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      This book is dedicated to Rachel Carson, author of Silent Spring, one of the first books to sound the alarm about the havoc we were wreaking on the planet. It’s also dedicated to all those who come after us, whose jobs it will be to clean up the mess and become stewards of the Earth.
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      In the 2021 in the middle of a pandemic, our anthology Fix the World was released, featuring hopeful stories by twelve sci-fi authors addressing the world’s problems. It was a critical and sales success, so we decided to do it all over again in 2022 with Save the World, a collection focused on climate change and how we might address it.

      Now we’re back with book three of the series, Transform the World—stories about how a change in society, culture, or government (or sometimes all three) might make the future a better place.

      We exactly doubled last year’s submissions, with 152 stories dealing with changes to voting, how we live with one another, universal basic income, adaptations to a new climate, and much more.

      We have some wonderful returning authors from our earlier anthologies—Holly Schofield, Jana Denaro, Derek Des Anges, Gustavo Bondoni, and myself. And we have nine new authors for you this year too!

      These stories are at times serious, sometimes whimsical, often deeply touching, usually innovative, and always (ultimately) hopeful.

      A note on spelling: the stories herein use a mix of American and British English. Since this is an international anthology, we thought it was important to retain both, and not to force some authors to conform to the British or American dialect.

      So sit back, relax with milk and cookies or a nice glass of wine, and lose yourself in the pages.

      Let yourself hope once again. It’s a heady drug, and our best tool for shaping a better future.

      
        
        —J. Scott Coatsworth, Editor

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IMMERSION

          

          BY STEPHANIE N. F. GREENE

        

      

    

    
      Today I swam through MOMA. I’d already trained myself to not think about how filthy the water must be, or of sea snakes, both favorite topics of my boyfriend, Leon. Anyway, they say the water inside is filtered. By the time I got to the third floor, I was exhausted, despite the audio-guide retrofitted with a breathing apparatus. Perhaps it was just the excitement of it all coming together at last.

      Leon says it was a waste, encasing the art, then flooding the museum—frivolous and elitist. Do the homeless in Queens give a rat’s ass about some stunt like flooding MOMA? How many millions did it cost?

      I say it was a gesture of optimism. A Nothing Can Keep New York Down sort of thing, and for that triumph of technology and political will, priceless. Did folks in Queens get off on the first moon landing? You bet they did.

      It was mostly private donations anyway, which also galls Leon—that such big money would show up for the MOMA project. They even reinstalled Guernica.

      Treading water, I wondered what Picasso would say to his masterpiece becoming an aquarium decoration?

      The art can’t all be moved to the Poconos. Those of us remaining in the city need art more than ever. But this is a topic I’ve learned to avoid with Leon, so I argue both sides, back and forth, with myself.

      We work in what’s left of the city planning office. There’s an esprit de corps among us Remainers that we all try to sustain. Leon’s actually being pretty gracious about having been outvoted on the MOMA thing.

      I stayed for the longest time, studying Guernica. The agonized faces. The horror of war. In my darker moments I’ve wondered if it wouldn’t be better to get it over quickly, with fire, instead of this slow drowning.

      Then I looked to my side, and there was a giant grouper, equally entranced. I had to smile: I doubt he had to pay fifty bucks admission.

      There’s still a lot to rethink, not even counting underwater commerce. But by God, the docents all wore matching pink wetsuits. What spirit! I love New York. I’ll never leave. Well, not alive.

      The trick to survival is to remind ourselves that it’s not all bad: now certain high rises have saltwater swimming pools. Upping the rent for the privilege, of course. Swimming is standard in kindergarten curricula. You can buy a snorkel at corner kiosks that once sold only periodicals and candy. On high water days, gondolas cruise Houston Street. The fancy knee-high rubber boots fashionable New Yorkers used to sport when there were a few puddles are now standard. Even mid-emergency, we find ways to adorn ourselves, decorating boots with patterned duct tape and waterproof decals.
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        * * *

      

      I remind Leon that guns (nearly everyone’s!) are jamming with all the moisture. Just the other day, there was a report of a failed bank robbery in which the miscreant’s gun wouldn’t fire and he was tackled by a couple irate pensioners. Violent crime is down 85%. Knife fighting would be ridiculous underwater, an awkward, comical ballet. I keep trying to tell him something’s really changing for the good.

      But it’s a struggle to stay cheerful when he lives in a stockade of gloomy statistics. I chalk it up to his having New York Socialist parents, who are still in the city; they don’t have many victories to savor. I get that. I’d be on edge if my parents were in the city, too.

      Sadly, I got off on the wrong foot with his folks when they found out my Dachshund is named Trotsky. In my defense, I had the dog long before I met Leon. But they have me pegged as frivolous. If they are holding out for an old school radical daughter-in-law, I see nothing but disappointment for them. Anyway, I had to send Trotsky to my parents upstate. It broke my heart, but the water was getting too deep for him. On flood days, it’s well over six inches.

