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That Rubbish Idea

Was this the worst mistake he’d ever made? Joining a bunch of 

refugees in the middle of the ocean, next to the Great Garbage 

Patch? Leaving his dad in the hospital on the mainland? 

Forced to live again with his mum in ANOTHER community?

‘Frederick?’ Kit called out, positioning his canoe alongside 

the garbage raft on the landing side. The waves in the space 

between the two watercraft were choppy and the yucky water 

was murky with waste. Kit’s paddle dipped into water with 

a texture like a yoghurt smoothie with crunchy bits. No way 

did he want to fall in there. Yet, so far out from the mainland, 

he was pleased he’d found the right place, first try: The Great 

Garbage Patch. And the satellite craft.

‘Yeah!’ Frederick replied.

Difficult to give yourself a high five in a canoe by yourself, 

but … Kit did. He’d feared he’d be floating around for days. 

Plus he hadn’t brought enough food and had eaten over half of 

it already. But he’d had to leave in a hurry. That was his excuse 

if anyone asked or if his stomach rumbled super loud.
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‘Come aboard, Kit. Your mum said you were joining us.’

‘Why isn’t she here now?’ asked Kit, checking for her 

familiar face.

‘Back soon. Off working.’

The dried out skin on the man’s face and arms was 

weather-wrinkled like a smoked fish … moisture sucked out 

of him. And on the sun-exposed leg muscles. Kit often drew 

people as animals or insects in his cartoon kit, and Frederick 

was definitely a smoked mackerel. Looming behind him was 

a recycled sort of houseboat with extra decks, solar panels, a 

satellite dish and green stuff growing in pots and tubs, which 

crept down the decks and softened the rough planks.

‘Who’d want to live … in the middle of the ocean … on a 

garbage raft? Like a smelly prison,’ Kit muttered. ‘What’s that 

noise? Is it a rocket?’

WHOOP WHOOP WHOOP.

They both looked up. Were they under attack?

‘Look out. Bloody trauma tourists. Always wanting to gawk 

or demanding deliveries. That’s a sling load. The chopper has 

a strong net underneath to carry stuff. Can even lift a canoe. 

Or useless luxuries for short-stay tourists.’

‘Like what?’

‘A hair straightener with extra batteries was one request. 

In case their hair got wet in ocean spray.’ Frederick shrugged. 

‘We did suggest other things were more important out here. 
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Most expensive and useless delivery ever. But they paid for it, 

not us.’

‘That looks like the harness used for Search and Rescue.’ 

Kit watched the swaying load dangling from the cable, glad he 

wasn’t directly underneath. Imagine if the chopper picked up 

him AND his canoe as a sling load. And dropped them in the 

sea, upside down. Gulping all that rubbishy water. No way.

‘Look out. The supply chopper can’t land on this deck – 

too small and crowded. So they sling-load stuff and drop it.’ 

Frederick’s voice was loud enough to hear clearly across the 

watery gap between Kit’s canoe and the shantyboat.

Neatly, the helicopter dumped something on the crowded 

deck while a second chopper hovered like a shy but noisy twin 

egg beater.

‘Cities are too loud. I’ve lived for years outside the legal 

limits, although sound travels on the water, as you would 

know,’ shouted Frederick to prove it. ‘And the choppers’ noise 

is hard to miss.’

Disappointingly, the satellites Kit anticipated were just a 

fleet of second-hand sea craft, like mismatched houseboats 

circling the Great Garbage Patch. No rockets.

‘Satisfying to build something from rejects, don’t you 

think? Recycling is the future.’ Frederick waited for a response.

Suddenly, Kit realised that if the choppers were built from 

rejects, that was another worry. Dad had told him about the 

metallic omelettes made when choppers crashed, with the 
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bits recycled into a new flying machine for the next season. 

How many seasons had Frederick been here? And how many 

chopper bits had been recycled? Kit preferred his omelettes 

made from eggs.

‘You could have refused Steffi’s invite. All mums 

want to show off their kids. That’s natural. Maybe Steffi 

sees you as another model youth for our satellite craft?’ 

suggested Frederick.

