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To all of Earth’s People, young and old

 


The future belongs to those who believe in the
beauty of their dreams.

– Eleanor Roosevelt

 


The visions we offer our children shape the future.
It matters what those visions are.

– Carl Sagan

 


We are at the very beginning of time for the human
race. It is not unreasonable that we grapple with problems. But
there are tens of thousands of years in the future. Our
responsibility is to do what we can, learn what we can, improve the
solutions, and pass them on.

– Richard P. Feynman

 


The whole future of the Earth seems to depend on the
awakening of our faith in the future.

– Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin
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It’s a race. A race between the expanding reach of
our empathy as it stretches across the world, bringing love and
intelligent cooperation for the good of all, and the clutching fear
of tribal distrust, made more powerful by modern technology.

Which will win?

 



 Chapter
1

Hungry for Hope

 


My name is Patrick Wu, and I have just spent
four days in the future.

Why? Because I was hungry for hope. Because
I found the world confusing and I needed something to light the
darkness. And because I could.

How did I do it? I have some theories, but
first you need to understand my background.

Although I was born here in Vancouver, in
Western Canada, I spent most of my childhood out of the country. My
family left Vancouver when I was eight and for twelve years we
lived in East Africa and the Middle East, from Lebanon to South
Sudan, in all sorts of conditions, while my parents worked for
refugee aid organizations. By the time my younger sister Daria and
I were teenagers, we had probably seen more poverty and suffering
than most people will see in a lifetime. I returned to Vancouver
with Daria when I was eighteen, under unhappy circumstances.

East Africa is not all brown and dusty, the
way the camps are. Ethiopia has rugged mountains and lush farmland.
South Sudan has tranquil villages in a sea of savannah filled with
trees. And then there were those nights camped out under the
thousand myriad stars of the vast deep African sky, each so
mysterious, each saying ‘Look at me—see how little you
know.’

Our parents were wonderful. My father
declared himself a ‘cosmic pantheist’, and in the cracks between
the refugee camps he loved to discuss the big questions with us.
Was there a God? Or was there nothing? Or was ‘God’ simply a word
people used to express the unfathomable vastness of it all? To my
father, God was a G.O.D.—a General Omnipresent Diaphany. That’s how
he liked to put it, and it took some digging to discover that the
word diaphany comes from the Greek, meaning ‘to appear through.’ So
the Creator is revealed by an essence that shines through every
person, every leaf, every creature.

Can miracles really happen? How can I say
they can’t, he would answer, when we know so little about how the
Universe works and who we really are? “We are not human beings
having a spiritual experience,” he liked to say, quoting the French
scientist and priest Teilhard de Chardin. “We are spiritual beings
having a human experience.”

My mother was more wrapped up in the lives
of the people we lived among—the families fleeing violence and war;
the women and children who had been raped and terrorized, their
villages burned to the ground. She was sometimes inspired by our
father’s musings, but more often she was impatient. “If God
exists,” she said, “he must be a sadist.”

“No,” my father would answer, “it is we who
are the sadists, because we have not yet been moved by the
diaphany, by the compassion that can enable us to see the love that
infuses everything.”

It was heady, inspiring stuff for a
fifteen-year-old. I knew how many trillion stars there were and how
far their light had travelled, but what did it mean that all this
had been created out of a Universe that was fourteen billion years
old? All the music, the love, the imagination, the hurt, confusion
and suffering—that somehow it had all emerged from the same shared
origin? It blew a fuse in my brain, trying to wrap my mind around
it.

Why are some humans so cruel and
self-centered? Why are some people so warm and kind, while others
become bullies, thugs and murderers? How was it possible that a
myriad disconnected cosmic particles had organized themselves into
atoms, jellyfish, elephants, butterflies, humans, music and
science? How could I fathom out the mismatch between the awesome
unity of the cosmos and the awful disunity of
poverty, war and suffering? You may think those to be teenage
questions, but they were very real ones, concerning real
issues.

It’s not as if Daria and I were totally
isolated growing up. We were able to keep up with world events and
our parents had taught us how to distinguish news from propaganda.
By the time I was eighteen I knew that as well as a place of
incredible beauty, the world was also a matrix riddled with power,
corruption and greed.

Take Somalia’s pirates, who kidnapped
foreign freighters and their crews, then ransomed them for
millions. The Somalis were not there because they woke up one
morning and said, “I have an idea—let’s play pirates!” They were
there because their parents had been fishermen, supporting their
families as their ancestors had done for thousands of years until
foreign industrial fishing fleets arrived off their coast and began
massively plundering the fish, shooting at their tiny fishing boats
with water cannons and firearms, making it impossible for them to
feed their families. So who were the first pirates—the Somalis or
the foreigners?

And then there was that awful day in
Jerusalem. I was sixteen. We drove around a corner and suddenly we
were in the aftermath of a suicide bombing. There were people with
their legs blown off, their bodies flayed by shrapnel. Acrid smoke.
People shrieking. Corpses.

A girl was still conscious. Most of one of
her arms was gone but I had seen enough of my parents’ triage work
to know what to do—stop the bleeding. I tore off my T-shirt, tied
it tight above the bloody end and pressed her matted scarf firmly
into the wound while she gasped and spasmed.

As I knelt over her, she looked up at me,
scared and confused. Same age as me, more or less. Wearing a black
and white checkered keffiyeh—maybe Palestinian?

Sirens were wailing, people shouting
warnings and orders in Hebrew.

The girl was staring at me with the deepest
black eyes I’d ever seen and the darkest black hair. Then out of
nowhere, such a deep, powerful connection. For a moment I’m
sure my heart stopped. She tried to say something, but I couldn’t
understand her.

Then a stretcher appeared beside us, and
someone pulled me aside. As she was rushed into an ambulance, I
grasped her hand.

“What’s your name?” I called out, but her
reply was too weak.

One day, I’ll go back and try to find her.
If she’s alive.
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It was my father I was closest to. Daria took
after our mother, with her red hair and her practical get-it-done
approach to life. But then there was that other awful day. Daria
and I were in Khartoum. Our parents had flown up to Cairo for some
meetings, leaving us to look after ourselves.

We spoke to them every day, but one evening
they didn’t call. Time ticked by ominously. Eventually, just after
midnight, there was that awful phone-call—the one you never want to
receive. A bus had hit a hole in the road, veering into a fuel
tanker that immediately exploded into flames. The taxi my parents
were riding in had been following too close and had plowed into the
inferno.

Everything they were to us—their joy, their
laughter, their love, their parenting, their wisdom, their work,
their nagging, their fussing, their hopes for our future—they ended
right there, leaving nothing but memories.
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A month later we were back in Vancouver. I
was eighteen, Daria fifteen. We had enough money to rent an
apartment and pursue our studies.

