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Chapter 2 (England 2074) 
 

‘Morning, birthday girl!’ Mati’s mum, Hannah, shouts at Mati as she leaves her bedroom. 
Still half-asleep, she groans and goes to the bathroom without acknowledging her mum. She 
runs a brush through her hair in an attempt to look less sleepy. She doesn’t spend that long 
looking at herself, using the toilet instead.  

She always thought when she was younger that she’d suddenly look different on her 
sixteenth birthday. But the same tired blue eyes had stared back at her a moment before. She 
isn’t any taller or more mature-looking. Her hair is still only slightly wavy and not curled as 
she would like, and her front tooth that’s slightly smaller than all the others, and annoys her 
when she smiles, hasn’t changed. She’s the same Mati she was yesterday. 

When she emerges from the bathroom a few minutes later, Hannah is standing in front of 
her with what looks like clothes, badly wrapped up in cheap brown paper. Her mum has 
never been the best at wrapping. They don’t get much practice anyway as they can’t always 
afford gifts.    

‘Happy birthday sixteen-year-old!’ Hannah says, not put off by her failed first attempt.  
Mati is tempted to ask her mum if she can have a lie-in for her birthday but instead 

manages a small smile before taking the gift and card from her.  
Her mum gives her a big hug. ‘Come downstairs and open those in front of dad. He’s been 

making a special breakfast for you.’  
‘But mum…’ Mati hesitates. ‘He’s been in such a mood lately. Have I done something 

wrong?’  
Hannah’s mouth drops but she quickly repositions her mouth. ‘Honey, he’s just a bit 

stressed about work.’ Hannah touches Mati’s arm gently and moves past her before Mati can 
ask anything else. Mati knows her mum is lying because she knows for a fact that her dad 
finds work one of the most relaxing things in the world, besides reading.  

Mati goes to her room and puts on her slippers. It’s a freezing morning and central heating 
is a luxury that Mati’s parents can’t really afford. So if they get cold, they put on more layers 
and if they have to, they light a fire downstairs in the living room / dad’s workroom and 
huddle around it.  

‘Morning beautiful,’ Jack greets her when she gets downstairs.  
She notes his friendlier tone and wonders if Mum has spoken to him. He gives her a kiss 

on the head and shows her to the table.  
‘Here we go…’  
He presents her with a large plate of pancakes. Pancakes are pretty easy to make as you 

don’t need many ingredients, so they often have them for breakfast.  
Mati puts butter on her pancakes because it’s sweet and cheaper than sugar. Sometimes, 

on very special occasions like today, they add fruit to them. Mati’s favourite fruit to add are 
berries and she sees some on the table, bought especially for today.  

‘This looks amazing.’ 
‘Aren’t you going to open your present?’ Hannah asks from beside her, bouncing in her 

chair like an excited child.  
Mati unwraps the paper and sees clothes, as she predicted. She’s excited because she has 

very few clothes, plus her school uniform of course. The jumper is bright red with blue 
stitching. She immediately recognises it’s a colour-changing top. She finds the switch hidden 
in the sleeve of the right cuff and presses it to test it. It turns yellow with red stitching. She 
isn’t sure quite how it works but it’s something to do with minute LED lights in the fibres. 
Either way, she wants this jumper with all her heart but… 

‘This is too much…’ Mati says, holding it out in front of her. ‘You have to take it back.’ 
Mati pushes it across the table towards her dad.  
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Jack pushes it back gently and shakes his head. ‘There’s no chance of a refund.’ 
‘But we don’t have the money,’ Mati insists.  
‘Don’t you start telling us what we do and don’t have, young lady.’ Her mum wags a 

finger at her but smiles gently as she does. She reaches across and pats Mati’s hand. Mati has 
always liked how soft her mum’s hands are.  

‘But how did you…?’ 
‘I’m afraid it’s not entirely new… One of my client’s daughters had one. I asked if he 

would swap some furniture I made for it,’ Jack admits. ‘I’m sorry it’s not new but at least it 
didn’t cost us loads of money,’ he adds with an apologetic smile. 

