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Murder is another dire effect of climate change in Guenette’s labyrinthine thriller. This first installment of the author’s Steep Climes series envisions a near future in which catastrophic heat, droughts, and floods are fraying society, hobbling the economy, and nurturing deadly conspiracies.... Even global-warming deniers will enjoy the resulting page-turner. Despite overdone soapboxing, vivid characters and hardboiled writing make this an entertaining suspenser.

—Kirkus Reviews

Set in a near future where the DSM 7 includes a diagnosis of “climate anxiety,” Kill Well, the first entry in The Steep Climes Quartet, Guenette’s pointedly realistic thriller series, opens with a bang... A pointedly realistic thriller of murder, the fossil fuel industry, and climate activism.

—BookLife Reviews

Introspective and solemn, Kill Well by David Guenette is a story of murder and danger, written by an author with a beautiful grasp of the English language, and an obviously deep, powerful, and intense passion for the harsh and shocking realities of climate change. There is everything to be said about an author who can turn that much knowledge into a thriller that often catches the reader off guard with its stunning realism.

—Independent Book Review

Kill Well is a smart, taut thriller that grabs you on the first page and keeps you guessing all the way to the suspenseful conclusion. David Guenette knows a lot about hacking and corporate skullduggery, and he knows a lot about people too.


—Tom Perrotta is author of Election and Little Children, both of which were made into critically acclaimed, Academy Award-nominated films, and for Little Children he received an Academy Award nomination for Best Adapted Screenplay. His novels The Leftovers and Mrs. Fletcher have been adapted into TV series on HBO. His most recent novel is Tracy Flick Can’t Win.



David Guenette manages to show that the climate crisis is already affecting our energy and food bills and intensifying the drama of local politics. Kill Well is a fun ride but uncomfortable, too, as we get another way to think about where we’re heading all too quickly.


—Karen Christensen, CEO and Publisher, Berkshire Publishing Company and author of Eco Living, The Green Home, and Home Ecology (book and Substack newsletter)



No drowned worlds or climate-ravaged zombies, but a solid story with compelling characters that leaves you thinking that you haven’t been thinking nearly enough about climate change. I can’t wait until the next book in this series hits.


—Larry D. Gussin, Gussin Climate Action Fund at The Sierra Club Foundation



Kill Well is more than just a suspenseful murder thriller. It combines the reality of climate change and climate activism, the potential devious tactics that the fossil fuel industry has at its disposal, and how difficult it is to exist without surveillance tracking you.

—Amazon Review

This is a terrific book and the first of its kind that I've read. It deftly combines a page-turning thriller with the dangers of climate change and the dark forces behind it, all the while giving us rich characters that you either care about greatly or strongly loathe.... One of the things I love is that there’s plenty of climate change consequences, but experienced the way most of us experience these, which is in the background, lurking, and so easily put out of mind. This tension between real danger and our lack of recognition of it reflects the plot’s progress that likewise moves unthinkingly through self-centered interactions, but all with the punch you want in an entertaining read.

—Amazon Review

The detective story is gripping and unfolds in the context of dark corporate forces working to maintain the corporate status quo. Guenette gets us inside the heads of his characters, even into the minds of evildoers. The balance between the ordinary Main Street concerns and the bigger picture takes surprising twists and turns.

—Amazon Review

It is amazing how David Guenette is able to blend emotions, anxieties of ordinary people who besides facing the challenges of everyday life, live at a time when drastic changes the environment will be very soon real and frightening. Yet, the language of the novel is so down to earth and friendly that makes the reading of this breathtakingly seductive.

—Amazon Review

What reviewers and readers are saying about Dear Josephine (The Steep Climes Quartet: Book Two)
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The second installment of The Steep Climes Quartet turns up the heat on the Berkshire residents introduced in Kill Well. Their daily hustle to make ends meet forms the deceptively calm eye of a gathering storm involving oligarch-stalking assassins, Cat 5 hurricanes and oil-financed think tanks bamboozling voters and Congress with insidiously calibrated disinformation... Parallel plotlines serve up tasty examples of Bad Acting. Tech-savvy paranoids clash with high-stakes dark money operatives, bloodthirsty political activists, and the FBI, leaving a trail of burner phones and dead bodies in their wake. Fans of the suspense-thriller action that propelled Kill Well will find plenty of satisfaction here. Read that book before devouring this one.

—Amazon Review

Loved this, the second book in a projected quartet! It gets into the nitty gritty of life in a climate changed near (very near) future—plenty of catastrophe but not in the apocalyptic manner of most books in this genre: it feels personal in the way it renders what ordinary life might come to feel like before too long. The plot is driven by an entertaining mashup of noir-ish procedural and psychological narrative. It gets inside the heads of a wide range of characters, including fossil fuel flaks, newspaper publishers, climate activists and researchers, and divorced suburban homeowners at loose ends, not to mention a killer with a meticulous plan to even the score with corporate oligarchs. The book’s strength is in all these alternating perspectives. Very enjoyable!

—Amazon Review

Dear Josephine pulls off a difficult feat—it describes the real life near term impact from environmental changes while delving into the ruthless steps bad actors will take either to preserve the status quo or to strike out for what they see as justice. The action scenes are compelling, convincingly detailed, wholly believable, and not like anything else I've come across. Other chapters focus on one particular family and their network. The interpersonal interactions and detail are really well realized. Kill Well, the first book, shares these characteristics. A good read—someone should option these for a film!