As our grieving subsided, we grew to love
Vancouver, especially the rain and the greenery, so refreshing
after the dusty brown dryness of the refugee camps. The ocean, the
forests and the mountains are so stunning. If you’ve been here,
you’ll understand. So Vancouver became our city of healing. But my
teenage questions took on a new urgency as I learned about the
distress that climate change was inflicting on the world. When I
read about the climate crisis and all the trouble that was coming,
my stomach would feel tight, and I would have difficulty sleeping.
Surely, there had to be a better way.

I also began to understand how deep was the
dysfunction at the heart of the global economy—the stuff they call
capitalism. If there was anyone at the helm—and maybe there wasn’t,
maybe there was just an ideology that people followed—they were
driving us at high speed toward the edge of a cliff, humans,
elephants and orca whales alike. If we didn’t embrace fundamental
change, not just locally but everywhere, we were going to be in
awful trouble.

But what could I do? I was studying politics
and international development at the University of British Columbia
and I was active in an environmental group, but I had yet to find
my path, my purpose in life.

I enjoyed playing Ultimate Frisbee, but my
friends thought I was way too serious. “Chill, dude,” they’d say.
But how could I, when the stuff I was reading told me we were
sleepwalking towards disaster? Where was the vision we so urgently
needed, that could offer us a better future?
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In 2010 Vancouver, led by its inspirational
Mayor Gregor Robertson, announced that it was going to become the
greenest city in the world. It was an exciting vision and it was
Daria who suggested that we get involved, going to meetings and
forums. The Greenest City Plan addressed many issues,
including transportation, food and the green economy, but it didn’t
address poverty, homelessness or the larger global problems such as
the climate crisis, or the way the plutocrats were looting the
planet. How could it? It was a plan for one city, not for the
world.1

‘Where do we come from? What are we?
Where are we going?’ These were the questions the painter Paul
Gauguin asked more than a hundred years ago, in the sensual beauty
of Tahiti. Today there’s a similar feeling in the air, a sense
beneath the skin that a crisis is brewing. Top hedge-fund managers
are buying farms with private airstrips in New Zealand so that they
can get away when the shit hits the fan. The rich are piling up
their goodies, but every year millions more people are becoming
trapped in poverty and debt.

We need economic growth to tackle the
poverty and the hunger, but the same economic growth is gnawing at
Earth’s vitals. The tropical rainforests in Borneo are being burnt
and torn down to make way for palm-oil plantations. The ocean is
being stripped of its tuna and sharks and filled instead with
plastic. By burning fossil fuels we are melting the icecaps. The
rich are getting richer but so many people are struggling, while
nature’s ecosystems are being weakened, often to the point of
collapse.

Wherever did we get the idea that this world
is ours to treat as we like, that we are entitled to cut
down the rainforests to drill for oil, entitled to catch all
the fish in the ocean, entitled to spray pesticides over the
soil, trees and hedgerows? Everything we consume seems to be
tearing at the fabric of nature.

And to trump it all, so much of the
destructive activity is being done on borrowed money.2
It cannot be right that governments have to struggle with such
massive debts, forcing them to cut back on education and
healthcare, while big corporations like Apple, Google, Walmart and
Starbucks pay almost nothing in taxes because their accountants
have found cunning ways to game the system.3 It cannot
be right that some people have become so wealthy, they have to hide
their billions in tax havens.4

With all these troubles, there was no
shortage of apocalyptic scenarios.5 But who can live off
that stuff? It seeps away at the soul, and makes life dimmer. I
craved a future that would reflect the hopes I carried in my heart,
a vision that would give me something to work for, as well
as being against the things that caused grief and pain.

We needed to shift to 100% renewable energy,
to replace all fossil fuels—but how was that possible? Our entire
system of transportation depended on oil. We needed to transform
the world’s economy—but what were the alternatives?

Daria and I were talking these things over
with some friends one wet February evening, in our Vancouver
apartment. The rain was pelting down on the street outside and we
were enjoying a cozy home-cooked curry when Daria posed the
innocent question that was to change my life: if the future is
so important, what if we could find a way to visit it?

After the inevitable laughter and the jokes
about what she was smoking, she persisted. “We know Vancouver has
set a goal to become the greenest city in the world. What if we
could somehow travel to that future and see what it looks like
twenty years from now, when it has actually become the
greenest city? And not just the greenest. What if people had also
discovered how to end poverty and homelessness? What if they had
built a culture that was rich and fulfilling? We could learn how
they did it, and use their knowledge to start building that future
today.”

It was a crazy idea, but once I had thought
about it, it got its hooks into me. I found myself dreaming about
it. For sure, we need to say ‘NO’ to the many things that threaten
us, but we also need to say ‘YES’ to a vision so positive that
people will yearn for it, and spend their lives working to make it
happen. If we want change, the power of our vision must be so much
stronger than the power of our fears.

Then late one evening a week or so later,
when it was just Daria and me in our apartment together, I felt a
strange and sudden sense of lightness.

I sneezed.

Daria said, “Gesundheit!”

I sneezed again.

“Bless you!” Then she laughed.

And again.

I shook my head vigorously to clear my
mind.

“Did you know there’s an ancient
superstition about sneezing, how it opens a crack to the spiritual
dimension?” she continued….

To this day, I don’t know how it happened.
All that I know is that I suddenly found myself in the future, just
as if I had been dreaming.

Maybe it was my father who made it
possible—who knows what’s possible once you are dead? I’ve thought
about it over and over, but I’ve not found any plausible rational
answer. So now I just accept it for whatever it was.

The words you are about to read are my
recollection of the four days I spent in the future in June 2032,
and the many conversations I enjoyed.

But before you begin, let me say one thing.
Even though this book is set in the future, it is not really a work
of fiction. It is simply an account of the myriad things I
experienced.

So if it’s not fiction, what is it? It’s
about the way the future world is tackling the climate crisis. It’s
about solutions to poverty, debt and homelessness—and a new economy
that is no longer capitalist. The people I met talked to me about
food, farming and our health; about transportation and street life;
about community organizing and education. They also talked about
protest—lots of protest, and about politics and democracy.

It’s also about spirituality, philosophy and
science—the big ideas my father loved to discuss. Maybe that’s why
he made it possible, if that’s how it happened.

To repeat, I really don’t know how it
happened: it just did. I found myself sitting on this bench, in the
future, with an inner knowing that I had just four days to explore
things and learn as much as I could, after which I would return.
When I tuned into my father, as I often do, I felt that he was
smiling contentedly.