      Planning departments across the country were instructed years ago to move from remediation to adaptation, but truthfully, no one is able to completely abandon hope that we can return to the old world. It shows up in odd ways. The other day, an elderly woman on the street stopped in front of the old Bergdorf’s building at 5th and 58th, water lapping at its base, and burst into tears. She grabbed my arm and recounted being taken there by her grandmother in 2010, to try on dresses for her coming out party. “Where will I take my granddaughters?” she’d sobbed.

      I’m making a quiet study of Venice, which, as we all know, has been sinking for centuries—the most beautiful city in the world, perhaps of all time. Evanescent, it turns out. The Venetians seem to take flooding in stride. I have a great photo of two gentlemen splashing though a foot of water impeccably dressed—even the boots are gorgeous—chatting! La vita continua.

      I do try to be sympathetic to Leon. Early on, he was one of the guys who had a soapbox in Union Square, holding forth about practical ways to get help, what officials to contact. He’d come home cleansed. But now, the traffic’s down, so he doesn’t go, and I get an earful. Societal and environmental collapse are imminent. Next will be the pestilence.

      I really don’t know what good it does telling me. I still have to get through the day. I still have to get dinner. What would he do if I listened and reacted the way I wanted to? I’d stay in bed. He would have to get his own dinner.

      The thing is, I am as afraid of change as anyone. I try to calm myself by remembering that our forebears walked over the Bering Strait, or stowed away on smelly tubs to cross oceans for the new world. What did they know about the future? Nothing. Pipe dreams of streets paved with gold.

      A bit of heresy: sometimes science overdoses us on fear to get our attention. We are a fear-soaked society, already. Paralyzed with information.

      Paul Eluard once said, “There is another world, but it is in this one.” I think he is saying that we all have the capacity to live in many other worlds; we are far more adaptable than we realize. To tell the truth, though, I feel pretty maxed out dealing with everything right around me.

      Recently I attended a lecture at the Aquarium. It was a kind of rogue TEDx given by a dolphin who said that his ancestors had once been human. I must already be changing, because in the tank, his squeaks and burbles made perfect sense. I didn’t even need the simultaneous translation. He had an Australian accent.

      He is apparently something of a maverick, because the consensus in the dolphin world is that humans are, as a species, kind of a flop. Clever, but far too fearful and therefore vicious. The idea is to gently glide along letting us face the consequences of our actions. What’s one more extinction? Ours might save the world.

      The speaker wasn’t buying it, though. He described himself as a dolphinarian: the equivalent of a humanitarian, only, of course, much better. He was trying to get us used to losing our opposable thumb. Oh, he’s ambitious: though he sees this as a long-term project, he thinks evolution can be greatly accelerated. I got lost in the math. He had us meditate, then we held our breath for one minute.

      Afterwards I went up to ask him how long he thought this transition was going to take. He was very nice, but I couldn’t quite decide if he was truly sanguine. If you can’t not smile, is your smile genuine?

      Actually I was so overwhelmed by his magnetism, I didn’t really absorb his answers. The truth is that he was hot. Talk about confusing. I wanted to jump into the tank with him and run my hands along his sleek, strong flanks, gently gliding along the scar dividing his left side. I read somewhere that dolphins are promiscuous. He looked at me for a long moment…. Finally, I fled. I can barely handle a human relationship; do I really need to add an interspecies affair to the mix?

      The next day, a Saturday, when Leon was visiting his parents, I tied my thumbs in for three very frustrating hours, going through my chores, batting at things like a seal. When he came home and discovered me, Leon thought I was just clowning around to amuse him, but I’m just as serious as he is. That’s what he doesn’t seem to understand.

      For instance: the rats. When the subways flooded, up they came in droves. They were topside, blinking as they scurried around half-blind, looking for food. People freaked about murine typhus and the plague. The first response was a citywide program of rat poison. This was gradually second-guessed after a few months as scientists debated the effects of too much Warfarin—an anticoagulant, after all— getting into the water system.

      Unfortunately when I wondered out loud if strokes might become a thing of the past, Leon lost it. How could I joke about poisoned water? I countered that scientists should have been consulted about using the drug on that scale. Why was there no debate before leaving bowls of D-con in every alley? Or did politicians just decide that public hysteria posed more danger than an epidemic of hemophilia?

      When he says I am not serious, it’s because he resents my refusal to agonize with him over every step. But frankly, I don’t have that much emotional energy. This isn’t going to be easy: save your strength.

      Secretly? I think Leon is trying to bargain with God, even though he’s not a believer. If he bellyaches constantly now, God will decide he’s had enough misery and spare him the big stuff. It’s like the way we used to do sit-ups in grade school gym. So much drama went into our grunts and grimaces that the teacher let us stop way before we’d reached 50. No wonder we’re wimps.

      And I don’t think it works that way, cosmically.

      What is clear, even though it’s hard to see on land, is that we are all connected. Poison the rats, and that poison is eventually going to come out of our faucets. Hello!