—Amazon Review

David Guenette does a great job of making personal the future reality we all face with our current climate trajectory. The struggles of people living day to day while navigating frequent climate related issues helps to illuminate what we all face in the very near future. The level and depth of knowledge and detail, not only around climate issues but also around day to day life, really helped to draw me in. A strong second book in this series, it was hard to put down

—Amazon Review

Dear Josephine... is a masterclass in literary thriller writing—a chillingly plausible vision of a near-future climate crisis wrapped in a gripping, intelligent murder mystery. What makes this book extraordinary is not just the intricately woven plot—though that alone is reason enough to read it—but the profound depth and texture of the characters...The near-future world Guenette envisions is frighteningly believable. With extreme weather events, supply chain instability, AI-driven research, and simmering civil unrest, this is speculative fiction that reads like tomorrow’s news. And yet, amidst this realism, the novel’s pacing never lets up. The appearance of radical climate groups, the mystery of coordinated murders, and the shadowy forces resisting environmental reform all converge in a narrative that is urgent, nuanced, and utterly absorbing. Dear Josephine doesn’t preach—it implicates. 

—Amazon Review

Dear Josephine continues David Guenette’s The Steep Climes Quartet with an absorbing mix of personal reflection and societal unease. Set in the very near future, the novel captures the feeling of living in a world where climate disruption is no longer an abstraction but a daily reality—felt in rising insurance premiums, food costs, political polarization, and personal doubt... The plot touches on big themes—corporate influence, AI-driven research, direct action movements—but it’s the character-driven realism that gives the novel its emotional weight. Thoughtful, serious, and unsettling in the best way, Dear Josephine isn’t just speculative fiction—it’s a mirror held up to where we might be headed next.

—Amazon Review
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​Chapter 1: Hide and Seek, Snap to It
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Early April

Allen Randolph, who’s never liked his name and who hasn’t used it with others for the better part of a decade, does like other things. He likes getting deep into figuring out how to carry missions forward for No One is Safe, even if he worries about collateral damage, and when he speaks of collateral damage, he’s talking about innocent people who sometimes get hurt. He’s talking about people who aren’t part of the malicious class of fossil fuel assholes, the criminal executives and financiers of the wide-ranging companies and corporations and banks that have no problem killing the world for whatever money they can grasp, in their crimes against humanity.

He especially likes building things. He’d probably be a furniture maker or some sort of inventor if the world wasn’t so fucked up. He likes all the work he’s done with drones, although that work has slowed. He’d been one of the architects of the drone campaigns before the anti-drone tech deployed and made that sort of attack infrequent. Before the advent of effective anti-drone measures, he’d been customizing off-the-shelf drones often. Still, the two pipeline breaks that have been in the news recently are, he’s sure, his handiwork, and he’s got three more drone requisitions on his schedule for the weeks ahead.

He likes the puzzles his skills put before him, figuring out builds like the one he’s hunched over now, as weird as this one is. He’s making a container for the explosive pack of soft form plastic explosive. The explosive is his own home-built version blend of PETN and RDX but using a plasticizer closer to what the British use in their PE-4, but even softer, more moldable.

He’s been making bombs for years now, bombs for blowing up refineries, cars with executives within, and some pipelines.

The explosive he’s just made needs to be very flexible but keep its integrity along the twelve-inch strip of it, which is why he’s created a sleeve out of cloth cut from an old shirt fished from a clothing drop-off bin.

Thinking of the source of this cloth makes him laugh, an almost silent outward sniff through his nose. Getting the clothes that night a year ago had been one of his closest calls, the police car rounding the corner at the end of the shopping strip, coming from the backside of the long L-shaped group of one-story buildings off the downtown of a suburb of Peoria. He doesn’t remember the name of the town. He was just passing through.

The cop hadn’t seen him, or hadn’t stopped, at any rate. More likely, when he’d later reconstructed his luck, he might have been seen in the solid sweep of the headlights over him, but there was a young woman, or girl, sitting right up against the cop, and the cop had just driven on.

Not that anything much would have happened if the cop had stopped. He was just some late-twenties guy rummaging through discarded clothes, after all, and he’d been neat about it, no piles strewn. But cops can be assholes. He’d learned that the hard way when he was still in high school, back when ICE agents were getting violent when confronted by protesters, back before the LA and Minneapolis killings that had helped the new Congress push back against the round-up programs.

He’d been at one such protest, having driven with other like-minded classmates. The local cops had gotten crazy, as if trying to outdo ICE and the cosplayers attracted to squad actions like flies to shit.

His first experience getting arrested. He’d been surprised by the viciousness of the police, but that was the last time he found himself surprised. He’d gotten more involved with climate actions and was arrested two more times, but he was considered a minor, still not eighteen, and his records should be out of bounds. Still, if he were to get picked up, detained for whatever reason, he’s not one to bet on those records being off-limits. That kind of data never really disappears. But he might not get flagged, or if he does, with the last arrest being almost ten years earlier, it might be a non-flag flag of sorts. That’s his best guess, but he knows there’s still danger in that.

That’s why he feels lucky that the cop had probably been out back of the stores, probably getting a blow job from some town girl, some girl who’s probably younger than he was when he first felt the pain of the zip ties.

He’s not in Peoria, that’s for sure, and he’s no longer going to climate protests but running dark. These days his NOS contacts are all unknown but proved true by codenames and numbers and postcards and letters and online classified listings that guide the meetups. There’s always a chain of code that points to the next message source, and the book-based transposition cipher they all use is simple, effective, and completely apart from the digital world. Clear message intercepts are far too likely, and now that AI has been loosed upon the world, even encrypted messages in phone texts might as well spell everything out in plain English.

The assignment he’s working on now was described using a series of plain language codes, a custom jewelry order job. The real content and details are pulled from alphanumeric cyphers. The current transposition cipher is using The Agony and the Ecstasy, but it has to be a particular edition, one specific one among the many.

This assignment is a challenging project, for the cartels, and must be a torture or interrogation or kidnapping device. He focuses on the puzzle, not the real-world intent.

He checks his cloth sleeve work. The darts and stitches across the sleeve are needed to keep the thin joints of the plastic explosive from tearing. That’s the point.