‘Mmm.’ Kit kept Frederick talking. Too much water 

between them. And no choice. Kit was going to have to jump. 

He kept putting it off by chatting as his canoe moved up and 

down. ‘Not me. Theo is … like … the model athlete on those 

refugee posters. Like, he won medals in the Olympics under 

the refugee flag. Then the TV Survival game. Like  … he’s 

famous.’ Theo’s poster had been on Kit’s bedroom wall in the 

old place.

‘Have you met the Great Garbo? She’s more your age.’

Kit shook his head. ‘I know who she is ... AND a few months 

older than me. She won’t be interested.’ He was putting off 

making the leap on board, just in case … Meanwhile, he sorted 

the mooring line.

He glanced down at the murky waste floating in the swirling 

tidal water between their vessels. Lots of plastic rejects here. 

And he knew sound travelled via water. Mum kept on about 

echolocation and her fish finding each other and themselves. 

No-one else had a mother into marine therapy who chatted 
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to her therapy dolphin in between dancing to the waves and 

the music of the spheres. Once he drew Mum as a butterfly, 

colourful and flapping, but she laughed and said she’d prefer 

to be a dolphin if he wanted to draw her soul. Steffi said that 

maybe SHE would draw HIM in return. But she didn’t say 

which creature, and then she forgot about it. That happened 

a lot.

Kit eyed the deck. Could he jump that in one go? Or would 

he muck up and fall, as usual, because he knew Frederick’s 

shrewd eyes were following his every move. No ladder. No 

rope. And all that yucky stuff.

He leapt.

‘Aw!’ Kit slipped on the wet deck. His knee went under him.

Frederick’s sinewy arms grabbed him in time. ‘You’ve 

made it! Well done, boy.’

So embarrassing. But at least he was on board.

Kit’s ankles and knees didn’t always do what his brain 

suggested. He rubbed his knee. Glancing sideways, he saw 

the mooring line had come undone all by itself and the 

canoe had started to float off with his backpack. He swore, 

and those words travelled across the water too. Not a good 

start to garbage patch living. Other vessels were secure in the 

mooring spaces: kayaks, canoes, zodiacs, known as rubber 

duckies (he knew that), and a few home-made punts. Crowded 

like a marina, but no millionaire yachts in sparkling blue and 

white. Just working hand-me-downs in need of paint, and with 
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odd names. X for Unknown was the best. Others had girlfriend 

names like Melania. Or fish names like Whale or Shark. None 

called Sardine, like his canoe.

Kit’s attention jumped back to Frederick, who in one 

smooth movement rescued the canoe and looped the mooring 

line securely. ‘Try it this way next time.’ He waved the chopper 

pilot goodbye.

‘Thanks.’ Kit didn’t want a next time, ever. ‘What if the 

chopper pilot misses with the drop? And it goes in the garbage?’

‘She’s pretty accurate most times. Choppers travel in twos 

for safety, you know. The other one is up there monitoring.’

‘Yeah I noticed ... and heard.’

Glancing at the name label, Frederick moved the drop 

package to the side of the deck. ‘I’ll sort that later. Not an 

urgent delivery. Just one of Messi’s schemes. Wei  Wei was 

expecting urgent results via a drone, but … this is not for her.’

Glancing at Kit’s face, Frederick reassured, ‘You’ll get used 

to it. Wasted is a different kind of place to live, a mixture of 

recycled-old, which I prefer, and hi-tech.’

Kit was still confused.

Were you a proper country if you didn’t have a wall or a 

border control post or a mountain range around you? What 

if anyone could send stuff online, use a drone or fly over? No 

borders. What made you a separate country? Was Wasted a 

new way of living, or just a dump? This wasn’t outer space, it 

was outer ocean, but he had no choice. He’d have to give it a 
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try. Mum had joined the Wasted community and hadn’t given 

him other options.

‘Yeah. I’ll give you a hand if you like,’ Frederick said.

Kit looked up. This garbage patch was more hi-tech than 

he expected. Choppers. Drones. ‘So what does Chopper 2 do 

if something happens to Chopper 1? Can they pick up each 

other as a sling load?’

