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 ith this Special Edition, Sustainable Montpelier
  Coalition (SMC) showcases the winners of their 
  What Comes Next? writing contest. Thanks to the 
contest’s sponsors, a total of $2,000 has been awarded to 
these talented local writers (listed below) whose entries 
are in the following pages and in the SMC website: 
SustainableMontpelier.org/WritingContest

Winners:

CLEOME’S WEDDING

CHANGE

HERE ON THE FARM

A STORY OF SOUND NATURE

Adult Fiction Runners Up:

AFTER JESS

TAVIA’S QUESTION

 The contest was designed to encourage creative 

andinnovative thinking about what a future Central Vermont 

might be. We were curious to see what tools Vermonters 

would employ to build a vision of a promising future, rising 

from the chaos of the climate, economic, health and social 

challenges of today.

 he Sustainable Montpelier Coalition

 (SMC) is a catalyst, forming community

 coalitions to realize more sustainable 

local systems such as: transportation, land 

use, and food security in response to climate 

change and the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

What Comes Next? writing competition helps us catalyze a 

new vision for our city’s future, much as the 2016 Sustainable 

Montpelier 2030 Design Competition helped us imagine our 

potential future. 

 Growing from the City of Montpelier’s commitment to 

becoming Net Zero by 2030, the Sustainable Montpelier 2030 

Design Competition culminated in public voting on entries 

from around the world. In 2017, after a second round with fi ve 
fi nalists, a $10,000 prize was awarded to the Team Bridges. 
Their vision of a future Montpelier is widely embraced as a 

place where people want to live, work, and play; many of 

their images are shown here to illustrate the writing. 

 Sustainable Montpelier was formed to build coalitions to 

implement the innovative ideas from the design contest. 

SMC’s fi rst task is to reduce the number of cars downtown to 

T
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free-up space that can then be used for housing, commercial, 

and open space. 

 SMC organized several transportation roundtables to look 

at mobility options within Montpelier. On-Demand Microtransit 

piqued everyone’s interest. VTrans, the public transportation arm 

of the Agency of Transportation, invited SMC to be the community 

partner in an On-Demand Microtransit Working Group to explore 

creating a pilot project in Montpelier. On-Demand Microtransit is 

a new, convenient, fl exible schedule transportation that allows 
people to get in and out of town on their own schedule, without a 

car. We are pleased and proud that VTrans and Green Mountain 

Transit plan to launch this service in January ‘21. You will be hearing 

more from SMC about this project in the coming year.

 Montpelier is a collection of diverse neighborhoods. In 

March, when the COVID-19 stay-in-place order went into effect, 

SMC was invited, by Mayor Watson, to revive the Capital Area 

Neighborhoods (CAN), that were originally started during the 

‘08- ‘09 fi nancial crisis. SMC recruited and mobilized neighborhood 
coordinators to build an emergency communications network and 

to share information from the City to the neighborhoods, from the 

neighborhoods to the City, and from neighbor to neighbor. These 

Continued on page 11

Continued on page 11

 Vermonters will one way or another—through thoughtful 

creativity or careless indifference—shape the future of this state. 

How we do that is the subject of these thoughtful stories. What 

we all have learned is that it is not only possible but necessary 

to rethink and rebuild our relationships with each other, our 

ecosystems and our economy.

 The four winning entries and two runners up printed here in 

this insert offer a vision of innovations and responses that might 

emerge between now and 2047. These creative solutions serve 

as inspiration to people here in Central Vermont and beyond. 

 Rickey Gard Diamond, one of the project’s jurors reviewed 

the youth fi ction entries. She writes: “This piece provides a 
gorgeous vision of how sustainable and progressive Montpelier 

and Vermont could be in the future. I was impressed by the big 

and quite detailed thoughts of all these young minds, hopeful for 

what I heard of public banking, awareness of climate problems 

and solutions both original and potential, and all referred to 

women in leadership.”

 What is noteworthy and persistent in these stories is that the 

strength and fl exibility of the social fabric of a population is key 
to its survival. Bill McKibben, one of our wise What Comes Next?

advisors puts it this way: “When survival depends on an ability to 
handle chaos, the damage that comes from rising temperatures 
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CLEOME’S 
WEDDING
by M.Z. McDonnell &  

Janice Walrafen

August 14, 2047

 ve neglected to write a journal 
 entry for a whole five days! 
Usually I write before bed, but 
in the evenings I’ve either been 
too absorbed in fascinating 
conversation or so physically 
exhausted that I couldn’t keep my 
eyes open long enough to put pen 
to paper. Tomorrow I’ll be taking 
the train back to Boston. So much 
happened in these last five days in 
Vermont that I couldn’t possibly 
record it all. It feels like I’ve spent 
the week in a far away land, in a 
different era, either 100 years in  
the past or 50 years in the future— 
I can’t tell which! To think that  
I could have such culture shock  
in a place just 200 miles away!
 I took the bullet train from 
Boston to Montpelier for my cousin 
Cleome’s wedding. It took about 
an hour, and once I reached the 
Vermont border it was all a blur 
of green. My brother Darren met 
me at the train station and helped 
me take the cable car to the center 
of town. It wasn’t that difficult to 
figure out, but you know, he still 
treats me like his baby sister even 
though I’m 20 now. Apparently, 
no cars are allowed in the town 
center, so people travel through 
by electric cable car, bike, or on 
foot. Few people seems to own 
cars at all. Only larger towns have 
light rail systems, but most towns 
are connected by a network of 
electric buses. There are train routes 
between the major ‘cities’, and that 
seems to be the preferred method 
of travel. Darren claims he saw two 
women driving a horse cart packed 
with groceries, but I don’t believe 
him. Though, I’ll admit I did see 
horse poop on the street. Hmmm.
 You wouldn’t believe the variety 
of bikes they ride here. They’ve 
got some like pick- up trucks with 
beds or buckets in front or back, 
and some like wagons with shelves 
on the back to fit several kids (I 
saw one packed with three eight-
year-olds in the rear and a toddler 
strapped to the front!). Most people 
walk though.
 We got off the cable car and 
walked half a block to the B&B 
where mom, dad, and Darren were 
staying. You know what I noticed 
first? No one here has a lawn. The 
only grass I saw in town was at the 
Statehouse (which was thronged with 
soccer games, frisbees, slacklines, 
picnickers… did I even see a circus 
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troupe?) and the rec fields. Everyone 
else uses their yards as edible forest 
gardens, pollinator gardens, and 
kitchen gardens. The temperature 
was in the mid-90’s my whole trip, 
but under the tree canopy the streets 
felt 10 degrees cooler. Every street is 
shaded. I wish Boston had more trees! 
Nearly every house had photovoltaic 
panels and a solar hot water system. 
Some had micro wind turbines, too.  
I was told that every city and town in 
Vermont runs its own cooperatively- 
owned microgrid powered solely 
by renewable energy. Plus, about a 
third of Vermont’s houses are off-
grid. I bet they avoid the blackouts 
and brownouts that Boston has every 
summer, now that we get weeks on 
end in the high 90’s and 100’s.
 Everyone here seems to take 
energy conservation very seriously 
because they’ve purposefully 
designed their grids to have limits. 
Cleome scolded me many times 
for my wasteful ‘flat-lander’ habits! 
“All energy has environmental 
consequences, even renewable 
energy, so we use as little as 
possible,” she said.
 The next day was the wedding. 
Everyone pitched in for the 
preparations. The neighborhood has 
an events committee which divided 
up the tasks. Darren and I were 
sent to the kitchens to help prepare 
the potluck feast. I asked many 
questions of Yuna, the chef we 
assisted. Nearly everything we ate 
was locally grown. Yuna gave me a 
long-winded lecture on sustainable 
food policy while I chopped the 
carrots. Apparently, Vermont grows 
about 75% of the food it consumes 
and nearly all of it is organic-
equivalent. The two whole pigs 
roasted in a pit for 12 hours were 
pasture-raised in East Montpelier. 
The eggs and butter and flour 
came from Marshfield. The veggies 
came from Barre and Plainfield and 
Montpelier kitchen gardens. The 
apples and berries came from the 
Champlain valley, and so forth. I 
asked Yuna if there was anything 
on the menu not grown in Vermont. 
She paused, then said, “The sea salt 
is from Maine. Oh, and of course, 
the chocolate’s from Guatemala.  
We have a direct relationship with  
a worker-owned cooperative there.”
 Later, Yuna said something 
that really struck me: “No one in 
Vermont goes hungry.” I couldn’t 
believe it. Ever since the COVID 
Depression of the 2020’s, Boston 
and other major cities have been 
constantly plagued by food 
shortages. I can’t remember a time 
when I haven’t seen food lines two 
blocks long and weekly looting. But 
Yuna insisted: “Food, healthcare, 
housing, and climate resilience 
are the State’s highest priorities. 
When the Depression first hit, we 