The trickiest part is getting the explosive’s precursors sent, which means coordinating the deliveries and drop-offs. The equipment he needs for the cook up, that’s all available in any well-stocked high school chemistry lab, which is where he’s gotten his essentials. One full score from his old high school. That was the first time he’d been back in his old hometown for seven years. First and only time. The risk had been moderate. He’d taken forensic precautions. There was no way any connection would be made, even if they’d gone through the school break-in with a fine-tooth comb, which they wouldn’t do—just some juvenile delinquent stealing shit from a school.

He lays the thin, explosive-filled sleeve down on the table and sits back. He pushes the head of the light with the ten-times magnifying glass, the arm swinging away smoothly from its clamped base anchor. He’d found this lamp in a used store years ago and it’s been put to good use, but having this sort of thing and his other tools and bits and wires and electronics in his old pickup truck camper could be a problem for him. He’s got the story prepped if needed, though, along with samples of his craft work that he makes to sell at various flea markets and shows. The stock is a mix of things he uses and a bunch for items he’s never made, like the intricate bead bracelets he picked up in bulk to build up the inventory.

Much of his own work is in the form of oddly ornate tiny clocks that look the part. He’s even got a product sheet, but that needs updating soon. He updates his print maps with pen marks and highlighter with the next trade show destinations, and he’ll update the calendar on his phone, too. Just on my way to sell more of this stuff I make, Officer.

He makes sure to have gone to such previous events because it’s easy to have your travels recorded in some database or another, with toll responders and video cameras and cell phone location records just a click away.

He’s never yet had to test his stratagem, but he’s confident. Trays of bracelet beads look much like the tiny glass isolators he runs wires through, and the wires themselves are obvious for his craft products, as are timers, clocks, batteries. Of course, what might happen if there’s a thorough search, when less easily explained precursor material is overturned or his cache of cash discovered, that’s a different story, but the solution there is to not provoke a real search.

He’s in another month-to-month furnished apartment rental in... where? Buda. Yeah, Buda, Texas, south of Austin, off Interstate 35. It’s a crappy garage apartment joined to a small house on Pinafore Street, the sort of neighborhood he favors, that’s down at the heel economically. Cash rent payment is a plus. Another essential is driveway or yard space for his pickup camper.

He’s been here for less than two weeks and will be gone in a month, maybe more. Losing security deposits and last month’s rent is just part of the cost of doing business. And people are grateful, likely as not. A little bonus for the landlord.

He’s scheduled to meet up with his cartel contact in Encinal on June 22 in a town well south of San Antonio, at the junction with Texas 44, a middling town in the middle of agricultural lands, where his Mexican contact is as invisible as his own beat-up truck camper.

And Bob’s your uncle. He’s always been amused by these old sayings, an inheritance from his father, long dead now, from leukemia. Solvents his dad had worked with a likely cause, but he hadn’t understood that, not exactly, not as a newly minted high school junior.

He likes the old expressions, and he likes that it helps him think of his father, although he’s never been interested enough to look up actual meanings and origins. Over, done, and gone. If it had been a snake, it would have bit you. And then other phrases start cascading: bee’s knees, diddly-squat, hill of beans, until he stops himself, getting back on track, considering the next steps.

His next step is to finish what he calls the snap dragon, the inspiration from his childhood, some party favor he’s got no idea what it’s called, a stiff plastic length that when hitting a wrist, circles tightly, snapping closed. Then it comes to him, slap bracelet.

He’d thought about calling what he’s designing armadillo because instead of one piece of stiff plastic he uses convex beaten copper segments with space for the explosive sleeve underneath, and it can look a bit like a copper armadillo when it circles up. The segments are connected together by weak springs scavenged from retractable pens. The springs are anchored at the front and back edges of each segment, and he’s used his tiny Dremel tool to place holes for the anchor points in the copper shells. When snapped against a wrist or arm—or a neck—the segments, if weighted just right, close around, and a magnetic latch secures it closed. He’s made sure it’s long enough to encircle a neck. That’s part of the design spec.

Part of the magnetic latch is the detonator, armed when the magnetic latch closes. The detonator is controlled remotely. He’s using a simple signal broadcaster with its own small button battery and a push button, with a reliable range likely no more than forty feet.

He’s not sure if the additional weight of the sleeved PE-4 he’s carefully placing into the underside of the shallow curved shells could throw the balance off, but he thinks there shouldn’t be a problem. He’s tested the device with an inert substitute that’s close to the same weight and flexibility. The detonator latch’s weight can be adjusted, if need be, to compensate for any differential.

He picks up the snake of copper shells and flicks them closed, admiring the look. It looks like an oversized bracelet or just-right necklace, the copper polished and textured with the tiny hammer strikes that shape the metal. Any absurdity in the scale can be argued as being for aesthetic effect.

He re-extends the device and it holds straight by the springs, but it seems on the verge of collapsing back into the round form. But if he doesn’t move it about too abruptly and keeps his movements smooth, the segments stay in a straight line. He raises the copper snake gently, holds out his other arm, and brings it down on his wrist. The device snaps around perfectly, even though it goes around almost twice.

“Fucking A.” But wait—when he puts in the detonator battery, will that throw off the weight enough to make the operation clumsier? Nah, won’t happen.

He’s due in Encinal soon, a town equidistant from Laredo and Piedras Negras, one extending down the interstate and the other a good connection away from Texas 83, then connecting with Texas 277 in Carrizo Springs, then the straight shot to Piedras Negras. He doesn’t know which of these will be the crossing point into Mexico. Or it could be Hidalgo, or Raymundo de la Rosa. Columbia or Dolores are other solid crossing points back into Mexico, too. But Encinal it is for the rendezvous, unless he gets a coded text or call on the active burner. Smart rendezvous locations and procedures.