      And they say that majoring in comparative religion is a waste of time; that STEM studies will save the day. Not by themselves, they won’t.

      Honestly, I already miss candles, even before they disappear. And being absolutely dry. I cannot face becoming totally immersed just yet. What about Bach’s Suites for Solo Cello? What about being able to sit in a theater on a velveteen seat and have my clapping make noise, not waves? What about fireplaces and what—oh God—what about books?

      We discuss the future. There aren’t enough trouble dolls in the world to take care of all Leon’s worries, but mine I can list. And bless his heart, Leon addresses them with small practical solutions written out in his neat hand.

      Maybe I’m not so dumped by failure. Isn’t failure just part of success? A few years ago I ran workshops instructing people in how to make their own little methane capturing systems using coffee grounds and potassium hydroxide. It isn’t that hard; you just heat the mixture up. Fifth grades all over the country were doing it. Of course the potassium hydroxide is very caustic…it’s lye, right? There were bound to be mishaps, but it gave people something to do. Perhaps a few children got interested in science, and more importantly, in dealing with the current reality.

      I admit, it can be unsettling seeing an alligator roaming down Sixth Avenue, but the female will only chase you until you’re out of her territory.

      To help people understand, we added New Urban Wildlife workshops after some teens discovered a gator nest in Seward Park and one kid got his leg mauled. Naturally, his parents sued the city, because things like that Just Shouldn’t Happen in the Greatest City in the World.

      “Who asked alligators to move in?” one old man in the workshop railed.

      When could we ever control who came?

      We did a series on sea snakes after the initial panic. The Beaked Sea Snake, originally from Florida, is very poisonous, but its fangs are too short to penetrate a wetsuit. Then some conservationists confused that with the Short-Nosed Sea Snake, which is critically endangered, but lives in Australia. Anyway, they started protesting and people called the office hourly with hysterical sightings. For months we were explaining that we weren’t exterminators. It was especially disheartening for Leon, who felt we’d somehow failed the public.

      I know we are very lucky. Buildings all across the city have rooftop solar panels and so far they are efficient enough to give nine hours of electricity a day. Almost everyone has curtains made of oxygen-producing algae. Both are Leon’s doing, getting the grants. He is truly committed to helping people. Even though we have our differences, I’m very proud of him.

      I think I depend on his crisis mode as he depends on my optimism. I believe we can thread our way through this. As people always have, throughout history. Which is why, after peeling out of my wetsuit, making a nice dinner and enjoying the last glass of wine I’ll drink for the next seven and a half months, I told him about the baby.

      He didn’t take it well, which made me cry, even though I’d promised myself I wouldn’t. He acted like I was leading our child to slaughter by having conceived. I countered that people have always had children in crises.

      “When he comes home from third grade and wonders why we can’t get food anymore, or looters are roaming the streets, what then?”

      I had to admit I don’t know. Exhausted, I finally reminded him I hadn’t done this intentionally, and certainly hadn’t done it alone. He grabbed his dumbbells and shut himself in the study.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday is beautiful and crisp. After work, I decide to go back to the Aquarium. I catch the bus and ride over the bridge to Brooklyn, praying the dolphin will still be there.

      And he is, swimming in languid circles. I recognize him by his scar. As I approach he goes vertical, scooting back from the edge, then shoots toward me underwater and leaps out, landing in a belly flop in front of me, engulfing me in a wave.

      I have to laugh, which feels wonderful, even though I’ll be damp for the rest of the evening.

      “How are you?” I ask, as I mop my face with my scarf. “Is everything OK here? Are you comfortable?” I was in hospitality before planning. But more than that, I need him to thrive.

      “I’m fine. Just thinking some things over.”

      His look is intense, thrilling and a little jarring with that smile.

      “I wanted to see you, to ask you a few questions.” I falter. At home I might have once gone to my pastor, but here I am confiding in a dolphin.

      “Everything’s changing,” I begin, before my voice cracks. “And I’m pregnant.”

      “Good. I thought so.”

      “Really? Good? How did you know?” I start crying in earnest. Finally I compose myself and continue. “We’re all so afraid of the future. I feel like a criminal bringing a baby into the world.”

      “Fear is your original sin. Work that out and you’ll be fine. And all mammals glow when they’re pregnant. You forget, our genomes are nearly identical.”

      I stare at him. My head is spinning. I’ve never gotten with the Adam and Eve narrative. Even as a child, it seemed absurd that the whole problem of exile from the garden—along with the burden of good and evil—would be pinned on Eve. By the way, in Islam, Adam and Eve are held equally responsible for The Fall. But never mind.

      “What do you know?” I repeat, realizing instantly how rude it sounds. “I mean…” I close my eyes against a wave of nausea. “Can you tell the future? Are we going to be all right?”

      “When you lose your thumbs, it’ll be much simpler.” With that he tips back and speeds away.

      Leon and I have to make up. We have to do a site visit in Jackson Heights. I’ve always loved that neighborhood. What do they say? It’s a trip to south Asia without the visa?