decided as a people to prioritize 
social and environmental welfare 
above all else. Once we made these 
commitments, we realized they 
benefit a whole lot of other things. 
For instance, now that we grow 
most of our own food, Vermont 
has tens of thousands of more 
jobs in the food industry. Many 
thousands of jobs were added 
in environmental protection, 
reforestation, renewable infra-
structure, and climate disaster 
response. Healthcare is universal, 
affordable, and holistic. And no 
one is homeless. It’s not as hard as 
we used to think. Guaranteeing 
these three things created a ripple 
effect: we have almost no crime 
(and no police), our greenhouse 
gas emissions will soon be net- 
negative, small businesses are 
booming, and our economy doesn’t 
have a seizure when the stock 
market in New York crashes…  
what, every other month now? 
People are more skilled, more 
cooperative, and more self-
sufficient. We have more social 
stability than ever before, even in 
the midst of climate chaos.”
 In the kitchens I saw how they 
deal with waste. Vermont claims 
to be a zero-waste society. I didn’t 
know what that meant until I saw 
it for myself. I’d guess about 40% 
of waste goes into household and 
municipal compost piles to turn 
back into soil or to feed livestock. 
Another 20% is burned in winter 
wood stoves (paper, cardboard, 
wood, etc.).
 And about 30% is reused or 
recycled—mostly glass, metal, and 
paper, since non- compostable 
plastics have been banned for 
about 10 years. The last 10% is stuff 
that came from outside Vermont 
and was not designed with the 
cradle-to-cradle ethic. Yuna said 
the Statehouse has been trying 
to tackle that problem for nearly 
twenty years.
 I’ll admit that I snuck away 
from the kitchen for a bit to say hi 
to Cleome. She and Annette had 
just emerged from a ceremony 
where they received the blessings 
of the elders and spiritual leaders 
of the community. They’d been 
ritually dressed in their wedding 
garb, woven from local fibers and 
dyed purple with a lichen called 
rock tripe. A circle of weavers and 
embroiderers had imbued the cloth 
with prayers and sacred songs over 
many days.
 The wedding ceremony was 
unlike anything I’ve ever seen, though 
apparently it’s pretty common in 
Vermont. The whole neighborhood 
was invited (and a dozen roving dogs 
invited themselves!). The service was 
not of any religion I could identify, 
but it was clearly Earth-centered. It 

began with the gift giving. Every family 
gave the couple a hand-made gift, 
something they would use in their lives 
together: pottery, hand-woven cloth, 
gardening tools, willow baskets, seeds, 
herbal remedies, books, songs, etc. No 
money was exchanged. I wondered at 
this, and Annette explained later. 
“There is a saying here: ‘Though money 
is scarce, we are rich in community’. 
When the Depression first impacted 
people’s livelihoods, our culture made 
a shift towards cooperative production 
and gift-giving. We’re big into barter 
here. Most things are produced in 
worker-owned cooperatives—all that 
pottery we received, all the textiles  
we make our clothes from, most of  
our food, even health clinics. In 
cooperatives, good and services are 
higher quality, more affordable, and 
workers receive fairer wages. 
Competition and hierarchy are not all 
they’re cracked up to be.” A non- 
competitive society… sounds 
fantastical, but I’ve seen it for myself—
and it seems to work well!
 After the gift-giving, four 
grandmothers called in the four 
directions and the four elements. 
Another elder at the center invoked 
the Earth and the Sky, acknowledged 
Vermont as Abenaki land, then 
brought Cleome and Annette together 
in ritual union and vow-giving (a 
chunky mutt sat beside them for 
the vows… the dog wasn’t theirs, I 
asked). There was a lot of singing. 
Everyone seemed to know the lyrics, 
so I just mumbled along. I don’t 
remember all of them, but here’s a 
few: Rise up O Flame, by thy light 

glowing, bring to us beauty, wisdom 

and joy. And: The ocean refuses no 

river. And: My roots go down, down to 

the Earth. And as Cleome and Annette 
kissed: O my beloved, kindness of the 

heart, breath of Life, I bow to you. 
Then we all shouted and pelted  
them with flower petals. The band 
struck up a folksy tune and the 
feasting began.
 I’m proud to say I’ve now tasted 
venison. Also woodchuck—that 
one was in a dish called “Revenge 
Casserole”. I didn’t really get the joke, 
but it tasted sweet. The roast pork 
was by far the best I’ve ever had. I 
also tried nettle dumplings, lobster 
mushroom pizza, dandelion fritters, 
and more zucchini dishes than I ever 
thought possible (someone snuck a 
zucchini into my purse when I wasn’t 
looking. Apparently that’s normal 
August etiquette here). The dogs 
vacuumed the picnic grounds with 
their jowls. There were kegs and kegs 
of home-brewed cider, kombucha, 
mead, and beer. Mom got a little tipsy 
on the mead and started singing “What 
Does the Fox Say” at the top of her 
lungs. Darren and I ran as fast as we 
could in the other direction. We danced 
late into the night. I think I went to  
bed around 2am.
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 Darren woke me up at 7am 
the next morning (I would’ve 
knocked his teeth in if it wasn’t 
for the maple-sweetened coffee he 
shoved in my face) to jump on the 
bus to East Montpelier. Haying is a 
community affair here. Vermont has 
a lot of livestock that need hay for 
winter fodder. When the weather is 
fine, families and neighbors gather 
together and make a party of it. 
Annette’s parents have ten acres that 
they hay every summer, and they 
thought to take advantage of the 
wedding-goers’ labor. It sounded fun, 
so I volunteered. Well, it was fun, 
but I was sore and sunburned and 
exhausted by the end of it.
 The first day we scythed the hay 
by hand, singing, and on the second 
day we turned and collected it. Some 
folks hay with electric tractors, but 
that’s fallen out of fashion since 
tractors are expensive and have high 
throughput. So instead—get this—they 
use horses, mules, or oxen to pull 
wagons and engineless implements 
that were popular in the Victorian era. 
Yup. You see what I mean? It’s like 
traveling to the past and the future at 
the same time!
 “Animal power is the superior 
power,” said Asa. He drove the wagon 
pulled by two mules. “No fossil fuels 
necessary. The original renewable 
energy. Plus, these fellas shit gold.” I 
laughed, thinking he was just being 
funny, but he meant something real 
by it. Without a constant supply of 
animal manure, agriculture would be 
reliant on petroleum- based fertilizers. 
So their shit was, in fact, worth its 
weight in gold. Or at least, zucchinis.
 It was my first time using a 
composting toilet, too, and I learned 

that human manure is also recycled 
here. I had thought it just a rumor—a 
thing Bostonians like to joke about 
those weird hicks up north. I was 
wary at first, but it turns out to be  
less weird than I thought. Doesn’t 
even smell!
 “Shitting in potable water is one 
of the surest signs of insanity,” said 
Asa, swigging switchel. “We respect 
our water. Water is sacred.”
 We joked and sang silly songs as 
we worked. There were about thirty 
of us in total, enough that we could 
swap in and out when we tired. There 
were several kids milling about, partly 
working and partly playing. I asked 
about that. Was it child labor?
 “Of course it is,” said Rowan as 
they pitched hay up to the bed of the 
wagon. Their child, Oak, scooped up 
handfuls of hay, alternately casting it 
into the wagon and flinging it at her 
friends. “Children learn best when 
their knowledge is applied to real-
world situations. All children must 
learn how to grow food and care for 
animals. It teaches them responsibility, 
and as they learn they help their 
communities. They learn mathematics 
by building structures; they learn 
ecology by being out in the forest and 
gathering medicinal herbs. Not much 
is taught in a classroom these days—
it’s a poor learning environment. 
Once they reach high school, they can 
choose to be apprenticed in a trade 
or be tracked for study at a college 
or university. It’s about fifty-fifty these 
days, with the trades ever growing in 
popularity. They’re more important, 
really. Growing things. Repairing 
things. Making and building things 
with our hands… a society cannot  
be resilient unless people have  
these skills.”

 By the time we finished in the 
mid-afternoon, we were tired and 
thirsty and overheated. We took the 
bus and walked about a mile to a 
swimming hole. Waterfalls tumbled 
down boulders and crashed into 
deep, cold pools. We all stripped off 
our clothes and dove in shrieking— 
no one even bothered to bring a 
bathing suit. Nudity is not taboo 
here. I was glad to cool my burned 
shoulders in the water and comb out 
the itchy hay from my hair.
 I laid down on a river stone and 
took a long, hard think. Experiencing 
this place, this beautiful, rugged, 
resilient place, has made me question 
a lot of things. Life here feels so 
simple, so natural, so… sacred 
(geez, now I’m sounding like them!). 
Why have I been taught to value 
luxury and high-tech machines so 
much, when life here proves them 
unnecessary… and maybe even 
harmful? People here are healthy 
and satisfied with their lives, even 
without luxuries or the latest gadgets. 
I don’t think I saw one Vermonter 
check a hand-held device the whole 
time I was here. Fundamentally, they 
have everything they need. It seems 
the opposite in Boston—we have 
frivolous things but we lack good 
food, clean air, adequate healthcare, 
and social equity.
 I called my friend Rachel in 
Boston yesterday. I shared these 
doubts with her, but she didn’t 
understand at all. “Come back to 
the real world, Sura,” she said. 
But now, I’m confused. This 
world, in Vermont, is beginning 
to feel like the real one. n 
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Janice Walrafen is an artist, 

educator, puppeteer, and 

community celebrant who, 

since graduating with a BFA 
in sculpture from the School 

of Visual Arts in NYC (1986), 

has been teaching art to 

people of all ages, organizing 

community parades, and 

seasonal pageants. She is  

the co-founder of 

AllTogetherNow!  

www.alltogethernowvt.org

M.Z. McDonnell is a clinical 

herbalist, ecologist, and 

author. M.Z. graduated from 

the clinical program at the 

Vermont Center for Integrative 

Herbalism in Montpelier  

and has a degree in 

environmental policy from 

the University of Vermont. 