His Mexican contact, known to him simply as Biff, will have cash and the two long rifles and the scopes and boxes of ammunition once they cross back into Mexico. They’ll get the device ready to go, plus he has the schematics to hand over. The plans look like a jewelry design under quick glance. The detonator is drawn as a small clock face. Tiny check marks at various parts of the build sheet correspond to a text file on a microSD that looks like a to-do list, which it actually is in a way, noting, in order of check marks, the specifications for the various parts and assembly processes, certain obvious names and descriptors left missing.

It had been tempting to draw the design and the specifications in a way that would make it hard for them to reproduce the device on their own. That could be useful leverage and might pry loose more funding, but he’s playing it straight with these guys. He doesn’t know why they want such a complicated and elegant device, but with the cartels, the reasons can have as much to do with the theatrics of terror; that’s his guess.

He’s supposed to meet up with another NOS field man, and that guy will have the briefing info, including the reason why he’s coming into Mexico and why the long guns and the other stuff Biff has told him he’s been assembling for him. Biff—odd choice of name. These guys are smart, great to work with, but they’re dangerous. If it had been a snake...

“Hasta la vista, baby.” Another one of those weird sayings his father used, maybe from some old movie?

This assignment’s a bit disappointing, though. He misses the early days, back when he was the main drone architect, building and evolving fossil fuel refinery attack mechanisms, but the companies quickly countered every new twist he could come up with. By the time the large sweep net drone defenses had become widely deployed across oil industry facilities, NOS had shut down his efforts. He’s been solo for a while now, following the encrypted directions of the wheres and whats of his life. He’s glad that he’s been back to the new drone work, but he still misses the ad hoc workshops he put together years before. He misses working with one or two others, designing and fabricating the various drones. The work he’s back doing recently is simple FPV attack drones. He’ll go by the post office in a day or two for the package he’s expecting, a letter with transposed letter code and the new book he’ll use to decode the new coded message and future messages. Hopefully, the new book will be a fun read, but that’s happened only once in the last seven years, although he’s liked skipping around the current book. He likes reading about Michelangelo, but the text is stuffy and on the ponderous side.

Fortunately, the letters themselves can crack him up. These are chatty, always from a different fictitious friend, the rush of words and phone numbers and page references surreptitiously pointing out key passages but obscured in long bodies of sentences. It’s all hide and seek, and about as close to a fun hobby as he has these days.

Burn after reading. This is definitely from a movie his father used to talk about, but he hasn’t seen it, ever.
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​Chapter 2: Happy Trails

[image: ]


Early April

Davin Caine is seeing his first backpacker of the season traipsing down Main Street, although he’s been hearing from others about their own sightings for a couple of weeks now, often excitedly reported as if these hikers were red-winged blackbirds or one or another of the migrating birds in the early waves heading northward, as if the scraggly and too often musty-smelling would-be backwoods men and women are the new herald of spring.

He sits alone at a tiny café table on the sidewalk on Main Street, where he’s trying to read his Google news feed on his phone, the minuscule tabletop wobbling as he replaces the cup in the saucer after another sip of coffee. He’s been trying to read up on the Boston Sea Wall Project, partly funded by the National Sea Wall Act of 2030, which was passed after Miami and the Gold Coast were devastated by Hurricane Josephine, and if he scrolls through long enough there will be some article or another about that ongoing disaster. Late fall of 2034 saw a series of what amounted to battles between squatter reclaimers in parts of the city’s abandoned waterfront buildings and adjacent areas where legitimate reclamation and rebuilding was going on, complaints on one side turning to armed confrontations. Something about sewer and water connections, or lack thereof, if he remembers right. There were a dozen dead and injured, and that was before police action finally brought an end to the violence and the casualties from that action. For now. What is popularly called the Interstitial Interstate or just Interstate, which provides a buffer zone of sorts between illegal domicile and legitimate, will continue to have problems. The demarcation line roughly runs along a portion of Interstate 95, finally reopened after three years.

People of limited means get angry when you try to take away the little they have, but basically, it’s a problem of too many people with too few places for them to go, and the funding remains stupidly one-sided. The Florida government is no less racist, and if anything, those living in poverty are more villainized post-Josephine. If anything, the still half-destroyed major American city has become normalized, just another daily fact of life, and he’s really no different in this way of thinking, too often the tragedy out of sight and therefore out of mind. Except when there are running gun battles, but there you go.

He gets back to reading an article about Boston’s big project, one that won’t be completed for years, a major infrastructure project that costs tens of billions of dollars, and that’s just for the foundational engineering work and the half-built water redirect pumps and siphon-way pipelines. There are plans for some sea wall sections to contain housing, although the Massachusetts legislature is balking at likely cost overruns. The project as a whole has taken on the popular name The Big Vig largely because of interest costs for the growing overruns. The article is reporting on a new investigation of inside plays with the bond agency.

Same old, same old. He had lived in Cambridge during the Big Dig, and while he’d appreciated getting to Logan Airport in fifteen minutes instead of the typical hour plus, pre-Big Dig, the cost overruns were famous in the day, with Bostonians torn between disgust and pride in the amount of money that had been extracted from the Federal budget. He quietly laughs. He’s still caught up in that mix of feelings, even after all these years.

His chair’s cast iron seat is even smaller than the white-painted iron tabletop, and overall, the diminutive size of this café set and the four others in a scattered line alongside the curb makes him think of dollhouse furniture. It seems improbable that anyone would consciously choose to sit there, but he’s lucky to have found an open seat, with the set’s other chair holding his side bag with his laptop.

It’s early in April, and the day is sunny and still on the cool side, although the forecast reports that tomorrow will bring the first early season hot spell. A backpacker advances up the sidewalk. It must be miserable to start from the northern terminus so early in the season. The guy looks miserable enough, even though the sun is shining and the temperature is a very nice fifty-six degrees, and not yet ten o’clock in the morning.