 


 


[Note: all the ENDNOTES are at the very end
of this ebook.]

 


 



Chapter 2

June 2032: The
Journey Begins

 


It was getting dark, but the late evening air
was fragrant and enthralling. I was sitting in a cob-earth shelter
on a quiet residential street in what felt like Vancouver, but
instead of rows of parked cars I was looking out onto a sea of
trees, shrubs and plants.

The road was still there, but it was
narrower than it was in my time, and it was meandering instead of
straight. On the wall of the shelter I read these words, which
someone had painted beautifully:

Forget not that the earth delights to feel your bare
feet

and the winds long to play with your hair. – Khalil Gibran

I took a deep breath, to see if I was real.
Check. I pinched my thigh. Check. I stood up and looked around.
Check. This was too weird. I peered out of the shelter.

And then I panicked. Where was I? What was
happening? My heart beat faster and my breath grew short, but then
I remembered a trick my father had taught me. Pause, breathe. Go
inside and picture yourself surrounded by a circle of light. Then
say quietly, ‘I am here to serve. Please help me and guide
me.’

I did as he’d taught me, and a familiar
voice inside me said, “Relax. Enjoy.”

I took a deep breath, and looked around.

Down the street to my left three women were
walking towards me arm-in-arm, laughing and joking as if they’d had
a good night out. As I watched, two of the women said goodnight and
peeled off into one of the houses. The third woman continued down
the street. Black, medium height, well built. Shock of frizzy
orange hair.

“Hello—who do we have here?” she asked,
looking at me.

I needed to answer, but my brain jammed
up.

“What’s up—cat got your tongue?” She placed
her hand on her hip.

“Er, no. Sorry. I must have been
daydreaming,” I fumbled. “My name’s Patrick. Patrick Wu. I’ve been
living in Sudan, in East Africa, and I’m visiting Vancouver on a
research project. I don’t suppose you know if anyone around here
offers bed and breakfast?” Where did that come from? Don’t
ask me.

“Sudan, you say? You don’t look very
Sudanese to me.”

“I grew up in East Africa. I must have spent
too long in the laundromat to get this pale skin of mine.”

“The laundromat! Is that how you
folks got so white? I never knew. After all these years! But you
said ‘Wu.’ Sounds Chinese.”

“True - but I’m a true Canadian. My father
had Chinese ancestry; my mother’s Irish. They died in Egypt six,
almost seven years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. May the blessings
be. So what brings you to our neighborhood on such a lovely night,
Patrick Wu?”

Relax. Enjoy. Invent.

“I’m a member of a student society at the
University of Khartoum and we’re very troubled about the future. So
they sent me to Vancouver to learn how you had become the world’s
greenest city.”

“One of the greenest. We don’t like to
boast.”

“I’m sorry. I’ve got four days to learn what
I can before I go on to Portland, and I need a place to stay.
That’s why I asked about a bed and breakfast.”

“Well, you seem like a decent young man. But
you’re leaving it a bit late, aren’t you? It must be your lucky
night, since I offer rooms myself. That’s my home across the
street. You’d best come in and tell me all about it. I’m Dezzy.
Dezzy Brooks.”

She led me through some shrubs and up the
steps to her porch. I recognized the heritage style, no different
to houses I knew in Vancouver from my time. The door wasn’t locked,
and a teenage girl came running down the staircase.

“Hey there, gorgeous!” Dezzy said, giving
her a hug. “How’s he been? Is he asleep?”

“Yes—and he’s been great. We played pick-up
soccer in the park and I helped with his school project on gravity
waves. He understands so much more than I do! Then we went to watch
the sunset to see if we could detect any gravity wave clouds. And
we did! At least, we think we did. Jake says that when he grows up
he wants to crack the secret of gravity.”

“That boy. I expect he’ll do it, too. You’ve
been great, Miranda. How much do I owe you?”

“Thirty dollars. Half in cash, half in
Deltas, please.”

Dezzy reached for her phone, pressed a few
buttons and tapped Miranda’s phone, giving the babysitter the
money. Then she gave her a kiss and said goodnight.

It all felt so normal: that was the weirdest
thing. Throughout my journey things like ‘Deltas’ or the way she
paid by tapping her phone would feel normal, as if I’d known them
forever. But then I suddenly thought, ‘Money! How am I going to
cope in this future without money?’ I reached into my pocket, and
was surprised to find a plastic card. Phew! Thanks, Dad. Now
I would be able to pay for things I needed, and not worry about
being dragged before some strange bankruptcy court in this unknown
world of the future.

“She’s a great girl,” Dezzy was saying,
oblivious to my flash of panic. “Daughter of some friends of
mine.”

“How old is Jake? I take it he’s your
son.”

“Yes. He’s eight. I try not to push him in
his studies, but there’s no stopping him. It must be his dad’s
genes.”

“His father? Is he….”

“We separated three years ago. Teaches
physics at the University of British Columbia. Long story. But come
on in. I’ll show you to your room.”

It was neat and tidy with too many cushions
on the bed, the way bed and breakfasts often are.

“Do you need a bite to eat? Perhaps a
nightcap?”

I wasn’t hungry, but I accepted a cup of
chamomile tea. Two cats appeared and Dezzy picked them up.

“Meet my babies, Chloe and Indigo.” The
white cat squirmed in protest while the black cat nuzzled her chin,
purring loudly.

“It’s just me and Jake who live here, plus a
young couple in the laneway house. So tell me again—what brings you
here? I’m originally from South Africa. I was adopted as a baby by
my parents, who are white. They were anti-apartheid activists who
emigrated to escape imprisonment.”

I told Dezzy about my parents’ work with
refugees in East Africa, and I invented a story about how my fellow
students had crowd-funded the money to send me on this trip.

Dezzy stared at me, and her expression
became intense.

“It’s unreal,” she said. “You remind me so
much of my brother Derek. Here—come with me.”

She led me into her living room, where one
of the walls had been turned into a shrine. In the center there was
a photo of a man sitting cross-legged, wearing a dark red robe. He
had short black straight hair and his eyes were closed in
meditation. It was true; he did look a bit like me. Other photos
showed him surrounded by friends and family, speaking in public,
kayaking on the ocean, dancing, and, at the bottom of the shrine,
his body draped in white, surrounded by people meditating.

“What happened?” I felt shocked.

“He was assassinated during one of our big
demonstrations during the OMEGA Days. That was fifteen years ago,
but the police have yet to find who did it. My friends say I should
take this shrine down, but it reminds me that his spirit is still
with us whenever we work to make a better world.”

“But he was assassinated? In Vancouver? Your
brother?”