Their fiction focuses on queer 
mythology and sustainable 

futurism. Their website is  

www.mzmcdonnell.com. 
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September 21, 2047

Dear Jess,

 always write you on your birthday, 
 even though you’ve been gone 
a generation now. Not sure what 
the afterlife might be all about but 
these letters to you, Sis, comfort me, 
so I write them. Since it’s the 25th 

anniversary of your passing, friends 
encouraged me to excerpt highlights 
of my previous annual letters to you 
and post the result on Front Porch 
Forum with an introduction, so  
that’s what I’ll do.

Introduction 2020

 You’ll remember this, Jess, the 
year Coronavirus descended on the 
nation like Cassandra, foretelling our 
future woe. You are imperiled, she 
showed us, her prophecy manifesting 
in the hunger of our children, 
as their jobless, masked parents 
overwhelmed our paltry food banks, 
in our underfunded hospitals and 
refrigerator truck morgues as Corona 
found her victims, in the desperate 
protests for justice that filled our 
streets, pandemic be damned. You 
are imperiled, she told us, and that 
will not change until you find a new 
story and live that.
 In our tiny capital city, nestled 
in the Green Mountains, rivers all 
around, we were already half living a 
new story — but we didn’t recognize 
it, we didn’t treasure it, until Corona 
took you, Jess. You’re the hero of this 
story, even if you don’t know it.
 I remember how your eyes 
smiled before your lips caught up. 
Such a sparkle to you! You used to 
concoct elaborate stories for the kids 
at the library on Saturdays, taking on 
the voices of fairies and frogs you 
invented for those tales. Remember 
those summer days when you’d take 
your guitar, go sit on a blanket on the 
Capitol lawn, and strum those songs 
from the sixties? Grizzled old hippies 
and hip parents in their thirties would 
stop with their children and soon 
there would be a sing along.
 You were at Janice’s side using 
your strong arms to hoist the giant 
puppets of Earth and Sea for our All 
Species Day Parade each May. You 
were queen of the pumpkin carvers 
when we lined Hubbard Park with 
lit jack-o’-lanterns for our Halloween 
Enchanted Forest. I remember how 
you dressed in a long swirly green 
velvet cape, a crown of entwined oak 
leaves on your head for that night 
of forest and song and story, yours 
about how the giant trees of Hubbard 
cared for lost children. You helped 
build the bonfire for Fire on Ice at 
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AFTER JESS
by Cynthia Bogard

the Nature Center. You were the first 
one out in the morning, trash bag in 
hand, for Green-Up Day. You sat in 
the front row on Town Meeting Day 
with good ideas for how we should 
spend our budget. You were the one 
to organize neighborhood free piles 
and holiday caroling groups. You 
supported our growers and artists by 
buying at Farmers Market and our 
Holiday Crafts Fair. You lived it, Jess, 
our story about celebrating nature 
and community, neighborliness and 
supporting one another. You were 
the heart of it.

2022

 Corona slammed Vermont when 
the second wave hit in the winter of 
2022. By then, you were delivering 
meals for the Senior Center. That was 
when you approached those young 
folks building electric bikes up on 
County Road and asked them to 
make you a little plug-in roadster  
to use to deliver the meals. They 
came up with the first prototype
— surprisingly stable on our roads 
in all weather — of what we now 
call our TEVs (tiny electric vehicles). 
When you managed to deliver meals 
up on Hubbard Park Road in your 
purple TEV during that early blizzard 
we had, before the plows had even 
gotten there, folks began to notice.
 The restaurants all closed for the 
second time. Unemployment surged 
again. At some Zoom City Council 
meeting you asked, “Can’t we deliver 
more meals and have unemployed 
chefs and those culinary school 
students make them? Unemployed 
wait staff could deliver them. Make  
it open to anyone.”

 “How could we possibly pay  
for that?” said some naysayer.
 Sam from Rabble Rouser said, 
“We used a ‘pay what you can’  
model and it worked for us.”
 Our Community Meals program 
was born that year, Jess. You did it. 
Three months (and hundreds of new 
Corona cases) in, the program was 
feeding a couple thousand people a 
day. It was good food, safely made 
and delivered. People paid what 
they could, some generously so. The 
wealthy scared ones paid enough so 
the unemployed scared ones could 
eat too. The cooks and delivery 
crew also were decently paid. You 
requested the route I lived on. When 
you zipped over in your purple 
TEV to deliver my meals, we talked 
through the glass window that scary 
and sad spring.
 That August, you were singing 
on the grass in front of the Capitol 
wearing that lavender mask that 
matched the streak in your hair, 
when a three-year-old came up to 
you with a song request and coughed 
in your face. That kid had the virus 
but no symptoms. You died a month 
later; your last week spent gasping 
for air. Hospital policy kept me from 
your side. It broke my heart not to be 
holding your hand when you passed.
We had a Zoom memorial service 
and I was stunned at how many 
people joined in to celebrate your 
life. After many told their Jess stories 
and we’d laughed and cried atthem, 
that Rabble Rouser kid, Sam, said, 
“Instead of just telling each other 
how great Jess was, why don’t we 
DO something to make sure her 
generosity lives on?”

 “Like what?” I asked. 
 Sam said, “How about more TEVs 
to deliver the meal program she 
started?”    
 “She’d love that,” I replied.  
A rolling tribute to my little sister.
 Sam started a GoFundMe right 
there at the Zoom funeral. By 
the time we logged off, a secret 
sizable donor and the rest of us had 
committed enough for a dozen TEVs. 
Larry — because you had taken 
loving care of his mom Marsha when 
you worked at Westview Meadows — 
volunteered to build some charging 
stations downtown. Since Vermont’s 
electricity is from renewable sources, 
you’d approve, Jess.
 That winter, Corona cut a 
devastating path through our town. 
The Polar Vortex came to stay for 
a month, too, treating us to double 
digits below zero for weeks on end. 
They painted the twelve new TEVs 
in the colors of the rainbow flag 
for you, Jess. They arrived just after 
the cold snap started. By then, half 
the town had signed up for meal 
delivery. We needed more TEVs  
and drivers.

Letters to Jess (Excerpts)

2023

 You remember Karli, Jess. She 
was one of your fellow Community 
Meals deliverers. She moved back 
here with a sustainability degree from 
a university near New York City.
 “My college friends are all 
looking for jobs,” she said. “Bet I 
could get a couple dozen or so to 
come up here and be drivers, at least 
for a season or two.”
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 “We could house them up at the 
college,” said a neighbor of mine, 
who worked there. “Most of those 
buildings are empty.”
 Karli’s friends, it turned out, were 
multi-talented 20-somethings with 
lots of ideas. There were artists and 
designers, programmers, engineers, 
a couple with community health 
degrees and even several with urban 
gardening experience. They had last 
names like Mendoza, Singh and Ajasa 
and first names like Zevon, Naladi 
and Bo-Young. They brought to our 
town a Brooklyn-worthy mélange of 
colors and genders. And ideas.
 After quarantine, Karli arranged 
a meeting between new and 
current drivers. The combined 
group renamed themselves the TEV 
Collective and got right to work.  
A few helped the County Road crew 
ramp up TEV production, a few 
worked at streamlining the online 
meal booking and delivery process 
and making it zero waste. Others 
trained the drivers to do wellness 
checks and need investigations. 
Needs were posted on Front Porch 
Forum and people responded. Maybe 
because we were homebound and 
had nothing else to do, folks became 
as generous as you were, Jess.

2024

 Still no vaccine so our 
Community Meals program continues 
to deliver sumptuous meals (Thai, 
Tex-Mex, Italian, and more, all 
nutritionist approved). The chefs 
are committed to local ingredients 
so they’ve been meeting with area 
organic farmers to decide together 
what to plant.
 We citizens wondered why we 
were spending all that money on car 
payments and insurance for cars we 
hardly used.

2025

 They finally got a vaccine 
for Corona that provided decent 
protection. The TEV Collective — still 
delivering meals daily — saw to the 
vaccination campaign. I’m proud to 
say Montpelier was the first capital 
city in the nation to declare 100% 
vaccinated.
 The TEV Collective now numbers 
75 and actively recruits young folks 
with interesting ideas and skills from 
all over the place. They have taken 
over some abandoned storefronts 
downtown. Sweat equity, they call 
it, and they are insulating the old 
buildings, installing heat pumps, and 
repainting. Two beautiful murals 
adorn Main Street buildings. The first 
thing they did when they occupied 
downtown storefronts is open a free 
clothing store. You have to bring a 
decent item to take a different one. 
It’s been fun interacting with people 
wearing clothes I used to have — 
who knew used clothes could be 
such a great icebreaker? It’s good 
to not be afraid to talk with our 
neighbors again.

 I got all weepy when I saw 
someone sitting on a blanket on the 
Capitol lawn, playing her guitar for a 
couple of kids and their parents.  
Miss you, Jess!

