever it was, cocked up big 

time. We all survived thanks be to God. Let’s be grateful for that." 

Lewis, who was driving the ambulance, was listening to this conversation on the intercom, he smiled. His finger 

hovered over the ‘speak’ button on the intercom but he thought better of it.  

The five ambulances met with a coach with tinted windows in a forest clearing and the eighteen, bewildered and 

blinking, stepped out into the daylight and looked about them. 

They were surrounded by armed men and women. Mostly young, all grinning. 

“Holy Shit.” 

“Into the coach gentlemen, and nobody gets hurt," said one of them. 

The eighteen had no option but to board the coach with their captors. The journey took them through the Sierra 

Nevada Mountain range, and then on to the Joshua Tree National Park in southern California.   The executive coach, 

windows tinted to the edge of blackness, bounced over the rocky desert roads, more like Mars than planet Earth. 

Meanwhile the 18 speculated on their future: 

“They’re going to shoot us” 

“If they’re going to shoot us, why take us to a desert?,"  
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“They’re going to bury us here where no one will ever find us.” 

“They’re going to bury us up to our necks and throws rocks at us like the Islam terrorists” 

“They’re going to get us to sign away our inheritances.” 

“They’ll force us to make videos denouncing our past and talking up beards and sandals.” 

“One thing’s for certain. The food will be fucking shit.” 

 

The coach left the deserted road and drove miles along dirt tracks and then across the open desert, dodging 

cactus and Joshua trees until they arrived at the foot of some barren mountains. From here they were ferried by a 4X4 

to a wooden hut nestled in a valley between two ridges. 

The stars sparkled with astonishing brilliance and clarity, and a thin moon was just beginning to rise as Rex Cook 

stepped out of the 4x4 and was escorted by two armed women into the dormitory. “Dear God are we to sleep in this 

shit-specked hovel?” he shouted.  His guards smiled. 

Rex Cook lived in dread of spiders and he scanned the roughhewn floorboards and wood ceiling for any sign of 

them. He comforted himself with the thought that there could be no spiders in the desert, for whatever would a 

spider eat here? There were hardly any flies. He hoped this meant the desert was spider free, but the thought of one 

crawling over his face while he slept gave him a stab of dread. 

The next morning the eighteen received the news that they were to be kept here indefinitely. They were to be on 

a prison diet of plain food, largely soup. There would be no meat, no cheese, little bread, they were to become vegans 

as this had the least impact on the environment. Rex Cook stood and shouted “You will never keep us here! We are 

free men.” 

Lewis explained that they were in the middle of the desert with no water for a hundred miles and no road for 60 

miles in one direction, and no road for many more miles in all the other 359 directions.  If they managed to escape the 

cordon of thirty armed guards, they would get lost in the desert and perish. 

“You can’t do this to us! We are free Americans,” said Rex Cook.  

Lewis smiled.  “We just did it, and  you are captured Americans.” 

Cook stood and pointed his finger, “They’ll find us Proctor. They’ll find us and you will go down for ever, if I don’t 

kill you first.” 

 

101 

Rex Cook slept uneasily on his rickety camp bed in the desert dormitory. It was unnervingly silent out here beyond 

the back of beyond. The dust got everywhere, he would not use the primitive showers, and his clothes were entirely 

inappropriate. He had been offered shorts by his captors, but refused them. He hated being helped by anyone, but he 

would certainly not be helped by his captors. 

Cook had hated spiders since he was a child, and as a consequence had hardly ever seen one.  He would not even 

look upon a picture of a spider for long enough to absorb its form.  If he came across a real one, he turned away 

instantly and ran to get a servant to deal with it. He didn’t envy those servants who could sweep up a spider in the cup 

of their hands and take it to another place. He wanted nothing to do with spiders, and would not touch the servants 

who touched spiders.  He didn’t even want spiders left in the vacuum cleaner bag as some servants tried to do. For 

they might escape the device, and crawl over his face at night. 
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One night as Rex Cook slept his eyes were sprung open by a tickling on his chest and there before for him, inches 

away from his eyes and staring at him in a motionless calm, was a tarantula.  He had never seen a tarantula before, or 

a picture of one.  If you asked him to describe a tarantula his mind would draw a fearful blank. But he had heard with 

a furious disgust that they were large, and had hairy legs. This spider was large. Indeed it was gigantic.  And it had  

hairy legs. 

Rex Cook was confronting an illogical fear, but illogical fears are the most fearful, for thinking cannot calm them. 

“Look at me,” the spider said calmly, but Cook was unable. 

“Look at me - or I sting.” 

Slowly with an expression of disgust, and looking out of the corner of his half closed eyes, Rex Cook’s gaze came 

slowly to fall upon the beast.  He pulled his head as far as he was able from the grotesque on his chest, and asked in a 

trembling voice, “Are you…” 

“….A tarantula, yes,” said the spider simply, “We are many here in the desert. But life is not easy because every 

year it gets drier, and drier, and drier. And you know why that is?” 

Rex Cook shook his head very quickly. A little whimper escaped him. 

The spider continued “Because of the poison humankind releases into the air. And do you know what makes that 

poison?” 

Rex whimpered again. The tarantula took a step towards his chin. Cook whined. The tarantula spoke more slowly 

“Coal, oil, gas. And do you know who sells this coal? This oil? This gas?” 

Rex Cook looked away and tried to swallow. 

“Look at me Mr Cook. Look at me, or I sting.”  Rex Cook was unable to move his head, the tarantula sighed, and 

rolled his eight closely set eyes. “Let us talk about poison Mr Cook," said the spider with an evil cheeriness,  “Do you 

know how I survive here in this glorious, spacious, majestic domain? I eat small lizards and mice. Even scorpions.” 

Cook shuddered with the thought and the spider continued “the hairs on my legs and body can detect the 

slightest movement in the air. I find my prey that way.  Then I stalk my prey.  Other spiders like to catch their prey in 

webs, but I adore to hunt. I creep up, closer, and closer, and then closer still. Then I strike!” 

Rex Cook juddered. 

“Yes! Mr Cook. Immediately, I inject my venom. There is a brief struggle perhaps. But soon the venom takes effect 

and my prey is paralysed. Still alive, but quite unable to move, I climb upon it.   Then, I vomit my digestive juices into 

my prey. These juices liquefy my prey’s innards, and I suck up the juicy meal from the prostrate carcass. Slowly the 

prey is digested alive, it gives in, and slowly dies. So I am no stranger to poison Mr Cook. Be it venom, or liquefying 

vomit; I poison to live.” The spider adopted a patronising tone of teacherly clarity “For one to survive, many must die. 

That is life, that is death, here in the desert. We have no problems with poison, us desert creatures, none at all. But 

we have a problem with your poison Mr Cook.” 

“No!” 

“Oh yes we do. Because you are not poisoning to survive.  You do not need to poison in order to eat or breed. 

Look at the sun here in the desert, how beneficent, how casually she shines her treasure down to earth. You could 

thrive without poison, but you poison anyway, unnecessarily, heedlessly, murderously.  Now you might say I feel fine 

about poison because I poison others.  But I’m not being self-serving here Mr Cook. For sometimes, tarantulas get 

poisoned themselves. Have you ever heard of the tarantula hawk wasp?” 
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Cook shook his head. He was reaching for a shoe beneath his bed.  There was no way he could touch this thing, 

but he could certainly hit it with… 

“….Don’t move!  No Mr Cook! Arm back in the bed, or I sting.” 

Rex Cook, quickly and obediently brought his arm back under the covers. 

“As I was saying, this little wasp, pretty thing, metallic blue and orange. Do you know how it reproduces? Thought 

not. It stings a tarantula and paralyses it, then it drags the spider, huge compared to its own size, back to its burrow. 

There it lays eggs inside the abdomen of the paralysed but still living tarantula. Then it seals the tarantula in its 

burrow. The spider is paralysed. It can’t escape. Then, the wasps’ lovely little babies, very cute, when they hatch, they 

eat the paralysed tarantula alive. The spider is food, fresh food, for the wasp babies. Without it, they would die. So 

you see, we desert creatures, we poison, we get poisoned. We have no problem with poison. So long as it is 

necessary.”  The last word hung in the air.  The spider was on a roll. “As long as you poison one or two, not all at the 

same time. As long as you poison out of necessity Mr Cook. Necessity. Now Mr Cook. Here is a question. Are you 

listening carefully?” 

Cook nodded. 

“Good. My question is, do you need to poison in order to survive?  Do you poison out of necessity?” 

Cook shook his head. 

“Correct! There is the sun, the wind. Now then Mr Cook, imagine how we feel.  It is getting drier and drier. The 

Joshua trees are dying, the lizards are dying. But you don’t eat Joshua trees or lizards. You kill them for no reason. We 

are careful with water, every drop conserved, used, reused, we waste nothing. But it's still got drier and drier still. No 

dew in the morning before the sun rises, no rain, not even mist and do you know why Mr Cook? Because you are 

poisoning everything. Poisoning without necessity. So should I paralyse you, vomit into you my digestive juices? 

Should I liquefy you and suck you up for breakfast Mr Cook?" 

"No!" 

"No, because it is not necessary.” said the spider enunciating the last word with exaggerated clarity. 

 

sheet 

The FBI combed the remains of the Regal Retreat for evidence. There were lots of men in uniform, there were 

white tents around the fire door, there were ‘prohibited area’ tapes fluttering in the breeze, there were men in 

snowman suits dusting windows with little make-up brushes, there were women with tweezers putting samples in 

self-sealing plastic bags stamped with the FBI logo. 

They soon discovered the eccentric plumbing in the attic, but were puzzled by the CO2 cylinder. Why introduce a 

non-flammable gas? 

The chief inspector was summoned to the hotel security office to peruse the CCTV images taken the night before 

the blast, mercifully this had not been damaged in any way as they were stored in the main hotel building. 

The chief inspector sat in front of the monitor and the Head of Hotel Security made a little speech about his 

system which he claimed was state-of-the-art including sound as well as vision, and with a twenty times magnification 

on the zoom. After a dramatic pause he said importantly that they had footage of someone unlocking the fire door, 

and footage of men entering by it. 

“Okay, okay show me what you got,” said the FBI inspector. “From the start.” 
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With a flourish the Head of Security pressed ‘play’, to display a ghost walking down the corridor.  Mr Security 

continued in confident terms “Covered himself in a sheet.  I’d say he was 5 foot 11, and maybe 200 pounds?” 

“You reckon?… Hey, stop the frame. Zoom in here would you - it’s nice and close. More… more…. You know 

what?” said the inspector peering at the screen, “I reckon we’ve got ourselves a goddamn girly.  Them eyes are a 

woman’s eyes.” 

Mr Security snorted and shook his head, “I don’t think so inspector, listen to this.” Mr Security fast forwarded a 

few seconds, and then pressed play. The state-of-the-art CCTV soundtrack faithfully reproduced a loud fart. 

“That’s a man’s fart inspector.” said Mr Security. 

“Don’t women fart?” 

Mr Security waggled his head thoughtfully from side to side “Mine don’t fart like that inspector.” 

“Well, you’ve led a fortunate, and very sheltered life.” 

Mr Security was not persuaded, “Look if it’s a woman, she’s got a pot belly and no tits.” 

The FBI inspector widened his eyes and gave a man-of-the-world shrug, “I used to have a woman like that.” 

Mr Security was losing his temper, “You saying your ex did it?” 

The inspector’s attention was on the video “Walks funny. Do you see?” 

“He’s gotta goddamn sheet wrapped around his ankles, of course he walks funny.” 

“That’s a woman in high heels, you can tell by the walk, by the gait.”  Quietly, the Inspector thought out loud  “So.  

She’s less than 5 foot 11, with a pot belly and no tits.  Let’s go through the guest list.” 

 

sons 

Rex Cook sat on his bed in the desert dormitory, and lent towards one of his fellow captives who was suckling 

from his water bottle as he absentmindedly kicked the dust floor.  Cook looked him in the eye until he had his 

attention and whispered “Have you arranged funding for the Presidential election?” 

“No.” 

“Far as I can see, none of us have.” 

“So he’s on his own.” 

Cook nods, “Fighting the next Presidential election with a near empty war-chest.” 

“The party will back him.” 

“With what? It will be half the funds they had last time.”  Rex Cook nodded towards the guards at the door, 

“That’s their plan isn’t it? Keep us here until the election’s over, so our funding’s stopped and the Democrats win. Win 

the Senate, win the house, win the White House.  Then they’ll go on a kick-arse rampage, cap fossil fuels, tax carbon, 

Turn Off the Taps, you name it. And we’re sitting on a fortune of fuel we can’t sell.” 

His comrade nodded, “The only solution is to escape, or top ourselves.” 

“Top ourselves?” 

“Yeah, if we’re dead, our sons will take over.” 

Cook’s eyes widen, “Give us a break. Anyway, only if they find our bodies.” 

“Need to escape then.” 

Cook gave his friend an ironic look, “You gotta plan?” 

He shook his head, “You?” 

Cook shook his head. 
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His friend leant closer. “But if you’re right, we are worth more to them alive than we are dead. So they wouldn’t 

shoot if we tried to escape.” 

Cook nodded, “You go first.” 

 

 

 

smirk 

A few of the young guards seemed to acclimatise to the heat sufficiently to operate in the day, but Lewis could 

not, so most of the meetings took place in the very early morning soon after sunrise. The eighteen Network captives, 

acclimatised to air-conditioned offices and mostly elderly, were zombielike and immobile in the day, but when the 

heat relented at night they whispered together incessantly.   

That morning the eighteen had been roused before breakfast by the bearded and bare-chested guards, who 

herded them into the refectory and then surrounded them.  It was cooler there than in the dormitory. The near 

derelict building was a relic from a deserted goldmine, built to create shelter for the miners when they were above 

ground. The windows were all broken and the lap-wood walls were worn by decades of dust storms to reveal the grain 

of the wood in elegant and stark relief. Some planks in the roof had worn through almost completely, but this was 

hardly a problem there being no rain. Later in the day some knot holes would allow the sun through in a pencil beam, 

which would pick out floating dust motes and the passage of tiny flies in the still desert air of the relatively darkened 

building. 

Lewis paced before the eighteen, his head down in some private reverie, watched idly by the guards who 

scratched their beards and fiddled with their automatic weapons. The Network whispered together idly in twos and 

threes, plotting still, though Lewis had expected that by now, hope would have deserted them. What he did not 

realise was that most had not expected to survive at the hands of their captors, and in the previous meeting their 

repeal from their expected death sentence had expressed itself in a jaunty camaraderie, punctuated by the odd burst 

of showy anger.  Lewis had found this surprising and not easy to deal with, so he was nervous now, standing before 

them. 

The previous morning Lewis Proctor had offered them a deal. They would be released if they funded two 

organisations, and made one promise. One organisation was to lobby for the repeal of the Citizens United legislation 

which The Network had succeeded in getting through the Supreme Court in 2010. This act allowed The Network, 

indeed anyone, to spend without limit on any US political campaign right up to election day. Lewis pointed out that 

the majority of congressional elections were won by those who spent the most on their campaigns. So most elections 

had been reduced to a war of saturation broadcasting that blitzed airwaves and newspapers at great expense. 

Whoever spent most, would most likely triumph.  This was a war The Network would almost always win. 

Rex Cook responded to this suggestion by standing, waiting rather pompously for all eyes to be upon him and 

then saying: “As the Citizens United ruling was what gave The Network our power, we were not minded to agree to 

the request to fund a body that would change the law and reduce our power.  Bear in mind that the Supreme Court is 
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the ultimate authority and that they were interpreting the Constitution of the United States.  This cannot be changed 

by terrorists.” 

The other demand that Lewis’s deal required  was an organisation, funded by The Network, that would lobby to 

remove the subsidies on fossil fuels. Lewis explained to the eighteen that their industry was subsidised by taxpayers to 

the tune of about $170 billion a year, and no self respecting capitalist should tolerate handouts from those poorer 

than themselves. 

It was around here that Lewis’s voice began to quaver as he surveyed the smirking audience before him.  They 

were not the cowering losers he had anticipated. They whispered, they giggled, they shook their heads, they paid little 

attention, they seemed indifferent to their plight, even quietly triumphant. 

Lewis went on.  What else could he do?  He explained that fossil fuels were subsidised at least seven times as 

much as renewables.  He informed The Network that they were a parasite. Rex Cook stood to respond, around him 

there was ironic cheering and desultory hand clapping. 

“The Network’s response is as follows,” said Rex Cook, before consultation even with his nearest neighbours.  

Adopting a formal public speaking tone he said: “As you have pointed out Mr Proctor, long term, renewables can only 

become cheaper, and fossil fuels more expensive.  Indeed, we agree that renewables would already be cheaper, if it 

weren’t for the subsidies that our ‘captive congressmen’ as you call them, have so painstakingly established.  We are 

of course most grateful to them. We recognise that fossil fuels are ‘over’ as you put it, consequently, we are keen to 

cash in our inheritances as quickly as possible, before our businesses are leapfrogged by windmills, if you will forgive 

the mixed metaphor.”  This got a good laugh from the eighteen.  “Regarding your point that our tax cuts are in effect 

paid for by ordinary tax payers, pensioners, the poor, and the other unfortuntates in your exhaustive list, we are most 

grateful for any monies we receive, from any source whatsoever. It supplements the funds we get from selling the oil 

that people so ardently demand. Regarding your request to lobby for renewables, thanks, but no thanks.”   

At this Rex Cook sat down to approving exclamations from the eighteen, along with delighted laughter and 

applause. 

 

Lewis was beginning to feel uneasy for the first time, hope was beginning to fade. As he surveyed the smirking 

multibillionaires before him, he realised for the first time there was no reason for them to accept his plan.  Cook had 

earlier pointed out that even if they acceded to Lewis’s demands they could not be implemented without their 

lawyers, so they would have to be released first. 

Lewis Proctor had poured over the details of his plan for weeks attending to every nit picking detail. Now he had 

The Network exactly where he wanted them. But he had always imagined that, faced with their abject vulnerability, 

they would give in to his demands or agree to something very like them. Yes, he knew they would caval and whine, 

drive a hard bargain, squirm on the end of his pin, but they would surely crave their freedom, and compromise to get 

it.  