“Yes. And his shrine will remain until the
police find his killers. But we succeeded, and they’re on the run,
whoever they are. Our enemies are still powerful, but we’ll
win. My parents didn’t raise me to be a wallflower.”

“So it seems I’ve come to the right place to
learn about all the changes Vancouver has made?”

“You could say that,” she chuckled. “Where
do you want to begin? On second thought, let’s leave it till the
morning. I’ve had a good night out and it’s a bit late to be
talking about changing the world.”

“Who’s this?” I asked, pointing to a photo
of Dezzy arm-in-arm with a tall, handsome black man.

“That’s Thaba, my husband. Jake’s father.
He’s South African, same as me. He is rather good-looking, isn’t
he?”

“How’d you meet?”

“We met at a seminar at the Perimeter
Institute in Waterloo, Ontario. It’s one of North America’s leading
centers for advanced physics and cosmology. Thaba had been invited
to speak about his work on dark matter and its relationship to
gravitational waves. In college he was really good at math so he
was recruited to study at the African Institute for Mathematical
Sciences founded by Neil Turok from the Perimeter Institute. Neil
dreams that the next Einstein will be an African. If our Jake
carries on the way he is progressing, maybe it’ll be him. Does
Afro-Canadian count, I wonder?”6

“How did you come to be at the Institute?
Are you a physicist too?”

“No. I’m just a humble computer scientist. I
work with Embryo. We’re competing with Google to build the world’s
fastest quantum computer. I spent a year at the Institute trying to
understand quantum physics.” She smiled proudly. “You’re probably
wondering what a black woman like me was doing at the world’s top
cosmology center? I thought the same until I met the other
Africans. My god, they’re smart! And so good at physics and math,
both men and women. It was like a big dark cloud lifted. All my
self-doubts, the feeling that I didn’t deserve to be doing what I
was doing—they vanished, just like that.”

Cosmology? Quantum computers?

“We were young, and head-over-heels in love.
Thaba Mabaleka. That’s his full name. Our son’s name is Jake Azisa
Mabaleka Brooks. I married Thaba because we loved each other, and
so that he could immigrate to Canada. He got a job in the physics
department at UBC and we’d go for long evening walks on the seawall
around Stanley Park, and up Grouse Mountain on the weekend. When
Jake arrived, we took him with us everywhere. But Thaba found me
increasingly difficult to live with. He didn’t know how to handle
an independent woman, and I can be pretty stubborn at times. He
felt entitled to dominate, believing I should ‘fit in’. So we
argued relentlessly, and in the end I left him. I still love Thaba,
and we’re the best of friends, and he’s a great dad for Jake. We
just don’t live together anymore.”

“Can you explain how a quantum computer
works?” It seemed a big question, and the hour was getting rather
late, but I had to ask. How often do you meet a quantum computer
scientist from the future?

“Well, you’re a sucker for punishment. How
long do you have?” she laughed. “I’ve been studying them for
fifteen years and even I don’t understand them totally. But let me
try to explain. In classical physics, a thing was always a thing.
Space and time were absolutes, and matter had a comfortable
solidity. And ever since the earliest days scientists have used
math to unravel the secrets of the Universe. Okay? But math is
digital: zero, one, two, three, four. We use calculus to study the
flow of change between the units, but calculus is still essentially
digital.7

“Quantum physics developed because when you
get down to the tiniest level of matter the digital approach fails.
It turns out that reality is rather slippery. You can’t pin
it down to a one or a two, on or off. Everything in life keeps
oscillating between a digital reality and something else that can’t
be pinned down. We call it a probability wave, and quantum
math gives us incredible precision when we incorporate the
uncertainty into the math.

“Essentially, reality isn’t digital. It’s
analog. Continuous. Time doesn’t flow in bumpy discrete units.
Everything in the Universe is a continuum, and in a continuum the
space between two digits can have an infinite number of
expressions. In a digital computer, a gigabyte of memory gives you
a billion bytes to store your games and videos. Today’s fastest
digital computer can do 5,000 quadrillion floating point operations
a second. Are you following me?”8

I didn’t know if I was following, but I was
fascinated.

“In the quantum world, we dive into the
continuum where there are no points until an entity of some kind
chooses to express itself as a discrete particle. The digital world
emerges out of the continuum. Now imagine that you can take the
space between two digital units, containing an infinite number of
possible quasi-positions, and build a computer that uses quantum
math to calculate in the world of the continuum. Within every byte
of digital information a quantum computer can find infinite
possibilities, making it vastly faster. The trick is to pin the
possibilities down to quantum bits, using the quantum properties of
something fundamental like a photon. Our quantum computing is being
used in the human neurome project to map the neurons of the human
brain.9

“We are within striking distance of creating
a computer that will have the same processing capacity as the human
brain,” she continued, “and mimic the brain in the way it operates.
One of our partner companies is working on a project to create a
BioBot with a brain that will self-organize and learn at the same
pace as the brain first of a human embryo, then of a baby, a child,
and finally an adult. They are deliberately making it not
seem human, to avoid triggering robophobia—the fear some humans
have of robots that resemble humans, but its mental capacity will
be the same as an adult human.”

“Isn’t that rather scary?” I asked. “And
what about the ethics—is it okay to do that?”

“It depends whether the BioBot is conscious,
the way you and I are. There are some who say that’s impossible,
that it will still be just a machine. But there are others who
argue that if the core of all reality is conscious there’s no way
to prevent a BioBot from being conscious too. It’s a very lively
debate. Moore’s Law has been delivering incredible capacity, which
makes it theoretically possible to build a BioBot with a human-size
brain.”

“What’s Moore’s Law?” I felt like an
endlessly curious five-year-old.

“It’s the prediction made way back in 1965
by Gordon Moore, the co-founder of Intel, that computing capacity
would double every year.10 The doubling has slowed to
every five years, but the implications are enormous, especially
when you consider the deep future.”

“The deep future…?”

“Yes. If we survive the climate crisis, and
barring an unexpected massive meteorite strike, humans should be
able to inhabit the planet for more than a billion years. After
that, and counting, the Sun will grow too hot and we’ll need to
migrate to a cooler planet. That’s what I mean by ‘deep.’ A billion
years is a hundred thousand times longer than the history of
civilization so far, and every year, our science, technology and
understanding will improve. Hopefully our wisdom will too, and our
relationship with nature. It’s going to happen. No-one has ever
suggested that it’s possible to stop time.”

I was floored.

“Cat got your tongue again?”

“That’s what I like about cats,” I replied
cheerfully. “They’re good listeners—or they are just ignoring us.
Getting back to what you were explaining about time, I’ve often
been amazed at how long the past is, but I’ve never thought
about the future that way.”