2026

 Now that we can have groups 
again, we’re eager to form them. 
High schoolers started forming 
“collectives” — they are all enamored 
with the TEV Collective. A neighbor 
kid belongs to the Make Music 
Collective and another one belongs 
to something called “Tweens Pot.” 
He swears it’s a pottery making 
collective.
 We older folks are revitalizing our 
CAN (Capital Area Neighborhood) 
Associations. CANs CAN! is our 
slogan – kind of corny but somebody 
designed a beautiful graphic for it.
 Jess, we are so happy to be 
able to be neighborly again that we 
are busy planning street breakfasts 
and block parties for summer and 
fall, and group composting and 
community gardens for next season. 
 We celebrated All Species Day, 
3rd of July, Enchanted Forest and 
even Dog Swim Day at the Rec  
Field Pool this year again! Felt so 
good to be together, the whole  
town showed up!

2028

 Jess, there was a massive 
hurricane — worse than Irene — 
that dumped rain on town for days. 
The Winooski River almost reached 
the Transit Center but we had 
sandbagged successfully. A few of 
those stately pines in Hubbard came 
down too, but nobody hurt. Our grid 
never went down, not for a second. 
Brave CAN volunteers went door to 
door in howling winds to make sure 
all the neighbors were okay. Chefs 
made meals and the TEV Collective 
kept delivering them. We are used  
to eating this way now.
 Our eating habits have improved 
so much that obesity, diabetes and 
heart disease have all declined 
dramatically. Here, everyone eats 
well.

2030

 Jess, you’d be thrilled to find out 
that TEVs are the common vehicle in 
Montpelier now. There are charging 
stations all over town, even in the 
residential neighborhoods, where 
you can book online to rent a TEV 
for 10 minutes or a morning, for 
“pay what you can.” Most people pay 
the suggested price, and some pay 
more, so it works fine. Some are like 
mini pick-up trucks, to use for larger 
loads. All with height-adjustable 
chassis. The “Vermont state car” 
company (you know who I mean) 
offered some of its new electric 
models for times when many kids or 
a lot of stuff has to be hauled. They 
are scattered about town too at our 
community charging stations.

2034

 Jess, the roads have begun to 
change, because TEVs just don’t need 
all that width and it was so much 
money to keep them paved in asphalt 
anyway. So as the roads needed 
repair (and when don’t they around 
here, with all that frost heave?), we 
dug them up and replaced them 
with that stuff that’s on all the back 
roads in Vermont. We made the roads 
half as wide as the old roads and 
put a couple of feet of soil on top 
of the half we didn’t need. Then we 
planted trees and flowers and even 
vegetable gardens. Who knew, but 
there is a market for used asphalt 
chunks and that’s where we got the 
money to green up the streets. Most 
neighborhoods are now vying to be 
next to “de- tar” their smaller roads 
and green them up instead.

2037

 Jess, Vermont is becoming the 
Sunflower State! Outside of town, so 
many fields are growing sunflowers 
and safflowers that, come August, 
Montpelier seems like it’s wrapped 
in a gold blanket. It seems like every 
garden is awash in them too. It’s 
because we are making an effort to 
replace every last gallon of fossil-
fuel oil with sunflower and safflower 
oil. Every home in town that used 
to burn diesel now has a tankful of 
vegetable oil to burn if the weather 
dips below zero. Otherwise, we all 
use solar or hydro-powered heat 
pumps. You’d love to see how solar 
has sprouted on every roof.
 Many folks turned their unused 
garages into small apartments so the 
neighborhoods are becoming more 
mixed, which feels right.
 The TEV Collective has over a 
thousand members now. “Generosity 
Heals Us and Earth” is their motto.  
Who could disagree?

2047

 We are a city of greenhouses, 
now, Jess. We had to start growing 
more food for ourselves and indoors, 
too. Sometimes spring starts in 
February, and then it snows in May. 
Sometimes it tops 90 degrees for  
days on end.
 There are deluges and droughts, 
and in winter, the Polar Vortex is still 
with us some years. The greenhouses 
are beautiful, Jess, crystalline 
sculptures that are sturdy and climate 
controlled. Along the river, there are 
greenhouses where asphalt parking 
lots once blighted our town. In some, 
we raise fish and lemon trees along 
with the more typical vegetables 
and fruits. We printed them, Jess, at 
the massive 3-D printer up at the 
College. The TEV Collective installed 
it about ten years ago, right when 
the College started offering degrees 
in Artful Sustainable Design. We 
teach our children urban farming as 
part of their community citizenship 
curriculum.

Cindy Bogard became an 
environmentalist at age 13 

when she participated in the 

first Earth Day celebration on 
April 22, 1970 in her native 

Wisconsin. Since then, she’s 

explored nature on four 

continents, marched for 

climate justice and taught 

environmental sociology.  

She retired to Montpelier 

this year where she writes, 

gardens, hikes and keeps a 

worm farm.

The moment we 

start imagining a 

new world and 

sharing it with 

one another 

through story is 

the moment that 

new world may 

actually come.

– Brit Marling

 I have to go; our CAN autumn 
breakfast is starting, right outside 
my door. I can hear our teenagers 
scurrying to put out our meal of 
granola with dried blueberries, hemp 
milk and maple syrup. There will be 
herbal teas, hard-boiled eggs from 
our CAN flock, and biscuits with jams 
in flavors like elderberry and Vermont 
kiwi. We bring our own steel, three-
tiered tiffin boxes — the same ones 
we use for our TEV meals. Today, 
as we celebrate community and the 
equinox, we’ll also be celebrating 
your generosity and inspiration, Jess. 

We are living your story. n
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Tavia’s Question
by Paul Daniel Ash

  ctavia waited nervously 
  at Berlin Skyport for Derek’s 
lifter to land. She hadn’t seen 
him since the 2020s, so... twenty 
years? Twenty-five? She chewed a 
thumbnail, compulsively checking 
her wristscreen again, only to find 
that just two minutes had passed. 
She sighed.
 A muted blurp sounded from the 
wallscreen as it flashed an update — 
ARRIVING SOON, cycling through 
English, Spanish, French and Arabic 
— and she went over the windowto 
peer into the eggshell sky. The 
moment felt loaded, and not just 
because a bit of her past was about 
to land in her present. It had only 
been a few months since people 
could travel from Patriot territory into 
the New England Union, after all, 
and even though the Cold Civil War 
seemed like it was finally ending, she 
wondered: would they be able to 
reach over the divide?
 A dot appeared in the sky over 
the Paines. As the lifter got closer, 
she grew dismayed. He came all the 

way from Florida in... that thing? She 
knew that things were rough in the 
Pat states, but she wasn’t expecting 
what looked like an old airplane  
with the wings chopped off.
 The lifter managed to settle 
gently down on the landing pad 
without crashing or exploding, 
though, and two people got out. 
One, wearing a pseudo-military outfit 
with Patriot snake flag and Punisher-
skull patches on it, must have been 
the pilot. The other was the image of 
her childhood best friend, just thinner 
with hair threaded gray. Her feet 
were moving before she knew.
 “Derek!” she hollered as the door 
slid out of her way.
 His face cracked in an achingly 
familiar sidewise smile. ‘Hey, Tavia.”  
The voice was rougher, deeper, 
buthis.
 There was a little awkward two-
step like a scene from a movie — 
because of course there would be—
as they tried to figure out whether to 
shake hands or hug. They ended up 
doing both and laughing.
 “How was your flight?” she asked, 
right out of the same movie.
 “Fine,” he began, then stopped. 
“Or… actually, it sucked. Crammed 
into a little seat, nothing to eat or 
drink, and,” he added, lowering his 
voice to a stage whisper, “I’m pretty 
sure he didn’t know where he was 
most of the time. But we made it!”
 “You made it!” Tavia’s face was 
stuck in a grin, and she was okay 
with it. “Do you... have any bags or 
anything?”

O

 “This is it,” he said, shifting 
the strap of a battered pack on 
his shoulder. His bag was worn, 
his clothes were worn… even his 
Northerner’s face showed the wear  
of years in the Florida sun.  
 She nodded. “Come on,” she said.  
 “I- I can’t wait for you tonsee 
everything.” He smiled again, but 
even his smile seemed worn. 