But not a bit of it. 
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He was used to audiences so huge that they made football stadiums bulge, but standing before this mere 

eighteen had been the most unsettling experience of his life. He was chilled by their sly grins, by there conspiritorial 

whispers, and by their adamant refusal to budge in negotiations. Lewis could feel his plan crumble. 

Despite the eighteen Network members being used to extravagant pampering and now experiencing deprivations 

they would never have suffered in their lives before, they were joyful and defiant, rejecting every aspect of any 

bargain he offered.  They just sat there with their arms folded, and joyfully defied him.  Laughed at him. 

They were brazen too. They accepted that fossil fuels were on the way out, but this only increased their 

impatience to sell them. He had beaten them, outsmarted them, captured them, and now their very lives depended 

on his mercy, yet they would not give him one grain of what he wanted. His ingenious plan had been executed 

perfectly, yet had failed. He felt a sudden rush of anger. Why was everything up to him? Where were all the rest of 

civilised society? Why was it always him who had to tackle these monsters?  Where was the cavalry? 

Lewis snorted in contempt.  The cavalry was asleep on the sofa.  A giant injustice was creeping up on humanity, 

this monster was stealthy and slow-moving but in plain sight, yet most people were blinded to it, and even when he 

pointed it out, they peered in the direction of his finger with unseeing eyes - blinded by trust and familiarity.  They 

trusted their favourite tv news program to tell them the truth and to warn of any risks to themselves, or to their 

children.  The most entertaining disc jockeys and shock-jocks told them what to think, how to vote, and pretended to 

have their interests at heart. Facebook and the rest warned of dangers and catastrophes of trivial concern, so 

concealing the real one, which crept closer by the day.  The sofa-sitters voted into power their most liked and trusted 

politicians in the expectation that these would protect their families. But these said climate chaos was nothing to 

worry about, and no-one told the sofa-sitters that their politicians were bribed to ignore their interests, and to pursue 

those of the richest: the Network. 

What people didn’t know was that all these civic protections, the media, the politicians, had been wormed into, 

secretly inhabited, and weakened to the point of paralysis. And these forces of darkness claimed their costs against 

tax, so the sofa-sitters were paying for their own deceit.  

So the monster was masked, offering up a familiar, friendly, helpful face  - a tv presenter here, a disc jockey or a 

politician there.  The apocalypse approached them with open arms, and puckered lips, saying all was well,  do not fear, 

while plotting the downfall of their grandchildren.  When would they wake from their doze? 

He was tired, hot, spent. He was in his bunk-bed drunk, and close to tears. Why hadn’t he just cooped himself up 

in a room by the sea with a piano, and left the fucking cantankerous, irrational, suicidal ecocidal human race to its 

own insane devices? 

 

 

mask 

The team that Lewis had assembled was a patchwork of friends of friends, mainly from the United States. He only 

knew some of them vaguely. He had put out feelers amongst the few activists he knew in north America, and within a 



 

 191 

month a team of trusted volunteers was assembled. They were mostly team players, eager to help, willing and 

determined. Then there was Robert Spear. He was different. And the others all knew him, and treated him with awe. 

Lewis assumed control, but Robert, at first silent and compliant, slowly uncurled to become a constant irritation.  

The team had just finished an evening meal in the makeshift desert refectory when Robert, small sprightly and 

neatly dressed, came over to him.  He had a thin smile that never showed his teeth. His hair was curled up on his head 

in a strange concoction resembling a 1950s quiff. He made sharp, birdlike movements.  They argued about peripheral 

issues, but Robert became more and more angry, and seemed acutely aware of the number of people who had 

surrounded him to eavesdrop on the conversation. He kept looking round to check, almost counting. When he gauged 

that he had a big enough audience, he turned the subject to their captives and suddenly let rip. 

“Look Proctor these bastards have spent billions buying media so they can lie to America.  Spent billions funding 

politicians so they can control Congress.  They’ve distorted the whole fucking political system to maximise their 

profits.  And now you’re saying we should treat them fair?. Dumb wit!! Kick their fucking fascist arses - that’s what I 

say!” 

The crowd around Robert laughed and nodded in agreement. Lewis was chilled, there was something organised 

about this, he couldn’t put his finger on it, but suddenly things seemed to be slipping from his grip. Robert was 

surrounded by an eager gaggle of followers, pushing for a view, backing Lewis against the wall of the makeshift 

refectory. The windows and doors all gaped open, desperate for any breeze, through them he could see the desert 

waste in all directions. Sound travels, and guards and other accomplices had drifted in from the dormitory and the 

kitchen tent, there were 30 of them now. It was him against the rest. He had seen these people as comrades, but they 

were now eyeing him with suspicion. 

“Look” Lewis dropped his voice, left a silence while he scanned the mob, then he turned to Robert. He spoke with 

studied calm.  “I know that. We all do. That’s why we’re here. That’s why I devised this plan to capture them. But hear 

this. No! You’ve had your say, now it’s your turn to listen. If these men get hurt, and we get found by the 

authorities…” 

Robert burst out with a contemptuous “No chance!” 

Lewis was determined to keep his voice calm “There was a drone yesterday. Yes, I know you think it was a 

weather drone, but what if you’re wrong? What if it was an FBI drone disguised as a weather drone? My point is this.  

Yes, it would be gratifying to kick their arses as you put it, but if the authorities capture us, and the Network are a pile 

of bruises, blood, broken bones, or worse. We’ve lost the moral high ground.” 

Robert went shrill, “High ground? They on high ground are they? You couldn’t get a lower moral ground than 

these fuckers if you crawled on your belly under a fucking rattlesnake.” 

“I’m talking about perceptions. Look. I ask you. What would the press make of us, if we’ve beaten them?” 

“They own the fucking press, look at what the goddamn press is saying now and we haven’t even touched them.  

It don’t matter a shit what we do. They’ll still give us hell.” 

“Well, I tell you we’ve lost it totally if we beat them up. We’ve still got a good case if we don’t. But one more 

thing. One more.” Lewis dropped his voice still further, “If one of them gets killed, their sons take over. Lop off one 

head, the beast grows two or three more. You got it? As long as they’re alive, their whole funding project stays 

collapsed. Hear me? Leave … them … alone!” 

 

§ 
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Sleep is a remarkable thing. Lewis Proctor awoke defiant, strode into the refectory where the eighteen were 

already assembled, and stood before them, they smiled back. " Okay,” he said, “if you won't accept my terms. You can 

stay here and rot. Die in the desert if that's what you want. The meeting is over.” 

The guards looked at each other and then at Lewis. One stepped forward "Lewis? You mean no more meetings - 

ever?” 

“No more meetings. They can rot in this hell and we can all enjoy the spectacle. We've muted them, they can't 

fund elections from here." And with that he left the room. 

 

 

§ 

 

Lewis Proctor woke, dimly aware that he was being shaken. He was on his canvas camp bed, but this was in the 

back of a long wheelbase Land Rover. Startled, he looked this way and that in sharp angry movements. The bed was 

intimately familiar with its linen sheets and duck down pillow on a stretched canvas base, but while he was asleep, 

someone had lifted him into this vehicle which was now bounding over the desert. There was a little window with 

rounded corners that connected the back of the vehicle to the driver’s cabin. He peered through. Two men in fencing 

masks. He banged the window with the heel of his hand, “Hey! What the fuck is this?” 

“Morning Mr Proctor,” said the man in the passenger seat, hardly taking his eyes from the desert track ahead.  

Lewis banged again, “What’s going on?” 

The passenger’s voice was casual, languid, almost bored, “It’s a coup Mr Proctor. We’re fed up being bossed 

around by a rich, upper-class, British, lily-livered has-been, and we’ve taken control.” 

“What?” 

“You heard. Nothing you can do now. I suggest you just lie back and enjoy the ride.” 

“Where you taking me?… I said where are you taking me!?” 

 

france 

Robert Spear held a meeting the next day. The guards seemed transformed, beaming and giggling at each other. 

From the centre of the eighteen Rex Cook eyed them with interest. Where was Proctor? They had been told there 

would be no more meetings. Why were they woken for a meeting the very next day? 

Robert Spear smiled his tight smile, he surveyed his audience in silence, hungry for any reaction.  He spread his 

arms and addressed his captives.  “Gentlemen. Change of leader. Change of plan." His gaze swept his audience.  There 

was no reaction, just a penetrating silence.  

Robert spoke in a loud theatrical voice to the nearest guard, while smiling thinly to his audience. "What have we 

here, Justin? The most successful, the most fortunate, the richest of men, inheritors of immense fortunes. Leaders of 

our economy. The big beasts of the financial forest."  Here Robert spread his arms towards his audience and displayed 

again his thin-lipped, tooth-hiding smile." The American aristocracy.  And here they are - at our mercy.” He addressed 

the guard again "What a day to be alive, to have this…. opportunity placed on our lap." The guards, naked but for their 

loose-fitting shorts and sandals, laughed knowingly. 

Robert stalked the room, a smile flickering on occasion, while the eyes of the 18 followed him warily. He was 

clearly enjoying his moment. He spread his arms again and intoned with mock respect, “The Aristocracy, The American 
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Aristocracy… Now help me comrades, what do radicals do to the Aristocracy? My history’s not so good. I'm thinking of 

situations where those concerned about the plight of the common people, decided that the aristocracy were not just 

an antiquarian irrelevance, but a power-mad satanic order.  A body that had made themselves, by their selfish 

exploits, a great risk to the ordinary family and their children. You get me.  It happened. Can you think of any examples 

to inspire us?” 

"France?" said another guard, and there was an immediate ripple of repressed laughter from his colleagues. 

"And what did they do in France Justin?" asked Robert. 

"Well, they had a revolution Robert.” 

"They did, did they? And what did they do…" here Robert spread his arms towards the 18, ”…to the aristocracy 

Justin?” 

"They guillotined them Robert. One by one.” 

"So they did. One by one.  You’re a carpenter by trade, arn’t you Justin?” 

"I am Robert.” 

"Could you make us a guillotine?” 

“Well, I would need a heavy sharp blade.” 

"Would this do?” Robert held up a long broad kitchen knife. 

"Well, yes Robert. I think it would, with a bit more weight behind it.” 

"One by one you say? How shall we decide who goes first? Alphabetical perhaps? Well, plenty of time to decide. 

Off you go Justin, there are tools in the back room, please make us a guillotine.” 

The eyes of the multi-billionaires followed Justin as he strolled casually to the back room. Soon there came the 

sound of sawing and planing. 

Rex Cook rose to his feet, “You can't frighten us with this pantomime. It was no deal yesterday. And it's no deal 

today." With that he sat down, but there was no applause, those around him were wide-eyed, and their whispering 

had stilled. 

 

cave 
Lewis Proctor lay on his back on the camp bed as the Land Rover bucked and jerked over the desert terrain. Dread 

filled his bowels with an inescapable, lead-heavy presentiment.  This was it.  A bullet in his head in the middle of 

nowhere, and his body left for the birds. You can’t trust other people. The moment you lose control you know it’s got 

to go wrong. The only things that had ever worked in his life were the ones he’d done by himself. 

But he had tried. He was proud that. Far better to fail doing the right thing, than to do nothing because you are 

cowed by the fear of failure. 

The Land Rover stopped. The passenger door opened, then slammed, there were footsteps towards the back of 

the vehicle. The back door opened and a heavily bearded, hairy chested young man stepped back a pace and aimed an 

automatic weapon at him. Over one shoulder he had a small black knapsack, matching his hat. He jerked his gun 

sideways and shouted “out”.  

Lewis was not in a position to argue. He was deep in the desert somewhere.  He was led towards a cave a short 

distance from the Land Rover through a litter of yucca, cacti, Joshua trees and little scrubby bushes. The only plants 

brave enough for this inhospitable terrain. An eagle wheeled some way off, getting a lift from a little sandy hill. Did 

they eat carrion?  If so, it could be it’s lucky day. 
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Lewis’s mind was strangely cool as he calculated the odds for various self preserving strategies. It was just him 

now, and the guard, who carefully kept his distance so there was no chance to jump him. When they were out of 

earshot from the driver of the Land Rover Lewis spoke in a kindly whisper. 

“Look. I’m on your side.” 

“Shut up.” 

“You wouldn’t even have The Network…” 

“..Shut up…” 

“… if it wasn’t for me.” 

“Keep walking keep your mouth shut.” 

The guard couldn’t look him in the eye, his breathing was fast and shallow, and he kept looking back at his 

colleague in the Land Rover. 

Lewis stopped “Please can’t we…” 

“KEEP walking,  and shut up. ” 

The guard ushered him into a deep cave, it smelt damp and was cool and dark, a lizard scuttled out, but the bats 

in the roof paid no interest. The guard looked over his shoulder, the Land Rover was out of sight now. He shouldered 

his gun stood with his legs apart, braced himself, then delivered a blast of automatic fire that echoed deafeningly in 

the cave. Empty cartridges tinkled to the ground. Smoke filled the confines of the cave and the stink of cordite stung 

his nostrils. Lewis looked about him, he felt his legs and body, his mind disconnected, unbelieving, empty. He was 

unhurt. Was this what death was like?  

 

The guard, hardly visible in the smoke, threw him a bottle of water, “Take this and disappear. If word gets out I 

disobeyed orders I’m a dead man.  You’ve got to totally disappear. You got that? 

“Yes” 

"You promise?” 

“Absolutely.” 

“Twenty miles south of here there’s a road. Can’t miss it. Just leave it an hour or so, then walk south. Change your 

name.  Then disappear.  Invisible, right?” 

“I got it.” 

“I’m counting on you, for my life.” 

“Thank you.”  Lewis Proctor fought back tears. 

 

§ 

 

But Lewis never was much good at following orders.  In the early dusk Lewis followed the Land Rover’s tracks back 

to the camp. With no roads it had travelled pretty much in a straight line, so even over the rockiest terrain its tracks 

were not hard to follow. 

 He felt lightheaded just to be alive, his senses elated and magnified.  The desert silence was absolute, it was 

elemental, blessing the place with a majestic calm.  There was an owl in a Joshua tree, and a pale grey snake watching 
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him cautiously from her dust bath. He felt a stab of joy at these sights. The desert terrain which had once seemed 

parched, sparse and derelict, now possessed a stark beauty of giddy power.   

But he had a job to do. 

 He noticed while he was still close to the cave that his bed had been flung out of the Landrover, and lay 

upside down in a pile of thorn bushes.  What were the chances?  As Lewis left after re-plumbing the Regal Retreat he 

had noticed the exhibition stand in the entrance lobby.  “Celebrating Freedom and Liberty”.  He had removed the 

bottle of Château Mouton-Rothschild 1945 in the centre of the display and left swinging it by the neck, heading for the 

fire-door with a jaunty step.  He had hidden the bottle in his bedclothes as the only likely place others would not look.  

Was it still there? 

  Slithering on his stomach like a snake he managed to evade most of the thornes, eventually arriving at the bed.  

Still on his stomach he rummaged amongst the bedclothes and … there it was!  Unbroken too.  The Victory Vintage.  

Cursing the thorns he slithered back, and continued his journey, hugging the bottle to his chest. 

As he climbed the slope towards the camp he realised he might be seen, so he skirted round the back where a 

thicket of thorn bushes meant there were usually no guards. He knew where Robert Spear slept, in a small shed some 

way back from the main dormitory. 

Lewis would never have thought it possible that he could kill a man. But Robert Speer had feigned loyalty, 

wheedled his way onto his team, stolen his plan, then coolly plotted to murder him. He could kill Robert Spear. 

It was pretty dark now, it was not easy with the thin moon, but he could certainly see well enough to make out 

Robert Spear’s shed. He peered at it through the thorn bushes, it was guarded. There were three of them, armed. He 

peered more intently, was it four actually? 

It was with some relief that he accepted that there was no chance of killing Spear while he slept, as he had hoped. 

There was just no way of overcoming the guards. Everything now had careered out of control, his plan hijacked by a 

moron. All he could do was disappear. Fade into the desert night and in the morning find that road. Then become an 

invisible nobody with a new name. 

He looked again at the guards around Robert Spear’s shed.  The moon was rising, dispelling some shadow. The 

fourth guard was puzzling. He was out in the open, yet though he could see the guard’s head, he couldn’t see his 

body. What on earth…?  

He closed his eyes hard, and opened them again.  A little cloud scudded over the moon, the scene dimmed, then 

lightened again.  As his eyes adjusted he realised what he was looking at and a chill hit his stomach.  Just outside 

Spear’s shed, was a severed head on a stake. 

Something Robert Spear said during their last argument  sprung to his mind, “They are trying to fry us.  Fry us for 

profit.  Get things in proportion Proctor.  They don’t deserve to live. “ 

Lewis felt a pang of nausea.  “Jesus” he whispered. It was never supposed to be like this, but he, Lewis Proctor 

had started it.  Robert Spear would kill all eighteen, the man had no sense, no brakes.  

 

Lift 

 

It wasn’t hard for Lewis to get a lift. A man on a minor desert road without a vehicle, many miles from any 

habitation, provokes curiosity. 

An old beat up car, was it a Studebaker? stopped in a swirl of dust. 
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“What the fuck?” 

Lewis flapped his arms by his side in a “would-you-believe-it” gesture, then adopted his well practised Irish 

accent,  “Having a row with the wife - got out for a piss - she drove off.” 

“Jesus! She want you dead?” 

“She’s not the only one.” 

Lewis sprawled over the capacious front bench of the noisy vehicle; he kept getting sidelong glances ,“You here 

for work?” 

“Well, it certainly hasn’t been pleasure. I had a job to do. That didn’t go well either.” 

“What’s your line of business?” 

Lewis shuffled uneasily, “Kind of … bespoke stuff.  Environmental engineering. You?” 

 

The lift took him to a tatty little diner attached to a petrol station and workshop. He asked a teenage waitress for 

a public phone. She said they didn’t have one, then jutted out a hip,  “No place has public phones nowadays. Orphans 

on rubbish tips in Ethiopia have phones. Why don’t you got one?” 