But then again, Davin will always assume the connection between hiking the Appalachian Trail and misery, based on his own, now-ancient, experience. Still, he’s always liked that name for the Appalachian Trail, a simple but accurate enough description as he himself learned: The Green Tunnel. Not green yet, though.

As for the actual name, The Appalachian Trail, the only thing he would change would be to misspell the second part of the name as Trial. The summer before heading off to college, he had hiked the very northern start of the trail from Katahdin, along a stretch he belatedly learned was named, colloquially, the Hundred Mile Wilderness. The experience pretty much cured him of any further backpacking urges, despite all his preparatory research and anticipation, but then he’s always been inquisitive, even, as it turned out, when he was young enough and foolish enough to lace up a Sears and Roebuck pair of hiking boots and set off to hike the Appalachian Trail. Sears and Roebuck, the Amazon.com of his youth.

The hills and mountains of the Berkshires, where he lives now, are part of the Northeast Appalachians, as he discovered back then. Most people don’t know this, but rather think of the various geologic structures along the length of the trail as distinct elements, separate from the others. All these decades on from the time he found himself struggling up and down mud-encased tree roots and wilting in swelteringly humid and oppressive greenery, he still vividly remembers the geologic revelations back in his pre-hike planning, which was that all the multitude of mountains and ranges were part of the Appalachian Range, starting with the Mahoosucs, those mountains at the northern start of the trail, midway up the large state of Maine. These geological structures grow north of New Hampshire’s White Mountains, which themselves are a close range over from Vermont’s Green Mountains. The very same Green Mountains are themselves an extension of the Berkshire Mountains that range from southern Vermont through Massachusetts and into northwest Connecticut, and all of these are part of the larger geological structure known as the Appalachian Mountains, all the way down to the southern start of the trail in Georgia.

When he was reading up on all this, back in his youth, his biggest surprise had been that the Appalachians were once part of the geologic structure of the Scottish Highlands and, if that wasn’t interesting enough, the Appalachians had once been geologically joined with the Atlas Mountains of North Africa that span Morocco through Algeria and Tunisia, all once connected, eons back, when most land was part of the Earth’s giant landmass called Pangaea.

When did this supercontinent exist? Any numbers above seven figures mostly become static in his mind, but it has to be at least hundreds of millions of years ago.

He could look it up, the number of millennia and the name of the era now lost in his memory—he hates to lose track of any and all facts and figures he thinks may have once been in his possession, but he doesn’t bother. In his seventy-first year he’s slowly accepting such gaps and now more often than not doesn’t bother querying Google. Is he even remembering the right name of the supercontinent? How is Pangaea even spelled?

The lone backpacker has now stopped and is saying something to the first table in the line fronting Beannie’s, the latest coffee house iteration to inhabit the storefront that has seen near-countless versions of a coffee establishment over the course of his nearly two decades living in Great Barrington.

Seeing this hiker–patrons interaction, his thinking shifts to active defense. As best he can tell from the backpacker’s posture and the corresponding physical reaction of the two young people sitting at the table, there may be some panhandling he’ll want to cut short if the disheveled and trail-weary young man decides to request some tithe from each and every table.

The young couple at the first table hand the hiker something, and with a nod the hiker moves to the next table, and now Davin can hear him clearly enough to know that a donation request is being made of the single occupant of that table, and when that man turns enough toward the standing hiker, Davin realizes that he knows him. The man is one of his Housatonic neighbors, a couple of houses up from his, and hardly more than a waving sort of acquaintance, with the occasional How are you? if they’ve gotten their mail from the post office at the same time, although that may be as much Davin’s failure as his. The man—Donny?—has always struck Davin as a bit of a jerk, and all the more so after the guy’s uncalled-for complaint to him about Davin’s poor trash barrel-securing technique after a bear spread the contents of ripped trash bags across the road. His dislike of the man had been compounded when, some years back, this same neighbor tried to NIMBY against the carrying capacity upgrades of the power lines that run a quarter mile or more from their respective backyards. That wasn’t fun.

He’d won, but this may well be the biggest reason for them being little more than waving neighbors. He’s still considered a newcomer by most of those who grew up here, although he moved from Cambridge to Housatonic sixteen, seventeen years ago.

Donny says something sharp and the young man steps back with a nod, and then both the backpacker and Donny look toward him. Both, almost synchronized, nod at him.

He nods back at Donny, with what he hopes is a friendly enough smile, but is this going to be seen as encouragement by the backpacker? He’s stepping toward him. Sure enough, there’s that wave of sweat and body musk that advances as the backpacker approaches, and there’s the request for any extra change, and don’t you know, he’s telling him he’s on his way to resupply, and Davin stops him with a raised hand.

“You started out from Katahdin?”

The young man seems delighted by the question, perhaps thinking it bodes well for his immediate future’s finances.

“Yeah, sure, started end of February, went through that cold stretch,” he’s saying, apparently glad of an attentive audience. “Had to hunker down in a motel for four days.”

“Tell you what, tell me the name of the mountain range Katahdin’s part of, I’ll contribute to your travel fund.”

The young man no longer looks expectant; instead he’s rummaging inside his Gor-Tex jacket and pulls out an obvious pair of smart glasses.

Davin says, “I’ll call that a cheat,” but the young man has donned them and is saying into the air “Mount Katahdin is in what mountain range?” and his gaze is that inward one that Davin still finds weird as the fellow reads off the information from his heads-up display.

“Mahoosucs,” the young guy says, looking back at Davin.

He’s shaking his head, but he’s amused by the kid’s fast thinking. “You know that before you started hiking? Before just now?”

The backpacker, who he sees now must be in his early twenties, grins. “No.”

Davin reaches into his jacket and pulls out his wallet, selecting a five-dollar bill, handing it over. “For your honesty.”

The youngster grins more, nods, and steps to the next table, leaving his trail of odor, and then on to the next, and then is gone.