      We are working on green space transformation. There was very little public green space in JH back when it was built in the early 20th century. Then later, there was a scramble to transform vacant lots into little parks. But how times change: now they are growing rice and water lilies, not geraniums and corn.

      Leon and I enjoy working here. Is it terrible to say we always have fun? Well, we do: having tea with people, laughing over samosas, sketching ideas on napkins and watching their faces light up with possibility. We welcome them into the planning process. Now Leon is so stressed, he can’t even welcome his own child.

      Anyway, I was hoping we could get back some of the old collaborative spirit, the dreaming out loud. So as we walk down Roosevelt Avenue, I am going on about Green Wave, the vertical gardens cultivated in the ocean. They’re catching on.

      I am explaining to Leon’s back as we hop over the deeper puddles on our way to the site. “Kelp grows vertically, and you grow mussels in these long socks beside them with scallops in these sort of hatboxes suspended one above the other…”

      He grunts.

      “Leon, it’s so cool. Oysters on the bottom! It takes up very little space and is hurricane proof. We should make all agriculture aquatic!”

      He stops suddenly, whirling on me so that I ram into him as I try to avoid a puddle. “Really. How is it hurricane-proof, Polly? How exactly does that work?”

      “Well, I don’t know all the details….”

      He is panting.

      “How am I going to tell my parents that you are pregnant? Have you thought of that at all?”

      “I’ll tell them.”

      “That’s not the point! This will kill them! They worry enough about us.”

      “But we’re fine! Worrying is a choice, too, Leon,” I cry. “You were an all-star defensive lineman at Colgate! My God! In the service, you were in and out of Afghanistan negotiating access to their lithium and niobium! Why are you suddenly paralyzed by your parents’ fears?” People are hurrying past us with furtive glances. I push ahead of him and continue walking.

      Leon comes up close behind me and addresses me quietly, his voice shaking with anger.

      “You never think of anyone else. You just traipse along and let the chips fall where they may.”

      “And you don’t?” I whip around. “Granted, you do a lot of hand wringing, but you basically do what you want, when you want.”

      I am referring to Gretchen Goldberg, classical clarinetist, his ex, whom he dumped unceremoniously for me. Afterwards he spent six months agonizing over whether he’d hurt her feelings. I pick up my pace.

      I fall in behind a group of Indian women, holding the hems of their saris high so they won’t get wet. It makes me wonder how they dealt with monsoons at home, or if home is actually India at all.

      I used to go through the fabric stores on Roosevelt Avenue marveling at the sari material with the beautiful hem designs. I envied the women who got to wear these clothes as I envy the women in whirling silk before me. My eyes flood with tears I don’t begin to understand. All I can think is, I want to go home.

      I wipe my eyes roughly with the back of my hand and hurry on. Leon is still talking.

      “People can only take so much change—you embrace it like it’s some kind of game, but the rest of us can’t do that. Don’t you see?”

      My laughter sounds like the caw of a crow. The dolphin understands me better than the father of my child. I stop and bury my face in my hands.

      Leon stops. He wraps me in an embrace right there on the darkening November street, the crowds moving ’round us like schools of bright fish as I try to pull myself together. But it feels so good to lean into his strength, I want to stay there forever.

      The site visit goes beautifully. The neighborhood leaders study the damp maps, making notes in blue pencil, discussing the changes in Urdu and Tamil. Their courage is so moving, I have to choke back tears. They are instinctively kind and solicitous, as if they have understood our situation with one glance. It’s probably because I look like a half-drowned ferret.

      I compose myself, feeling absurd that they are drying my scarf on the radiator and bringing me tea, when I am supposed to be the one helping, encouraging, boosting. Normally, I would be showing people how to remediate mold naturally (borax, vinegar), or extolling the best tide pools in Central Park.

      We are silent on the bus ride home. I fall asleep, leaning against the window with my mouth open, only waking when Leon nudges me at our stop.

      Inside, I go right to bed and sleep eleven hours.

      In my dream, I see my baby girl swimming, cavorting inside me, having the time of her life. Laughing, if you can do that underwater. She can! That part’s clear.

      When I peer at her closely, I see she is in an aquarium tank. She somersaults through the seaweed, kicking off its side. I am spellbound by her beauty: butterscotch colored and bald.

      She goes from embryonic to having a flipper. She comes to the glass to stare at me. Her eyes are the deepest blue. I place my hand on the glass, longing to touch her. When she puts her tiny hand up to match mine, I see that her fingers are webbed. I cry out, because I want her to be like me, and she is growing into someone—something—else. Her look is one of the purest love.

      I realize I don’t see an umbilical cord. How is she breathing? She seems so full of joy, not in any kind of distress. And then I see them: gills.

      When I jolt awake, the sweat is dripping off me, and the dream’s implications begin to sink in. Will she be some sort of freak? Absurdly, I think of schoolyard cruelties, and then, panicking, that she might be kept in a zoo.