 Derek was surprised she had a 
car. “Nobody,” he said, “and I mean 
no-bo-dy can afford a car where I’ve 
been living. You gotta have money, 
power or both.”
 “Well I got none of the above,” 
Tavia said. “It’s a sharecar. You just 
sign it out.” “Is it expensive?” 
 She couldn’t stop the smirk. 
“Nah,” she replied. “It’s free, through 
the city.”
 “Damn,” he said, falling silent 
as she tapped her wrist and the 
destination appeared on the 
dashscreen. The sharecar whispered 
into reverse and drove itself out of 
the parking lot.
 Tavia tapped up the playlist of 
oldies that she’d picked out, and 
Derek grinned as he recognized the 
classic ’20s indie track. His eyes were 
focused out the window, though. Like 
so much, Berlin had changed.
 The sharecar hummed between 
the arcologies hulking back from 
Skyport Road, squat pyramids flocked 
with the green of roof-trees and 
terrace gardens. Derek was staring up 
at the arcologies, lips slightly parted: 
his jaw had literally dropped. “Can’t 
remember even one building as big 
as these in the days.”
 “Yeah,” she said, “that was a hell 
of a fight. But the population was 
growing so fast and it just wasn’t 
working to have people all over 
the place. So it ended up being a 
compromise: a few places went 
dense—here, Burlington, Rutland—
and everywhere else... well, it 
probably looks pretty much like  
you remember it.”
 Derek snorted. “That many 
people want to live in Vermont?”
 “Seems like it!” A wry smile 
spread on Tavia’s face. “It was the 
other way around for a while... it 
wasn’t just you who left.” She paused 
for a second, wondering if she’d 
get up the nerve to ask him. No, 
she thought, not just yet, anyway. 
“It wasn’t until the Underground 
Greyhound got going that things 
changed.”
 “The Under-wha Huh?”
 “Oh, right! I guess that’s not 
something you heard about.”
 Derek untangled his eyebrows 
from the car window to stare at her.
 All right, she thought, here 

goes. “Okay, so it was during the... 

during the 30s.” She wasn’t ready to 
mention the Cold Civil War directly. 
“There were... problems that people 
of color and New Americans were 
dealing with in other states. So some 
folks—and you can imagine the types 
— started helping people move to 
Vermont. Including, you know, from 
the Patriot states.”
 Derek nodded. “And that went 
over... how?” he asked.
 “Well, like you’d think: some 
liked it and some... didn’t. And, to 
be fair, it wasn’t handled as well 
as it could have been. They didn’t 
think about talking it over with the 
people who’d been living here for 
generations.”
 “The woodchucks objected, is  
what you’re saying.”
 “The woodchucks objected. But 
families were selling farms all over 
because there was nobody around 
to work them, especially after the 
borders were closed. So it was mostly 
thanks to Barry Herndon that it 
changed. Do you remember him?”
 “Who?”
 “He was a senator or something, 
ran for governor like a million times. 
Anyway, he had a big dairy operation 
and was hiring folks off the ‘Hound, 
helping their families. He was the 
one behind Town Meeting Days 
becoming more of a thing. We have 
‘em all the time now. Not everybody 
likes ‘em, but it’s a chance to talk and 
listen to, and there’s almost always a 
lot of food.”
 “Huh.” Derek was absorbing it, 
but Tavia couldn’t get a read on how 
he felt. She didn’t push.
 “Okay,” she said, “check this out.”
 The sharecar came around the 
bend at the top of Berlin Street, and 
the valley of the Winooski came into 
view. Above the trees and gardens of 
Montpelier was the golden dome of 
the State House, same as ever, with  
a white helix spinning slowly 
alongside it.  
 “What’s the eggbeater thing?” 
Derekasked.
 Tavia chuckled. “That’s the  
city hydrogen plant. The wind  
turbine makes hydrogen outof  
river water, and we use it for  
heating, for electricity, for cars,”  
she added, slapping the dash,  
“just abouteverything.”
 The sharecar descended into the 
dense woods of downtown, crossing 
the Granite Street bridge and pulling 
itself into a circular parking structure 
on the city side of the river. They 
spiraled up into an empty parking 
place and the car shut itself off with  
a cheerful bloop.

 “So what,” Derek said, “we walk 
now?”
 “We can.” Tavia tapped her 

wristscreen to log out of the car and 
got out. “Or we can take a trolley.”
 “No cars in town, huh?”
 “For the most part, no, but the 
trolleys are like little autonomous buses 
that go everywhere. You can still drive 
through, but mostly it’s just trolleys and 
delivery trucks inside the city.”
 They took a glass elevator down 
the side of the building to Stonecutters 
Way. The doors opened and Derek 
took two steps out and stopped. He 
stared up at the canopy of the portico.  
 “What,” he said, “the hell is this?”
 Tavia looked up, trying to see it 
with his eyes: a thatch of what looked 
like cedar boughs arching overhead, 
softening the midday sun. “Nice, right?” 
she said. “We put ‘em up over all the 
sidewalks downtown. Helps keep the 
snow off, and these branches? They’re 
little solar collectors. Rain drips through 
to the surface and it filters down... 
eventually gets pumped off to the 
hydrogen plant.”
 Derek shuffled his feet on the 
sidewalk, which looked and felt just 
like pine needle duff. “Hydrogen, 
hydrogen, hydrogen. So, like, 
everything’s about hydrogen now?”
 “Well, yeah.” Tavia glanced at her 
wristscreen for a second, tapping a 
trolley request. “And what we don’t 
use, we sell.”
 A trolley hummed up almost 
immediately and rang two soft chimes 
of its bell. The car looked modern and 
old-timey at once, open-sided with 
painted wooden pillars rising up to 
a flat roof. Above the legend BARRE 

& MONTPELIER TRACTION CO-OP, 
little rectangular cut-class windows 
along the roof let in filtered sunlight 
onto flat, wide wooden benches.
 The trolley drove itself up the 
Granite Street slope and Derek talked 
about memories of the bike path and 
splashing under the bridge. Tavia 
listened with half an ear, trying to  
think of a way to ask the question.  
But his voice trailed off as he noticed 
the changes on Barre Street.
 Between the covered sidewalks 
were rows of trees shading the narrow 
lane for trolleys and bikes. As the 
trolley car turned onto Main Street. 
Derek stood and leaned out to get a 
better look at downtown. He sat.  
“It looks the same... only real 
different,” he said.
 Tavia returned his grin. She tried 
to bring old memories of downtown to 
mind: bare concrete sidewalks where 
the porticos now stood, a wide street 
choked with cars farting fossil smoke 
instead of the lane edged with beds 
growing fresh vegetables. There were 
many more cafes and restaurants now 
than there had been, with all the room 
under the porticos for outside seating, 
and every one of them was crowded 
for lunch.
 “Did you eat?” she asked, 
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community than if everybody had  
to figure out how to pay for them  
by themselves.”
 Derek looked like he wanted to 
argue, but he couldn’t seem to think 
of a comeback. Tavia led him to the 
cafe in the corner, a cluster of tables 
around a small stand with a tiled 
counter. “So where do you want to  
sit,” she deadpanned, “comrade?”
 They picked a table near a small, 
ingeniously worked fountain that 
circulated water around a cluster of 
potted vines.

 Tavia ordered chicken freekeh for 
Derek and shawarma for herself with 
a nice fattoush. Over meze appetizers, 
she blurted out the question.
 “So why did you leave?” 
She sipped water to cover her 
nervousness. “I mean, things were just 
getting bad with the... the unrest, and 
I know you were friends with Jimmy 
and those Patriot Front guys.”
 “Jimmy?” Derek popped a dolma  
in his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. 
“Man,” he said at last, “haven’t thought 
about that kid in years. Is that what 
you thought? That I was a Three 
Percenter or something?”
 Tavia grimaced, relieved and 
embarrassed at once. “I wasn’t sure! 
Maybe it was unfair, but you were 
always... conservative.”
 “Yeah, I always had guns,” he  
said, “and I was sick of people who 
treated me and anybody who didn’t 
go to college like subhuman morons. 
So that, in your mind, made me a 
Nazi?”
 “No,” Tavia said. “I’m sorry.  
It’s just that you left so fast, and... 
Florida.” 
 “I was sick of winters and there 
were actually jobs there.”  

remembering too late what he’d said 
about the hard flight. “Yeah, like eight 
hours ago in St. Lucie,” he grumbled. 
“I’m starving.”
 “I know just the place,” Tavia 
said. “Do you like Syrian food?” 
 “I might, if I had any idea what 
that is.”
 “Are you kidding? It’s like... 
Middle Eastern food? Greek food?” 
“I’d eat a gyro,” he said suspiciously.
 “Shut up. You’ll love it.”

 Tavia tapped her wristscreen to 
pause the trolley car. As they hopped 
off at City Center, Derek gazed up at 
the big tented pavilion.
 “Circus in town?” he snarked. 
 “This is still Mightypeculiar,” Tavia 
shot back.  
 “No kidding. What do they do 
during the winter?”  
 “It stays open.”
 Derek scoffed. “Must cost a 
fortune to heat.”
 “Nah, they use like... heat pumps 
or heat exchangers, I forget what 
they’re called. All hydrogen-powered. 
We decided it was really important to 
have a place to go, especially during 
the winter.”
 “Who’s we?”
 “We is… us. We-the-people. I 
told you, we have Town Meeting Day 
all the time now.” “So you just got 
together and decided you’d have this 
whole tent-thing downtown? And 
they just did it?”
 Tavia laughed. “Things have 
changed, D. It’s not like it used to be, 
where the city was like a business 
selling services. There are things that 
are public: the roads, the trolleys, 
common spaces like this, the parks 
and stuff. We all own them. We all 
take care of them and we all benefit 
from them.” 