Donny is up from his table and steps closer to tell Davin that he shouldn’t give handouts, and Davin can’t even manage a How are ya? before Donny steps away.

His coffee has grown too cold and he abandons it. Down the street there’s a big timber truck, its gurgling diesel engine unpleasantly announcing its approach. With more EVs on the road nowadays, outdoor dining can be more pleasant, but Route 7, which is also Main Street in town, still has plenty of noisy vehicles.

He pulls out his phone and sees that his meeting with Alicia Soares is getting close. She owns the digital newspaper he still sometimes works for, but then again, the office is just two doors down, so he still has a couple of minutes to kill.

He wonders at the glasses the backpacker carries. The prices for these AR rigs have fallen, although these remain twice or more the cost of a good phone, and you still need the right phone, most times, to use the glasses. And then he laughs; almost all of the Appalachian Trail has good signal coverage these days. He’s heard that drone delivery on the AT is common and has been for some time now. He lives in a well-connected age. Certainly Great Barrington, with open 6G Wi-Fi all around, is a good example. These days are so different from his own experience and preparation for his ten-day hike decades earlier.

He laughs again, imagining backpackers wearing AR glasses while hiking, and as absurd as the image is, it must happen, at least on occasion. If he were there, he’d avoid using glasses, although this isn’t an issue, really, since he doesn’t own a pair, happy enough with his laptop and his phone.

He pulls his phone out again. He needs to get going, but as he picks up his bag and starts toward the office, he’s still thinking about his long-ago time on the trail. Those boots of his had been a poor choice. Even though he’d followed the best advice about breaking them in, even to the point of repeatedly applying mink oil, the boots remained stiff and easily water soaked. The biggest problem with the boots, though, was how the eyelets for the laces had been made: a loop of metal with edges that tended to saw through the laces with alarming regularity. He still often tells the story most any time any mention of backpacking comes up, recounting in agonizing detail his frequent stops to repair his laces, and how that had felt a mortal threat, the mosquitoes so thick on those northern late summer days on the trail that he feared, whenever he had necessarily stopped to effect the lace repairs, he might prove sufficiently drained of blood to continue.

In his mind’s eye, he can still see—even feel—the cloud of voracious mosquitoes and the ghost of panicked annoyance he’d increasingly experienced. He can also admit, and sometimes will still do, although mostly as a self-deprecating joke, that he’d found himself half-wishing that he’d break a leg or succumb to some other sort of injury that would require him to be helicoptered out, rescued from the ordeal of backpacking. Those first four days were anguish, the pack heavy enough for him to be always on the lookout for imbalance, and the trail up there well-churned and well-soaked dirt and a seemingly endless series of steep climbs with only muddy roots for handholds. The subsequent four days were actually something of a pleasure though, his nineteen-year-old body quickly adjusting to the physical demands even while the way grew more level and the pack lighter.

The Green Tunnel has stuck with him as the right description, given that vistas were surprisingly hard to come by. Two years ago, however, wildfires solved that problem for a stretch of the trail within White Mountains National Forest, ripping through the eastern slopes of Mount Jefferson in the Presidential Range and claiming some part of Franconia Notch State Park before traversing eastward as far as Maine’s Lakes and Mountains region, stopped only by Kezar Lake and some luck in Lovell, something he remembers because an old friend’s vacation house there was spared.

Southward, on Main Street, the parade of cars and trucks seems infinite.

That summer had been a rare dry spell for northern New England, but “rare” weather has become more common, of course. People are adjusting to these changes, and these days only dangerous weather gets any real notice.

In the southern part of Berkshire County, they’d escaped the drought conditions, and that summer had been a great one for his garden, fenced and hardened against the critters that otherwise had easy access from the woods that surround the back of his property, where he’d leveled off a good parcel of land. For some reason, his house in Housatonic, the odd village that is part of Great Barrington, Massachusetts, had been built on a slope. The valley constricted in this part of the river run, and that made for good waterpower. In the mid-nineteenth century, the big textile mill complex buildings had been built, and that offered prosperity to the region for many decades. Days long gone, and now the vehicles heading north are thinning, but the southbound lane is unrelenting.

Both to the south and to the north the valley widens out again. The Appalachian Trail runs through Great Barrington, crossing Route 7 and heading north, coming up from Sheffield across the Housatonic flood plains that run for miles in the broad section of the Housatonic Valley before it rapidly narrows between the geological structure of Monument Mountain and its companion run of other small mountains and hills on the eastern side of the valley. On the western side of this constricted run, there are gentler hills that rise toward Alford and build into the Taconic Range, and this range straddles the border of Massachusetts and New York. Further to the west is the much larger and longer Hudson River Valley, with the Catskills well beyond.

After crossing Route 7, south of the town of Great Barrington, the trail picks its meandering way across the flood plain and starts climbing again, a steep rise up the west face of June Mountain, and then dips down before going up the southwest ridge of East Mountain to follow the ridge around south of Butternut Basin, where the Butternut Ski Resort runs slope down northward. Past that, there’s a stretch of the trail that lowers easily into the small Konkapot Valley, until, crossing Route 23 at the border of Great Barrington and Monterey, the trail begins another steep ascent, this time toward Livermore Peak and then up Baldy Mountain in East Lee. Then the trail heads up toward Becket, crossing at the Appalachian Trail footbridge over the Mass Pike. A short hike crosses Route 20, with hundreds of miles yet to go until the trail’s terminus on the top of Mount Katahdin, in Maine.

