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Cambridge 2050

I saw John standing in the fields that afternoon, his eyes looking over them and out for miles to
the hills where you can see the turbines on the coast. The sea is so much closer than it used to
be. As a teenager, I remembered rubbing my aching neck in my geography exam after staring
at a geological cross section of Great Britain and Ireland; Cambridge had been in the central
part of East Anglia then. Now it was rapidly becoming a coastal city.

The doorbell rang an hour later and Helen’s feet charged down the stairs, leaving me no
question as to who was at the door.
“Don’t be long okay, Helen!” I called to my granddaughter whose hand was no doubt already
in front of the door sensor.
“Sure.”
I shook my head and sighed as I heard the front door slide open and Helen’s rushed greetings
as it slid back again.
“Helen and John are going to the coast again, aren’t they?”
I looked at Cathy and smiled. “Probably.”
“Why can’t I go?”
I turned the blouse on the ironing board over so the iron could busy itself with the other side.
“Cathy, you’re too young...”
“But...”
“...and they probably want some time by themselves,” I continued as she whined.
“They always want to be by themselves,” Cathy muttered, sinking deeper into the sofa.
I ignored her and picked up my gardening gloves from the side basket and unfolded the apron
from under them before tying it around my waist. “I’m just going to the allotment, Cathy. I
shouldn’t be too long.”
“Can I watch TV now?”
I hesitated, my hand on the basket handle. Then, with one look at the clock, I rolled my eyes.
“Okay then, but you know the rules. One hour only, okay?”
“Of course,” Cathy replied with fake indignation.
I headed for the back door and waved my hand in front of the sensor before the door slid and
brought with it the fresh autumn chill of evening. “You know, it isn’t healthy, Cathy, to spend
your hour of television viewing swooning over some eye candy,” I called back as I stepped
out.
“Phillip Jenkins is a very talented newsreader,”
I snorted and had no doubt Cathy could hear it.
“Besides, you’re just kidding yourself, Nan; you like him just as much as I do!” She exclaimed.
Perhaps, I thought, stepping outside fully. I readjusted my gloves as I walked along the path,
hearing the click of the door as it shut, and the slight buzz from the solar panels on the walls of
the house. They’d taken years to pay for themselves and had been more than a little annoying,
with their black faces making every outside wall of every south facing house look identical,
and their slightly irritating underlying humming that you could make out on clear evenings.
They had been dreadfully expensive, but the government had finally made up their minds and
decided to help fund them, and every new south facing house was built with them already



installed. I was sceptical at first to be honest. How would they - or the increasing number of
wind turbines along the coastline - really impact on the world’s climate?
Then the oil began to run out. Prices rose and everything had to be reviewed; even the
supermarkets, the high streets, and schools. Everything, the government realised, had to be run
with as low a carbon as possible. Not that this was any news to many people. We could all see
change was coming.
With oil scarce, food also had to be imported and exported less. It wasn’t long before
government officials started knocking on doors. Anyone who they deemed had a garden
suitable for growing fruit and vegetables were given a ‘green order’. These houses were then
under government instruction to have an allotment which could be sustained. Forty percent
could be kept by the homeowner, whilst sixty went to the floundering supermarkets. I always
found that amazing; how in a technologically advanced world we were ordered to produce
food the same as during the Second World War, which was now over a hundred years gone
by.
My allotment was at the back of our garden and covered a sizable chunk. No one really
cared for it much apart from me. I’d tried to give my granddaughters green fingers when
they were little, and I’d grinned in delight as they excitedly watered the potatoes and the
parsley, as well as the pretty sunflowers; until they discovered the city and the coast with their
friends. Sometimes I think I didn’t try hard enough with Helen and Cathy. Perhaps it was
their similarities to their mother that made me less firm on them, with Helen’s auburn hair
and placid nature, and Cathy’s green eyes and the expressions I caught on her face when she
thought I wasn’t looking. Or perhaps I thought that being their grandma was enough after all
they’d had.
I knelt down in front of the first patch and began looking for weeds, my gloved hands picking
the weed killer from my basket. There wasn’t much to look for anyway seeing as I nurtured
them every day.
“When will they be back?”
I jumped and raised my eyebrows at Cathy. “Phillip’s day off, Cathy?”
She wrinkled her nose in mock disgust. “Your mind is so warped, Nan,” I saw Cathy frown as
I smiled slightly and turned to pick an emerging weed from the patch. “Well, when?”
“Oh, I don’t know!” I exclaimed, now irritated. I turned to look at her. “Why don’t you just
tell John that you like him?”
Cathy’s eyes narrowed. I recognised the look well enough. “Because Helen will just spend
even more time with him, and I’ll never see him at all.”
“Come on, Cathy, your sister’s not a child any more. She wouldn’t behave like that.”
“No? Well she is. Just because she’s sixteen now, doesn’t mean she doesn’t still treat me like
a child.”
“You are ten.”
“So!” Cathy practically exploded and, ashamedly, I had to stop myself from chuckling. “Just
because Helen’s old enough to go to Cambridge and see the eco festivals on Jesus Green, or
the big turbines on the coast!” she muttered angrily. “Just because Helen can remember what
mum and dad looked like...”
I felt my face soften then and bit my lip. “Cathy...”
She ran back to the house without looking back at me, but too late for me to miss the tears in
her eyes. She had obviously needed to say what she did, even if it did send pains to my eyes
and throughout my body.
I thought of Lucy often, but usually from a disconnected perspective, as if she was just an
old friend that I hadn’t seen in a long time. It was mainly only when one of the girls showed



sadness in their eyes that I felt the grief surface again; or when I saw John with his parents and
sisters out shopping; I’d feel grief when I saw the dying bluebells which were so far and few
between now, and remember when Joseph gave me one before he proposed nearly forty years
ago; or when I saw Helen and John and found myself looking at a mirror image of Lucy and
Robert. I’d felt this grief often, yet I hadn’t cried. I hadn’t cried since their funeral; the day I
finally realised with absolute certainty that I had lost my husband, my daughter and my son in
law. At least now with all the low carbon, hover crafts had replaced nearly all the old forms
of transport I’d known growing up, including the cars and the buses. They are so much more
controllable and slower than the car Joseph had insisted on keeping, and which had ended up
killed them - killed my family. But an ‘at least’ is all it is to me now. It’s too late for Joseph,
Lucy and Robert, as well as for the three of us left behind.

I saw Helen and John standing in the fields at sunset, their eyes looking over them and out
for miles to the hills where you can see the turbines on the coast. They turned to look at one
another, their hands entwined as they smiled. I smiled too, even though theirs was a private
exchange. John let go of Helen’s hand for a moment and crouched down. Both Helen and
I frowned slightly as we wondered what he was doing. He stood up, a huge smile plastered
across his face as he raised his hand towards Helen. Both Helen and I looked down to see.
He held - new and beautiful like a spring morning - a bluebell.
Helen smiled and took it as I let the kitchen blinds fall again and the smile spread further across
my lips, and the silent tears roll down my cheeks.