      The next morning we are on our way to visit Leon’s parents. Around Columbus Circle, I feel myself bracing for the meeting, shrinking into my seat as the M7 bus barrels uptown.

      My in-laws live in a Harlem brownstone. It’s pretty swank actually. Leon’s parents always take lofty umbrage when I say I like it. They announce that they were there before gentrification. I don’t remind them they are part of gentrification, even though they refuse to have window boxes. They go on to stress that they rent to minorities, at fair prices. They did, that is, until the Williams family moved out and bought a house in Schenectady. A gorgeous Craftsman; I visited them when I went upstate to see my folks. They have window boxes full of fuchsia geraniums.

      We sit around the coffee table, spread with crackers, cheese, ginger ale, seltzer, red grapes, and salted nuts. The smells make me ill. I feel a desperate thirst, go into the kitchen and drink two glasses of water, helping myself at the tap.

      Give the city credit: New York’s tap water is still great. I gulp it down, thinking there is nothing so delicious as cold water, and wishing I could just stay in the kitchen holding the icy glass against my clammy forehead. When I return to the living room, Leon is clearing his throat.

      “We have something to tell you,” he croaks.

      I can’t bear the idea that he will begin by apologizing, so I blurt, “I’m pregnant. You are going to be grandparents.”

      This is greeted by stunned silence.

      “Don’t you use protection?” Abe asks.

      “It failed,” I answer before Leon can speak.

      “How could it fail?” Abe wonders.

      He is a chemist and should know better; I cannot control my tone: “Ninety-nine percent effective leaves one percent failure. One in a hundred,” I point out, trying not to glare at him. I don’t add that research on better birth control has taken a back seat to developing water-skimming scooters.

      “What are you going to do?” Naomi is all business.

      I sigh, realizing that today, no one else will welcome this child.

      “This baby is a miracle bigger than any of us.”

      No one speaks. On a better day I would marvel at their stubbornness. But today, I am exasperated. I press on.

      “Do you realize how few men can even have children? Worldwide, sperm counts have plummeted for the last 50 years. You should see the slides. The sperm just lie there. It’s so pathetic.”

      “Don’t talk that way in front of Leon’s mother.”

      I’m surprised by this. Abe used to ask the lifeguards at the Y about the sperm counts in the pool. It was his standard joke and always got a laugh. I look at Naomi, whose jaw is set.

      “How you could think to bring an innocent child into this chaos, this destruction, is beyond me.”

      “It’s not as if I did this alone, Naomi, just to upset you.” It is the first time I talk back to her, or call her by her given name. Both long overdue.

      “Don’t you think I’m afraid? I work in city planning. I know what’s happening.”

      “Do you? I think you live in a fairy tale, from what Leon tells us….”

      I swivel and fix Leon with a look. He finds something absorbing about his size 13 sneakers.

      “Have you thought this through, dear?” Abe continues. “It will be bad enough for us, worse for you. But I can’t think…” his voice breaks. “I can’t bear to think what it will be for the next generation.”

      His emotion is contagious. I pick it up like a kindergartener picks up a sniffle, and then I must beat it back.

      “Can you try to imagine something good?”

      “How can I? It’s just getting worse.” He shakes his head.

      “It’s getting both better and worse! Isn’t it? I mean what we see around us, yes, there are tons of problems, but people are coming up with ingenious solutions all the time.

      “I mean, think of the success of Mexico City, once one of the most polluted cities on the planet, it is now the greenest, thanks to NASA’s Megacities Carbon Project. In the past 50 years, they have planted fifteen million trees. Xochimilco is a global model of farming innovation.” I am breathless, and Abe takes advantage of the break.

      “What kind of life do you envision for this child- a servant to the billionaire class, begging for survival by making himself useful as a shoeshine boy? “

      I feel sorry for him, but can’t let up.

      “So only billionaires can have children? Is that it? Everyone else just folds up and dies?”

      “You want your child to be a servant?”

      “Who knows what she’ll be?” I think of the dream and can’t help smiling.

      “She!”

      “The question is not what is here, but what can we imagine? What we have in front of us is old news, like starlight from stars that have long since died. We have to think beyond what is already here. Doom is a luxury we cannot afford.”

      “Little Miss Schiksa Sunshine. Such pretty pastel pictures,” Naomi says with a dry laugh. “I can’t believe it. I thought Leon would outgrow you, but you’ve got him now.”

      Abe lays a steadying hand on his wife’s knee, but she shakes it off, tapping her heel in fury.

      I want to slap them both. “Don’t you see that we can’t go back? It’s not like we can point a finger at the culprits, try and convict them and the old order will just be restored!”

      I turn to Naomi. “And no, Naomi, I don’t have him. He can do what he wants.” I regard Leon, whose cheeks are bright red orbs. “He may not stay with me, but I can handle whatever he decides. I’ll…we’ll be fine.”

      I gather up my coat, put on my scarf and boots, both still damp, and not waiting for Leon, leave, shutting the door quietly.