Neither the trail’s Route 7 crossing on the south side of Great Barrington nor the Route 23 crossing to the east of the town is all that far from the town’s Main Street, and backpackers have long been a common sight, lone or in twos or threes, carrying their gear down the sidewalks on Main Street, or toward one of the two big supermarkets, one about three miles north of town center on Route 7, toward the village of Housatonic, and one south on Route 7, halfway toward Sheffield. Another popular destination is the Berkshire Co-op, just off Main Street in the new location on Bridge Street, that much closer to the center of Great Barrington, a purpose-built mixed-use development completed some dozens of years back. There’s an ice cream shop on Railroad Street that’s popular, too, with the backpackers, and restaurants, a laundromat, and the Barrington Outfitters store are common stop-offs for the hikers. All of these destinations could be tempting for through-hikers mostly otherwise suffering through The Long Green Tunnel.

Over the last couple of years there have been more of these backpackers around Great Barrington, more of them and earlier in the season, often well before July and August when through-hikers would traditionally make their way up from Georgia’s trail start. It’s not even May, and nights can still be quite cold and the weather generally messy, although, this spring it has been unusually warm. Or, perhaps, not that unusual anymore.

He decides to stop being lazy and walks down to the crosswalk, pushing the button that brings the metal chorus of Wait, wait, wait.

The ever-earlier influx of hikers is a solid topic in the two coffee houses downtown, and among acquaintances bumping into each other on the street or standing in line at the post office, especially when any number of the subjects of the conversation are standing nearby, all too often with the funk of trail life a far too noticeable miasma as they wait to collect their poste restante.

With a tone, the metallic voice changes to Walk, walk, walk, and he’s stepping on to the crosswalk but jumps back, a rider and his electric bike whizzing by, seemingly unaware of any right of way.
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​​Chapter 3: I Love New York
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May 6, 2035

Victor Alturo is turning his small studio apartment upside down looking for his wallet, a far too common search. He keeps meaning to follow the habit of putting his wallet in the same place on the tiny entry tabletop as soon as he gets through his apartment door, but he hasn’t gotten around to creating this habit in the first place.

“Come on, buddy boy,” Alexo calls from the hall through the still open door, electing not to go in because the place is cramped and messy, presumably.

There it is, his stupid wallet, the cloth cover looking more like a sock than anything else. He must have kicked it partly under the armchair on the way to get the door, annoyed with Alexo and his habit of pounding on it, when anyone with half a brain can figure out that with such a small living space, even a gentle whisper through the old wooden door would suffice to announce one’s presence.

The apartment on Clinton is tiny, can’t be more than two hundred square feet, not counting the tiny galley kitchen and the bathroom. The management company claimed the space was bigger, but then he’s long ago concluded that he’s best doubting anything and everything those assholes say, like about the rent increase that’s supposed to wait until his fourth year. Somehow, the rent has been boosted each and every year, something to do with costs rising, apparently, but he’s never bothered to read the lease agreement that closely.

He’ll not hold his breath for air conditioning, despite the management company’s claim that it’s coming. That claim has grown cold, as far as he’s concerned, the latest excuse something about waiting on a grant of some sort of funding coming from the Feds. He’d put in a window unit, except that’s not allowed, with the likely prospect of any electrical circuit being unable to carry the load and tripping a breaker, requiring a call to the management company and what always seems a minimum two-day wait. He works out of his apartment much of the time and the VR rig needs power and he needs the rig working. There’s no winning.

Alexo is calling out again, and Victor plucks his straw fedora off the floor and steps through the door, turning to lock it, the damn key always finicky.

“Bro-bro,” Alexo says in greeting, and they walk down the hall, heading to the four flights of stairs to get to the front entrance. The air is stale, heavy, and the heat’s building already.

Victor grunts.

“Temp’s going up today,” Alexo tells him.

Victor really would like his friend to just shut up, just for a minute. He grunts in answer.

“Says the next four days, anyway, likely thunderstorms at some point, when it breaks,” Alexo says.

“Coffee, then jibber-jabber, okay?”

This is the sort of thing his pal hates to hear—that he talks too much—but then Alexo doesn’t have to work night hours at the pub, and Alexo isn’t the one woken by some asshole of a pal pounding on his apartment door. Victor’s work as a subcontractor designing and assembling digital objects to furnish VR environments somehow doesn’t manage to pay as much as it should. He’s just a contract provider, hence the second job.

They trot-drop down the stairs and through the modest front inner door that is old dark wood panels with its gummy shellac finish that probably hasn’t been redone since the building was built a century or more before, and whose cloudy surface seems sticky enough to capture the bright light of the outside world. When they exit through the big glass exterior door, the metal shine of the seventies-era refit entryway is an unsettling contrast, and once through the metal and glass door, both come to a stop, blinking against the bright light outside.

“Jesus!” Victor takes a tentative step down but stops again. He’s surprised by the temperature that heats him, the sun feeling like a searchlight trying to burn its way through him. He squints up, and the sun, this being a bit past noon, is not yet past the other buildings on the opposite side of the street.

“Like I said, bro-ba-de-bro,” Alexo tells him as they head up on the sidewalk for some bodega coffee, “maybe four days of this shit.”

Victor grunts.

“It’s not even June,” Alexo says. “Still, just a taste of the months ahead, my guess.”

Tomorrow is May 7. Last summer Victor had barely made it through, especially the three-week heatwave in August when he had to get to the cooling center after his power was canceled because he was in arrears. He couldn’t work without electricity for his online connection, and he couldn’t work anyway, not with the temperature and humidity so high. His electric fan, even when set directly on him, was insufficient. That had been an unpleasant morning, walking over to LIU Athletic Center, and he almost fainted halfway as he was shortcutting through Fort Greene Park. He now viscerally understands wet-bulb temperature.

Tomorrow he’s got a hard deadline for a big contract. Fuck. He grunts again, squinting. He wishes he’d found his sunglasses before heading out, and then he wishes for his sunglasses even more because now, halfway to the corner of DeKalb, a homeless woman catches his eye and nods at him. She’s sitting on the second step up of a brownstone that’s clearly undergoing a gut rehab, the demo tube hanging down almost to the first floor, but it’s Sunday and there’s no crew activity.