 “So... like communism?”
 “Ha!” Her overloud chuckle made 
heads turn, and she put a hand over 
her mouth. “Sorry,” she said, “I just 
haven’t heard that in a while. No, 
it’s not communism. It’s way more 
democratic than it was when we 
were kids. Almost too democratic, 
sometimes. Lots and lots of meetings.”
 “Taxes must be through the roof.”
 “Not like you’d notice. Remember 
when we had to pay for, like, going 
to the doctor?” “What do you mean, 
‘remember?’ I just had to get a skin 
thing removed, it cost a fortune.”
 “Oh... right.” Tavia murmured.  
“Yeah, so... we don’t do that any 
more.”  
 “You don’t pay for doctors?”
 “No. No, medical care is a right.  
A place to live is a right. Education 
is a right, all the way to grad school. 
Water, electric power, data... we don’t 
get a bill for that.” 
 “But you pay taxes.” “Sure we do. 
Don’t you?” “Yeah, and I hate it.”
 “Well, maybe you wouldn’t hate 
it if you didn’t also have to pay 
for medical care and data for your 
wristscreen.”
 “I don’t have a wristscreen,” 
Derek said sheepishly. “Got a 
smartphone, though. Used, but it  
still works.”
 “We just decided, a while back, 
that it made more sense to make 
things public.”
 “Yeah, like I said.” Derek’s face 
frowned, but he still had a lilt in his 
voice when he was teasing, so Tavia 
didn’t get her back up. “Communism.  
All this has a cost.” 
 “Sure it does. And we do pay 
for some of it with taxes, but we 
also export a lot of hydrogen and 
cover costs that way. Turns out that 
it actually costs less to do things as a 
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Paul Daniel Ash has been 
a carpenter, a newspaper 

deliveryman, a wireless 

systems engineer and an 

organic farmer. He lived in 

Florida, the Bay Area, Hawai’i, 
Philadelphia and Boston 
before settling in Montpelier 

with his partner, who is 

starting Vermont’s first green 
cemetery. Paul teaches 
English at Norwich University 
and has an MFA in Writing 
and Publishing from Vermont 
College of Fine Arts. 

 “Well,” she said, “there’s always  
jobs here.”
 “There better be,” Derek said.  
“I don’t have a return flight.”
 Tavia’s salad came. The fried pita 
was fresh and the vegetables tasted 
like they’d just been picked... which 
theymight have been. She smiled. n
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Change
by Lorenza Fechter

 he day began like it always did,
 the sun rose and my alarm rang 
out at 7:00 AM. I blinked my tired 
eyes awake and reached to open my 
blinds. After sleeping on the boat for 
months, my bed was even harder to 
leave. As I turned on the light switch, 
my calendar came into view. Today 
was Saturday, August 3, 2047. In small 
red writing the word Initiative shone 
against the otherwise black lettering 
of the calendar. It was a State holiday, 
honoring Vermont’s Initiative Citizens 
who had rebuilt our community after 
the fi rst COVID-19 outbreak, the 
uprisings for social injustice and 
Vermont’s major fl ood of 2047. 
 Since the fourth outbreak of a 
mutated virus similar to the original 
COVID-19 started to appear in 
January 2045, cloth masks were 
issued to each household every 
weekend in an envelope, to ensure 
everyone had equal access to them. 
 “Miquel?” I heard my little brother 
yell for me from downstairs. The 
memories from the beginning of 2020 
dispersed as I headed downstairs. 
Halfway down, my little brother 
George peaked his head from around 
the door frame and announced, “I’m 
leaving.” He was eight years old. I 
smiled at his nonsense, “Where are 
you going?” 
 “I’m going downtown,” he said.
 “Okay!” I smiled confused. 
He watched me with his dark blue 
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eyes before turning to leave the 
hallway. As I followed, he locked 
eyes again and mischievously smiled, 
I poured myself some cereal, and 
sat down at the table. Next to my 
bowl a newspaper sat neatly folded. 
Montpelier is Healing the title 
read in bold black letters. Beneath 
it was a maskless face, a sight I 
hadn’t seen in nearly 3 months since 
the fourth outbreak. I smiled at the 
determination in the person’s eyes, 
and imagined that I would look 
that way once I, too, could peel my 
mask off. It had been nearly two 
months after traces of another similar 
coronavirus begun appearing, and 
masks once again became mandatory. 
 I watched my little brother 
curiously. We locked eyes, still 
smiling. “I’m going,” he said slowly, 
putting his shoes on, “For a …” I 
smiled confused expecting him to 
grab his cloth mask off its makeshift 
hook where the rest of ours hung. By 
now it was ingrained in our minds. 
You go out, you wear a mask. It was 
practically muscle memory. “Walk!” 
He yelled opening the door. “Your 
mask!” 
 I yelled after him as I jumped up, 
nearly knocking my cereal over. I was 
just about out the door, when my 
mother appeared. “He can go,” she 
smiled resting against the door frame, 
her hair sat in graying curls about 
her shoulders. I shook my head. “He 
might get sick. I know the cases have 
gone down but …” She held up the 
paper smiling, I was confused. “Read 
this,” she said. 

 I watched my brother dance 
around the yard gulping in air and 
touching his chin. It was like a 
caged bird fi nally being let free. I 
took my seat again. She watched 
me, as she moved from the entrance 
to the hallway. Underneath the 
maskless face that I had been staring 
at was a headline, COVID-19 

Update, I held my breath. Masks 

should be worn in large crowds. Yes, 
I nodded, nothing new there. Masks 

should be brought on transportation 

systems. Nothing new there either. 
The new electric city bus was one of 
my favorite parts of the day. I didn’t 
have to argue about who sat in the 
front seat with George. But below 
all that writing, was a sentence that 
changed everything and offered new 
hope that change was coming and 
for the better. Masks optional — as 

of Saturday no new cases. I covered 
my mouth with my hands, and 
turned towards my mother. “Go on,” 
she said motioning to the door. I left 
my cereal half eaten and slipped my 
shoes on, “Don’t forget to be at the 
Statehouse by ten. You don’t want 
to miss the speeches!” I nodded, and 
looked at the mask hanging limp on 
the hook, before opening the door 
to the outside world. 
 The grass seemed brighter than 
before the fl ood, which had come at 
the worst time imaginable. After the 
fourth outbreak of 2045, which came 
on suddenly, Montpelier was forced 
to lock down for the fourth time. 
No one knew how it happened. 
It was most likely a result of the 

virus mutating and becoming even 
more infectious, just as the scientists 
had warned. Armed with masks 
people had begun taking to the 
streets protesting for climate reform, 
the massive crowds shoulder to 
shoulder. No one wanted any further 
damage, they needed their voices 
to be heard. So, all of Montpelier’s 
children, adults, and even the elderly 
marched. Signifi cant climate action 
began taking root mid-2030, when 
carbon emissions became taxed, but 
more action was needed to halt the 
rising temperatures. When the fl ood 

Continued on page 11
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Lorenza Fechter is a junior 
at Montpelier High School, 

where she is on the varsity 

volleyball team. She loves 

writing fi ction, poetry, short 
stories and the occasional 

song. In her free time, Lorenza 
can be found outdoors, with 

friends, and working on her 

book she hopes to publish!
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bAdult Essay Winner

HERE ON THE 
FARM
by Sarah L. Seidman

4-24-47: It’s nice today. The daffodils 
are up and, here on the farm, the 
frost is fi nally out of the ground so 
we can start pounding fenceposts 
and get the animals back on pasture. 
The dirt roads are bumpy — that 
never changes — but the mud’s not 
as deep. Getting to town is simple 
now that the hydrogen buses come 
right by where the dirt road meets 
the blacktop, twice a day toward 
Montpelier and twice home again. 
We’ve kept the old electric truck 
for moving hay and veggies but we 
don’t use it much. In 2022 when state 
incentives helped people trade in gas 
cars for electric ones, almost everyone 
switched but with the buses and high 
taxes on owning a vehicle, there 
are few private cars. Transportation 
takes planning but it’s convenient, 
inexpensive and zero-emission. 
 Handshakes and kisses are things 
of the past, now that we are facing 
Covid….26, I think? We’re vigilant 
about social spacing and know 
our protocols for how to stay safe 
because these new viruses continue 
to emerge periodically, but it hasn’t 
shut our world down as it once did. 
Instead, we have all kinds of funny, 
sometimes convoluted, waves, salutes, 
expressions and gestures, especially 
the teenagers. Even in our masks, 
we look each other in the eyes and 
smile—that’s improved a lot since the 
scared old days of 2020. Our schools 

are open, we still get out to concerts 
and to our faith communities, we 
aren’t afraid to gather…but hand 
washing stands are everywhere and 
when we get home we wash and 
disinfect clothes and all. 
  The biggest improvement to 
life here started in 2025 when every 
single location in the state got good 
reliable fast broadband coverage. 
That’s when the young people started 
moving back to Vermont. Our state 
population has increased by almost 
100,000, if you can believe that, and 
almost 20,000 more people are right 
here in central Vermont. Some of 
these young people were raised here 
and moved away to get better jobs. 
Some came for vacations or business 
retreats or school and now they 
have settled down here. They can 
work from anywhere, their kids have 
bumped up enrollment in the public 
schools and their kids’ kids stay put 
after high school, because national 
and international travel is now hard, 
expensive and dangerous. 
 As farmers, we’re a lot more 
important than we used to be. A 
penny on every town’s tax rate 
helps farmers pay our local taxes 
but also reminds our neighbors that 
they truly co-own the farm with us. 
Montpelier families ride the bus and 
we pick them up at the turnoff in 
our wagon to get their weekly meat, 
cheese, vegetables and fl owers. 
We’ve got an onsite bakery, too. Our 
weekly burger nights have become 
a popular ritual, where the kids can 
play in the wide-open fi elds while the 
grownups listen or dance to a local 
band. An expensive farm-raised beef 