“Don’t worry: that happens to all of us.
We’re not equipped by our primate ancestry to think about the deep
future. Even the immediate future is a challenge for most people.
As long as consciousness exists in the eternal present, the future
will be an eternal mystery.”

“Well, I suppose that’s reassuring. Is there
a connection between your quantum computing and your work to make a
better world?”

“Straight for the jugular, eh? Why not start
with a really difficult question? I can try to answer, but
you’ll have to put your thinking cap on. It concerns the nature of
the continuum, and the fundamental story we tell ourselves to
explain why we’re here, and what we’re doing. In reductionist
science, everything was material and measurable in a digital form.
Most scientists now accept that time, space and the universe are a
continuum, not a digital reality. That’s why pi, 3.14159 etcetera,
is an irrational number with an infinite number of digits after the
decimal point. It’s because a circle can only be truly measured
using quantum math, which captures the essence of the continuum.
The connection is consciousness, which is as real at the core of
reality as it is in you and I. In the old reductionist story,
science didn’t have much to say about the human adventure, apart
from how fascinating it was. In the new story, consciousness is an
unfolding reality that allows us to reach ever more deeply into the
fundamental unity of existence, both scientifically and through
social and political change. In other words, our efforts to build a
better world and our efforts to build a quantum computer are
expressions of the same deep syntropic drive, as units of existence
self-organize to achieve greater harmony and wellbeing.”

What? My dad would have loved
this stuff. But could I understand it? That was the
question. And what was this ‘syntropic drive’ Dezzy had just
mentioned?

“Cat got your tongue again?” she teased.

“No—I’m taking it all in. I think I get it,”
I lied. I wanted to ask about the ‘syntropic drive,’ but I decided
to leave it. Maybe later. “Do the other people where you work think
this way?” I asked.

“Some do, some don’t. Most of my fellow
quantum workers don’t think much about the big picture: they’re
happy to crunch the numbers and get the work done. We do have one
guy who’s really into it, however. Rajendra Choudhury. He even
named his children after famous quantum scientists—Max, Erwin and
Emmy. When he was seeking the perfect woman to marry he took
genetic samples from his various lovers and had them analyzed. He
was looking for the genes for intelligence and empathy. He wanted
his children to be smart, but not at the expense of empathy and
social skills.11 And it worked! He married the woman
whose genes showed the best results, and they’ve been happy
together ever since. The irony is that his son Max became a hockey
player, his second son Erwin runs a restaurant and his daughter
Emmy, the youngest, named after Emmy Noether, the famous German
Jewish mathematician, she’s a pole dancer! He was most upset when
she told them what she was doing. He blames his wife for the fact
that they did not all become quantum scientists, but she just
smiles and quotes Stephen Hawking, who apparently said that God not
only plays dice, but that he sometimes throws them where they can’t
be seen.”

“That’s hilarious! It’s maybe fate playing a
joke on people who choose their partners that way. But can I ask
you something else? I’m thinking about your brother Derek. When was
he assassinated? And what was going on?”

Dezzy stopped laughing. “It happened the
year after the financial crash. Life got pretty crazy then—even
crazier than during the OMEGA Days. The media calls that decade the
Terrible Twenties, but I prefer the Transformative Twenties.”

“I was a young teenager at the time,” I said
(or rather, I lied). “What was it like?”

“Well, on one level, life continued. People
still went to concerts and dances. We still invited friends to
dinner and people still had to pay their rent or mortgage. But
almost everyone had their challenges, and their tragedies. I had
baby Jake to keep me busy. Thaba was struggling to find work, and
my grandmother was beginning to go senile. So, yes, it was
hard.

“There was a constant feeling of crisis,”
she continued. “I had friends who were actively engaged, some
locally and some on the global level, but many people had a hard
time just coping with the food crisis, the carbon rationing, and
finding money to pay the bills.”

Food crisis? Carbon rationing?

“Did you have personal tragedies to
deal with, as well as Derek’s death?”

Dezzy paused.

“Yes, I did,” she finally replied. “Thaba
and I had two daughters before we had Jake. Gabriela’s in Montreal
now, studying anthropology, and then there was Anna. She would have
been thirteen this March. She got an ear infection, and there was
nothing the doctors could do. It was resistant to every known
antibiotic, and it took over her whole body. She was five.”

“I’m so sorry—that must have been awful.” My
mind flashed to a memory from the Melkadida refugee camp in
Ethiopia, and the searing grief of the parents of a young Somali
boy who had just died from a lung infection. “I saw a lot of
children die in the camps where my parents worked. I saw how much
parents grieved.”

“Yes. It was a difficult time,” Dezzy
replied. “We really loved Anna. Then a year later my father was
killed in a food riot in Capetown. He was walking to work, same as
everyday. He’d gone back to South Africa, determined to help. He
just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

She was silent.

“What happened?” I asked.

As Dezzie looked across the room, her whole
being filled with sadness. “The riot was happening outside a
supermarket that had just been sacked. He was a white man wearing a
suit and tie, so I guess they thought he was management. They beat
him unconscious, doused his body with gasoline and burned him to
death. He never had a chance.”

“Oh my god. That’s awful.” My stomach turned
over, and I thought I might vomit. I turned away and put my head
between my knees.

“Are you okay?” Dezzy asked.

I made a conscious effort to breathe deeply,
as my parents’ death flashed before me.

“What just happened?” Dezzy asked, coming
over to help. “Did that trigger something for you?”

I told her how my parents had been killed,
and I was about to explain my whole true story when something
sealed my mouth. She wrapped her arms around me, comforting me.

“It’s okay,” I said after a while, wiping my
eyes and blowing my nose.

“Life can be hard,” she said, slowly sitting
down. “And it can be very cruel.”

“Yes,” I replied. “How did you cope
when your father was killed?”

“I was angry. I was distraught. But what can
you do? There were tens of thousands of people who were killed in
food riots around the world. Some were crushed to death; some set
on and murdered. My father had a PhD. He worked for an engineering
company developing safe drinking water for the townships. But so
what? There were thousands of black kids whose mothers scratched a
living raising chickens, who might have earned a PhD if given half
a chance. Plenty enough of them were killed, too.”

It was painfully true. I had met many
children in the refugee camps who wanted to become a doctor or an
engineer—if only life would give them half a chance.

“What about your mother?” I asked.

“She’s never been the same since. But
there’s no point dwelling on the negative. There’s a lot we’ve
achieved that she’s very proud of. But look now, Patrick Wu from
Khartoum, I need to get to bed, since Jake’s an early riser and I
expect he’ll be bouncing in at six in the morning. We can talk more
tomorrow. I’ll see if I can set you up with some meetings that
might be useful for your research project.”