‘Hasn’t happened yet. There’s a first time for everything. 

Chopper delivery is expensive out here. Like with Medivac, the 

tourists will be charged. Or their insurance will. Drones are 

cheaper. Mainly we email. We’re a cashless society here. Or 

doing without is the cheapest. The simple life … That’s what 

I used to live.’

Tourists? Who’d want a holiday here? Kit didn’t.

WHOOP WHOOP WHOOP. The second chopper circled 

and left.

‘Welcome. There’s a choice of tasks for you on board. 

“Pollucon”, the Great Garbo calls it when she’s interviewed. 

“Pollution conscription.” Cleaning up. Re-using. D’you hear 

about the dumped sneakers? And how the Clean Oceans 

group digitally tracked who dumped stuff? Caught them. Your 

mum was talking about it on her Garbage Patch Podcast.’

Kit looked at his feet. ‘Sort of  … Some idiot dumped 

lots of them in the ocean? And they’re still there.’ He didn’t 

always listen to Mum online. She was always in a hurry, going 

nowhere. She called herself an eco-influencer but she didn’t 
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influence him, much. Steffi kept saying the same things. Boring 

as … But he understood that Frederick thought he might be 

more interested in sneakers than ocean pollution.

‘Anyways, I need another pair of hands to fix the new deck 

to give the lab rats more room.’

Rats on board, that’s all Kit needed. Maybe he should leave 

now and paddle back home. But Dad wasn’t there.

Should he draw the chopper sling-loading his canoe? Even 

if it never happened? Sketches were his way of hanging on to 

memories or possibilities. Usually Steffi ‘lost’ his artwork or 

binned it in the recycling. Dad always kept the latest cartoon 

framed on his bedroom wall.

‘When Steffi said you were joining us, I made space for 

you. There’s a sleep nook down there. And hooks and a hidden 

drawer underneath to store your stuff. You’ll get used to living 

on the water.’ Frederick automatically tidied a few ropes on 

the deck, coiling them neatly to create more space. He closed 

lockers, creating flat surfaces. And pulled the odd weed from 

the window plant boxes filled with tiny cherry tomatoes, which 

gave a splash of colour and looked fresh against the murky 

ocean. Like the green climber beans dangling down the deck.

‘With a mum like mine, no choice.’ Kit hauled up his 

backpack and dumped it on the deck under ‘Satellite Freddie’, 

the name set in shells on the driftwood wall. So arty-crafty. 

Like Mum’s woven stuff. He’d expected things to be more like 

Mars or outer space here. Satellite craft sounded like living 
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on a rocket, or  … another planet. With scientists and way-

out inventions. Not oldie art-and-craft stuff. Nor a vegetable 

garden on board with climbing beans taking over the world, 

and red cherry tomatoes like smiley faces!

Earlier he’d checked online. He knew satellite sea craft used 

as labs were grouped around the giant garbage patch formed 

by the ocean tides. But from this angle now, things looked 

more ordinary. Just distant dots on the ocean. Especially this 

houseboat raft. Disappointingly, not a rocket. He’d thought a 

raft was like just one plank. But this was a slightly moving 

flat deck at the first level, then different layers and modules, 

with leftover paint, mismatched texture walls on which were 

hooks, shelves and storage, and sort of cabins and balconies. 

Solar panels. A satellite dish like a crown on the top. How many 

lived here? Probably more than the moored share vessels 

indicated. Sharing ways of getting around. Like Mum, who 

was always getting lifts. Or trading favours. Steffi believed in 

the afterlife – lots of afterlives, depending upon which beliefs 

she was passionate about at that time. Steffi always claimed 

she wasn’t a tourist expecting to be entertained; she was a 

traveller of cultures. Dad said she just liked running away.

•

A shadow fluttered across the deck. Kit looked up, just in time 

to see something dropping towards him from above. Like a 

giant rug or blanket, it floated down.
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Kit dived sideways so he wasn’t covered.

Sheet-like, the material wafted, fluttered and fell, covering 

the deck like a ghostly shape with ropes dangling. Kit struggled 

out of the ropes tangled with his leg.