or plant-raised burger and sides isn’t 
a bad deal when you fi gure you’re 
supporting the farm, the musicians, 
and some good healthy run-around 
time for the kids. 
 Each neighborhood in central 
Vermont has adopted its own local 
farms to protect and patronize. We 
still have grocery chains in central 
Vermont but they buy more and 
more goods from us, too. Each of our 
farms is now the hub of commerce, 
exercise, and entertainment, 
connecting everyone on a physical, 
mental, and social level through 
good local food. 
 Money? Crypto-currency 
seemed like a solution for awhile 
but its greedy energy guzzling far 
outweighed its benefi ts. Now an 
app that’s part of our individual 
embedded microchip contains our 
entire fi nancial profi le and trades our 
assets dynamically through the online 
market in every kind of transaction. 
 Taxes are higher than ever, but 
we’re getting so much more for 
our tax dollars. Achieving a single-
payer national health care system in 
2023 was the beginning of systemic 
change, but it was the advent of 
embedded technology — microchips 
for all — that got administrative costs 
under control and allowed physicians 
to access our health histories and 
prescribe and treat us effi ciently and 
effectively.
 A political revolution reversed 
years of inequality by taxing rich 
people to fund a fairer share of social 
services, but the economic upheaval 
of past decades also put those social 
programs on a major diet. We’re now 

Continued on page 11
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Sarah Seidman has been 

a journalist, writer and 

farmer for 40 years. She’s 

taught English at UVM and 
Champlain College and 

co-founded the Rumney 

Elementary School Drama 
Club, the Middlesex 

Historical Society, and 

Vermont Horse-Assisted 

Therapy. With her husband, 

the logger and poet Scott 

Harrower, and Swedish 

vallhund Milo, she owns and 

operates Pease Farm in 
Middlesex. She appreciated 

the chance offered by 

the Sustainable Montpelier 

Coalition to imagine a 

future worthy of her seven 

beloved grandchildren.  

laser-focused on early education, 
prevention and one-on-one support 
as disadvantaged people learn 
skills through our reinvigorated and 
redesigned state college system. 
 The other big change after 
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A STORY OF 
SOUND NATURE
by Anna Beach
 

bYouth/Young Adult Essay Winner

A  t times I can’t believe that as 
  a child I had forgotten the 
sound of the river. Or, rather, that it 
had been drowned out by the drone 
of vehicle engines and heavy tires 
on pavement. Then there was the 
occasional cranked radio and cut 
exhaust pipe. But today, as my legs 
pump rhythmically in cycles along 
the bike path, its energy fills the air, 
enmeshed with birdsong and breeze. 
 I grin to myself as I remember 
this place in the past and how far 
it has come. People would simply 
pass through here on their way to 
somewhere else, not thinking this 
space could be special, too, as a link 
between communities. Cars would 
occasionally use the bike lane as 
a turn lane, even before the road 
markings wore off. Consequently, 
my mother had taught me that a 
helmet, a blindingly bright shirt, and 
ever-heightened attention was my 
safest bet to make it from Barre to 
Montpelier and back without incident. 
 Now, in 2047, two strips of 
permeable pavement run alongside 
the river where the road once was. 
Between them, site-adapted fruit and 
nut tree guilds reach for the sun, 
casting dappled shade on the path 
while providing food and aggrading 
the soil that was once smothered by 
concrete. Pears, apples, hazelnuts, 
walnuts, and various berries wait 
to ripen while hardy perennials 
and shade-loving species work 
synergistically under the canopy. 
Kiwifruit and grape vines climb 
enthusiastically up many of the fruit 
trees, happy to hold a niche. Benches 

of granite and local wood are 
scattered along the path on each side, 
inviting passers-by to linger. 
 Bill Mollison, a co-founder of 
permaculture, held that “though 
the problems of the world are 
increasingly complex, the solutions 
remain embarrassingly simple.” A 
good share of that simplicity lies in 
applying solutions that already exist, 
guided by a set of principles that 
revolve around care of the earth, care 
of people, and equitable systems. 
The most complicated role we must 
play is to have the humility to take 
responsibility for the environmental, 
social, and economic health of our 
communities. That we rely on natural 
systems for food, fibers, medicine, 
animal feed, and beauty has never 
changed; the shift that must occur is 
our realization of this truth, and our 
willingness to care for the systems of 
which we are a part. 
 Yet there is nothing simplistic 
about permaculture, which is 
often defined as a design system 
for the creation of self-sustaining 
human communities. In establishing 
regenerative solutions in response 
to the pervasive environmental 
degradation that is a symptom of 
our broken cultural story, it demands 
a lot from our human capacity 
to understand complex natural 
systems. In growing food, in building 
structures, in eliminating pollution, 
and in restoring degraded land, it 
seeks to mimic the processes and 
functions of nature. Yet with small 
and slow solutions based on keen 
observation of a place and the 
feedback it provides, anyone can have 
a hand in writing our new story by 
choosing how to write ourselves into 
the landscape. 
 We know very well that we 
have caused a dangerous climatic 
imbalance, that species are 
disappearing at alarming rates, that 
we have polluted and impounded 
most of the world’s waterways, 
and that we rely all too heavily 
on diminishing supplies of oil. Yet 
our culture tells us that unless you 
are a scientist or legislator, you are 
powerless to respond. The practice of 
permaculture allows for a necessary 
repatterning of human thought 
that penetrates the root cause of 
environmental, social, and economic 
issues. We are no longer conquerors 
who have exclusive ownership of the 
world, but rather a species capable 
of shaping a reciprocal relationship 
with each other and with the place to 
which we belong.

 It’s the summer solstice, a day 
long enough to gather together and 
recount the stories that remind us 
of how we rediscovered the art of 
living in community, and how we 
faced interlocking crises and found 

resilience. I arrive at the state house 
lawn, which every year on this day 
is filled with laughter, bare-footed 
children, music, and the sharing 
of home-cooked food with family, 
neighbors, and friends. 
 We tell of a time of separation, 
when we considered our neighbors 
and the plant and animal species 
living around us as the “other.” It was 
a time when our economic system 
relied on infinite growth on a finite 
planet, and when many people 
worked endless hours for a chance 
at material prosperity — given that 
you were born in a good position 
to someday afford a house, a car, 
and a college education. We laugh 
hysterically as we remind ourselves of 
how we once flushed our waste down 
the drain using clean drinking water. 
 I’m wiping tears from my eyes, 
but I’m also thinking about the 
importance of remembering the past 
and our reasons for transitioning 
from an industrial growth society to 
a life-sustaining society. We are still 
in transition from that time of daily 
tension and artificial scarcity, but the 
important part is that we have hacked 
the story. 

 There’s a point in which grief, 
before it becomes despair, makes your 
heart break open. If we are willing, 
we can move on from the story of 
separation and expand our sense 
of self to include each other and to 
the rest of the world. It seems that 
more and more people are realizing 
that we are in relationship with the 
people of our watershed, with the 
air we breathe, the food we eat, and 
the materials we harvest for use. 
Our wellbeing, then, is tied up with 
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Anna Beach is from the 
quarry-studded landscape 

of Barre, Vermont. She is 
currently an Environmental 
Studies and Political 
Science double major at 

Saint Michael’s College, 

and her interest in 

sustainability includes the 

promising and empowering 

fields of permaculture 
design and ecological 

restoration. 

everyone else’s — especially with 
those in our local communities. 
 There will indeed be pent-up 
demand as we recover from the 
coronavirus pandemic, but not for the 
luxury vacations we couldn’t take or  
the new clothes we weren’t able to  
buy. Rather, it will be for a new way 
of being in a post-COVID-19, post-
polarization, post-fossil fuel world.  
We have all been through too much  

to believe otherwise. n
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homes and businesses. 
 The culture of incessant growth 
back in the 2020s almost killed 
us. Now we have fewer material 
goods, but more personal freedom. 
Productivity at the expense of family 
time, progress no matter what effect 
it had on our mental health—we 
are so grateful those times are 
finally over. It’s taken every bit of 
our creativity, patience, hard work, 
and humor to make sure Vermont’s 
Freedom and Unity motto isn’t just 
words. And yes, we still have a long 
way to go to get everyone in central 
Vermont independent, employed, and 
exercising. But we have returned to 
the slogan that sums up both our new 
collective story and the wisdom of 
Vermont’s past: 
 “Use it up/Wear it out/ 

 Make it do/   

 Or do without.” 