“You’re very kind.”

She gave me another hug, and I took myself
off to bed.

As soon as I turned out the light, my mind
replayed the hours since I had arrived. Dezzy’s brother Derek. The
OMEGA Days, whatever they were. The food riots. And so much death:
Dezzy’s father, Dezzy’s daughter, my own parents.

And then the girl in Jerusalem. Relax,
breathe, I heard inside my head.

So as I so often do, I imagined her happy
and healed, with an intricately patterned artificial arm. I held
her close. If she was alive, I hoped she would feel it.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

The Solar Revolution

 


When I came down the next morning Dezzy was
sitting at the kitchen table with her son Jake, getting him ready
for school.

Jake looked up and gave me a lively grin.
“Mom says you’re from Africa and you’re really interested in
physics! Can you help with my project on gravity waves?”

“Well,” I replied. “It’s true that I come
from Africa. But Dezzy’s exaggerating if she thinks I know enough
physics to help with your project.”

But Jake wasn’t daunted. “Do you think we’ll
be able to develop an anti-

gravity machine that will, like, enable us to fly through space at
the speed of light?”

“Who knows what’s possible? But if I
remember rightly, Einstein proved that if we were able to travel
close to the speed of light, time would slow down. So if you went
on a longish trip, when you came back your friends would be decades
older, perhaps even dead. If you were gone for a year, when you
returned the world would be millions of years
older.”12

“Whoa! That would be really wicked,” Jake
replied. “Maybe there’d be another kind of machine that would let
me, like, travel back in time to get back to my friends! Like, an
anti-anti-gravity machine!”

“Maybe you’ve already been a million years
into the future and just come back, but you don’t remember.”

“Okay you two,” Dezzy said. “Maybe you can
focus on some time travel right now, Jake, so that you’re not late
for school.”

“I’m going to make a gravitational wave
attractor for my bike, so that I can get there like, Zoom!
and I’m there.”

As Jake readied himself for school Dezzy
offered me a glass of veggie juice, followed by porridge with
honey, hemp seeds and homemade pear sauce. Her kitchen was at the
back of the house, overlooking the garden. The windowsills were
full of jars of sprouting seeds, and she had window boxes full of
herbs and salad greens.

“So tell me again,” she asked me when Jake
had left, “what brings you here?”

I repeated my invented story about studying
at the University of Khartoum, and how I was here to learn how
Vancouver had become one of the greenest cities in the world, so
that we might have more confidence in the future and not feel so
besieged by worries and fears. I had four days to explore
Vancouver. Then I had a night ride to Portland on Sunday followed
by a trip to San Francisco. I figured that would explain my
late-night departure when the time came to leave.

“I want to learn all sorts of things, like,
are you still using fossil fuels? How do you get around? Have you
made any big social and political changes? And what gave people the
confidence to believe that Vancouver could become one of the
greenest cities in the world?”

“That’s a lot of questions. And you want to
do all this in just four days?”

“I was thinking that if I could travel
around and meet enough people I could learn a lot.”

“That’s pretty ambitious. Where do you want
to begin?”

“How about here in your home? Where do you
get your energy from, for instance?” I knew that the oil and gas
used to heat buildings in my time was adding to the climate crisis,
so it seemed like a good place to begin.

“Okay. I’ll give you a tour before I leave
for work. If you take a look around the garden, I’ll be with you in
ten minutes.”

The garden path led to a seat inside an
arbor wreathed in honeysuckle, surrounded by vegetables. The sun
was warming the soil after the overnight rain and the garden was
steaming like a jungle—and buzzing with bees, I was happy to see,
considering the trouble they were in back in my time due to the use
of neonicotinoid pesticides.

There was a fruit tree in each corner of the
garden, and the paths were lined with fruit bushes. Tucked in the
back there was a small two-storey cottage, blue and white, pretty
as they come, and over the fence I could see that the neighboring
gardens were also creating havens for insects, birds and wildlife.
In the heart of the urban jungle, the city was being
rewilded. Dragonflies were flitting around a pond. I’ve
always been fascinated by the way they spend most of their lives
underwater and then, by the miracle of metamorphosis, put on wings
and become things of such beauty. There’s a sustainability leader
in Portland, Oregon, called Darcy Hitchcock who wrote a book titled
Dragonfly’s Questions – A Novella on a Positive and Sustainable
Future.13 To create a positive and sustainable
future, she wrote, we must first envision it.

“Where shall we begin?” Dezzy asked when I
walked back into the kitchen. “The house was built in 1922. It used
to have an oil furnace, but the owner before us converted to gas.
We did our upgrade ten years ago, increasing its efficiency,
installing the heat pump and adding the solar.”

“How much did it cost you?”

“It was $20,000 for the building upgrade,
$6,000 for the solar PV and $4,000 for the solar hot water. We got
a 100% tax credit for everything we spent, which was handy, and
Vancity—our credit union—gave us a low-interest loan, which I’m
repaying through my BASE account.”14

“Your BASE account?”

“It’s a separate bank account that I use for
all my energy costs. When we took out the loan we used the BASE
account, and the savings cover the repayments. If I was to sell
before the loan was paid off the new owner would take over the
payments. That’s what BASE stands for: Building Attached
Sustainable Energy.”15

“That’s pretty smart. How much solar did you
install?”

“Four kilowatts. It produces around 4,500
kilowatt hours a year.”

Four kilowatts of solar PV for $6,000? Back
in my time solar cost $3 to $4 a watt to install, so four kilowatts
would have been more like $14,000.16

“Only $6,000 for your solar?”

“Yes. It was $1.50 a watt, which comes to
around five cents a kilowatt-hour. Regular electricity is far more
expensive, at almost twenty cents. Over thirty years it will save
me far more than the cost of installing it. No wonder everyone’s
doing it. The power from the large utility-scale solar plants is
even cheaper, at around $1 a watt.”17

“Did other people do the full building
upgrade, the way you did?”

“Absolutely. Everyone was scrambling to
reduce their carbon footprints because of the carbon rationing. It
may not have affected you if you were living in East Africa, but
here in Vancouver it was huge. Every year we had to slice ten
percent off our use of fossil fuels or buy additional carbon
rations from someone who didn’t need them—and they weren’t cheap.
When I flew to South Africa for my father’s funeral I had to pay
two hundred dollars a tonne since my rations were maxed out for the
year. The flight itself was amazing. The plane had no windows, and
instead it projected footage of the passing world onto giant
screens. Not that many people fly much these days, since it’s so
expensive, and most airlines have yet to go
renewable.”18

“When did the carbon rationing start?”