A big man climbing above the top deck looked down and 

swore. In shorts, his thigh muscles looked super fit, tapering 

to strong ankles in functional navy deck shoes.

‘Isn’t that Theo the athlete, the one who carried the refugee 

flag in the Olympics?’

‘Yes.’

‘What is he doing?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. Probably trying to fix his 

flag on the mast. Or change it. Theo is always exercising his 

muscles in public.’

Against the light, it was hard to see the colours of the 

material or even work out if it was a flag, a sail or whatever.

As Frederick spoke, the big man stretched up, reached 

too far, and suddenly overbalanced and slipped. He fell, but 

quickly twisted in a somersault and landed on his feet on 

their deck. Those shoes had good grip. ‘Circus acrobatics. 

Love aerial stuff.’ His voice was pleasantly deep with an 

accent Kit couldn’t place. Annoyingly, he wasn’t even out of 

breath. Kit was so impressed Theo could land on his feet on a 

moving deck.

‘Hi. Did you see that twist?’ Theo asked.

Kit nodded.
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Frederick shrugged. ‘Waste of time showing off. Dot, the 

female chopper pilot, has gone.’ And he was already folding 

up the fallen material. Frederick liked a tidy deck, no question 

about that. Kit realised then what the material was. A flag. 

Orange and black.

Theo nodded. ‘Meant to be coloured like the safety life 

jackets of the refugees fleeing on dodgy smugglers’ boats. 

But officials changed the maritime rules, so not sure about 

whether the refugee flag can be used now.’

Theo turned to Frederick.

‘I was having a bit of a look around. Frederick, have 

you noticed anything unusual being carried this way by 

the currents?’

‘Take your pick. The Great Garbage Patch is full of stuff 

brought by the currents.’

‘No sneakers yet? Or odd packages?’

‘Only bloody tourists bringing the gift of Covid. And Cal 

was the one who got it. Are you vaxxed, Kit?’

‘Yes. Triple. My dad made sure.’

Theo coiled the ropes that had fallen with the flag. Kit 

would have helped but didn’t know what to do without getting 

in the way. He didn’t want to trip over the tub of yellow and 

red chillies or damage the creepers of greenery. With his luck, 

he probably would. Safer to stand still.

‘Has anyone designed a special Wasted flag yet? Want 

one? Happy to do it. I like designing things.’ Kit had learnt 
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from Steffi: best to volunteer for something you liked doing, 

before you got one of the yucky jobs.

‘Too many regulations about flags. If we can’t use the 

refugee one here, no hope of using a Wasted one.’ Theo picked 

up the folded sheet-like material. ‘Have work to do below. See 

you later.’ Theo left, taking his energy with him.

Frederick shrugged. ‘Got to sort out what are the most 

important things to do first on board this shantyboat.’

‘Like what?’

‘Clean drinking water. Building stuff. Something to trade. 

Watching football finals by satellite?’

Both laughed.

Not good at judging ages, Kit decided Frederick was vintage 

ocean. This weather-wrinkly man with ‘Frederick’ tattooed on 

his sinewy arm would be a challenge to draw.

‘You’re pretty old. Sorry. Was that like, rude?’

‘Yeah. But age is a fact. Like distance. Or ocean depth. Or 

measurements. Inside, some of us feel different from outside. 

Like your mum, Steffi. How old are you?’

‘Seventeen soon.’

‘How soon?’

‘End of next year.’

‘Can’t remember much about being your age ’cept for 

playing LEGO and building Meccano.’

Frederick was so last century. Kit knew about LEGO but 

not the other stuff.
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‘Aren’t you scared of getting older stuck so far out here? 

And dying?’

‘Nah. Don’t work like I’m 20 any more. I just allow a bit 

longer. More worried about the planet’s future than my own. 

And if I’m dead, I won’t know what’s happening anyways.’

‘Will you have a sea burial?’

Frederick looked directly at Kit to see if he was serious. ‘Not 

yet. Got a few things to build this week. Wasn’t considering 

a biodegradable coffin yet. When the time comes, your mum 

would probably paint dolphins all over it. But I won’t have to 

worry about that.’