      I slop my way to the bus stop, arguments and to-do lists swirling through my head. Then I imagine my little girl swimming around, cavorting, joyful —and let it all go. Blissful silence! Soon all these opinions will be nothing more than bubbles.

      There’s usually a silver lining, my mother always says. You just have to look for it.

      I breathe in slowly through my nose and suddenly feel a warm, dry hand slipped into mine. Even his calluses are comforting. I exhale.

      The bus groans to a stop. Together, Leon and I climb on. As we have hundreds of times before, we dip our fare cards in the reader and find a seat.

      Maybe we can name her Nadia.
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      My name is Michaela Gonzalo-Halpenny. Everyone calls me “Halps.” Except for Lena, of course. I’m writing this sitting in my favorite overstuffed chair in the lounge of the scruffy old Banff Springs Hotel, in the middle of the Rockies.

      Lena said to put everything in about what happened so I’m starting with the basics. We’re an intentional community that formed after the official start of the Climate Breakdown sixteen years ago. I’m one of the new generation—we incomers moved here when I was orphaned at five. For the past ten years, I’ve been raised by wolves and Sasquatch. Yeah, I’m totally fooling—I know people in big cities think our intentional community is weird but, trust me, it’s not that weird.

      My skill with a soldering iron and a multimeter had got me a spot on Lena’s repair party even though she’d given me the evil eye while the three of us packed up. I did everything I was told, for once—not even arguing when Angie packed some of her nasty dried porcupine meat in the sled (like being two years older than me makes her smarter or something). Since the gunpowder incident, I’d promised to be more community-minded.

      One thing about me: I always keep my promises. Lena’s yelled at me before, mostly because of monopolizing a Gabfest—oops, I mean a Morning Session. But I figure if I just explain enough stuff, I can prevent our debates running over into several sessions.

      I don’t want arguments.

      I just want people to agree with me.

      And, hey, it took a whole two hours before this argument started. Probably a record for me. Two hours of us trudging along the TransCanada toward the hydroelectric station, snowshoes sticking in the snow at each step, surrounded by forests of pine, spruce, and fir. Lena trudged after Angie, who was breaking trail, and I came last, pulling the sled, fitting my snowshoes into their depressions as best I could.

      We had a tricky problem ahead of us. We use a Pelton wheel—a type of waterwheel—to produce the electricity we need to light our crops. If the wheel stops turning, the veggies will die pretty quickly. So when the runoff from Lake Minnewanka that powers the wheel decreased a week ago, we knew we had trouble. It’s never happened before, but the penstock—the enclosed sluice pipe below the surge tank—had jammed with ice, the flow of water had dropped a whole lot, and the Pelton wheel had slowed. The kilowatt-hours were a fraction of what we needed. Hence our little journey at exactly the wrong time of year.

      In the summer, this would have been a simple morning’s hike along the cracked asphalt, but, in late April, the snowpack was several meters deep and the faint trail just a hardened track fading to nothing in the distance. Warmer temperatures in February, increased snowfall in March: climate change had completely disrupted the weather patterns and, more importantly, the predictability of weather patterns. I’d never known the weather to be consistent in my lifetime so the recent cold snap didn’t weird me out the way it did for ol’ Lena.

      Anyhow, I’d only shouted something ahead about how our pace was inefficient but that was enough to set Lena off.

      “You think if you rush ahead, you could have made it to the generating station and back again by now, that it?” Lena twisted toward me, the wind snatching at her words. After several hours of trekking, the wind had turned her cheeks a rosy brown. Or else she was pissed off at me already.

      “Well, actually—“

      “Think of this trip as a teaching moment.” Lena’s nose jutted at me over the lumpy scarf she had wrapped around her red parka hood. I’d carded bighorn sheep wool, then spun and knitted the scarf last year as part of a mandatory handicraft class, laboriously and resentfully. Science was more my gig. Even with the rime of ice from her breath coating the wool, I could see where I’d dropped a stitch or two.

      “Teaching? For you or for me?” I muttered into my own scarf. The whole trip was a case of too little, too late. We depended on the hydroelectric for the lighting in the greenhouses and we should have made this journey last week when this frigid weather had started.

      Everyone had fled this high valley a decade ago after the tremendous avalanche that made the hot springs inaccessible but, thanks to Gaia (and, more specifically, to Lake Minnewanka), we’d made things work so far, until this cold snap. Kale, gai lan, cabbages, chick peas, soy beans, radishes, even beets and carrots were all tucked in the many greenhouses our little community had constructed on the golf course next to the Banff Springs Hotel over the past ten years.

      Heat isn’t as much an issue as you’d think—with plenty of wood, we just fire up the wood stoves that flank the walls. Light, actual sunlight, that’s the problem. With an average of only three hours a day of sunshine in the winter now that cloud cover is the norm, and a scant two-month growing season outdoors in the summer, we need electricity to run the greenhouse LEDs or else the crops stagnate and mold.