“Mine’s flat.” 

She raised her eyes to the ceiling and began wiping a table with angry vigour, “I guess you could borrow the 

phone in the office if you asked at the desk.” 

“The office, would that be private at all? It’s a very personal call so it is.” 

She huffed and inspected the ceiling again, “Here. Borrow mine. I want it right back.” 

“I’m so very grateful.” 

 

Was he overdoing his Irish accent? He stepped outside. The place was covered in a film of dust blowing about in 

little eddies like mini tornadoes.   

So Robert Spear had taken over his Network heist, would take the credit for it, but ruin it. Sooner or later the 

authorities would find the Network, and his whole escapade would crash. What was more, the Network would be 

seen as victims, poor, middle aged, defenceless men, taken by terrorists. There would be sympathy for the devils.   

Would Spear kill them all? Likely the survivors would give in to his demands, whatever those might be, and Spear 

would spare them. The only way to stop all this would be to tell the authorities where Spear and the Network were. 

One call to the FBI and Spear would be in prison for the rest of his life, or even executed. California still had the death 

penalty, though it had not used it for ages.  They might make an exception for Robert Spear. He hoped they would. 

One call to the FBI, was all it took.  He used the girl’s phone to find a telephone number then rang it. 

“Is that the FBI?” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Your lucky day. You’ll be able to tell your grandkids about this one.” 

“Oh yeah. Name?” 

“No, I can’t give you my name. A life depends on it.…” 

But as he spoke he realised that though he hated Robert Spear, he hated the Network most.  There was a chance 

it would remain undetected until the Presidential election even with Spear in charge. Lewis stammered over a few 

introductory words and then said angrily, “….Forget it.” 

He hung up then gave the phone back, feeling broken and dejected.  He would have to disappear now. Melt away. 
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wasps 

The Boy was working on his laptop touch-typing at incredible speed, fired up by an exhilarating discovery. He had 

just found a way to automatically replicate fake accounts, a copy-edit-paste process of beguiling simplicity, run by a 

gem of a little meta-bot, that filled the fake accounts with random content copied from real accounts. Thanks to this 

copying function the fake accounts boasted typos, bad grammar, bad spelling, and all those gems of mindless vacuity 

and creepy malevolence that it was so hard to emulate in any other way. There was no way these fakes, all under his 

control, could be detected! Get out of that Zuckerberg. 

 

How far to go? He had almost eight million of them now, willing little bots, ready to post commentary on the 

election, ready to lie, Share, Like, Retweet, Favourite, recommend videos, and so whip up a frenzy for the right 

candidate.  His shiny arsenal would soon blitz social media, and he felt so proud. 

 

A knock at the door, was it the man about the wasps’ nest?  He got a sting in his mouth yesterday, Coke cans were 

their secret hideouts.  He was so scared to drink from them he had become partly dehydrated, didn’t taste right in a 

mug.   

He opened the door to see the corridor outside filled with men in expensive suits.  A prick of fear.  But they were 

respectful, smilingly deferential, they were sorry to interrupt, sorry to arrive without appointment, this being due to 

an urgent issue with their campaign.  The Boy had no means of offering them all coffee, unless they shared his three 

Star Wars mugs, they were special though and he wouldn’t want them broken, so he offered them nothing while 

feeling rather uncomfortable about his poor hospitality. There were not even enough chairs for them all. 

 

The little round one spoke, while the others stood blank faced about him, staring ahead like prison guards. The 

round one started with flattery, which The Boy recognised as a bad sign …. ‘we are so delighted,’ he crooned, ‘with 

your social media strategy, impressed by your creativity and hard work, with 1 million accounts at your disposal ’…  (If 

only they knew - there were more than eight million now!) …”it will have an immediate and immense effect on the 

swing states. The new President will be so grateful!’ The room lit up with over-white smiles and knowing laughs.  A big 

‘but’ hung unsaid in the room.  The Boy remained silent. 

“There is however a small issue regarding funding." The little round one wet his lips but continued gaily, “that we 

need to clear with you." 

“Hang on.  I was told the funding was firm,” said The Boy. 

“Well, you know about Rex Stone’s kidnap and…” 

“Despite the kidnap. I was assured the funding was firm.” 

“Well, it is firm.  Very firm indeed.  We will pay you when Rex and his men are….released.” 

“Not good enough.  You know don’t you, that I’ve had an offer from your opponents.  A very good offer.” 

The room fell silent.  There was another knock at the door.  It was the man about the other wasps’ nest.  

 

whim 

The crowd of reporters moved as one towards Jacob Aronovitch as he stalked across the lobby of the Supreme 

Court. 
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“Mr Secretary of State Sir? Would you give us a word?” 

Aronovitch sighed as he stepped up to the microphones.   

“Mr Aronovitch, I understand you’re going to lose this one.  I thought the Supreme Court was supposed to be on 

your side?” 

"Not so predictable I'm afraid." 

"So the terrorists win?” 

"We argued that point precisely. We made a strong case that the funding promised by kidnapped donors ought to 

be honoured, otherwise terrorists who kidnap funders will likely influence not just this election, but all elections that 

follow. It was a strong argument, but as some of us feared, the lack of contractual evidence was fatal. The emails of 

Rex Cook and others did make their intention to donate very very clear, but we just couldn't prove to the satisfaction 

of the Court that they had not changed their minds. The defense brought up a whole catalogue of evidence of donor 

intentions not being realised in practice, and I'm afraid that swung it against us, seven to two. McGray and Eliott 

stayed loyal, the others did us in.” 

"Knifed in the front Sir? Can I quote you on that?” 

“I didn’t say it, did I?” 

 “You give these bastards jobs sir, and this is what you get in return?” 

Aronovitch’s gaze wandered elsewhere, then snapped back to the huddle of reporters.  “Look.  We’ve been 

betrayed by our own Supreme Court, who I’m ashamed to say have cosied up with the terrorists.  Our angle is this: 

Terrorists hope to decide the outcome of the next US presidential election. They may succeed unless companies, and 

loyal Americans, dig real deep.” 

The room fell silent. 

“You’ll never make up $500 million sir. You’ll need a radical plan." 

“We've got a radical plan. You read The President’s manifesto?" 

"Yes sir.” chorused the reporters, and then the room fell silent again: non had anticipated this Supreme Court 

failure.  Cogs Whirred. 

“Mr Secretary of State, without Rex Cook and the big guns, Democrats are out-funding you.  Funding decides 

nearly all Presidential elections and historically …" 

"You think I don't know that?" 

“…And what of the future sir?  If the Democrats put a limit on campaign funding as they’ve promised….” 

“They won’t get in to office…the President will get another term. It would be catastrophic if there was a limit on 

campaign funding.” 

“Why’s that sir?” 

Aronovitch shook his head with a sly smile, and one of the reporters answered for him. “Because elections would 

be decided by the whim of the electorate, instead of Big Money? Can I quote you on that sir?” 

Aronovitch looked around, there were no tv cameras allowed in the lobby of the Court, he decided to take the 

risk. He whispered vehemently, “I didn’t fucking say that did I?  And you can quote me on that.” 

“Your Party used to be controlled by Dark Money, who will control it now?” But Aronovitch had already stalked 

off. 
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bluff 

Safa and Fabien, at the end of a brief walking holiday, were climbing Hay Bluff, a majestic peak in the Brecon 

Beacons, on the border between England and Wales. They had nearly run out of money so instead of staying in a bed-

and-breakfast they had decided to spend this August night sleeping out under the stars. 

There was something stark and timeless about the Beacons, though Fabien knew this was a deceit, a few 

millennia ago these hills would have been forested, then humans felled the trees for fuel, and grazed their slopes with 

sheep so that the saplings were gnawed away, murdered in their infancy, to leave the hills bare but beautiful. 

They had not anticipated camping so had no tent, but they were short of money and there was no rain forecast; 

recent nights had been soft and kindly, so they planned to climb to the summit, and then sleep on their coats and on a 

sheet of polythene Safa had found by the back entrance of a little supermarket. 

Near the summit they stopped for a rest.  Safa tried to piece together some sense from what had happened in the 

last few months.  Proctor’s kidnap of the Network last year had fired the starting gun on a rush of eco-terrorist 

attacks, Proctor was accused of masterminding these, though Safa found that hard to believe, despite the fact that 

she had not heard of him since that meeting in her house when he asked her to open the fire-door for him. 

The attacks may or may not have been coordinated but they all had in common the same objective, to prevent 

the distribution, or production of fossil fuels at source, “Turn off the Taps".  Oil refineries were not the only target, gas 

supply, and coal pits were also attacked. 

A similar strategy of putting a ‘cap’ on the quantity of fossil fuels allowed to be unearthed and traded each year 

had been urged upon governments for decades, and the logic was persuasive. It was easier to control the fuels at 

source than in any other way, but governments had failed to find the nerve for it. Faced with the choice of doing the 

right thing by the environment and so pissing off the electorate, or screwing the planet and getting voted back in, they 

chose the latter. So it was no surprise that radicals had decided to supply the spunk that governments lacked. But few 

guessed its success and the ensuing catastrophe. 

First on the hit list had been the Milford Haven oil refinery, again.  Oil refineries really were a tap, as pretty much 

all the fuel, used in the UK had gone through a refinery in the previous few weeks. There was little emergency storage 

of fuel, the production processes were hand-to-mouth, and just-in-time. Also there were only six oil refineries in the 

UK, and across the globe more generally, only about one refinery for every 10 million inhabitants. Added to this, oil 

refineries were of course processing highly flammable products, in short they were a bomb, and a sitting target. You 

need only withdraw a pin, throw a hand-grenade, and the refinery would go up in flames, and it would be months 

before it was fixed. But then it was a bomb again. 

Most people had seen the fossil fuel industry as a vast unassailable monolith wielding immense political and 

economic power. But the recent attacks revealed it to be pathetically vulnerable. After Milford Haven, the other five 

refineries in the UK were bombed by makeshift drones in near simultaneous attacks.  Its wasn’t long before this 

inspired similar attacks abroad. 

The fury unleashed by the media on the eco-terrorists after these attacks had been uniquely vicious, the press 

attack-dogs were let off the leash. 
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Safa thought most of the criticism reasonable, including that the eco-terrorists had put a stop to ambulances, fire 

engines, water pumping, sewage treatment, and had left homes schools and hospitals cold last winter. They were 

murderers.  And of course, what do you do when your oil fired central heating fails? Be you a hospital administrator, 

or a little old lady in a flat, you reach for the fan heater. The electricity supply system was struggling at the huge surge 

in demand, and the lights were going out from time to time - and the heaters.  In cold snaps the elderly and vulnerable 

died in their hundreds. 

The environmental movement, which until this time had claimed the moral high ground, then attracted sustained 

contempt. The diatribe unleashed was deafening, incessant, and frenzied.  Environmentalism became a pariah.  It was 

as if a sanctimonious celibate priest, who had spent decades whining about the evils of adultery, had been found 

fucking his best friend's wife. The popular media took its gloves off.  To sport a beard or wear sandals in these times, 

(though Jesus favoured both), was to invite taunts from passers by - Safa had taken to sensible shoes. Tabloids, not 

noted for their strategic aim, unleashed a special vitriol on those spending last Christmas in the warmth and light of 

their ‘hippy’ wood-burning stoves. 

Petrol had been selling at vintage wine prices, and Greenpeace, though it denounced the refinery attacks, had 

their head office windows stoved in as quickly as they could be replaced. More ominously, climate change deniers, 

who since the Artic melt had been largely ignored or even ridiculed by much of the press, slipped back into the media 

discourse. This lie-monster had been revived from the dead, fully funded by fossil fuel companies. 

The new mantra had become “environmentalism is terrorism". The masses joined in with this chant, angered by 

no fuel, no electricity, and for many, no work. Due to the power shortages, thousands had been laid off. 

The press of course looked round for someone to blame, and pointed the finger at Proctor, it was he who had put 

“the mental into environmental".  There was no patience for proof. 

Politicians trying to argue for reasonable CO2 cuts, and the support of renewable energy, found themselves 

lumped together with Islamo-fascist terrorists, and feared for their life if they took a public platform. Safa had been to 

a talk before the last election when one speaker was drowned out by the chant of “Turn ON the taps". 

Safa thought Proctor should not have kidnapped the Network, especially as it had inspired the refinery attacks, 

Fabien disagreed. During their walking holiday she and Fabien had agreed to observe a truce where neither 

mentioned this issue, so relations had improved.   

 

capel-y-finn 

Now their rest was over they began the last leg to the summit.  Fabien gave her a concerned look “You okay? I 

worry about you climbing in your condition" 

Safa smiled "I'm fine" 

"What about smudge?"  
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Ever since Safa had pointed to a blur on her scan and said, "That's our baby," Fabien had christened the baby 

Smudge, despite continual complaints. Safa ignored the comment, perhaps ignoring might work where complaining 

had not. 

"Well, what am I supposed to call it?" asked Fabien laughing. 

"Something more respectful?" 

They watched the sun set over Wales, Safa waved goodbye to it saying ‘give our love to America’ and Fabien 

laughed as the horizon glowed gold. They drank tea from a thermos flask they had filled in a bookshop cafe in Hay, 

and ate sandwiches and peaches before lying down to sleep on their coats which Safa had spread upon her polythene 

sheet. One star blinked on, then another.  Way beneath them the odd car wound its way along the gospel pass from 

Capel-y-finn towards Hay. 

With no moon Safa could not make out her hand in front of her face, and she was reminded of the boat. She and 

Imogen at opposite ends, the lapping of the waves on the bow, the hunger, the thirst, but mostly the fear and the 

stars. She felt a little pang of anxiety, but mainly she felt relieved that she had survived, and a little tear of gratitude 

formed in the corner of her eye. If it had not been for a fair wind, neither she nor Imogen would have survived. She 

would not be snuggling now against Fabien’s sleek body. She hugged him close.  He never needed much 

encouragement. 

"The ponies might see us!" whispered Safa in fake alarm, and as if to underline what she might have missed but 

for a fair wind and a fishing dog, he massaged her into a sleepy bliss, then tipped her into a climax before perusing his 

own. They both lay back panting at the now velvet black sky. In the distance were the lights of Hay-on-Wye, so distant 

they seemed to twinkle. Safa was idly looking in their direction when they all went off together. Another power cut. 

They were quite common now, even in August. 

A shooting star! Safa took an involuntary intake of breath. Of course, August was the season, and here in the 

absolute dark they were in the perfect place to see them. She nudged Fabien, but he was already asleep. 

Seeing the stars like this gave her a strong sensation of being on a planet in space. A sensation quite different to 

mere knowledge.  She could sense the sphere of the earth beneath her body, almost feel it extending vastly below 

her, spinning it's lonely path through space. There was Venus, low on the horizon, our near neighbour. All orderly, 

timeless, and rule following, not like the havoc here on earth.  She was careering at thousands of kilometres per 

second around the sun on a spinning blob of rock, with a baby growing inside her. A tiny cluster of cells, multiplying, 

multiplying, right now it was about the size of a lychee. She closed her eyes harder and tried to imagine it. 

Some stars were bright now, some dim, some clustered, some isolated. Lying on her back on this hill they entirely 

filled the canvas of her vision. Look left, look right, look up, or look down - stars, only stars. Oh and Venus. It was like 

being on the boat. 

 

§§§ 
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As they packed up the next morning Safa tried to get the radio news on Fabien's phone which had the best signal. 

She noticed he had been looking at ecoterrorist sites again.  

The main news was of a refinery attack in India, and another in Sumatra. 

"Brilliant!" said Fabien - and the truce was broken. 

"We agreed not to argue about this on holiday,” warned Safa. 

"I know, but it's the last day, and if these attacks go global, it's all over for political foot-dragging.” 

"Not all hospitals have their own generators,” said Safa, ”There'll be babies in incubators, people needing 

operations. How can you Fabien? People will have died because of  those attacks." 

"And how many will die without these attacks? Die in floods, droughts, immigration wars? You have to render 

their machine incapable of working. Only then will governments give in, and make serious cuts." 

"No. It will just make them more defiant.” 

Fabien looked unsettled, “Look, the establishment have had their chance. They blew it. We could already be over 

the tipping point. Nowhere near the cuts necessary. We're skidding into havoc. Five or six degrees by the end of the 

century, says Professor Shellnhuber, that Potsdam guy, the end of civilisation as we know it.  Changes to climate that 

will last millennia, and politicians are not doing enough - according to scientists." The last word he said with heavy 

irony, spreading his arms out towards Safa. 

"It can't be done with violence Fabien, if countries are going to work together, if businesses are going to change 

for the public good, you need order, not chaos." 

"The trouble with you Safa, is that you have lived all your life in a stable political system. It's all you've ever 

known. And you don't realise that political systems sometimes become corrupt, lazy, complacent, and eventually you 

can't fix them, you just have to replace them." 

"Replace the political system? With what? Replace the fossil fuel industry? With what?  This is a democracy. You 

have to persuade people, persuade business, persuade voters." 

"We've been over this. Democracy has been hijacked by the Network. The only way to persuade Government is to 

make business as usual impossible. That will persuade them." 

"Blowing up refineries isn’t persuasion, it's anarchy." 

“Well, we tried democracy, it failed, its time for a little anarchy don’t you think?  We can’t just sit on our arses and 

… hope. Can’t just  let all this be ruined." Fabien swept his arm over the view.  “A fair chance for our child - or more 

profit for the richest.  Which is it to be?  What will our child think, if we just put our trust in persuasion and democracy 

when we know both are failing, and both hijacked by the very industry we need to control?" 
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There was a long silence.  She had to uncomfortably admit that Fabien knew more about regime failure and 

collapse than she did. All that was left after his mother's disappearance was a blood stain on the kitchen floor. Truth 

versus power was not pretty.  Were they about to live through something similar? The necessary fall of an 

irredeemable regime? Was she too Western?  Too cosseted and complacent to see that the system needed trashing, 

not trusting? 

Safa walked over to face him. ”Fabien Atanga, I want you to promise you won't put yourself at risk if you go on 

demonstrations." 