 That’s life here on the farm,  

4-24-47. n

broadband has been the change 
in our expectations. Just as we’ve 
learned not to be so “touchy” 
physically, the economic breakdown 
made us relearn how to make do 
with less. That old mall up on the hill 
now has shops where people can use 
sewing machines to repurpose old 
clothes (and take classes on sewing!) 
and a big garage where people 
can create or fix their machines 
using laser-printers. Fun fact: the 
largest laser-printer helped build the 
hydrogen buses! People with extra 
know-how help those in need and are 
paid directly for their services. 
 The weather continues to get 
more erratic, and the increases in the 
population of invasive and damaging 
insects is scary. On the farm, we still 
use fish fertilizer to improve the soils 
and beneficial insects to combat the 
bad bugs, but the legacy of the fossil 
era is one we have to manage since 
we can’t escape it. We’re back to 
using all paper products, which helps 
Vermont’s forest industry. Harvesting 
the poor-quality timber for paper and 
pulp has allowed the statewide ban 
on plastic packaging of any kind to 
succeed. Culling firewood for our 
own stoves as well as for the central 
heating plant that serves all of central 
Vermont’s cities and smaller towns 
means local renewable heat as well 
as higher quality lumber to build our 

HERE ON THE FARM
Continued from page 9

will ultimately be less telling than  

our collective capacity to 

respond.”

 Whether the What Comes 

Next? contestants chose to use 

a wedding, a farm, an urgent 

question, a walk in the woods, 

or a permaculture garden to 

highlight the need for community, 

respect for the natural world and 

each other, the results are clear 

and uplifting. Building community 
and collective capacity is 

certainly at the core of surviving 

the future.

 Thank you sponsors, 

advisors and judges, funders 

and the staff and board of the 

Sustainable Montpelier Coalition. 

And a special thanks to the 19 

contributors to the What Comes 

Next? writers’ contest.  

Special Edition Winners
Continued from page 1

 

neighborhood networks are a key 

aspect of a resilient community.

 SMC has identified a need 
for increased local food security, 

as we saw hundreds of cars 

lining up for free food at the 

National Guard in Berlin. SMC 
has recently helped organize the 

Greater Montpelier Food Security 
Coalition. This group of almost 

thirty organizations and individuals 

active in the local food system are 

working together to identify ways 

of shifting our food production 

and consumption patterns to 

build a future in which we are all 

food secure.

 The very fabric of our political 

and economic organizations is 

stressed. It is clear that we need 

to embrace a new vision of our 

future, where we can make 

adaptations to respond to the 

climate and economic realities 

we are facing. That need is driving 

us to look for the new ideas and 

solutions that can help us all 

construct a more sustainable 

future. The What Comes Next? 

writing contest is one source  

of ideas that can inspire us to 

build a better future together.

About Sustainable  

Montpelier Coalition
Continued from page 1

happened, the rain began slowly at 
first, but didn’t cease until it became 
a downpour so heavy it was hard to 
see your own two hands. It didn’t 
stop for two months, by then flower 
pots were floating down streets and 
houses had flooded mercilessly. 
Winds picked up to daunting speeds, 
ripping roofs off of houses, and 
businesses. 

 We took refuge in our neighbor’s 
boat. It was scary to see the effects 
scientists had been talking about for 
years. But this time people weren’t 
willing to lose hope, or look the 
other way any longer they hadn’t 
thus far, they couldn’t, they wouldn’t 
stop now. It was the push we needed 
to make the changes to protect our 
future. As we walked down Main 
Street, the morning sun illuminated 
the solar panels newly mounted 
on each rooftop. It was amazing 
the extent of changes the city had 
undergone after the people of the 
community began pushing for climate 
stability, after since Montpelier had 
been plunged underwater in 2045. 
 During the first reconstruction 
phase after the major flood, the 
people of Montpelier began looking 
for solutions to the climate crisis. 
It was amazing the amount of 
reconstruction it took to rebuild 
such a small town. Nearly two years 
later, downtown was still under daily 
reconstruction. During the first stages 
of reconstruction, it became clear 
that Instead of remaking houses and 
properties the same as before, we 
had a chance to rebuild in a way that 
would prevent further floods. The 
City Council agreed, and laws were 
put in place to push for opportunities 
to lower our CO2 emissions.  
 Montpelier had voted for a new 
source of clean energy, putting up 
solar panels was the first bill to pass, 
then the pledge to use only electric 
cars. “Look at that one!” My brother 
pointed to a dark blue car. The lights 
were a tinted orange, and the car 
was shining in the sun. “Is that one 
electric too?” I smiled, and nodded. 
It was like a weight was lifted off 

CHANGE
Continued from page 8

Sustainable Montpelier Coalition

SMC Staff

Dan Jones 

Executive Director 

dan@sustainablemontpelier.org

Elizabeth Parker  
Community Engagement Director

eparker@sustainablemontpelier.org

Laura Brooke  
Research Director

laura@sustainablemontpelier.org

Tom Hubregsen 

AmeriCorps VISTA Volunteer

tom@susatinablemontpelier.org

SMC Board

Barbara Conrey – Chair

Ken Jones
Catherine Lowther
Constantinos Stivaros

Pat Hinkley
Elisa Otter

Elizabeth Courtney is an author, 
environmental consultant,  

and former Executive Director 
of the Vermont Natural 

Resources Council.  

She directed 

the What Comes  

Next? writers  

contest.

my shoulders for the first time in 
years I felt hopeful. “That’s fifteen 
already! Yesterday it was ten, today 
15, soon no one was going to have 
old cars!” We were in the process of 
getting an electric car, our old one 
needed thousands of dollars in repair. 
The new law now mandated that 
all citizens no longer own the gas 
guzzling, polluting vehicles that we 
all had had at one point. Instead, we 
could buy electric at a reduced price. 
It was a win-win. 
 We walked in silence until the 
corner. I had created the “Silence 
Game” in the hope of making light 
of the drastic changes my little 
brother had endured in his childhood. 
Sounds of muffled construction 
became audible. I held his hand, 
as we approached the tarp covered 
site, on the curb. I looked down at 
his unbrushed hair and smiled at his 
youth. Makeshift stands were up in 
front of the Statehouse for speakers. 
The church bells rang out ten o’clock 
as the first man took the podium. I 
held my brother close. Crowds began 
forming and the community seemed 
tighter knit than ever. We were all 
connected by the events that had 
done nothing, but try to tear us apart. 
One speech was by a man in his 50’s 
who worked in a store downtown. 
“It’s going to take time. We don’t have 
to worry about further effects. We 
have the opportunity during this crisis 
to grow, to change and to recreate our 
home, so that we are not uprooted 
again. It’s up to us to change our 
ways, so that our homes may endure 
forever.” The crowd clapped and for 
the first time in a long time. I agreed, 

change was here and here to stay. n 
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CONTEST SPONSORS

Writers Contest Project Director

Elizabeth Courtney
Dan Jones

Advisors

Rita Banerjee VCFA Director, MFA Writing 
and Publishing

Simeon Chapin Community Impact 
Offi cer, VSECU 

Barbara Conrey Architect, Board Chair, 
SMC

 Rickey Gard Diamond Author, 
Screwnomics

David Dobbs Environmental Author, The 
Northern Forest

Bronwyn Fryer Writer, Former Senior Editor 
Harvard Business Review

Joy Gambill Librarian State of Vermont
Paul Gambill Director Community 

Engagement Lab
Gregg Gossens Architect Gossens/

Bauchman
Nancy Graff Author, Editor, Historian
Pat Hinkley Author & Counselor, SMC 

Board Member
Don Hooper Former Secretary of State VT
Ellen Lovell Author, Poet, Former President 

of Marlboro College
Catherine Lowther Professor of 

Sustainability at Goddard College, 
SMC Board Member

Stephen McArthur Publisher, Rootstock 
Publishing

Bill McKibben Author, Activist, 
Co-Founder 350.org

Kerrin McCadden Poet, Landscape 
with Plywood Silhouettes, NEA Fellow

Tino O’Brien Consultant, 
Organizational Development, 
Former SMC Board Chair

Katie Rasmussen VCFA Director, 
MFA in Writing for Youth

Susan Ritz Author, A Dream to Die For
Gus Speth Co-Founder, the Natural 

Resources Defense Council and the 
World Resources Institute, Poet

David Schutz Curator, State of Vermont
Amy Seidl Senior Lecturer at the 

Rubenstein School of Environment 
& Natural Resources UVM

Brian Shupe Executive Director, 
Vermont Natural Resources Council

Tom Slayton Environmental 
Commentator, Editor, Birder

Judges by Genre

Fiction Total 14
Youth: Susan Ritz (Leader)
 Katie Rasmussen
 Rickey Gard Diamond
Adult: Tom Slayton (Leader)
 Rita Banerjee
 Barbara Conrey
 Ellen Lovell
 Kerrin McCadden

Don & 
Allison 
Hooper

Essay Total 5
Youth: Bronwyn Fryer 
Adult: Pat Hinkley (Leader)
 Simeon Chapin
 Nancy Graff
 Catherine Lowther
Criteria

Winning entries will:

1. Exhibit the highest quality work in the 
chosen genre. 

2. Demonstrate the ability to think about the 
future of Central Vermont in an innovative 
way, imagining dramatic transitions in 
economic, environmental and or social 
norms, that ultimately point the 
reader toward hope.

3. Describe a compelling vision that serves 
as a focal point for community cohesion.

4. Motivate the reader to take positive 
actions toward adapting to and or 
reducing the severity 
of climate change and COVID-19.

5. Help the reader to imagine a future to 
which many could aspire, even if the 
narrative contrasts sharply with today’s 
life experience.
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We welcome your comments!

Please join the online discussion of 
ideas for Montpelier’s future.

SustainableMontpelier.org/
WritingContest