She’s holding up a sign made of cardboard. The sign is held on a slant that makes reading difficult, but then he makes it out:

Geisha for hire

is scrawled at the top edge of the cardboard and underneath:

Shower and shade

I clean up good

He tries to look away, but that’s never been a strong suit of his, as much as he keeps trying to learn this essential skill of city living, then momentum works to carry him past eye contact, with Alexo saying something.

Alexo, head down, is getting agitated at something he’s looking at on his phone, and Victor is getting agitated, but only because he finds it very annoying when people walk and look at their phones. The least they could do is get a pair of AR glasses and read their screens in heads-up mode while looking out for other pedestrians. Or trucks, e-bikes, cabbies. Cabbies can still be found in the outer boroughs, although Manhattan has gone car-free. Mostly. Plenty of the rich are happy to pay the fees to get their vehicles on the streets.

Alexo is no longer beside him; instead, his friend is standing stock-still, peering at his phone screen, others on the sidewalk moving around and past him.

Alexo looks up, a frown building. Victor steps back toward him.

“Don’t you work with a woman, Elise Groöstrum?” Alexo asks.

“You talking about Big E?” He doesn’t know her that well, just through the meetups with other subs. She lives somewhere around his neighborhood, not that he’s ever run into her on the street. There’s been a couple of parties over the years. “Up near the Navy Yard.”

“Doesn’t say. Says she was a resident of Brooklyn, lived on Hall Street, so yeah, the Yard.”

“Was?” is the only thing Victor can think to ask. Whatever Alexo is seeing has to be Big E.

“Yeah. Shit, yeah, she pulled a Buckel yesterday. Shit.”

Alexo is now looking up, showing him the screen, but the sun is glaring full on and he can see nothing. He feels others walking around him. He’s standing dead still, so close to his friend that Alexo is radiating additional heat his way. The sun is hitting him full force now that he’s still, but he’s not seeing anything, really, as he processes the news. Buckel? A flush washes over him. The name of the guy who set himself on fire protesting fossil fuels a decade ago, maybe even earlier, up in Prospect Park, the name now lent to those climate-concerned maniacs who join the growing ranks of suicides to ease environment and carbon burdens.

“Yeah,” Victor finally answers. “I know her.”

Fuck. He now knows three people who have suicided as protest, although he can’t help but suspect that all of the three must have been fucked up in some way, even though he knows you aren’t supposed to be judgmental that way, not with what they’re calling these days sincere suicide.

“Fuck.” He gestures to the opposite sidewalk. “Let’s cross, I need the shade.”
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​Chapter 4: What Fletch Finds
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Middle of May, 2035

Marion Fletcher-Gray, or Fletch, as she prefers, still often feels new in the job of town manager of Great Barrington, even though she just marked her first decade working in this post. She doesn’t know why she can still feel this impostor syndrome after so long on the job, or what prompts her insecurities to override her good sense, and a good sense of confidence is what she, at fifty-two years old, should be feeling.

It’s not the job, though, making her feel bad today.

It’s closing in on the middle of May, the big town meeting last week went well, and all of the town warrants she wanted to get passed did, in fact, get voted in. Her exhaustion has finally receded and she’s looking forward to the next couple of weeks. She’s been looking forward to coasting a bit, no final budgets to wrestle for the vote, no last-minute crises. Except for her own personal crisis. In her house!

Her husband Robbie has been fucking around, but in some way, this anger is less about Robbie’s infidelity and more at Robbie’s stupidity, his thinking that in a small town like this he could be seeing—fucking—two women and somehow keep this quiet. Two, as far as she knows.

She counts slowly to ten.

She glances around her office at the plentiful pictures taken with state reps and senators and two different governors, and her various awards and citations.

She looks at herself in the mirror over the credenza off to the side. She’s in decent shape for a woman her age.

And why wouldn’t she feel great? Except now maybe she’s arguing with herself because she most definitely doesn’t feel great, but she knows why she’s feeling unsure and critical and bad about herself. It’s not her usual raft of self-doubt, or her general worry about how she’s doing. Knowing why she’s feeling awful just makes her angrier.

She’s had consistently good job reviews and she’s at the start of her third five-year contract. Administrating a town like Great Barrington can often feel like a thankless job, a Sisyphean task, like bailing out a boat with a sieve, even if she knows she’s doing a good job. She’s gotten a lot of things done. She’s made a mark on the town.

The bond program she marshaled through for the adaptation plan that includes fixes on culverts and bridges, that’s a victory worth crowing about, and even the flood mitigation bill for which she found herself taking on an advocacy role statewide. Three years into the job she read an article in the local interactive about the history of dams in the upper Housatonic, some thousand of them, if she remembers this right. That article came out of a study or some local history book and out of that, these years later, has come a new flood management program based on the siting of a series of control catchments in locations where dams had run sawmills and other small operations going back to the early history of the county. Even today significant dams still exist that once powered textiles and papermaking into the twentieth century.

The build-out of catchments and flood control dams should keep deluges from causing widespread damage along much of the Housatonic River. The dam and headgates of the old Monument Mills in Housatonic is one such dam getting restored, and the Risingdale dam basin has gotten dredged and now boasts in-line flow hydroelectric generators, that project paid for in large part by GE’s PCB settlement money, when finished.

For a town manager, she has become somewhat popular. Nothing like being in the right place at the right time.

Nothing is feeling right at the moment, though.

Maybe, in some way, her husband’s betrayal is her fault? She’s always too busy with the town’s business, but she’s always made time for him. She keeps to her rule that they have sex at least once a week, although the rule has been more lately the exception, but that’s Town Meeting, with all its pressing prep. And what if she’s picked up some sexually transmitted disease from Robbie? Berkshire County has been ranking near the top in per capita cases of venereal disease statewide for several years, and she personally pushed for a town panel discussion
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