Fabien folded his arms 

"You've been looking at those eco-warrior websites again" continued Safa 

Fabien sniffed."If I'd been reading about Henry VIII, would you suspect me of wanting to behead my wife?” They 

both laughed but Safa was shaking her head.  “Don’t try to smart arse your way out of this Fabien.  Be honest. It used 

to be ice cold water cannons and being hit over the head with riot shields and truncheons. Now it's rubber bullets, 

tear gas, pepper spray, if you’re lucky.  If you’re not, its beatings in police vans - two boys killed in those pipeline 

demonstrations last month, run over by diggers. You are a father now Fabien, leave the gladiatorial histrionics to the 

young, to the unattached. Please!”  She looked him full in the eyes, rose on tip toe to embrace him, and to say in his 

ear, “Our child needs her father, not a headstone in Proctor’s graveyard.” 
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2 years later 

 

bottle 

On the ragged edge of the magical southwest corner of Ireland is the Dingle Peninsula prodding its finger into the 

angry Atlantic. A coast as wildly wonderful as anywhere on earth, and the new homeland for Lewis, Alexis, and their 

daughter Martha. Their house was close to the coastal path,  and boasted a sea view  and a newly arrived baby grand 

piano. 

 

November.  Lewis and Alexis were walking the coastal path, heading back to the cottage.  Lewis asked, “Do you 

know where that bottle of wine is?” 

“What bottle of wine?” 

"The Victory Vintage I liberated from Rex Cook." 

"I thought you said you wouldn't drink that until ‘Your President’ had turned off the taps, and cut campaign 

spending." 

“'My President’?" 

"Your Phrase.  You should try listening to yourself sometime.” 

“I have a good feeling about Dick. If he gets control of both Houses in this election  There’ll be big cuts on the 

horizon.  Fossil fuel, and campaign funding.  A sane man in control.” 

“No thanks to you." 

"You what?" Lewis turned to face his wife on the narrow path. “There is no way he'd have come to power if the 

Network’s spending had been against him." 

"I wouldn't be so sure. And when he did come to power, you'd pulled the rug from under him. He had the media 

saying he was only in power because terrorists had kidnapped Republican funders and he was pushing terrorist 

policies" 

"Oh come on.” 

"Who cheerfully behead their enemies." 

“That was Robert Spear, that wasn't me." 

"You opened the door for Spear. Your Regal retreat plan had to fail. Had to go out of control, there was no hope it 

could go smoothly.  I told you. You didn't listen. You went ahead anyway. As a result, ‘Your Dick’ squeaked in, fighting 

a gale of allegations that he was pandering to terrorists. So the net result of your plan, was that you damned near 

prevented Your Dick getting in." 

"My Dick?” 

“It’s a man thing.  You getting Your Dick into American politics.” 

Lewis tried an expression of innocent incredulity, but Alexis just laughed and shook her head. He dropped the 

pitch of his voice, “This is really about the cottage isn't it?" 

"Hello Lewis!  You been listening?” 

"You're still sore I bought it without your consent." 

"I was not in the least surprised you bought it without my consent. Totally in character. Look. We had a plan to 

raise awareness and it worked, then you went off on Your Dick thing, and damned near spoiled everything.” 
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Lewis's voice rose. ”Without ‘My Dick Thing’, Dick would not be in the White House right now." 

"Well he might have been if …..” 

“…..Might have been wasn't good enough. We had to be sure. Certain. There was no time for a gamble. Why are 

you arguing about this now? Today our ship should come in.  Dick will have control of both Houses, even the Senate,  

and all our plans will have succeeded." 

“Except, to save you being shot, we have to hide in a lonely windswept, rain washed, sea battered cottage in the 

back of beyond, with no…” 

"Not for long Alexis, not for long." 

 

Lewis closed his eyes, then looked out to sea. Feeling alone was a familiar pain, and so a comfortable one, he was 

used to it, and it was easier for him than feigning agreement or regret in the hope of being accepted or forgiven.  It 

was not easy to get along with people who saw the world reflected by the warped mirror of their reckless hopes. 

Almost everyone he'd met looked at such a mirror, if not warped by their hopes, then by their fears. 

As a boy he had learned early that hopes and fears habitually lied, so he must avert his eyes from these mirrors, 

and look directly on the world, staring it down, unflinching and accepting.  Then he would see the world for what it 

actually was, a pencil on its point, ready to fall his way if he really wanted it to. Though to make it fall his way, he had 

to do the work.  

Following his will like this, he had often been disappointed, but had learned that acting in the direction of his own 

will was a reward in itself, infinitely absorbing, and liberating.  There was no reason to feel belittled by the occasional 

failures that would inevitably result. Failure was another mirror. The real failure was to fail to act as yourself. Almost 

everyone he met had castrated themselves with their own doubt, and scurried away from challenges.  Consequently 

they suffered so much more from their self-denial, than he did from his failures. Sad little lives.  They did what was 

convenient, not what they believed in, and squandered their lives. 

When as a child he heard his mother sing ‘Twinkle twinkle little star how I wonder what you are’, he thought she 

was singing not about a celestial body, but about himself. He was a star, he was a diamond, he would shine his little 

light through the darkness, he would show travellers where to go.  And when she sang "How I wonder what you are" 

he thought she did so because his life had yet to run, and his mother did not yet know what kind of star he would 

become. Artist? Mathematician?  It came as a shock to discover others thought that the nursery rhyme was actually 

about stars in the sky, not about fulfilling your destiny.  

As a boy he was determined to twinkle, and was always sure that his little star would become a bigger one. But he 

had never expected to achieve what he did, never expected he might jolt the planet back onto its axis. 

He seemed almost alone in thinking that what he had done was right. He knew just as certainly that everyone else 

was wrong. The only just response to an absolute evil was to absolutely neuter it.   

Alexis was brooding next to him, “I’m fed up being huddled round that tiny fire like a fucking peasant.” 

“I haven’t noticed my peasant doing much fucking recently.” 

“You watch yourself Lewis Proctor.  How bloody dare you.” 

Lewis gestured to the heather “I suppose a quickie is out of the question?” 

Slap.  

“Just a joke.” 

Alexis hid her grin by turning towards the sea. 
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bike 

Lewis's daughter Martha was now thirteen.  Lewis tiptoed around her as if she were an unexploded bomb.   She 

seemed blind to the effortless beauty of her youth, which she mangled and disguised with extravagant make-up and 

startling hairstyles. Why could she not be Martha unadorned? wondered Lewis.  Adolescence seemed not to be 

treating her kindly. She pouted and flounced at the barrage of imagined injustices that the world threw at her. In 

particular she detested the Dingle as a banishment beyond endurance. Lewis understood that a girl who grew up in 

Camden would not graft easily on to the rugged trunk of rural Ireland. He had explained to Martha that he must lie 

low, he must honour his promise to the young man who saved his life by pretending to shoot him in the cave.  He 

explained also that the situation was only temporary, until Robert Spear’s appeal was over.  The promise of escape 

seemed to dull her pain very little. 

 

He explained to Martha that in a few days time there were vital elections in the US.  He and Alexis expected them 

to go well so would be watching as the results came in and hopefully celebrating with that special bottle of wine, so 

could not taxi her home that night. Lewis had of course explained that his activism was all for her, and her generation, 

and those generations that will follow.  He told the story of holding up an image of her scan on his phone in the 

theatre, and promising to do everything in his power to prevent or at least hinder climate breakdown.  But Martha 

was not comprehending, indeed contemptuous, surely "they" had it all in hand was her shrugging response, during 

the few flickers of attention she gave the issue. 

 

The main indignity was of course the cottage. It was some distance from where her new friend Petra lived, and 

further still from the town where she pretended another friend held an open house. Lewis knew this was in fact the 

back room in O’Donell’s, a bar by the waterfront where underage drinkers met to mumble and grunt at each other 

whilst never lifting their eyes from their screens. 

 

It was becoming hard to behave charitably to so sour a daughter.  ‘But she feels trapped’ explained Alexis.   In a 

bid to make her more independent Lewis decided to resurrect a bicycle they had uncovered in the peat shed. It was 

elderly, but in reasonable condition. This he showed her, the response being a sullen but thoughtful silence. Lewis was 

secretly delighted that she did not show immediate contempt.  Secretly, he fixed the punctures, oiled the chain and 

gears, and checked that the brakes worked. He bought and fitted lights front and rear, and even fitted a little pannier 

for her tablet. He proudly presented the improved bike to Martha, who pursed her lips. 

"You expect me,” said Martha with due emphasis, ”to ride that?" 

“You didn’t complain when I showed it you before.” 

“I thought it was for mum.  I never said I’d ride that.” 

Lewis looked up at the sky, which made no suggestions.  “Well it means you're independent. It means your 

parents can watch the results come in and needn’t abstain from drinking in order to drive you back from town." 

"I can just stay at Petra’s, and you can collect me the next morning." 

“No. We’ve been through that.” 

"So. Just so you can drink yourself silly, I've got to ride a jallopy.” 
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"We do not intend to drink ourselves silly. Have you ever seen us drunk?” asked Lewis, his brain racing through 

recollections in the hope of finding no such incident. 

"Katrina's wedding?" 

"Apart from Katrina's wedding.” 

"Well then, if you're not drunk, you can drive me home.” 

"We would rather you cycled, so we were allowed a few modest glasses of wine. This evening is very special you 

see, ..” 

Martha stalked off. 

 

It was an Alexis’ suggestion that they buy Martha a new bike.  After all, it was in everyone's interest if Martha had 

some independence.  Lewis huffed, then drove off to town to buy one, he chose the most expensive, it was reasonably 

funky looking, with yellow and pink trimmings, a neat pannier, and ten gears. This he brought back to the cottage 

roped to the roof of the car, on arrival he leaned it against the jallopy in the peat shed with a note pinned to the 

saddle reading: ‘From the Bike Fairy’.    

Come the evening Martha left most of her supper, anxious to get to Petra’s.  She opened the door to the peat 

shed and found the gleaming yellow and pink bicycle. She stepped back a pace and put her hands on her hips. She 

moved the new bike out of the shed, then went back for the jalopy, from which she removed the lights.  There was a 

moth on the spokes, which she trapped in the cups of her hands and placed on a shelf in the shed whispering “Your 

mothy babies need you.”  Then she rode off to the back bar at O’Donell’s. 

 

victory 

 

Lewis drew a deep breath, gripped the bottle of the Victory Vintage by the neck, kissed it, peeled off the lead like 

seal, and then popped the cork. It was a venerable old stopper, on the top of which was a crumbling crust. He put his 

nose to the neck of the bottle and was assailed by a smell of immense concentration, the wine seemed to speak to 

him over the decades of 1945, in an effortless majestic voice.  The smell of victory, Cook conquered, and his defeat to 

be celebrated by his own prize wine. He would now have to wait more than two hours before pouring it, so he was in 

search of a distraction. 

 

From the bay window, out to sea, clouds shifted silently over the plannished surface of the Atlantic.  Lewis had 

decided to take a sequence of photographs of the clouds from his window. Just the clouds. And he already had forty, 

each taken on a different day. In prison he hardly saw the sky.  He missed clouds in particular, and it was only on his 

release that he realised how much he had missed their effortless variation, and their regal indifference to the bustle 

below. He took his 41st photograph of a deep cumulus formation, then sat down at the piano.   

 

It had a sweet tone but he was still getting used to the heavy weight of its action.  He played around in the rare 

key of E flat minor, the key of “I heard it down the grapevine”, and that odd passage in Shostakovich's last string 

quartet. The key had a strange restless atmosphere, but nothing came but a weird bass line he couldn’t harmonise.   

Emerging from this engrossment he looked at his watch and realised that the US election results would soon be in, so 

he turned on the screen, and Alexis came to join him. 
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Soon there was video of mad celebration in the Democrat camp over the results of these crucial mid term 

elections.  The President’s popularity had reached a new high.  The President was pushed through a gaggle of 

hubbubing supporters to face the cameras, he waved away questions from the press team, and a hush descended. 

The President leaned towards the cameras in a now characteristic expression, his eyebrows raised and his head 

shaking slowly from side to side as if he was about to say something entirely self-evident. He spoke direct to camera: 

“I don't ask you for your heart. That belongs to your loved ones. I don't ask for your soul, that belongs to God. All I ask 

is that you put your shoulder to the wheel, and push for America. Push for a better America, a better world.” The 

hubbub returned but was soon quelled when he continued to speak.  

 

“I repeat, this will be the last time that money will buy an election.  The Republican Party threw down the 

gauntlet saying my Presidential election was unfair. So I am taking this back to the Supreme Court. Money has abused 

its power. But do not misunderstand me.  The rich are not our enemy.  Bad laws are. We need the rich to put their 

shoulder to the wheel too. It's a big shoulder. And we need it especially. But it should not be money that buys a 

President, it should be people who choose a President. So I will ask the Supreme Court to think again about their 

decision to allow unlimited campaign funding. Because if the rich can out-shout the rest of us, we don't have 

democracy, we have hypocrisy.”  Roars of approval, waving of banners. 

 

“I’ve been over and over why this is not giving in to terrorists.  I’ll say it one more time.  If a thing is worth doing, it 

is worth doing whoever else agrees it is worth doing.  If your arch enemy thinks two and two is four. Don’t give up on 

the laws of arithmetic.” 

 

“And I apologise if some swing states have had it up to here with our messages of ‘A New America A New World’ 

on their Facebook pages. On their Google News. On their Twitter feeds. On Instagram, SnapChat and all the rest. I give 

them my promise, if the Supreme Court agrees to reinstate democracy in our land, it will be the last time social media 

will be blitzed at election time by political parties. I'm going to zip their lips.  One last thing, God gave us free energy: 

the sun, the wind, and the waves. He  gave it for a purpose. Let's use it with gratitude. Make full use of these gifts and 

hand over a saved world as a blessing to our children. God bless America.” 

Alexis put her arms around Lewis and whispered, "We did it.”  

Lewis shook his head as if to rouse himself from a daze.  “I never really expected it to work. I just wanted to put a 

stick in their spokes, show them that they didn’t have my permission.”  Lewis's jaw was still open in astonishment.  

“Really …. I never thought I could actually do it." 

"Get your Dick in?" 

“He's not just my Dick you know.” 

"Cryptic." 

Lewis's face lit up."The wine! I'll get the wine." 

"Aren't you supposed to let it breathe before you drink it?" 

"I opened it is nearly 3 hours ago." 

"You cocky sod.” 

"What's with all these phallic references all of a sudden?" 
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Lewis poured two glasses, a glorious glugging sound. He swilled his glass, the wine was an intense black red, 

unusually viscous, he smelled at the lip of his glass as he had seen his father doing. The scent was of fruit made heavy 

with the intervening decades, and there was an undertone of wet earth. “Cheers" he whispered. 

Alexis put her finger over the top of his glass." Shouldn't we toast someone, something?" 

Lewis raised his glass, “To the unborn, to those who have no vote, and no voice, but suffer the consequences." 

"Don't you want to toast your Dick?" 

"You horny or something?" 

"I mean the other Dick.” 

Lewis and Alexis clinked glasses gently, Alexis rose out of her seat, "To the victory of the unborn over the 

Network, over fascism. To all those who brought them down, and to your Dick.” 

Lewis laughed. A small sip. Held in the mouth. He closed his eyes. He opened them again and a tear fell for the 

years inside. But it was not triumph he felt, just relief. 

 

 nobodies 

That night he lay almost awake, and heard the tick of Martha’s bicycle as she returned from O’Donnel’s, the slam 

of the peat shed door, and her key fumbling in the lock. She’d taken the jalopy. The new bike was not cool enough. 

Take it back. eBay. Maybe Alexis would ride it. Maybe he would. Why can't men ride women’s bikes? 

He could still feel the wine in his mouth, a bomb of flavour, and the tasting experience of a lifetime, he had no 

idea a wine could be that overwhelming. The ‘V’ for victory label on the bottle flashed before him.  His was a victory 

over overbearing wealth and selfishness, they would have sold the world for scrap if he had let them. The dictators 

had been slapped down, beaten at their own power game, the express train was screeching to a stop with everyones’ 

grandchildren tied to the line. And all because of him; he could hardly take it in. 

Lewis was used to visions, reveries and not-quite-dreams. But the man before him, shaking his head, was 

unusually vivid. A small black man with a balding head and little round glasses. He wore a tiny skullcap like Lewis had 

seen in Palestine, and in Africa. He seemed to be speaking to Lewis through clenched teeth. Unusually, there was no 

sound track to this reverie, just the rustle of leaves in trees. 

"Count yourself a Goliath Mr Proctor? Do not flatter yourself. It is not Goliaths who will be our saviours but the 

rest of us, the Davids, and the Davidas. Paradise lies under their feet, and grows by their noble exertions.   You try to 

shape destiny with your chisel, but no man can do other than fashion his own soul, and that with the help of Allah and 

his Messenger, may god rest him in peace!  Listen Mr Proctor, the power of the Davids will sweep through the world 

like a fire through straw. Yes, Goliaths may help, but they are mortal, and they are but one.  But!  There is a warrior 

who lives for eternity, with one hand on the scabbard, and the other on the dagger’s hilt. This warrior will still be there 

on the last day, will hear that last trumpet blast foretelling the Day of Judgement, while the Goliaths are but dust in 

the ground. You look puzzled Mr Proctor, you wonder who this eternal warrior can be. It is nobody. It is everybody. It 

is Everyman. It is Everywoman. They are the eternal song of the soul of mankind. We cannot rely on heroes Lewis 

Proctor, we can only rely..” here the man took a deep breath, smiled, and then whispered loudly… “on each other”. 

