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A transitional tale

It was summer in the year 2050; the weather was warm, a little too warm in 

fact.  Each year for a long time now the summers had become hotter and 

hotter, and the winters got colder and colder.  The sky was bright blue, not a 

cloud in the sky, the wind turbines stood silent, no breeze to turn them and the 

leaves on the trees made no movement.  All that broke the early morning 

silence was the occasional bird that found the energy, despite the heat, to 

burst into brief but cheerful song.  The airplanes, Lorries, and cars had all 

ground to a halt a long time passed; it seemed like an age since the oil ran 

out.

It had been a shock for many when the day finally arrived and there was no 

petrol to buy.  Riots broke out as the supplies ran dry at the garages, ration 

books ripped up in rage.  Cars were abandoned, no way to move them. 

Despite the warnings about the need to reduce consumption, only to use 

vehicles when essential, many never took heed, if they had, the oil might have 

lasted a little longer.

At the edge of the A14 (what had been a very busy road at the turn of the 

century) on the outskirts of Cambridge, was a house, which stood next door to 

a disused garage, the pumps turning rusty with age.  The brickwork of the 

house was black from all the fumes that had pumped out of the exhausts of 

the traffic that had rolled by day after day, relentlessly, when the oil was 
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flowing freely.  Hanging baskets were suspended from the eaves of the house 

and window boxes decorated every available sill.  Peculiarly, they were not full 

of geraniums and lobelia as you might expect, but vegetables and herbs. 

Trailing carrots and potatoes dangled over the edges of their planters in a 

chaotic fashion, it had taken a number of years to modify the varieties to get 

them to grow without soil in the air.

The owner of the house was a slender woman called Alice.  In her younger 

days, she had been plump, but food was not in such plentiful supplies without 

the Lorries to transport the farmer’s produce to the shops, and since the 

planes had stopped, there was little in the way of exotic delicacies.  Chocolate 

was a luxury (amongst others) brought now, only by the sailing ships.  It had 

become a very valuable commodity, more valuable than gold had been at the 

turn of the century.  For safekeeping, it was stored in deposit boxes by the 

banks.

Alice loved chocolate; sometimes she used to dream about it, fantasise even, 

its lovely rich taste, its smooth creamy texture, the way it melted in her mouth. 

People had tried to make substitutes to replace it, some even suggested dried 

ants had a similar flavour, but none had come close to matching chocolates 

exquisite taste in Alice’s opinion.

Alice awoke early in the morning from her reoccurring dream.  The one where 

she had taken a chocolate bar out of the safety deposit box and undone the 

golden wrapper, to reveal the delicious dark luxury held within it.  She had just 
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broken a chunk off, making a cracking noise, when she woke up.  She sighed 

with disappointment as she opened her eyes and realised it was just another 

dream.

Having taken a few moments to adjust to reality, she jumped out of bed, went 

to the bathroom, and slowly siphoned the water into the sink using the pedal 

pump, first the hot, warmed by the solar panel and then the cold.  After a quick 

wash, she dressed in an attractive yellow blouse and lime green skirt, with big 

pockets.  She had swapped this latest outfit, for some of her out dated styles 

at the clothing exchange.  She tied her long red hair back, with a colourful 

twisted braid that she had made out of reclaimed wool.  Today, she was going 

into Cambridge town and she wanted to look good.

Alice went down the stairs to the kitchen and poured from the teapot, a cup of 

cold mint tea, no need to waste precious energy heating water, cold would do, 

and she liked it equally well.  It was a refreshing beverage and since she had 

been drinking it, she found she had no need to use a commercial mouthwash, 

as it gave her constant fresh breath.  The mint grew in plentiful supplies in her 

garden and was one of many herbs and vegetables that she harvested and 

took to market once a week.

As Alice sat in her chair, sipping her tea, the clock struck seven.  She leant 

across the table and slowly wound the clock to make sure it kept good time, 

next she wound her watch, and then the clockwork radio.  This had become a 

daily routine, before switching the radio on, to hear the morning news.  The 
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newsreader announced excitedly that a new oil field had been discovered; 

petrol would become available again, but at the very lucrative price of one 

hundred pounds a gallon.  Alice gasped at this news, she had grown to like 

the peace and quiet of the roads, and then she thought to herself, who is 

going to be able to buy it at that price?  Nobody would be able to afford it, and 

then she laughed at the madness of it all.  The weather forecast for the day 

followed the news, another hot day with dust clouds predicted by mid-

afternoon.

Alice went out into the garden, basket under her arm to collect the herbs for 

the market.  She happily gathered the herbs, whistling a different tune for 

each variety that she plucked.  She returned to the kitchen and quickly tied 

them into bundles using a twist of Rosemary to secure them.  She loaded 

them into a cardboard box, which had been used so many times that it was 

very battered, but boxes were hard to come by.  Then she went back out to 

the garden and collected the hanging carrots and potatoes, she added these 

to the box. 

It was thirsty work; she had another cup of mint tea, before loading her wares 

onto the trailer of her tricycle, which was complete with a wind sail to help her 

on her way.  The sail would be useless today though, so she decided to 

detach it.  Then she pushed the bike through the gate, hopped on, and started 

to peddle.
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She enjoyed her ride into town, she cycled past Girton College and then 

Fitzwilliam, not as grand as they had been in the past, she thought to herself. 

The authoritarian signs ‘Please do not walk on the grass’ had gone, in fact the 

grass had gone, the luscious lawns replaced with wheat and barley.