      The reduced flow of water to the Pelton wheel in the old repurposed generating station was the big problem right now, but, like most things to do with climate change, there were longer-term issues too. I craned my head back toward Lena. “What if the pipe above the surge tank freezes? Fixing that will be almost impossible.”

      “One problem at a time.” Lena’s sigh made a long white cloud of breath.

      Ahead of her, Angie twisted back and gleefully chimed in, “That was, naturally, discussed in the second hour of the Morning Session six days ago.” Then she stuck out her tongue at me, timing it when Lena was adjusting her mittens and didn’t see.

      I tried not to scowl at her. I really did. But it was hard. Her heart-shaped face and her mink-dark hair are so much prettier than my round head and curly brown mop; even her stride on snowshoes is graceful and efficient. Her only flaw is the gap in her front teeth. I really appreciate that gap. It gives me hope that there’s another defect in her somewhere, and it will come to light eventually.

      I eased the straps of the harness where it chafed. We were only halfway to the generating station, three more kilometers to go.

      Time to speed up.

      I increased my pace and the sled slewed behind me, collecting even more chunks of snow from the trail edges onto the tarped-down heap of food and tools. I nearly trod on Lena’s heels, and she gave a warning huff. She keeps all of us in line, both in the community and during the daily Gabfests. Sometimes, I thought if it weren’t for her, our little commune would have exploded into survivalist infighting and thefts and destruction, just like Calgary had.

      Lena turned to face me, glaring. “My turn for the sled,” she said, a statement, not a question.

      I shook my head.

      She halted, forcing me to stop, and held up a hand, wincing as she straightened her fingers. Both Angie and I were stronger and more capable of pulling the sled than her but I couldn’t deny her the joy of contribution (we’re big on that). But I did feel bad for her. If the grid hadn’t failed and the economy hadn’t collapsed, she’d have been driving a car to the mall now. Or having coffee with friends, retired by sixty, not trudging along a mountain road in winter.

      I took off the harness and helped settle it on her thin shoulders. “Arthritis must suck—“

      “It’s not arthritis. It’s because of the chicken coop.” She kept her voice flat. I’d macgyvered the always-stubborn chicken coop door a few days ago, using counter-weights, saving all of us the effort of jiggling it while holding a basket of eggs.

      It had worked just fine until it had closed on Lena’s thumb.

      And refused to open.

      Good thing we’re a non-judgmental sort of people.
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        * * *

      

      The highway kept level for the most part. In the ditch, a fresh-cut row of stumps lined up like miniature pillars. Someone had cut down the long-dead young spruce that had tried and failed to get a foothold. Probably Randy on his scouting mission last week to see why the water flow had decreased so drastically. I had stood up at Gabfest and asked to go with him, making a reasoned plea just like an adult. Angie’s smirk, when I’d been asked to sit down, just about reached both her ears.

      Randy had probably used the spruce to build a campfire to discourage the cougars who were now back in pleasing numbers. Or just to stay warm. This winter had had some of the coldest colds and warmest warms we’d seen. Each year seemed to break new records.

      I could sympathize with Randy. Frostbite wasn’t fun, I’d lost an earlobe to it last June. See, the bitter-sweet petals of purple saxifrage are nutritious and delicious, both. So I went on what Lena calls a “reckless” journey to see if the flowers were blooming early in Sunshine Meadows. They weren’t. I hadn’t run it by the Gabfest first but I still thought I’d been right to go—because what if they were? I took off my mitten and rubbed my nose. A campfire would be nice about now; the woodsmoke and crackle would seem just as warming as the BTUs themselves.

      “A campfire! Hey! Lena!” I stepped off trail, near a trail of elk tracks, and let Lena catch up.

      “What? Where?” Her nose was dripping and probably as numb as mine. And she wasn’t sparing breath for talking, that was clear. If they’d just sent me alone, the sled could have carried just food for one, not three, and been a lot lighter.

      “What if we build a fire under the penstock instead?” The water pipe had frozen solid, and the slow, safe, much-analyzed plan to melt it with electric blankets would take days. Once we got to the station, we’d have to divert the remaining trickle of electricity from the greenhouses to the batteries for the blankets too, another downside. And, only one person could stand on the narrow ledge that ran beside the surge tank’s base at any one time, the drop-off on the other side was too steep.

      My shoulders ached just thinking about hauling batteries back and forth the two hundred meters from the generating station a dozen times. Even after we’d released a stronger flow of water and could start to charge multiple batteries at once, it’d still be grunt work of the worst kind. But a tall haystack of thin logs could direct a flame upwards and melt it in a fraction of the time. No reason not.

      “Too hard to control,” Lena panted, not slowing, coming right at me. I trotted backwards, which isn’t easy in snowshoes, even my trusty old aluminum oval ones, believe me.

      Up ahead, Angie had stopped to let us catch up. Hands on her knees, perfectly-knitted scarf dangling, she was panting, white puffs against the darker pines that surrounded us. Oh, right: I was supposed to have spelled her off breaking trail ten minutes ago. Too bad I’d had more important things on my mind.