Lewis asked, "Who are you?” But he received no answer, and the rant continued,  “The wine you drank last night 

Lewis Proctor, was the blood of the martyrs, who spilt their blood on distant lands defending their innocent children 

from the dribbling jaws of hell. They fought in respectful imitation of the Final Messenger, may God grant him eternal 
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peace. They fought that war against a Goliath, so Lewis Proctor do not flatter yourself.  Are we, the merely ordinary, 

expected simply to cheer heroes on from our seats in the Colosseum? Are we just handclaps for heroes?  Just a crowd 

to cheer the Goliaths in the ring?  We are nobody yes, but we are everybody, we are the eternal majority and only we 

will save the earth from the smilingly complacent cataclysm that stalks our children……” 

Lewis shook his head at this puzzling little man “I’m no hero, I'm no Leviathan. I just wasn't prepared to stand by 

and watch while the Network wrung the neck of Mother Nature and brought a wrecking ball to civilisation. I just did 

the little that the little can do, I just stood in the way, and not because I thought I would succeed. In fact, I was pretty 

certain I’d fail.  A hero you say? You don't need to be a hero to do the right thing, to act out your true beliefs. Anyone 

can do that. And if everyone did do that, how could the wreckers hope to succeed?” 

Iqbal was shocked by the modesty of this response.  His eyes widened as he whispered to himself, “God has no 

hands but ours,” then he addressed Procter excitedly, "When a soul transforms to become their own little hero, they 

become a hand of God!" Iqbal’s eyes glowed more and more brightly as he inspired himself with his own rhetoric, 

“Fulfilling our most noble nature, and our purpose on earth! Flourishing ourselves, as we steer the Cosmos,  God’s 

magnificent creation, back onto its proper path, fulfilling God’s wishes, and our own, and paying due homage to the 

natural world, the cradle of our…” 

 

There was a voice shouting from a distance, “Iqbal!  You mystic misfit! Where are you?”  But Iqbal did not hear it, 

lost as he was in his own oratory, “The Earth would quake with joy as its progeny defended the womb that bore it!”   

The distant voice was getting closer now, “Iqbal you cosmic comic, come back to your rightful place.” 

But Iqbal was still not listening, “‘We all can be heroes'.  Isn’t that a hymn?” 

“No,” replied Lewis, “It’s David Bowie.” 

And then Iqbal was gone, as was the distant voice. “Weird” said Lewis, and it had to be weird for Lewis to think it 

weird.  He sat up holding his temples and shaking his head and then collapsed back onto his pillow.  While being 

dragged away by an otherworldly figure the man was shouting over his shoulder, “They are awakening from their 

slumber Lewis Proctor, we are the meek who the prophets said would inherit the earth!” 

“I do apologise Mr Proctor, Iqbal is as usual, a little excitable.” 

“Who the hell is Iqbal, and who the hell are you?”  but there was no answer.  
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PART 6 

 

 Some decades later. 

 

 

broom 

Iqbal gave up on the Stone immigrant reservation when a new influx of refugees from Bangladesh arrived and 

started building a shantytown on his vegetable garden.  They told him he had too much land - so he should not 

complain. The committee chairwoman told him to his face that a refugee could not with conscience prevent another 

refugee from finding a home. But he was angry. He argued they could have made space by felling some of the 

woodland, or by closing some of the less used tracks  and building on those. Why did they have to build on his 

vegetable garden? How was he to feed his family?  But the committee would not listen.  So he moved to the city – less 

crowded.  Also, he was spooked by that jinn creature Imogen, it would be a relief to leave her territory. 

He got a tipoff that cleaners at Manchester Art Gallery had recently been deported, and he pestered its caretaker 

mercilessly, arriving each morning, pleading for a job the moment the poor man arrived, and then sitting outside his 

office all day. He never even achieved eye contact with the caretaker, but would not give in. His daily ritual continued, 

pleading and waiting, pleading and waiting until the man was sufficiently exasperated to hire him for a cut of Iqbal’s 

wages. 

A year later, aged 42, on that catastrophic day, he set off to work with the curved handle of a telescopic umbrella 

hooked into the back pocket of his trousers. He dodged the trams with their charming poop-pooping  horns, and zig-

zagged his way through the stationary traffic towards the Gallery. This was what Manchester had the nerve to call the 

‘rush hour’. No car or commercial vehicle moved, just pedestrians, bicycles and trams. The only reason the trams 

moved was that if a car blocked a tramway it was confiscated for 12 months. As Iqbal strode to work, drivers sat with 

their arms crossed in moping silence, stilled by each other, until late into the morning, when the turned-to-stone 

magic curse was slowly dispelled.  

Iqbal walked everywhere. Its was not a large city.  He could afford a bicycle now, but there was no point. This was 

Manchester, and only the insane would cycle over tramlines holding an umbrella. 

His daughter Fatimah had found the move difficult, and had retreated inside her head again.  She made mewling 

sounds while she slept, and insisted on the light being left on, as if she were six years old again. But that little Imogen 

girl never reappeared, thanks be to Allah, Glorious and exhalted is He.  The new school was demanding for Fatima: 

gangs, bullies, playground racism, and Miss Carsholt’s  impatience with sports kits.  

As he walked through the city to work he recalled a discussion about his daughter with his wife.  Fatimah had 

asked for a cuddly toy for her birthday, a spider monkey with orange eyes that she had seen in the post office in 

Portland Street. It was staring at her from the top of a wheelie suitcase that was emblazoned with the England flag.  

To others this was just a cuddly toy, but to Iqbal it was tat, and a retreat into materialism which on no account was to 

be humoured.  

However, his wife Yasmine insisted. She glared at Iqbal at close range, with her hands on her hips, other children 

had cuddly toys she said, it was Fatimah's birthday, and monkeys reminded her of the forest in The Sudan. She had 

every right to what she wanted within their modest budget, even if it transgressed her father's self-denying 

philosophy. It was simply not permitted for him to impose his anti-materialism on his daughter, she insisted. Fatimah 
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had endured deprivation of every kind on their journey here, Yasmine went on, and was hardly in danger of being 

spoiled by a cuddly spider monkey. She only wanted a memento of her life in the village, when things were simple and 

happy. Something to cuddle in the night for peace and comfort.  

A tear then blossomed on each of the lower lids of his wife's eyes, and he knew he was beaten. Since then 

though, he had entertained second thoughts. Rents were very high.  Fatimah would soon need new shoes. Perhaps 

the monkey was already sold, perhaps he could say it was, even if it wasn’t. Perhaps she no longer wanted it, and 

would prefer a school book. 

Soon he was  dusting and polishing  the floor of the Manchester Art Gallery with a broom-like polisher more than 

a metre wide. Everything in Manchester was bigger than you expected. The station was bigger than a cathedral, and 

the football stadiums were biggest of all, a clear admission of the true religion in this godless country.   

Pushing a broom was an important job, maintaining standards, preserving culture, attracting tourists, preserving 

the hard work of celebrated artists. But it did not occupy Iqbal’s mind, which was left free to wander. Iqbal was proud 

of his shiny black and gold bomber jacket with “Team MAG” on the back, written in red.  He would have preferred 

“Manchester Art Gallery" in full. “MAG" sounded rather like a nickname for Maggie, and the man at the newspaper 

shop said it was Swahili for monkey, which turned out not to be true but still rankled.  

 

Dust dust. Polish polish. Wait respectfully for a scruffy girl with a bright orange rucksack and an impossibly pale 

face to finish looking at a Pre-Raphaelite, before wiping where she had been standing. This was how his life went on 

weekdays. 

The painting he most liked was vast, “The Birth of Pandora”. According to Greek legend Pandora was the first 

mortal woman created by the gods, who then gave her the famous Pandora’s box, saying she must never open it. Of 

course curiosity got the better of her, she was a woman, and when she lifted the lid out flew all the evils of the world. 

When they had flown off to cause mayhem and misery, all that was left in the box was hope. He was struck by how 

similar this story was to the Garden of Eden tale in Genesis. Eve, also the first woman, ate the fruit of the Tree of 

Knowledge of Good and Evil, and so released sin into the world.   

When he proudly showed Yasmine around the gallery on one of his days off, he pointed out the lustrous sheen on 

the ancient floor and the glossy shine on the skirting boards.  He walked around head high, with her arm snugly in his, 

and showed her his favourite painting. Pandora, he said, the cause of all sickness crime and evil.  He explained with a 

grin  that both the Greeks and the Christians  believed it was a women who had released evil and sin into the world. 

Surely they could not both be wrong? Surely it could not just be a coincidence?” 

“No, it’s not a coincidence,” replied Yasmine, “both stories were written by men.” 

"Girl talk,” he replied. 

"Boy stories,” she answered. 

 

He smiled at this recollection. He had a clever wife.  After a sneaky peak  at Pandora’s tits Iqbal resumed his 

polishing, moving methodically from room to room. This week it was  doors, skirting, and door-frames.  

While some of the paintings were clearly marvels, he couldn't help noticing that the most exquisite exhibits in the 

gallery were its visitors. The impossible variety of them, their charm and in some cases their heart-stopping beauty. 

Allah’s effortless variation in design, glorious and exhalted is He, was dazzling, even in the small things: eye lashes, 
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fingernails. Here was one, her hair pulled back from her face, rushing after her two-year-old, who had taken off 

towards the cafe at an astonishing pace with a cheeky smile round its dummy. 

All the paintings of heaven showed God’s acres populated by angels and every single one of them was white-

skinned. He had to laugh.  He had told Yasmine and Fatimah that when a white man got to heaven he would be in for 

a shock when he found most angels were black.  

End of his shift. Umbrella hooked into the back pocket of his trousers again, and onto the streets. Manchester! 

This was where it all began, the Industrial Revolution. Labour taken from the loving hands of craftsmen and invested 

in vast clanking machines. The dig for coal. The drill for oil. Plundering the bowels of the planet for power. Releasing 

the carbon dioxide, slowly, slowly, poisoning the planet. Stealing rain to parch one land,  and to flood another. 

Releasing the insane cycle of greed that drove the richest nations to poison the very air they breathed. 

It all seemed to start with advertising, which goaded the unwary to buy useless frippery with the farcical promise 

that  this piece of plastic fantastic would earn them the respect, and the envy of others. But there was a catch.  To 

indulge in these vacuous objects of desire, the poor peasant must first earn money, and so work the whirring, 

clanking, machines which create the frippery in the first place. The cycle complete.  The sad slaves of materialism 

entrapped.  And this cycle, remorseless, shaming and insane, continued faster and faster through the centuries, 

digging coal, puffing carbon, poisoning the air. And for what? For the false promise of tat and frippery, and of course, 

to create vast profits for those who owned the great churning clunking machines.  Profits and tat, the downward cycle 

driving us all to destruction. 

As he walked home, Iqbal remembered a history documentary about ecoterrorists early in the century that he 

had watched the night before. It was a typical bit of cosy flannel. Activists were portrayed as evil monsters blowing up 

refineries, closing down airports, kidnapping the children of oil executives. They were borderline psychopaths 

apparently. The cosy baritone of the narrator argued that in normal times democracy and civility put the brakes on 

psychopaths, they got discovered, treated, or locked up. But anarchic activism inspired these swivel-eyed loons to 

break their leash.  It created opportunities for them, just like facist Islam. A hoard of guillotining gorgons had been 

loosed onto the innocent industrialists. 

What the programme deftly evaded, was what would have happened if the activists had stayed in bed and 

trusted their complacency like the rest of the population. People like Lewis Proctor were heroes for Iqbal, the death-

jerk of humanity’s conscience. He felt an intense gratitude for such people.  Yet Lewis and others like him were cruelly 

incarcerated for reminding the population of their obligations to the unborn, to fellow creatures, indeed to the whole 

of Nature, in all her abundance, exquisite interconnectedness, and beauty. Thanks be to Allah, Glorious and exhalted 

is He, and His Prophet, peace be upon Him.   

Iqbal often wondered whether Mars was once populated by a species that managed to self-centredly destroy its 

own home because it could not agree how to share the burden of saving it. Was the red planet once green? Were its 

sands once watery, covered in the livid green finery of life? 

Earth might still make a narrow escape, it could go either way. God knows it was bad enough at present with 2° of 

warming, and the Sahara leaping over the Mediterranean. What would it have been like with 3°? Or 4°? And would 

they have stopped the fossil fuel industry bribing politicians and the media without these eco-terrorists pointing the 

finger? Iqbal doubted it. Would the ‘Slave Presidents’ have been shooed out of the White House? He doubted that 

too.   Yet for decades the crowd hid behind itself, and pilloried those like Proctor who had insisted on its 

responsibilities.  People forget that Lewis Proctor’s last desperate acts should never have been necessary. 
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Yet the programme said that these nasty environmentalists had given the cuddly ones a bad name, and so had 

held up international negotiations. 

The programme unsettled Iqbal until he asked himself a question.  What exactly had unleashed the ecoterrorists?  

What had angered and ignited them?  Who had starved them and then opened their cage? Was it not the complacent 

inaction of politicians, who had promised to cut carbon too little, and then cut it hardly at all?   Did not the fault lie 

with these politicians, ecocidal maniacs all, bribed into an inactive torpor by the fossil fuel industry?  In common 

parlance, the politicians had asked for it.  

Iqbal sighed.  But no one at work agreed with him, and even Yasmine smiled to herself when he spoke this heresy.  

Never mind, the rise of average global temperature was stalling, with CO2 hardly rising now.  The situation was bad 

but it might not get worse. 

 

On the way home, on that fateful day, there were men sitting on flattened cardboard boxes and plastic bags on 

the pavement outside the post office in Portland Street. How can you, he wondered, how can you be born white, born 

into a rich country, and still end up on the street? How can you be thrown such opportunity and yet fumble the catch?  

At the end of Portland Street a demo. He was not sure what it was about. An angry white guy, must be Spanish, 

held up a sign saying ¡NO! But it was upside down so read: ¡ON!  

A woman with unenviable dentition was shouting something like "aborting deporting”. Solemn children waved 

official-looking letters while holding up posters reading “promises, promises”. 

He skirted the edge of the angry crowd, which he now realised almost filled Piccadilly Gardens,  trying to find a 

way through, and homeward. All the posters were different, all handwritten, this was not an official event. A silver 

haired African woman held a floppy cardboard poster saying, “Sahid is our herrow”. She meant hero. She meant Sahid 

Oman, now in opposition, who had the nerve to say rich countries created the climate mess by their shameful 

inaction, so they must open their gates to climate refugees and endure  the consequences. Voted out next election 

after a sustained and fabricated character assassination by much of the media.  

In the next street he was confronted by a counterdemonstration “England for the English," “Full up. Fuck off”. He 

rushed past,  but was mistaken for a protester by a policeman and pushed back. “I'm just trying to get home" he  

explained “I'm not in the demo.” 

“Sorry bud.  No passage.” 

He tried another street and skipped past a police cordon that was just being established. 

He was free.  Or was he?  

“Oi! Sambo.” 

He ignored them and moved on. A little later he came across three white guys, not badly dressed, with bottled 

tans and cheap ill fitting suits.  Each carried a bottle of water as almost every white person did nowadays in this 

weather.   Iqbal watched as they stepped in front of a little woman in a headscarf. 

“Fuck off where you came from - suicide bomber!” shouted one at the startled woman who had a bindi between 

her eyebrows so clearly wasn’t Moslem.  The others jeered and repeated “suicide bomber”. 

As Iqbal walked past he said loudly, “I think you would find, if she were a suicide bomber, she’d be dead”. 

“Fuck off you black bastard. You Blacks are taking over the country.” 

“It’s you white lot caused the trouble. You released the CO2.  That destroyed our climate, so we had to come 

here. It’s very simple.” 
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A bystander agreed. He jabbed his finger at the white men, “And we’re not taking over your country, we’re 

sharing it because you ruined ours.” 

Iqbal turned to walk home. Four paces later a hand gripped his upper arm, and he turned to see a white face 

grimacing with rage.  

Everything slows down now. All the sounds seem fuzzy and muted. He tussles with the man in a strange stiff 

dance. To Iqbal’s surprise he gets the better of him, and releases the man’s grip with a swift downward sweep of his 

arms.  He makes to get away, but then there’s a strange ache in his lower back, he puts his hand there. His shirt, is it 

wet?  Wet and warm. He is pushed away. What's happening? He looks at his hand. Blood. There is chaos around him 

now, others fighting, flailing arms, screams, urgent shouting, and children crying. 

His family. He has to escape.  He runs, but not for long. His legs go as weak as a sapling, and he falls, his head 

hitting the pavement. Everything swims before his eyes, voices and shouting drift into the background somehow.  

Then, filling his field of vision, a young white girl.  Pretty, with tightly curled blonde hair.  She kneels beside him and 

looks him in the eyes.   

“Stay calm,” she says,  “stay calm,” but  she is crying openly, her tears dropping on to his cheeks. She fumbles 

with her phone, but someone else whispers to her that they are already ringing for an ambulance.  The blond girl 

looks into his eyes. 

“You’ll be okay,”  she says, but is distracted by a glistening puddle of blood on the pavement and starts whining 

like a dog. 

He closes his eyes, feels her hand in his.  In his other hand, he still grips the cuddly spider monkey.  

 

heaven 

Iqbal woke. Everything white, he must be in heaven. Sun through a window. A Pakistani man walked past his bed 

in a white ankle length Baloch.  He was right about blacks in heaven.   

Then, looking down at him he saw the pale brown eyes of a beautiful young African woman.  "Welcome back,” 

she said, which puzzled him as he had never been to Heaven before.  

His mouth was dry. 

“Water," he said dreamily. 

She raised his head to drink and he saw to his surprise that he was in a room full of beds. 

"Where am I?” 

"Manchester Royal Infirmary. You have had an operation after a stabbing. You lost a lot of blood but you will be 

fine. Just rest. I'll tell the doctor you have come round." 

His body infused with relief. Later he would wonder why he preferred earth to heaven. 

 

§ 

The next day Iqbal’s wife Yasmine and his daughter Fatimah arrived for their visit, arguing over Fatimah's tablet. 

"No!" said Fatimah holding on to it grimly, "I'm going to show him. It's my tablet.” 