She freewheeled down Castle hill, a blessed relief from peddling in the heat.

She slowed down a little as she past the Folk Museum; she liked to look at the 

old collection of bulbous light bulbs and all the different coloured plastic bags 

in the window.

Then she carried on over the bridge by Magdalene College, peeping through 

the gap in the stone slats as she went, to see the height of the river, it was 

very low.  The ducks were definitely out of water, she thought, as she caught 

sight of them lazing on the banks in the heat.  She continued to cycle slowly 

down Bridge Street, dragging the trailer behind her.  As she got closer to the 

town centre the traffic was made up of a strange mixture of old bicycles, 

tricycles and homemade self-powered vehicles.  Some went too fast weaving 

in and out and ringing their bells loudly as they passed by, with no regard for 

those that had ground to a halt as their owners, mechanisms or both, failed to 

keep going in the heat.

She arrived at the Co-operative Gatherers stall in the Market Square.  Two of 

her fellow gatherers, John and Mary had arrived earlier and already loaded 

their goods onto the stall; they helped her to unload her trailer.
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‘Thanks’, Alice puffed, struggling to recover her breath, ‘Nice Parsley’ said 

John, admiring it as he added it to the display.  ‘Carrots look good too’ 

exclaimed Mary ‘Fancy swapping some?  I’ve got some flour that I ground 

yesterday, great for making bread, if you can bear to fire up the  wood stove in 

this heat’, she laughed.  ‘No thanks, I’m sticking to salads at the moment and 

saving the wood for the winter’ Alice replied.  ‘How about some nice dried 

cockroaches then instead?’ asked Mary.  ‘Oh you are a tease!’ said John, ‘you 

know how Alice detests them’.  ‘Well my house is overrun with them at the 

moment and they are full of protein, a lot of folk like them’ she laughed again. 

‘Let them have them then’ said Alice, ‘they’re welcome to them’ she said as 

she cringed.

The stall started to look full as another five gatherers arrived and unloaded 

their goods onto the stall, a fragrant mixture of herbs, vegetables, live and 

dead stock.  Dried and live insects were displayed in a strange assortment of 

recycled jars.

Meat was rarely eaten these days; the majority of the land had been turned 

over to vegetable or cereal crops, partly to feed the larger population that had 

materialised as a result of more frequent home entertainment, but also, farm 

animals had been found to be one of the greatest contributors to greenhouse 

gases by frequently passing wind.  Fart pants, which contained charcoal, had 

been trialled on cows in an attempt to filter these dangerous gases, but they 

were found to be impractical, so sadly, only a few cows survived and now 

lived in a sanctuary.
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It was a busy day on the stall; customers handed over their hard-earned cash 

in exchange for essential foods, the till was ringing.  Alice’s potatoes and 

carrots proved popular and sold out within an hour.  Most of her herbs sold 

too; the couple of remaining bunches of parsley looked rather wilted by the 

early afternoon.  A few live insects remained unsold; they sat in their jars, 

looking very hot and bothered.  ‘Let’s pack up folks’ said Alice ‘I want to get 

home before the dust clouds descend’.  ‘All hands on deck then’ said John as 

they started to pack up for the day.

The gatherers counted the money they had made, and then bagged it up into 

small paper bags.  Alice and Mary volunteered to take the money to the bank 

at the corner of Peas Hill.  They had just climbed the marble steps when a 

dust cloud descended.  They coughed and spluttered as they made their way 

through the glass doors, at the same time, two masked men, one tall and one 

short, appeared from the dust, brandishing guns and clutching holdalls.  They 

shouted to everyone in the foyer ‘get down on the floor’.

Alice and Mary were startled; Alice dragged Mary down quickly.  The people 

who were waiting at the counter followed suit.  The cashier looked scared and 

turned white as the gunmen approached her.  The short gunman stuck the 

end of the gun under the counter and indicated for her to open the door, 

nervously she unlocked it.  The tall gunman made his way through the door 

‘Give me the key to the safe’ he said gruffly.  Trembling, the cashier handed 
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over a bunch of keys.  ‘Which one is it?’ he asked, ‘I don’t know!’ the cashier 

replied in a timid whisper.

He grabbed the keys and made his way to the safe.  The first key didn’t fit, he 

tried another, it turned stiffly in the lock, the door opened.  He started to load 

bundles of money into the holdalls, and then he noticed there was a drawer at 

the bottom of the safe, he pulled it open, revealing bar after bar of chocolate. 

‘Oh my’ he exclaimed, he grabbed a bar, ripped of the wrapper, snapped it in 

half with a crack and stuffed it in his mouth ‘hmmm’ he muttered.

He started to load the chocolate bars into the holdall instead of the money. 

When both the holdalls were full, he filled every available pocket.  He walked 

awkwardly as he made his way out of the door, back into the foyer, dragging 

the holdalls with him.

He gave one of the holdalls to the short gunman, ‘let’s get off’ he said.  He 

took some of the bars of chocolate out of his pockets and threw them at the 

people still lying trembling on the floor ‘thanks for your time’ he shouted, as 

they both ran out of the bank.

Alice gave a sigh of relief as they left, the doors swinging closed behind them. 

She reached out across the marble floor and grabbed a chocolate bar, and 

then another, she hid the second one in her pocket.  Mary reached out and 

grabbed a couple of bars too.  Alice removed the golden wrapper from the 

chocolate she still held in her hand, she broke a off a chunk, it made a 
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cracking noise; she was just about to put it in her mouth, when she woke up 

only to find it was just another dream.
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