      I tried to catch Lena’s eye but her toque was pulled too low. “If we see whether the pipe is cracked or not, we can get started on repairs earlier!” We can’t manufacture large metal pieces yet, although we can bend sheet metal for ducting and so on, so I could see that part of the repair process taking frustratingly long.

      Maybe we could get some piping from the traders that came through in the summertime on their way west. They’d rattle into town driving rusty old hybrids hauling trailers filled with junk. We’d reluctantly deal with them, buying the occasional solar panel in exchange for some of our handicrafts, even though they were in that gray area of enviro-ethics that Lena always harped about. From what they said, Calgary seemed awful and dangerous but its trashed suburbs held all kinds of fun stuff. “I could even go to Calgary to get a new culvert!”

      Lena rolled her eyes but I bounced up and down on my heels anyway. Finally, a way I could help!

      “What’s the holdup?” Something prodded my back and I almost fell over. “Sunset is at 5:37 today. We need to hustle.” Angie’s voice was loud in my ear.

      I twisted around and grabbed at her extended finger but she snatched it away. “Of course it is. And, of course, we do.” I turned to Lena. “Let me go on ahead and light a fire. You’ll catch up by dinner time. Please.”

      I knew from her slight chin tilt to the left what the answer would be. My uncharacteristic “please” hadn’t made a difference. She scowled beneath her scarf. “That wasn’t the plan. And we haven’t discussed it at Morning Session.”

      Yup, that’s us Banff folks. We start our day by Gabfesting about every single thing. And I do mean Every. Single. Thing. All the unnecessary talk-talk-talk is holding us back. None of the people in Calgary, or Vancouver, or New York, or anywhere for that matter, waste a third of their day doing it. At least, I don’t think they do, do they?

      I kept trying. “Sometimes, people just need to experiment and see—

      “And what do you think caused the Breakdown.” Lena waved a mittened fist in my face.

      I could feel Angie’s smirk through my back before she spoke. “Does Halps have some goofy alternate plan?” She’d been extra-smug since Lena and Randy had been meeting with her privately several times over the past month. I’d caught them whispering in the woodshed once and they’d all looked guilty when they’d seen me.

      “Cut some branches and make a fire below the pipe,” I explained to Angie, still facing Lena. “Loosen it quicker.” I gestured at the ax handle where it jutted from under the sled tarp.

      “A bow saw would work better to get kindling.” Now I could feel the superior toss of her head. “If that was the plan. Which it isn’t.”

      “Enough talking, you two. We stick together. We’ll camp in the generating station tonight and thaw the pipe using the blankets tomorrow.” Lena wrenched the sled forward and I almost tripped trying to get out of her way.

      As we forged onward, I kept silent, or at least I kept my mumbling to a minimum. I am learning to repress my impulses, honest.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, just as it began to snow harder, the surge tank became visible against Mount Girouard and the dense spruce lining the highway gave way to the three-story generating station. The cobblestone façade of the concrete building was punctuated by ancient plywood nailed over the tall vertical rectangles that had been windows. I sped up as we neared the parking lot, wanting to beat Angie to the door. My snowshoe caught on the twisted link ends of the wire fence where they were barely exposed above the snowpack. I stumbled and caught myself, pretending I was just loosening a strap, and ignored Angie’s snort.

      I pictured the cracked pavement below the two meters of snow, now the home of ants and beetles rather than the cars and trucks of maintenance workers. A short ways away, at the trail head, another parking lot had served the needs of recreational hikers decades ago. Imagine that: hiking for pleasure, rather than for forage or for meat. It boggles the mind, how people used to live.

      We all paused in the windswept area in front of the door and looked up the bank through the falling flakes at the slate gray surge tank two hundred meters above us. “Strange, isn’t it?” Lena leaned on her pole. “To think that this station was the culmination of so much effort for so little net benefit overall.”

      I nodded. I’d been fascinated by this whole area since I was a little kid. Far above us, Lake Minnewanka lay tucked back in the Rockies like a giant’s footprint. Nakoda peoples had frequented it until it was folded into the national park last century. They’d considered it something that, badly translated, meant “Spirit Lake” and, when I’d stood on the banks last summer looking at the deep turquoise waters, I was sure I’d felt a certain something—until I spotted the rusting dumpsters still surrounded by rotting plastic bags and my sense of connection shattered.

      The Nakoda were forced to relocate and cease their sustainable hunting practices, so that wealthy Calgarians could make the park into their personal playground. Then the lake area morphed into an environmental reserve until defaunation in the mid twenty-first century made it a pointless exercise. The lake was one of our community’s long-term projects—restock it with trout, whitefish, even pike now that the summers were warmer. And dredge up the resources it held—a whole town had been drowned when it was dammed. Old cars, building materials, and machinery had lain sunken for decades, waiting patiently in the pale turquoise depths. I drooled just thinking about it even as I cringed at the initial waste
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