The tussle turned out to be about showing Iqbal a message from one of his cousins in South Sudan.  Iqbal 

assumed they needed something to talk about during their hospital visit, so had brought a cousin’s correspondence. It 

was generously illustrated with photographs.  
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One image was of his cousin picking beans. He was engulfed by the plant and grinning at the long tender beans 

hanging in disordered profusion about his head. Iqbal didn’t recognise the variety though it reminded him of a strain 

bred by his grandfather who could tell by their swelling form when they were in perfect ripeness, then, when he 

thumbed one of those pods open, there would be a satisfying ripping sound and there, nestled in a line, would be red 

veined beans each with unique markings. Little marvels.  You could eat them raw, but nothing would beat a cold bean 

and chickpea curry his grandmother used to conjure from her tiny kitchen.  To his own surprise he emitted a single 

involuntary sob. Surrounded by what he had acquired and achieved he had forgotten the other home he had left 

behind. What he had sacrificed. He checked himself. How could a little red veined bean excite such longing? He was 

going soft. His recent sortie with death had scrambled his composure. 

Another image. Fatimah was moving them on too quickly, and Iqbal was angrily swiping them back. A green lush 

field sweeping down to a river and over the river a forest. 

"That's the road to Tipol town from the village.” 

Iqbal laughed, “It can't be." 

Fatimah pouted crossly, and his wife shook her head. "Yes it is Iqbal, they have been planting trees." 

Iqbal was scornful, "Trees? It's not trees it’s a forest, and you can't plant a forest in dust." 

“Is that right?  Well,” said Yasmine gently, “no one told your cousin, so he's gone and done it. Now stop getting 

agitated, you must rest. The doctor says if you stop arguing with her, she may allow you to come home the day after 

tomorrow." 

Fatimah left Iqbal her tablet, he slowly swiped through the photographs from his cousin, feasting upon each one. 

The last time he saw his cousin’s daughter she was…., No!  This must be a younger one: proudly standing to attention 

with three fish hanging from a string. From where those fish? And the sun! You could almost smell the heat, 

everything so different, so green. And not just young trees and little shrubs, full lush trees throwing shade, and 

beneath them some grass and cattle. A small breed he didn’t recognise. It just didn’t look like home, it looked foreign, 

it looked like Eden.  Had his cousin moved? But where to? 

Another photo. Fruit trees, mango, guava, hundreds of them and a little irrigation canal stone-lined but what 

were these crops exactly? Iqbal zoomed in and peered hard, but many were not familiar. 

Next one. Men building some sort of irrigation canal. He recognised his cousin, and one other elderly man, but the 

ones who laughed and pointed at the photographer were too young for him to recognise. The earthworks they were 

engaged upon stretched far into the distance towards what looked like a long wall. Could that wall be a dam? The next 

photograph confirmed it was, and behind it a reservoir or a lake! And on the lake, waterbirds! He remembered his 

grandfather telling him about a profusion of waterbirds on a lake, long since dried up, near his old house. 

 

The message from his cousin, which accompanied the photographs, was written to Yasmine and contained much 

gossip about children whose names meant nothing to him. He remembered Yasmine trying to tell him such news from 

the village, but her enthusiastic gabble, and the endless catalogue of new names was far too complicated for him to 

follow, so he tended not to listen. But reading his cousin’s letter, there were a few sentences mentioned in passing 

that he did understand but which seemed barely credible. A joke? "The nursery” (what nursery?) ‘ had nearly 

1,000,000 seedlings now, we’re putting seeds in the ground, and food on our tables.’  Later he mentioned his wife was 

involved with other women in the community tree-planting to stabilise the banks of wadis. What wadis? They had 
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bought a bigger cart to take mango and guava to the market. Iqbal shook his head disbelievingly as he peered at the 

overloaded cart.  

 

pea 

“Iqbal your cousin wants to talk to you.” Yasmine held out the phone waggling it impatiently.  Iqbal was surprised; 

he had spent little time and effort communicating with relatives, considering it to be one of  Yasmine’s wifely duties.  

He considered that he had left the Sudan behind, he was beyond that now, and had to give his attention to UK 

matters such as City Museum politics and so on. He eased himself into a more comfortable position for his slowly 

healing stab-wound, and took the phone.  His cousin immediately burst into a story.  

“Iqbal! A really skinny little girl, a university researcher, came to our village.  I found her scrabbling around in 

verges and waste land for wild pigeon pea plants and taking samples! I said what are you doing?  Those wild strains of 

pigeon pea are useless, and she said they had survived drought and pests and she was going to use them for breeding. 

Breeding what? I said. Breeding a better pigeon pea she said.  It’ll make a worse one I told her.  And I joked no wonder 

you are so skinny if you eat pigeon peas from plants like that! Everyone laughed, but she put her hands on her hips 

and said ‘Well sir, I would like to apologise on behalf of myself, and on behalf of Allah who made me, for being so slim. 

Perhaps you would like to apologise for being so rude!’ My advice? - don’t try to ridicule a university girl. 

 Well she left, and we thought nothing more of it, then she came back a few seasons later saying she had studied 

the genome of the wild pigeon pea varieties, and bred their drought and pest resistance into our normal pigeon pea 

varieties, and here was the seed!  She gave me a bag of it she wanted me to plant for a science trial. 

So I thought, what the hell, and  planted it. Well! Iqbal!  Iqbal!  This strain grew faster than elephant grass!  If you 

blinked it was a finger higher.   It was fat and ripe before the droughts! It was fat and ripe before the aphids! And we 

got one gigantic crop off it! I asked her how she’d done it.  She said indigenous plants haven't been improved because 

they are not commercially traded, and that she's going to breed an even better pigeon pea still! Also, they grow so fast 

you can plant many times a year.  You can plant other crops between the rows and the pigeon pea fixes nitrogen so it 

fertilises your intercrop!  But we’re not sure which crops to intercrop with.   Huge yield, never seen so many pigeon 

pea pods!  We sold so many that we can afford to send both my kids to school!  They grow like a rocket Iqbal!” 

“Yes,” said Iqbal, “I've seen the photographs.  But tell me about your tree nursery, why are you planting trees?  

You can’t eat trees.” 

“You know the average global temperature is stalling? Well, you in the West think it's your electric cars and solar 

panels? Well cars don't take carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere. Nor do panels.  But we do a Iqbal. We do!  And 

that’s what we have to do to bring the temperature down further.  Get that CO2 out.   We planted half a million trees 

last year.” 

"Half a million? Where did you get them from?" 

"Seeds, Iqbal.” 

“Ha ha.” 

“We grew them all ourselves in our tree nursery.” 

"Where did you get the funding?’ 

“Matlock.” 

“What? Is that an NGO?” 

“No it's a town in England." 
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His cousin drew a big breath.  “There’s a primary school teacher called Cilla Babbage who lives in Matlock, and 

she’d made some donations to set up the tree nursery here in our village. Then she discovered that Matlock town 

council was not meeting its legal obligations to reduce its carbon footprint.  Well, she knew that an acre of forest 

absorbed about ten tonnes of carbon dioxide a year, so!  She told her town council she wasn't going to pay her council 

tax to them, she would forward it to our nursery instead, to help the council meet its carbon obligations. Well, she was 

taken to court but she made such a speech from the dock, which was videoed by her son, and put on YouTube….,  

“Did she get convicted?” 

“She did. She was put in prison. But you should've seen the video Iqbal! She said the council needed an 

environmental policy that looked like someone designed it on purpose. She said ‘yes your honour, you must pay your 

taxes, but I paid them in a way that put the council on the right side of the law..…your honour!…’  Then she raised her 

fist in the air and shouted "no taxation without reforestation”.  The whole place erupted with laughter, not sure why, 

but there was such a commotion the judge had to clear the court.  Anyway her video got millions of hits on YouTube,  

and lots of people in Matlock started doing the same thing!  Sending their council tax to us!  Matlock County Court just 

couldn’t cope there were so many. So in the end the council gave up. After some raging rows in the Council chamber, 

the Council has now promised to follow international guidelines for town councils on decarbonising.  And guess what, 

the council are going to send their deforestation funding - direct to us! 

“I bet they don’t though.” 

“Whether they do, or they don’t, we'll see. But if they don't, we’ll still get the money, because there are hundreds 

and hundreds in Matlock who say if the Council doesn’t send the money to us, they will do a Babbage.” 

“A what?” 

“A Cilla Babbage.  You listening to me Iqbal?” 

“Oh! Sorry yes.” 

“Look Iqbal.  This is my point.  We need you back in South Sudan. We've got a bulging bank account and we need 

somebody of your calibre to develop the new agriculture. How to intercrop. How to grow all the new strains. We’ll 

have new strains of yam and cowpea next season. Little Miss Skinny has been busy in the lab.  You’re our greatest 

grower.  You’ve listened to a podcast on every subject known to man.  There’s nothing you don’t know.  We need you 

Iqbal.  Your village needs you.” 

 

home 

They were setting him up thought Iqbal.  Later Yasmin pleaded passionately for a return to the Sudan." It's not 

safe here on the streets, you nearly died Iqbal, and your cousin and your country need you. Let's go home!" and a fat 

tear balanced precariously on her lower eyelid, ”Please Iqbal we must return.” 

Iqbal rose from his seat and held his wife firmly by her shoulders at arm's-length, in order to drill into her eyes his 

most serious expression.  "Yasmin, we travelled all the way here to escape a ruined climate where it had become 

impossible to grow food. We have a new life, in a rich country…” 

“Fatimah your own daughter, your own blood, wants to go back home." 

"She's just going on about spider monkeys again.  This is home Yasmin.” said Iqbal pointing with a stiff finger at 

the floor, ”This is home.” 

“But..” 
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“Now please Yasmin, before I get angry, I will say this one more time.  On no account will I leave Manchester.  We 

have a nice flat, I have a good job, we are safe from war, and in just a few years I can apply for citizenship, and then at 

last seek promotion as a shift manager. We have everything we need here. I tell you Yasmin” said Iqbal with a heavily 

loaded tone, “Nothing on earth, nothing! Would persuade me to give up our safe, prosperous, happy life here in 

Manchester. Nothing!” 

 

rap 

Taxation is a wonderful word for a rapper. It rhymes with vegetation, degradation, conservation, confrontation, 

deforestation, reforestation, and another 4151 words. And that's not counting the near rhymes like persuasion and 

election. 

Even an outright amateur could manage a rap with a word like that, and many did.  Sadly, Cilla Babbage was 

rarely mentioned in the raps that she inspired, as the only word rhyming with Babbage was cabbage, and perhaps 

garbage.  However, Cilla rhymed with killer, so she did get a few mentions. 

Iqbal’s sole use of digital media  to date was listening to Melvyn Bragg’s ‘In Our Time’ podcasts and the occasional 

Wikipedia expedition.  Fatimah had introduced him to YouTube, and shown him some young kids rapping about 

reforestation. Iqbal watched as a stream of teenagers, in bedrooms considerably tidier than Fatimah’s, aired their 

environmental grievances, making weird gestures with their hands, and adjusting their baseball caps on every second 

line. 

There were even some proper rappers,  pop stars who had apparently tired of gangsterism, and so were railing 

against the US’s failure to reduce its carbon footprint.  They threatened to send their substantial taxes to reforestation 

projects. It appeared at times that the whole of YouTube was threatening to Babbage.   

 

§ 

Iqbal kept an eye on Matlock and Babbaging as the idea spread beyond teenage bedrooms.  Soon there were so 

many people in Britain sending their taxes to reforestation projects that they were clogging the courts and the prisons 

up and down the country.  Their councils soon Matlocked.  They gave in, and out of the hat of their defeat, pulled the 

rabbit of their environmental conscience. “Rochester Mayor pledges to green the town’s street lighting.” 

The Matlock Martyrs mouldered in prison for their tax hacking, but their virtuous virus spread beyond their town, 

beyond their county, then beyond their country, then beyond their continent.   The unpopular French President at 

that time ranted that Babbaging was a ‘contemptuous contagion’ which was ‘infuriating our local politicians’, an 

outburst that, to his dismay, greatly accelerated Babbaging.  The meek were no longer incinerating the earth, they had 

decided instead to collectively inherit it, and pass it on in a better state than they found it.  Political leaders were 

reluctantly sucked up into the tornado, and deposited in a land of Oz that it was not easy to understand. 

 

§ 

The UN had factored into its planned reforestation program, and advice to Town Councils, a 70% non-compliance 

rate.  They expected to be largely ignored. But as a consequence of Babbaging, tree planting was raging ahead at three 

times the rate thought necessary by the scientists. Trees grow quite quickly by climate science standards, and a 

decade later carbon dioxide levels were beginning to fall, wildlife was flourishing, flood waters were being retained, 

underplanting was feeding the poor, and fruit and nuts were being grown in profusion on land that once only grew 
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hunger.  Monkeys, orangutans and tigers were exploring new habitats, and politicians were patting themselves on the 

back. 

Was there a renewed interest in anarchy? No, Proudhon and Kropotkin stayed on the worst-seller lists. Were they 

inspired by Lewis Proctor’s DIY?  Or would it have happened anyway?  Had they all been waiting for a wave?  Did 

government inaction inspire citizen action?  Was it a collective spasm fired by the storms?  

Was it kick started by that craze for those before and after photographs: see this dusty desert? Now look: trees; 

forests; wadis; lakes; food; fish….Photos that said ‘look what they did! We could do that.’? 

 

Or did all the little things, inspire other little things, until there were so many little things, it became a big thing?  

And was Nascentium invisibly pulling the strings with her fishing dogs; farting ghosts; teenage rappers, and 

Babbagers? 

 

 

The last to succumb to Babbaging were the southern states of the United States of America. But four years after 

Cilla took her stand, the eye of a hurricane almost the size of Europe was sizing up the Florida peninsular.   

 

A previous hurricane had disabled refineries in Texas so demand for petrol exceeded supply during Florida’s 

evacuation. Cars escaping on the freeway could only crawl slowly out of the State, hampered by those who had run 

out of gas. As the hurricane swept over the freeway, cars were picked up like kids’ toys and flung through the air into 

surrounding fields, occupants often emerging dazed and unhurt, saved only by their seat-belts. 

The hurricane scoured up the east Florida coast.  Record wind speeds of well over 200mph were recorded by the 

National Hurricane Centre’s equipment, until it was blown away, later to be found in a tree half a mile away.  The 

storm surge was 25 feet, that's nearly 4 stories on a skyscraper, and a good proportion of Florida was less than 10 feet 

above sea level, so there was a mess, and a cleanup operation that would break all records at nearly half a trillion 

dollars.   

This was not the first Hurricane hit. In the preceding decades there had been a number of similar catastrophes.  

Slowly the message was sinking in: the warmer the seas, the stronger the hurricane. The warmer the seas, the greater 

the evaporation, which fell as greater rainfall.   Whilst the media and the population were often not persuaded, their 

insurance companies were, refusing cover for many coastal communities. When the 20 million evacuated Floridans 

returned to heart sinking devastation, Babbaging began: slowly at first, then in a torrent.  Florida may have been the 

last, but it was the most telling.  It was a swing state, and it swung like Sinatra, doing it their way. 

 

beach 

 

Marcia Bigsby, aged eight, waved her bucket and spade at the BBC camera. Behind her a long line of kids, similarly 

attired and equipped for the seaside, waved their spades in support. 

“Can you tell me Marcia, why you and your schoolmates are all at the beach today?” 

Marcia gave a frown of displeasure and concentration as a stiff onshore breeze ruffled her hair.  She pointed at 

the thin line made over the sand dunes by her classmates. Then she pointed at the beach behind them. 
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"You see that beach?" shrilled Marcia, ”When the sea level rises a meter that beach will be GONE, even at low 

tide. She pointed at her feet, and then at the line of her classmates.  "We are making this line to show where the sea 

will come up to. NO beach. ALL under water. For ever and EVER." 

“Really?  Are you sure?" 

"Mr Dempster says once the poles melt, you can't freeze them back again." 

"Mr Dempster? Is he your teacher?" 

"Yes." 

“Did he tell you to come here?” 

“No. He's mad at us. He says we'll get him in trouble with the governors." 

“He told you not to come?" 

"We told him we want to protect the seaside for children. And we'll tell the governors to … to go fu…” 

Marcia was abruptly interrupted by a sharp elbow in her ribs. She stared accusingly at her neighbour who 

completed Marcia’s answer, “We're going to tell the governors Mr Dempster is a good teacher, and they mustn't sack 

him." 

"So do you have a message for the politicians who are gathering just down the coast to discuss climate targets?"  

Marcia stepped in front of her sharp elbowed classmate, “Yes! Stop behaving like children. How CAN you drown 

our beaches? How DARE you!  Act like GROWN UPS!” 

Just up the coast a bevvy of politicians assembling for the climate talks saw the footage on the bar television.  

Silence descended, and someone turned it off, but they couldn’t turn off the sense that the political wind was 

changing direction.  As they went to bed there was a flip-chart poster in the hall, written in a childish hand:  ‘We are 

the only adults in the room’. 

 

Luxe 

Whilst Babbaging was treated with scorn by some Americans, a newer scam courted their attention. Mrs Escher 

of Galveston Texas had noticed the rocketing stock prices of some clean energy companies. The President had 

recently removed fossil fuel subsidies, making renewables a much cheaper way to generate electrical energy. Also, 

you could ‘fill the tank’ of an electric car for less than the price of two beers, but it would cost fifty times that for a 

petrol or diesel vehicle. Shares in electric car manufacturers and their suppliers were a stonking good bet. 

 

The State of Texas was ‘loyal to oil’ and had failed to invest in renewables in defiance of a recent federal bill. Mrs 

Escher put two and two together, added a bit of Babbage,  made $277, and then created a stock market sensation. 

She wrote the following letter to the tax collecting authorities of the State of Texas. ‘I am not paying my taxes directly 

to you this year, instead I have invested my tax bill in new solar panel technology, to be is specific I have bought 1724 

shares in SunPowerFlorida. The state of Texas has a statutory duty to invest in renewables which you have failed to do, 

so I thought I'd give you a helping hand, and keep you on the right side of the law.’ 

Mrs Escher was taken to court by the Texas tax authorities but their lawyers were nervous. Everyone knew of the 

Babbaging phenomenon, so they did everything possible to keep the case quiet, holding it in a make-shift court whilst 

gullible reporters were ushered to an empty court in an adjoining building. Mrs Escher lost her case, appealed, and 

eight months later lost her appeal, paying the tax she owed to the authorities.  Lawyers for her prosecution were 
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relieved and delighted - they congratulated themselves for nipping in the bud what could have been a Babbage like 

virus of mammoth proportions. 