“Soon after the global carbon cap was
imposed. There was a panic as people scrambled to reduce their use
of fossil fuels. Carsharing, ridesharing, cycling—anything that
reduced your footprint. Our house had gas central heating, so we
were in a hurry to replace it with a heat pump, but so many people
had the same idea that the installers were pushing up the prices.
That was when the street organizing took off, since people realized
that if they got together they could get a better price, and better
service too. We used the Vancouver Renewable Energy Co-op, who took
a thermal heat-loss photograph of each building and then did
everything from the efficiency upgrades to the solar. We set up a
tent where they took their lunch breaks and when they finished we
organized a big party.”19

“What other upgrades did you do?”

“Let me show you around.” We walked through
her kitchen to the living room, a comfy space filled with the
normal clutter of everyday living, except for the shrine.

“We wanted to get as close as we could to
zero net energy, generating as much energy as we use. So we covered
the outside walls with rigid foam insulation and we sealed up all
the cracks, using an infrared wand to show where heat was escaping.
We doubled the attic insulation, and we replaced the gas boiler
with a solar heat pump.”

“A solar heat pump?”

“Yes—it’s called an Eco Cute.20
They used to be called air-source heat pumps, but solar heat pump
is a better description, since the air is heated by the sun. They
sell more with that name, too.

“Then we changed the windows to
triple-glazed and put in a heat recovery ventilator—you can see it
up there on the wall. We followed the Enerfit Passive House
guidelines for retrofits, which ensured that we got the greatest
possible efficiency.21 We installed timer-thermostats
that adjust the heat according to our schedule and we changed all
the lights to LEDs, which use very little power.22 Then
we put our appliances on a hard-wired home energy scanner that
tells me where I’m using power, and we signed up for a home energy
management program that lets me monitor the house from wherever I
am. I say ‘we,’ because it was me and Thaba at the time. Now it’s
just me. Then we installed the solar PV, using the roof-integrated
SunStation system,23 and we backed it up with a Tesla
PowerWall battery.24 We got all our supplies from IKEA,
who have made a specialty in serving the zero carbon
market.25 The graphene solar shingles are more
efficient, but by the time mine need replacing who knows what might
be on the market. Have you seen the new solar membranes? They’ve
got them on BC Place, Vancouver’s big sports stadium. Maybe in
twenty years there’ll be a solar membrane that will cover the
entire south face of a house, and we’ll be able to do away with
panels altogether.26 Speaking of solar, there’s a huge
floating solar installation on the ocean off English Bay. It’s a
square kilometre in size—they say it produces enough power for
18,000 homes. You can boat out to it and tie up—people use it to
swim from. It’s a scaled-down version of the absolutely massive
installation the Chinese have built on the East China Sea, ten
thousand square kilometres in size, which produces enough power to
meet a quarter of China’s electrical demand, or so they
say.”27

Floating solar? Ten thousand square
kilometres? That was crazy. There were so many things I was longing
to ask.

“How long does your battery store power
for?”

“About nine days. We got it after the
earthquake. Most people have them now that they’ve become so
cheap.”28

“You had an earthquake? A big one?” I knew
Vancouver was in an active earthquake zone, but nobody worried
about it much back in my time.

“Yes, but not the big one, luckily.
Magnitude 6.9. It did a bit of damage, but nothing that couldn’t be
fixed. I try not to imagine what might happen if the big one struck
in one of our really dry summers, when the forest fires spark so
easily. It would be absolute mayhem, like something out of the Book
of Revelations. As it was, there was an old hospital that took
quite a battering and some of the high rises lost their windows,
but luckily it was at night when the streets were
empty.29 The amazing thing was that the scientists knew
it was coming, and they were able to warn us several days in
advance.”

“How did they know that? I thought
earthquakes were something no-one knew how to predict.”

“They’ve got a new system that combines
three methods. The first monitors the behaviour of ants, which stay
awake at night and refuse to go into their mounds in the days
before an earthquake; the second uses camera traps to monitor the
behaviour of small mammals in the forest, which stop moving around
in the days preceding a quake; and the third monitors the airborne
electric charge caused by the subterranean grinding of rocks in the
days before an earthquake. It ionizes molecules in the air, which
can be picked up by a very-low-frequency receiving station up to
two weeks before a quake hits. When you combine the methods they
give a very high rate of successful prediction. We had a week’s
notice of a possible quake and three day’s notice of a probable
quake. Most people chose to leave the city, which got pretty wild,
but almost everyone knew what to do. It was a very crazy
time.”30

“I can imagine. It must have been pretty
distressing. But getting back to your home, when you were
renovating, did you worry about the paints and resins off-gassing
toxic fumes?”

“No. You can’t buy that kind of paint any
more. I used a smart-smell app to double-check, just to be
sure.”

An app to test for fumes?
Interesting.31

“So anyway, for the house, the installers
finally gave me a switch that lets me turn everything off when I go
out, except the fridge and freezer. The solar panels will be good
for 50 years, with a gradual decline in performance, and when the
loan is paid off my energy costs will be zero. And I mean
that—zero. My home insurance has gone up because of all the climate
disasters, but my utility bills will be zero.”32

“Zero?”

“Yes. It’s all laid out here.” She picked up
her screen, tapped a few keys and showed me a
chart.33

“I’ve reduced my electricity use to 4,000
kilowatt hours a year, which is about how much the solar generates.
Having an electric car would increase my demand, but why bother
when there are so many shared vehicles in the
neighborhood?”34

“So the solar revolution has finally
arrived?”

“Totally. It’s rare to see a roof that’s not
solar these days.35 I have a friend, Li Wei-Ping, who
was telling me how fast things are moving in North Africa and the
Middle East. In Egypt, he says, almost every car is electric and
they’re getting the extra electricity they need for the cars from a
solar farm in the desert outside Cairo that’s eighty-five square
kilometres in size—just a tiny fraction of Egypt’s total area. He
says they’re building similar solar farms elsewhere, with the goal
of generating all the power they need for the entire country. He
says the same thing is happening throughout the Middle East, and in
many other countries.”36

“What about storage? What do they do when
it’s dark?”

“Batteries. They’re also building solar
thermal generation plants which capture the heat of the sun and
store it in vast tanks of molten salt. That way, they can keep the
lights on twenty-four hours a day.”37

This was really positive news, which made me
feel hopeful.

“How much power does solar provide here in
British Columbia?”