‘I really love it,’ Mati says, holding it against her chest protectively. ‘I’ll put it on after my 
wash.’  

‘We wanted it to be special; you’re only sixteen once, right?’ Mati stares at his uneven 
moustache and his smile beneath it. He hasn’t looked this happy in a while and Mati isn’t 
sure why. Usually he talks to her often but he has been quieter the last few weeks. 

‘So have you decided on your tattoo?’ Hannah asks, mouth full of juice.  
Mati shakes her head, as she starts helping herself to some of the pancakes.  
At age sixteen, you’re obliged to get a tattoo showing the region you’re from. It has a 

unique code. People from London start with 01, as though they’re the most important people 
in the country, (or so other regions say). Then you get a number based on your gender, 01 for 
boys, 02 for girls, 03 for transgender, followed by a unique 6 digit code. You can customise 
the tattoo as you wish, as long as the code can be seen if requested. The government says it 
helps with illegal immigration, as well as identification purposes. Mati’s and her peers are the 
third group of sixteen year olds to have it. To get the tattoo, you must present yourself and 
your identity documents to the local provider.  

I suppose it’s something in between an identity card and what the Jews had on their arms 
during World War Two. Either one has its problems as far as I can see. But yani (you know), 
I’m just a kid who stepped on a landmine… 

‘You’d better decide soon,’ Hannah says, twisting her mouth in disapproval.  
‘I know,’ Mati agrees, looking down at her plate to avoid the subject.  
At that moment, she hears the government messaging system (GMS) beeping, meaning 

something important from local or national government. It’s installed in every home, for the 
purposes of ‘open communication’ between the government and its people. Frankly, it seems 
like a way to invade on people’s lives, if you ask me… 

The last time they had something on the GMS, it was to tell them there was an added tax 
on all meat produce. It meant that the already extortionate price, for example fifteen pounds 
for a packet of mince-meat, rose by a further five percent. Only the rich could possibly afford 
it before they added another seventy five pence to the price, so now it was definitely 
unaffordable.   

Mati starts to stand up but Jack’s hand shoots out to stop her. ‘We’re eating,’ he says 
darkly and the look on his face even scares me a little.  

‘But it’s from the government. It’s probably…’ Mati says quietly. 
Jack interrupts her; ‘Fine, I’ll go.’ He pushes out of his chair roughly and goes into the 

living room to retrieve the message. It prints off like fax paper used to. Mati hears Jack rip it 
savagely and then there is only quiet.  

She and Hannah wait anxiously for whatever news Jack will deliver when he comes back 
into the room.  

When he finally returns, looking pale, Hannah stands up.  
‘Something else gone up in price?’ she asks.  
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Jack shakes his head and holds onto the doorframe. He looks almost ready to faint but 
neither of them moves, after his stern voice a moment ago. The paper in his hand looks 
wrinkled, as though he has attempted to screw it up but changed his mind.   

‘We knew it would happen sometime this year but on her birthday…’ Jack trails off, 
staring at Hannah with a trembling lip.  

She moves around the table and takes him by the arm.  
He allows her to help him into his chair. 
‘Is it the LS course?’ Mati eventually manages to ask, in a bright tone.  
Both her parents look at her solemnly.  
Hannah carefully pulls Jack’s fingers away from the paper and tries to smooth it out on the 

table for them all to see.  
 
Dear household, 
 
We are delighted to tell you that as your daughter, Matilda Hunter, has now reached the 

age of sixteen, she is eligible for the government approved Life Skills course. 
 
She will attend the course after her school year has finished from August 1st 2074 for five 

months in our Surrey centre.  
 
More details will be sent in due course. Failure to comply will result in arrest and a 

significant fine.  
 
Yours faithfully, 
 
The Prime Minister 
 
Everyone is silent.  

 