Then they discovered Mrs Escher, on the steps of the court where she was being videoed, waving a wad of dollar 

bills. To pay her tax bill she had cashed in her shares, but in eight months these had made $277 profit. Waving her 

wad of $277 she told the video that she was off to spend her winnings on a new outfit from ‘Louche’,  a chic, three-

storey shop for luxe designer wear in Houston. She waved the wad of cash out of the window of her electric car as she 

disappeared down the boulevard.  Her son made a video of this with a jaunty soundtrack featuring a Cajun banjo 

dancing over a tuba bass-line. He catalysed the viral churn, and it spread like ebola over social media. Mrs Escher was 

a star, and Eschering took off like a rocket. 

What happened next?  Tens of thousands of people buying shares in renewable energy companies, caused their 

share price to rise sharply. Eschering became more profitable.  This prompted even more Eschering, with still larger 

wads of cash being waved from car windows, and videos of even more rich grannies emerging from posh shops 

overladen with branded shopping bags.  These videos increased Eschering still further, which hiked the share prices 

still more… 

The stratagem spread to every country failing to meet its UN target for investment in renewables, fuelling a 

research bonanza in green technology with breakthroughs appearing almost daily in the papers. 

 

All over the world the tax authorities losing money to Eschering surveyed the backlog in their courts, and the late 

payments depleting their resources, and gave in. From the top-hat of their defeat, they pulled the rabbit of their fiscal 

prudence and proudly , or should that be sheepishly, invested 2% of their tax revenue in renewables to follow the 

United Nations guidelines. You can guess what happened next. The UN had factored in a 60% non-compliance rate to 

their call for increased investment in clean energy. But every country was now keeping to it or better. Renewable 

energy, electric cars, energy storage, wind, wave, geological and all things clean green and shiny, flourished in a 

renewable renaissance. 

 

Eschering was not driven by rapping,  as the only rhyme for renewable was chewable. On this occasion it was the 

videos of generously proportioned middle-aged women waving wads of cash on the steps of boutiques, or emerging 

from them with shiny branded shopping bags that spread the virus. 
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visitor 

three years later 

Soon after dawn Iqbal climbed to high ground at the edge of the field and turned, shielding his eyes from the 

rising sun as he marvelled at his team’s handiwork. In only three years the mango and papaya trees had grown with 

such vigour they would be taking a crop a year earlier than expected. The new morning light rendered colours with 

breathtaking vigour. His days in Manchester had dulled his sensibilities to the point that the canvases in his gallery 

seemed bright. But Sudan! The greens here radiated from foliage as if the leaves were lit from within,  and each leaf 

seemed to have a soul that sang with joy.  The leaves waved to him silently in the dawn breeze as their colours 

brightened. It was a living work of art. 

He took a detour to the dam, which the rest of the village called a hafir. It was a careful construction, the product 

of immense labour, which embraced a lake of shallow water covered in water plants that served to both reduce 

evaporation, oxygenate the water for fishes, and provide food for the village. The lake was fed by wadis which 

delivered water only in the rainy season, and by a network of stone terraces that zigzagged down the mountainside, 

slowing the downpour so most of the precious rain soaked in, and what did not, fed the hafir.  At some considerable 

expense a hi-tech network of pipes and solar powered pumps took water from the hafir, and delivered it exactly 

where it was needed, in exactly the right quantity, to almost every plant on the surrounding farms. This was done at 

night to allow the water to soak in before the firey African sun could evaporate it.  All this was the fruit of immense 

effort, teams of farmers had gifted two days a week for more than four years to develop the terraces, canals, the 

hafir, and the irrigation delivery systems.  Now they were beginning to learn how best to manage the system. 

It began to rain, gently at first, and he watched the ripples from the heavy raindrops spread their interleaving 

circles on the water surface, and rock the water plants. A number of the plants were edible, others fed the fish directly 

or indirectly, everything planted here performed a series of functions, every plant was a Swiss Army knife. There was 

no space for slackers. 

The grunting call of pelicans echoed over the water and fish slipped into the shallows near his feet in the hope he 

had food. They were an obliging species, which had established themselves readily after being imported from India.  

They ate the larvae of the most troublesome insects, and swam over the neat Chinese style fishing nets with complete 

indifference to the risk. Their firm flesh was rich in omega-3, ideal for the brains of growing children. 

He meandered back to the fields where he knelt to feel the warm earth beneath the under-planting, digging his 

fingers down an inch or so, and then crumbling what he found between his fingers and thumb. Not too dry. He 

brought a handful of the earth up to his nose.  The scent of promise. He closed his eyes and buried his nose in it. 

“Iqbal!  You're not supposed to eat it!”   

It was his cousin approaching from the village, in his slipstream a niece, a chicken, and two nephews. 

"There's a man, wants to see you." 

Iqbal grunted, ”Must be the guy from Radio KInshasa.  He's two days late.” 

Iqbal shook his head. African time. He often told the story about arriving at his Manchester Gallery two minutes 

late, to be reprimanded for six minutes by his manager. The story always drew an incredulous laugh. 

They walked back to the village arguing over when to harvest the mangoes, too early and customers would pass 

them over as unripe, too late and they would be bruised in transit. The sun broke out fiercely, evaporating the stray 

flurry of rain that had just dampened the path before them. 
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The sun in Manchester, on its brief visits, warmed the skin, but here in Africa it penetrated to your soul.  He was 

visited again by a blessed certainty that he was in his proper place, his square peg had found his square hole.  

Yesterday he had been in a mango tree squinting up through the dense foliage at the pendulous clusters of fruit, the 

sun had occasionally penetrated to flash in his eyes, and the blue evening sky had peeked at him through the foliage.  

He had been overwhelmed by a feeling of well-being and, it was odd this, of being in a preordained and rightful place. 

He remembered a Melvyn Bragg podcast - on environmental psychology was it? Where some expert had said that 

there was a reasonfamilies sought out the seaside, rivers, and lakes for their holidays. Our species was originally a 

semi aquatic ape, wading about on shorelines to eat mussels and cockles, and to fish for crabs in rock pools. Some 

vestige of this collective memory echoed through the aeons and still pleaded deep in our unconscious for a shoreline. 

Iqbal wondered how far back his collective memory went.  Was his glee in the tree an even more distant echo of our 

ancient monkey-in-a-tree existence, and was this the cause of his wave of irrational content. He thought of his 

daughter and laughed, was there a part of his unconscious that was still a spider monkey? Or was it a purely aesthetic 

experience, the feel of the bark on his hands, the sway of the branches, the glory of the huge life-giving leaves. 

But there was more, and this was why he rose early for a frankly unnecessary field inspection. There was the 

smell, hanging in the air like incense, a divine blessing. His nostrils were assailed by the scent of soil, fruit and foliage 

waking to a new day. 

The man from Kinshasa radio turned out to be a tall blonde white man which greatly puzzled Iqbal. The visitor put 

out his hand “Iqbal!  I've heard a good deal about you and I was in the area. Just dropped in on the off chance.” 

An American accent, “I expected someone from Kinshasa radio, but…” 

A little laugh and he cocked his head on one side, “No, I’m not a radio man. I have a particular interest in what 

you're doing here and I believe I could help you roll it out so others can benefit." 

Iqbal noticed his relaxed stance, the shine on the shoes below his immaculately pressed trousers, and doubted it. 

”Would you like a drink or….” 

“Your charming wife is very kindly juicing me a mango as we speak.” 

Iqbal stood silently, waiting for the man to reveal the reason for his visit, but the man did not oblige, only smiled 

and ran his fingers through his blonde hair, ”I've only heard an outline of what your company does, please, I need to 

hear the detail." 

"Because?" 

"Because I think we could help each other.” 

Iqbal exhaled slowly, and then set off on a well practised explanation.  There had been massive interest in his 

"SMS shakeup" business, and he seemed to spend half his days explaining it. The idea was that a smallholder provided 

Iqbal’s database with the details of the size and location of their smallholding, the recent crop yields, and the like. 

Then he sent a boy with a digital soil tester which provided the database with details of soil type, PH, microbiological 

and mineral content, water retentiveness, irrigation systems, shade profiles and the like. He also had a team of young 

boys regularly collecting data from the local markets, logging which fruit and vegetables sold for what prices. A neat 

piece of software devised by the local university then provided the smallholder with an analysis, sent in a series of 

SMS messages with suggestions as to what crops and varieties they could most profitably grow, when to plant, and a 

prediction of the likely yield and financial gain for the most productive crops. Most farmers in the area were now using 

the scheme, so were getting the best out of their land, also, the database made sure there were no local gluts, and the 

farmers knew which markets would give them the best prices for their produce.  
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On the website there were videos giving tips to the farmers on irrigation methods, and plant care. With the 

university they had recently set up a CallCenter where young undergraduate agronomists took queries, looked up data 

on the farmer’s land and then answered their questions.  A local radio station now ran a popular program where 

farmers broadcast their tales of woe, gave each other advice, told their favourite jokes, and requested their best-loved  

music.  Most people around here were farmers, so this had been so successful that other radio stations were now 

asking to repeat the programme on their own networks. 

Iqbal explained all this and was quizzed by his visitor until he had told him everything he knew about the database 

and the computer model.  Rex Cook became particularly excited when he realised that all the farm data was logged.  

He peered closely into Iqbal’s eyes to ask, “So how much carbon sequestration do you advocate? Treeplanting? 

Composting? Terra Preta?” 

Iqbal was surprised he knew about Terra Preta, in english, ‘Black Earth’, an Amazonian Indian technology which 

went back more than 2000 years, where charcoal was added to soil, increasing its fertility by up to 3 times.  “Terra 

Preta works best in tropical soils, but yes we do add charcoal, we’ve a few experiments running, and so far they’re 

working very well. Look.  I don't even know your name…” 

"Rex Cook. Rex Cook Junior actually.” 

Iqbal frowned darkly, “I know that name." 

“Really? I’m surprised.” 

Iqbal couldn’t place where he had heard it, “What do you do?" 

"I sell aero-fuel.” 

“Aero-fuel?” 

“For commercial airlines mainly." 

"So why are you interested in what I do?” 

“It's very likely in the near future that in order to sell aero-fuel I will first have to offset the carbon released when 

the fuel is used. It's called advance offsetting. So I've an interest in anything that removes carbon from the 

atmosphere: Reforestation, and perhaps particularly Terra Preta. Soil is an enormous sink for carbon you know. 

Already there's four times as much carbon in soil as there is in the atmosphere, but if I can get farmers to add charcoal 

to their soil, we could sink massively more.  And as you found, it increases soil fertility by a factor of three." 

"But why in Africa? Why not the USA?" 

"African governments want the aero-fuel used in Africa, to be offset in Africa, good for the economy, good for 

agriculture." 

Iqbal frowned again, and said to himself quietly, "Rex Cook? ….” 

"Rex Maximillion Cook Junior actually.” 

Suddenly he remembered, “I know where I’ve heard your name, your father was abducted by Lewis Proctor." 

"How did you know that?" 

"Documentary on TV, or a podcast or something. Your father was dead set on selling his family's oil, its coal, its 

gas, even though he knew it would likely….” 

“…That was an age ago Iqbal, time moves on, we’ve learned a lot since then." 

"He knew enough then. Wasn't he guillotined?" 

"No, some of The Network were, but the FBI turned up, just in time." 
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"The cavalry always seem to save the wrong side, don't you think? I'm sorry. There’s no way I'm going to work 

with a Rex Cook." 

Rex Cook Junior put his head on one side again, “Iqbal, look, I pay your farmers to put charcoal in their soil, it 

increases the fertility of their soil, they sell more produce, they can afford to send their kids to high school. I pay your 

organisation to log how much charcoal is used, I pay you to manage the whole caboodle.  Your organisation can use 

the funds to scale up massively, over the whole of the Sudan, maybe further. How many farmers in Africa could you 

help?  Millions maybe." 

"And you get to offset carbon for aero-flights.” 

“Win-win." 

“No.  We sequester carbon, you release it again.  Look, I want to help African farmers, I don't want to help rich 

western companies. Sorry Mister Cook." 

“Why not help both, if it spreads your good work….” 

“Sorry Mister Cook.” 

 

jujitsu 

In bed that night Iqbal lay on his back while Yasmin leaned over him, giving him the eye. She was not happy. He 

could smell the warmth of her body and her touch spoke deeply to a favourite part of himself, but the steady stare of 

her narrowed eyes quelled his ardour. 

“Iqbal, what have you spent your life trying to do? What is the purpose of your existence? Why did Allah put you 

on this earth?” 

“Too big a question for so late at night." 

“No!  You were born with your hands itching for the soil Iqbal.  You were sowing tamarind seeds before you were 

five, and you’ve never been truly happy unless there was dirt under your fingernails. And now you are helping other 

farmers to grow twice, three times what they were growing before you came home.  The market stalls are collapsing 

under the weight of the produce that you’ve magicked from our soils.  And along comes a man who wants to help 

you….” 

“… No. He wants to sell fuel.  Help people fly.  He wants to stop us removing carbon from the atmosphere. It 

would cancel out all our good work if…” 

“…But suppose you tell him that you don't want to cancel out your good work? Suppose you tell him he must 

sequester three times the carbon in the fuel he sells?” 

Iqbal was silent for a beat.  “He wouldn't agree.” 

“He wouldn't need to. I've been looking it up. People pay nearly $300 to sequester a ton of carbon.  Ask him for 

$400. Its peanuts to him. No, ask him for $600." 

"He'll go somewhere else." 

"Who else in Africa could log how much charcoal farmers are putting into their soil? Who else has data on 

thousands of farms?  Only you. AND, governments will insist on evidence that he really is sequestering, and only you 

can provide it.” 

"$300 to sequester at ton?  $300 for a ton of charcoal?” 

“Crazy western prices.” 

Iqbal frowned, "A good team could collect brushwood and make a ton of charcoal in less than a week.” 
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“Exactly. So you get $300, and sequester three tons.  He releases one ton.  The bottom line is, every flight would 

take much more carbon out of the atmosphere, than it would put in.  Even if you only get $300. And you could get 

more.” 

“But he’s Rex Cook, He’s…” 

“Its jujitsu isn’t it?” 

“It’s what?” 

“Don’t resist your opponent, use his strength to your own ends.  He could invest in your business, help it spread.” 

Iqbal pursed his lips,  “I’ll think about it.” 

Yasmin raised her eyes to heaven, then lay down with her back to him to hide her smile. 

And he did think about it.  He thought about Lewis and Alexis Proctor who stood up to the biggest industry on the 

planet.  Some say they even brought down Presidents.  He thought about Rex Cook the First, the apparently invincible 

ogre with unimaginable riches, who had captured Congress and put it in his pocket, and yet was now defeated.  No! 

thought Iqbal, more than that, forced to play on my side, forced to cool the earth, forced to provide jobs for my 

people and increase our soil fertility.  Pleading to do so. 

He thought about the documentary on Safa and Imogen Stone, and how a fishing dog and a farting ghost had 

played their part in neutering The Network. 

He thought about how unlikely it was that Matlock and Mrs Babbage had made it possible to save Mother Nature 

from incineration, assisted by Mrs Escher with her taste in louche underwear.  Yet temperatures were now stalling 

and soon might be falling.  It seemed that the little that the little could do, was adding up in so many impossibly 

strange ways.  It was almost as if someone was organising it. And now, the pass-the-parcel had landed in his lap.  Iqbal 

fell asleep smiling. 

 

 

fungi 
 
“Iqbal!” 

He turned to see that with one arm extended, Yasmin held a long bamboo cane on the end of which dangled his 

second best work-shirt.   She was holding her nose.  “I am NOT washing this." 

Iqbal stretched his arms in a pleading gesture, “It's just the scent of compost Yasmin, and its  good stuff." 

"It smells like a dead goat.” 

"Because it’s got goat manure in it." 

"So it can go back where it came from.” Yasmin walked the shirt over to the goat paddock and flicked it in. The 

goats moved away.  She waved her bamboo cane at her husband angrily.  "Either you stop composting, or I'm off." 

"It's the best we’ve got!” 

“No! I'm the best you've got. And it’s me, or the compost.  You choose.” 

Iqbal covered his eyes with a hand. It was not easy running a farm a business and a marriage, they kept getting in 

each other’s way. 

 

This made him feel grim all morning. But later that day he was expecting another visit from Aarifa, the skinny girl 

from Khartoum University who had bred the extraordinary strain of pigeon peas. She would have the results of a 
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special soil test. Iqbal was looking forward to a pat on the back: every year his soil was blacker, moister, and more 

fertile and he was in need of a lift to his spirits.  

When Aarifa arrived he poured her some mango juice, and they sat in the shade of an acacia tree overlooking a 

new plantation of pigeon pea, the second this year.  She handed him a printout. 

"The soil is good. But it could be so much better. Five times better actually. Iqbal, I need someone to trial a 

revolutionary new approach. You are our best man. I know you can do it." 

"Do what?" Iqbal looked into her dark eyes and fought strong feelings of disappointment, mingled with physical 

attraction. 

Aarifa spread her palms, ”For centuries agriculture has worked against nature, using fertiliser to put in nitrogen, 

potassium, phosphorus…. and now even you are putting in carbon. But soil isn't a chemistry set. It's a living thing. 

There is some fascinating new work on soil biology that I've come across.”   

Her enthusiasm grated with him, she was too young  and beautiful to know so much.  She picked up a handful of 

his glorious black soil and offered it to him.  "Do you know how many living things inhabit this handful of soil? More 

than 10 billion. That's more than the human population of the earth. Here in my hand.” 

"I should charge them rent." 

"No! You should pay them for the work they do for you.  Microorganisms. Bacteria, fungi, tiny microscopic worms 

called nematodes, protozoa.… They release enzymes to dissolve minerals in the sand, the silt and the clay in your soil, 

and then they feed these nutrients to your plants." 

“Really?  For free?” 