“About ten percent. The rest comes from a
mixture of hydropower from the dams, wind, tidal energy and the new
geothermal plant. Our tidal plant is small, nothing like the big
new one that’s been built on the Bay of Fundy, which doubles up as
a marine sports centre. It’s quite amazing.38 And it’s
all zero-carbon. America’s the same for solar—they’re getting ten
percent of their power from it.39 They say that by 2050
solar PV could cost as little as two cents a kilowatt-hour—can you
imagine?40 The price of wind energy has been falling
steadily too. There’s a big project going on to electrify all of
Canada’s railways, with solar along the tracks. Lots of surface car
parks are getting solar roofs, and every commercial rooftop is
being covered—it can save the owners up to $10,000 a
year.”41

“Is the solar revolution proceeding fast
enough to make a difference to the climate crisis?”

“Is anything? It’s like a cage match, Solar
Revolution versus the Climate Monster, each trying to take the
other out. The Climate Monster has the laws of physics on its side,
alas, thanks to all the carbon that’s accumulated in the
atmosphere, and it keeps hitting us. It’s like BAM! A megadrought
here. BAM! A massive forest fire there. BAM! BAM! BAM! A
super-typhoon, a monster deluge, an unprecedented heat wave. BAM!
Another chunk falls off Antarctica. BAM! Another freezing Arctic
Apocalypse, like the one they had on the east coast two winters
ago.

“On Solar Revolution’s side, using the term
very broadly, we have to achieve five major victories. We’ve got to
knock out every carbon producing fuel source on the planet. They’ve
all got to be driven down to zero and substituted with renewable
energy. We’ve got to stop every last bit of deforestation, both
here in North America and in Africa, Asia and the Amazon. We’ve got
to transform farming and forestry so that they start sucking carbon
out of the atmosphere, weakening the Climate Monster’s power. We’ve
got to put a bung in the methane, which includes persuading people
to eat far less meat because of all the methane that’s being burped
by a gazillion cattle. And we’ve got to pour billions of dollars
into climate aid to mend the damage the Climate Monster is
inflicting, so that people in the developing world don’t feel
abandoned and lose the will to persist. So who’s winning? It’s hard
to say.

“There’s a huge offshore wind farm being
built in the Gulf of Mexico, along with a massive floating solar
installation. That’s the kind of thing we need. As well as
producing loads of renewable energy they are protecting the Gulf
Coast, taking the bite out of the hurricanes and reducing their
impact.42 China’s doing the same, combining offshore
wind and floating solar to create a buffer against typhoons. And
they’re doing a great job on the Salton Sea in California, with a
massive floating solar installation that’s reducing the water
temperature and slowing evaporation. It’s win-win, since the high
water temperature was causing algae blooms that killed the fish and
evaporation that increased the salinity, which was bad for fish and
wildlife. It’s things like that that make me feel hopeful. It might
be fifty years before we get a clear result, however, because we
can’t undo the impact of three hundred years of fossil fuel
craziness overnight. It’s going to be a long drawn-out battle.”

Wow. This was a lot to take in.

“That’s really impressive,” I said. “So I’ll
need to come back in fifty years if I want to find how the story
ends?”

“Something like that. Maybe longer. It will
depend how successful nations are at sucking the carbon out of the
atmosphere, and how fast they can make it happen. It’s unlikely
that we’ll be able to stop the temperature from rising by two
degrees Celsius, and that will move us into territory the climate
scientists say will be highly dangerous. But who’s to say? Twenty
years ago almost nobody thought we’d make such rapid progress.
There’s a reason why people call it The Great
Turning.”43

The Great Turning? Maybe better left till
later.

“Changing the subject,” I said, “do you know
everyone on your street? I get the feeling that you do.”

“We certainly do now,” Dezzy replied, “but
we didn’t when we started. You’d best talk to Betska about that—she
lives down the street. I’ll send her a message to see if she’s
free. Maybe she’ll have time to meet you.”44

Dezzy picked up her screen and touched a
button. “I love my Streetlife connection.45 Here’s
Jonathon, for instance, one of my neighbors, asking if anyone wants
a ride to Victoria. And here’s someone telling me that my weekly
food box will be late because of a hold-up in the depot. And here’s
a neighbor who’s got a load of composted leaf-mulch to spare.”

She touched a few buttons and typed a
message. “If Betska’s in she’ll get back to me shortly. I don’t
want to call in case she’s with a client.”

“Are there other things you use that
for?”

“Yes. I can click here to update my shopping
list, here for anything to do with the house, here for the street,
and here for concerts or events I’m interested in. It also gives me
a daily reminder of bills due, street activities, public events and
so on. I don’t know how I’d cope without it.”

“Does it use Wi-Fi?” I asked.

“No—I’m all done with that. Most people have
switched to Li-Fi these days.”

“Li-Fi?”

“Yes. You see this lamp? It transmits
information directly to my screen, eliminating any risk of EMF
pollution. I can use a laser pointer to send the information
wherever I want.”46

“Does it work for your cellphone too?” I
asked. “And is electromagnetic radiation still a concern?”

“Yes. It’s good wherever there’s a
transmitting light source. And as to the cellphone danger—yes, it’s
a huge problem. They tried to cover it up, but you can’t suppress
the science forever. I’ve a cousin who used her cellphone all the
time, ever since she was a teenager. She used to carry it in her
bra. She even slept with it switched on under her pillow. Five
years ago she was diagnosed with a breast tumor in the exact spot
where she carried the phone. Direct cause, the surgeon said. So now
she’s had surgery to remove her breast and she’s on a host of drugs
to stop the cancer from spreading. She says the side effects are
really unpleasant. But she’s lucky. She could have had a brain
tumor, like a friend of mine. He says the surgery has totally
wrecked his libido, and it’s ruining his marriage.”

“It’s that bad?”

“There’s been a big increase in brain tumors
among people who used their phones a lot. So why take the risk? At
Jake’s school we banded together to get the Wi-Fi removed and go
hard-wired. It can also reduce male sperm count, so you’d best be
careful. I know we need population control, but that seems a bit
extreme.”47

It was a lot to absorb. Back in my time,
cellphones were everywhere. Maybe one person in a hundred was aware
of the danger. I wanted to learn more about Derek, however.

“Last night you showed me Derek’s shrine. Is
that something you’re okay talking about?”

“It’s kind of you to ask,” she said, turning
to look out of the window. “And yes, it’s fine. I know I’m adopted,
but he was my brother. My parents were committed activists. They
named me after Desmond Tutu, the South African priest who was a
close friend of Madiba, Nelson Mandela. All we were doing was
walking down the street, demanding a better world. That’s no reason
to kill someone.”

“How come the police have been unable to
find his killer, after all
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