“Not for free. In return, the plants photosynthesise, removing CO2 from the air to create carbon sugars, which 

they then exude from their roots to feed the micro organisms. You see? The microorganisms feed the plants nutrients, 

and the plants feed the microorganisms carbon sugar. They feed each other. It's nature’s way. Nature doesn't need 

fertiliser, she feeds plants with micro organisms. And it works so well! Look at that forest. The density of vegetation is 

massive compared to your fields. Soil has been evolving for billions and billions of years. That's a lot of research and 

development Iqbal.  I can't beat that. But I can teach you how to make nature work for you.” 

She offered her handful of soil to him again. Iqbal could smell the must of disturbed earth.   

“There is a highly evolved civilisation of mutually dependent creatures in here. Allah’s creatures.  Working in 

Allah’s way. And researchers and farmers have ignored this civilisation for centuries. Incredibly, we are only just 

beginning to research soil microbiology properly. Have you heard of David C Johnson the microbiologist? Biologically 

Enhanced Agricultural Management? BEAM?” 

“You academics.  Deadly boring.” 

“No! It's alive, and fascinating.  Look.  If you are not interested I’ll take the idea somewhere else.”  

Iqbal paused before answering and looked again into her intense eyes.  He sighed,  “I’m listening” 

“Then look at this.” 

 

Even in the shade of the acacia tree the light was so bright it was not easy to see the screen. She nestled closer to 

him and pointed at a bar graph.  A part of him melted slightly, if he did not yield to temptation he could at least enjoy 

the delectable torment. She leant forward and he caught the sheen of her hair in the sunlight.  ”See here. The most 

productive soils on the planet are in rainforests and ancient forests, like that one over there on your horizon.” She 
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pointed at the bar graph on her screen. "But look! Their soils are heavily fungi dominant. More than 100 fungi for 

every bacteria." 

“Really? fungus is bad for plants.” 

“Not in the soil it isn't. Different Fungi.   And they feed plants the best. The tests show your soil, like almost all 

agricultural soil is bacteria dominant. More bacteria than fungi. But we can change that to make it fungi dominant. 

And that can increase your fertility by a factor of up to four or five!” 

Iqbal looked at his new pigeon pea crop, luscious and verdant, and tried to imagine a five fold increase in 

productivity, but his brain buckled with the effort. 

“Five times?  How?” 

“By using the Johnson-Su compost….” 

“Compost?” Iqbal was nearly shouting as his heart sank.  “Compost that smells like dead goats. And… And…"  He 

got to his feet, “Not compost.” 

Iqbal walked smartly back to the house. On the horizon stood the forest. Yes, it was massively more productive 

than his puny fields. He had not thought of that before. More leaf, more stalk, more wood, probably more fruit. He 

suddenly felt abject. A failure. He and his ancestors had dedicated their lives to the soil, and to farming, they had 

struggled and learned for centuries, and yet he couldn't even compete with a wild forest. With waste land. 

Aarifa trotted up beside him, waving her arms furiously. 

“Iqbal!  Stop!  WHAT has got in to you?” 

Iqbal continued towards the house. “I’m not doing compost.” He was surprised to hear a crack in his voice.  There 

was no way this little girl was going to manipulate him. 

“What DO you mean? You’ve always done compost.” 

“It…It stinks.” 

“Of course it stinks! No oxygen. It’s anaerobic.  Piles of garbage, greenery and shit, and no air. But the Johnson-Su 

compost is AEROBIC. It biodigests in oxygen.  Special design.  Lots of air, lots of oxygen, totally different microbes. No 

smell." 

Iqbal stopped. ”No smell?" 

"No smell at all.  Here, sniff this.  Out of her shoulder bag she brought out a container from which she carefully 

retrieved a brown lump the size of a small orange.  She sniffed it and passed it to Iqbal. 

“See.” 

Iqbal kneaded it in his hands with a contemptuous expression.  “That’s not compost.  That’s clay!” 

 “It IS compost.  From my Johnson-Su bioreactor.  And its highly fungi dominant.  Its magic Iqbal, it’s what Allah 

made the garden of Eden with.  And you need very little, it’s like yeast.  Spread a little and then it grows and grows to 

leaven all your soil. A spoonful will do a square metre.  Then!  Whoof!! Tonnes more fertility. Come back into the 

shade! I have more to show you.  I haven’t even got to the best bit yet.” 

Aarifa set off back to the acacia tree, confident Iqbal would follow.  Iqbal watched her walk away, sniffed the 

clayish lump again, and then found himself following her more slowly. She watched his languorous approach with 

impatience as she angrily bashed a few keys on her laptop.  When he sat beside her with a sigh, she said, “Look at 

this.” 

A photo on her laptop.  The landscape was of scrubby semi-desert the bare soil rocky and arid, the shrubs sparse 

and weak. Iqbal knew land like this only too well, he had fought it most of his life. But in the middle of the picture was 
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a small paddock, fenced off from the surrounding Savannah. Iqbal peered at this with disbelieving eyes.  Within the 

paddock plants crowded each other out, vigourous green and verdant, reaching for the sky, at least four foot high. The 

planting was so dense a rat couldn't walk through it. An improbable island of growth in an impoverished landscape. A 

miraculous lush clump of foliage. Each plant striving to crowd out its neighbour. Immediately outside the paddock 

fence, was bare earth and the occasional spindly weed. 

"You see, the special compost makes the soil fungi dominant. Fungi multiply, and feed the plants. Plants feed the 

fungi with carbon sugars. It's nature’s way, it’s Allah’s way. And here's the best bit Iqbal. Plants grown in fungi 

dominant soil fix carbon from the atmosphere at a rate of up to 50 tons per acre." 

Iqbal’s eyebrows shot up, “15 tonnes per acre?" 

"No. 50 tonnes. So get this:  we calculate that we need less than half of the crop land on the planet using 

biologically enhanced methodology, to draw down all of the annual man-made CO2!” 

Iqbal reeled back.  He wrestled with an instinct to walk away, she promised too much in so many ways, “I don’t 

believe it.” 

“Neither did I.  So we did a trial.” She pointed at the photo. “And that’s it.  Now I do believe it, and so will you 

when you get it working.”  She pointed at the desert photo, “Meanwhile, up to five times the fertility.  Will you try it?  

I have to warn you, it’s not going to be easy, and there will be a lot of trial and error, and a lot of setbacks while you 

work out how to do this at scale in a real farm context.  It’s a very new approach and not all the trials have been 

successful. It could be too much for you.” 

“Too much?”  His anger stopped in its tracks and his eyes narrowed.  She was playing him like a fish on a line.  She 

was smiling at him now the skinny little shit. 

 “But Iqbal,” she placed her hands together in the attitude of prayer, “I have such faith in you.  You are a noble 

spirit, you were born a pioneer.  You will find a way to make this work.” 

“Why haven’t western farmers tried it?” 

 “A few have, but the agri-chemical companies see it as a threat.  They make money from fertilizers, from 

pesticides, from herbicides. From working against nature. Plants don’t need to give up carbon sugars if fertilizers 

provide them with nutrients for free, so the microbes starve.  The herbicides kill fungi.  The pesticides kill pollinators.  

But the agri-chemical industry funds universities, and then forces them to teach conventional chemical based 

agriculture, and they fund political parties to run government agricultural departments in their interests.  They’re just 

like the fossil fuel industry, spend almost as much on lobbying.  So the uptake of the biological approach is very slow. 

But in Sudan we are too poor to interest them.” She laughed,  “I hope.” 

Aarifa stood up and fixed Iqbal with an intense gaze. “Look Iqbal, if you can find a way to make this work, then 

you can teach the other farmers in your SMS Shakeup group to do the same.  Think how grateful they will be for the 

increased fertility.  And if you get anything like the 50 tonnes per acre of CO2 drawdown, and can do it at scale, we 

can get payments for the carbon you have fixed from governments trying to meet UN targets, big corporations and 

the like.  That would help pay for rolling out your methods on an even bigger scale.  Think of the fertility, think of the 

food grown, think of the carbon drawdown.  Your little band of farmers will be angels doing Allah’s work, by Allah’s 

methods.  Nature’s way. Biology not chemistry. What do you think?” 

Iqbal’s imagination was ringing like a bell.  Biology not chemistry.  Science had always troubled him. It boasted it 

was objective and value-free but for Iqbal value free meant morality free.  If science did not value humanity it had 

immorality built into it.  It was asking to be corrupted.  Physics was worst, it had created the fossil fuel burning engines 
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that had poisoned our atmosphere and driven the planet to near extinction. Physics had masterminded hideous 

weapons and that festering immoral soup called the Internet, which now bred extremism, fake news,  racial hatred, 

pornography and worse. Chemistry was not much better with its poisonous gas and chemical weapons,  with its 

insecticides and herbicides that poisoned nature and created mass extinctions.  And now Aarifa says its fertilisers have 

made farmers work against nature rather than with it.  But biology was different, biology studied Allah’s ways and 

respected them.  Iqbal nodded.  “So our band of farmers really would be shaking things up.  They would be angels 

doing Allah’s work in Allah’s way.  Feeding the nation by farming fungi.  But if they really could develop methods that 

could cool the earth, and why not?  they would not be angels - they would be little gods.” 

Aarifa laughed.  She looked up to the sky for a moment with a private smile.  Iqbal noticed that her complexion 

was perfect, but the young took such gifts for granted.  She turned her smile to him. 

“You know, all those high profile western devices that are reducing the flow of CO2 into the atmosphere, solar 

panels, electric cars, windmills, the new insulation materials.  They reduce the problem, but they don’t solve it.” Aarifa 

waved a hand at the sky. “All the  CO2 we’ve put up there still remains.  But if you and your band of angels show the 

world how to remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, then I really think you could be part of the solution to the 

climate crisis.  Incredible as that seems sitting here.  And why wouldn’t other farmers follow you if the methods 

promised an increase in fertility?  The C02 drawdown would be epic, on a planetary scale.  It really could cool the 

earth as you say, cool it back to safe temperatures.”  Aarifa laughed and wagged her finger from side to side in an 

admonishing gesture.    “But it would not be your band of farmers who would be the little gods who cooled the earth.  

It would be the fungi!”  She laughed again, placed her palms together.  Let us hope Allah is willing, and the little gods 

ready.” 

 

 

monkey 

 

Iqbal was exhausting himself in the sorghum field, but Fatimah should arrive soon with his fruit juice.  Despite 

their move back to Sudan, Iqbal was disappointed that his daughter still seemed deranged somehow.  Her personality 

had all the parts: the charm, the politeness, the courage and the diligence and so on, but they were never 

appropriately deployed; you never got them when you expected.  When he hoped for sensitivity he got defiance, 

when he expected defiance he got charm. She was rather like a Picasso portrait, with the right number of eyes, ears 

and noses, but all in the wrong place. 

Fatimah approached, but she had no fruit juice, and she was breathless with excitement, “Father! Spider monkey 

in the orchard!” Iqbal instantly switched to panic mode.  The fruit these creatures don’t guzzle they spoil, and a family 

of spider monkeys can ruin an orchard in minutes.  He picked up a hoe, “Show me!” 

Running behind Fatimah he shouted to Yasmin for help.  The only hope was to scare the animals away with as 

much noise and branch shaking as possible.  His daughter covered the ground at an impressive speed, at the edge of 

the orchard Fatimah stopped abruptly and pointed up a tree.  “Look! Spider monkey!” 

Iqbal was about to shout and scream like an evil jinn, about to beat the branches with his hoe.  But he stood 

transfixed staring up the tree.  He closed his eyes, then opened them again, turning to his daughter to speak with 

great emphasis. 

“Fatimah. You got me very angry and worried for nothing!”   
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She nodded in agreement, grinning back with delight.  “Mother says you are too serious, so I decided to joke 

you!” 

Iqbal dug the hoe deep in the ground with a guttural grunt.  Yasmin then arrived, puffing up behind with a metal 

spoon and saucepan, ready to make a din. 

“Look mother!” Fatimah pointed up the tree, “My spider cuddly is in the tree!” 

Yasmin peered up in the direction of Fatimah’s finger and screamed with laughter. “Fatimah!  You little mischief, 

you little monkey!”  Iqbal’s two girls fell into each others arms and staggered about with incontinent laughter.  Iqbal 

put his hand over his eyes.  What was it that had scrambled  his daughter’s soul in such an irredeemable way? 

 

 

fanfare 

 

A few months later Iqbal was dreaming of the night sky when the stars began to move, shape-shifting into the 

forms of monkeys, whales, mosquitoes, and finally into the form of a woman whom he thought he recognised. 

“Iqbal! I've been missing you!  We all have.” 

“Who? … Who are you?” 

“Have you forgotten your favourite numinous being already?  I’m here to gloat.  I told you so Iqbal.  I told you I 

didn’t need the corridors of power.  Soon the earth will cool.  You see, all I needed was a fishing dog, a farting ghost, a 

musical kidnapper, Matlock, Mrs Escher,  and of course, you.  Oh, and the little that the little can do.  The pencil on its 

point is starting to fall in the direction of hope, life, and justice. Tell me I've been clever Iqbal!  Even Rex Cook is on 

your side now, begging to do your bidding!   And to celebrate, I will send you my little musical gift.” 

“Gift?” answered Iqbal, still in his dream but about to be roughly awakened. 

“Iqbal, Iqbal! Wake up!” Yasmin was shaking him, “Elephants are trampling down the tree nursery!” 

"What?" 

“Bloody elephants stripping leaves and trampling saplings!” 

“Elephants?  There’s been no elephants here since my grandfather’s time.” 

“Well the blighters are back!” 

Iqbal dressed hurriedly and sprinted with Yasmin to the tree nursery, which was now dense and well established, 

with most saplings well over two metres tall.  Sure enough, there they were, two adults and what looked like twin 

babies.  Iqbal stopped in astonishment as they turned towards him - and took a sharp intake of breath.  “Forest 

elephants! See!  Smaller that the savannah ones, tusks pointing downwards. Endangered species.” 

Yasmin huffed dryly, “Endangered?  Not now we’ve planted all these forests to hide in.  She waved a hand at the 

destruction around her,  “Look!  They’ll ruin us!”.  Yasmin raised both arms and shouted “Off!  Get off our trees!” 

while trying to shoo them from the nursery.  Then the four elephants arranged themselves in a little huddle facing 

Iqbal and his wife, raised their trunks in unison, and trumpeted a huge blast.  Iqbal froze to the spot.  ‘A fanfare.’ 

Then the elephant family turned their backs, and began to walk off the nursery in single file. 

Iqbal stood transfixed as Yasmin wandered aimlessly about, slapping her arms on her sides and kicking the fallen 

brush and the trampled saplings. “Look at it!” 

“Never mind.  After school, we’ll get the kids to collect it so we can make the leaves into fungi-compost,  and the 

wood into charcoal.”  Iqbal put an arm around Yasmin, she looked fallen and needed cheering up. He spoke softly,  
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“Let me tell you about what Aarifa is up to now.  She’s breeding supercharged crops, that fix more carbon than normal 

crops.  She’s opening the Joanne Chory institute to do it, named after the biologist who did the initial work.  And we 

are going to trial the first of her efforts! “ 

“Another trial?  What’s this one about?” 

“Fixing carbon.  You know plants feed microbes with carbon sugars…  if you don’t use fertilisers.  The microbes eat 

these carbon sugars, and in return feed the plant nutrients.  Well Chory has bred plants that feed much more carbon 

sugars to microbes.  So they fix more atmospheric carbon in the soil.  The soil will save us Yasmin.”    

“Iqbal, we are doing too much, sequestering with charcoal, using fungi compost, planting new pigeon pea strains, 

new mango strains, and now you want to test crops that are supposed to fix more carbon?  Too much.  Too much.” 

Iqbal grabbed Yasmin’s hand.  He shrugged as he walked eagerly on, the elephant fanfare still trumpeting in his 

memory.  “You never know which idea will work best, so let’s do the trials, and if we discover ways that work, others 

will pounce on them.” 

“Really?” 

“We have millions of followers on social media, thanks to our team.  Why are they following?   To learn!  The next 

big thing, is a lot of little farmers doing the right thing.  Come on! Stop moping!  There’s so much to do.  So much to 

do.” 

 

 

The End (almost) 

  

Please leave a review on the webpage of “The Little Gods Who Cooled The Earth” 

If you read this novel for free please consider donating what you think the book was worth to an 

organisation trying to prevent climate breakdown:  Search on-line for ‘Donations Extinction 

Rebellion’ or ‘donations 350.org' etc.  Let us know if you donate please leave a comment on the 

novel’s webpage. 

If you have any suggestions for improving this novel I would be most grateful to hear from you.  Which bits 

worked?  Which bits didn’t?  I would like the improvement of this story to be a collaborative 

community project.  Profits from the story will go to organisations in the fight against climate 

breakdown such as 350.org, Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, and Conservative organisations that 

lobby for investment in renewable energy and other technologies that reduce carbon footprints. 

If you are interested in references for the facts mentioned in this novel see the novel’s web page  
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Lewis Proctor: musician and ‘eco-warrior’ 

Alexis Proctor, dancer in Lewis Proctor’s band and now his wife 
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Magnus Stone: oil company Chief Executive of Global Oil 

PM is called Evan 

Safa and Imogen Stone: The abducted daughters of Magnus Stone 

Helena Elder: a film maker, preparing a documentary on Lewis Proctor  

Dr Faisal Abu Adabie  Court Psychiatrist 

Fatimah her father .. 

Iqbal, and her mother … 

Yasmin are on the other side of the hole in the blackness  in the future.  Before that Iqbal is a bolshy unborn. 

Minky is Imogen and Safa’s dog 

Mr Castell is House-man to Magnus Stone 

Tanya Verity and her dog Lucy are intrepid demonstrators 

Fabien Atanga     Safa’s boyfriend, born in Cameroon 

Mr Henri Atanga is Fabien’s father in exile from Nigeria and Cameroon 

Philip Cook is the world’s fourth richest man Donald Hyde is his aide 

Rober Spear is a radical activist in Lewis Proctor’s team. 

Aarifa is a biologist at Khartoum University 

 

References:  I’ll spare you those for now as they are not up to date, but happy to provide them if you want. 

If you want references of ‘fungi’ Google ‘David C Johnson soil’ and ‘Johnson-Su bioreactor’ 