He smiled. Then Kit let out a grin too.

For a water weirdo, Frederick might be okay. Maybe they 

could get on? Easier than avoiding the Great Garbo, who was 

on board. A 16-year-old Head of State who probably wouldn’t 

talk to him much. Only a few months difference, but … head-

spaces apart. She was internationally famous, always on the 

climate news as a conscience reminding adults that youth 

needed a clean future. He was just Steffi’s embarrassing son 

who needed a home.

‘Theo was on the Survival show. I saw him win,’ Kit said. 

‘Watched every episode.’

Frederick looked up. ‘So did I. And he got pretty mad at one 

of the other contestants who kept putting down refugees and 

asylum seekers. Some racist “put-downs” with bad taste jokes.’

Kit hadn’t heard that.
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‘What was the bad taste joke?’

‘It wasn’t broadcast. The TV director switched to 

a commercial.’

‘Oh. Is that censorship?’

‘If you really want to know, ask Theo,’ suggested Frederick. 

‘I don’t like repeating stupid stuff. Theo stood up to them. He 

called them out on national TV. Told them off. That’s why I 

can put up with his carrying-on now.’ Then Frederick added, 

‘Theo’s a good bloke to have on board. He’s got no sense of 

smell. That helps around here.’

A black cat with a studded collar padded across the deck, 

circled Kit and kept going down the stairs.

‘Shadow’s come to meet you. Always inspects visitors.’

Kit wasn’t a cat person. He preferred drawing creatures, 

not patting them.

‘If a black cat crosses your path, some believe that’s good 

luck.’ Frederick smiled.

‘Or is it bad luck? My mum Steffi thinks cats are 

shapeshifters moving between worlds.’

‘Just superstition. No proof either way.’

‘So why did the cat cross my path?’

‘On the way back to the lab. That’s just Shadow, the ship’s 

cat. She’s adopted Wei Wei, our Chief Seeker, who does all the 

science stuff. But Wei Wei hasn’t adopted her.’

Kit had noticed the tiny body-cam on the cat’s collar. Who 

put that there? And why?

•
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Garbage of Some 
Future Use

‘What do you think of all this?’ Frederick indicated the boat 

and the garbage patch beyond. A haze of grey-blue bobbing 

along the horizon. ‘All the vessels are a bit different. More are 

joining us.’

Kit shrugged. It didn’t smell much at the moment, just 

looked messy, as if the ocean couldn’t clean itself. Reminded 

him of the time Dad took him camping in the bush, and he 

asked why the trees didn’t sweep up their own messy leaves. 

Must have been about 4 then. Dad had laughed.

‘Thought it would be like living on Treasure Island and 

finding stuff  … you know, like trash and treasure markets 

or op shops, but  … are the others all asylum seekers? Or 

refugees? Were you?’

‘Nah, I’m a tradie … Love fixer-uppers. That’s what this 

garbage raft is, a giant fixer-upper. A love job at “mates’ rates”. 

They need a few basic building skills as well as scientific 
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geniuses. Most are refugees trying to earn a visa. Hard 

workers. And then the asylum seekers often have different 

reasons for being here.’

‘Mum says the seekers are making recycled treasure from 

trash here …’

‘They’re clever all right. Like a climate change repair shop, 

that’s how I’d describe this place. Bio-stuff. Most disagreed 

with the powers-that-be in their own countries. Or got caught 

in war zones. Had to leave their homes to save their families … 

or else! Then got stuck in refugee camps and couldn’t get visas 

to go anywhere. Like Dr Wei Wei. Now she’s experimenting 

with garbage here to fix stuff. Others call it trash.’

‘What did you do before?’

‘A chippie.’

‘Sold fish and chips?’

‘Nah. A chippie is a carpenter.’

Kit went red. He could feel the flush growing over his face. 

So embarrassing. He was sick of getting things wrong. Maybe 

he could grow a beard soon and cover embarrassing blushes, 

then no-one would know how much he didn’t know.

‘Used to have an off-grid bush hut before I moved on the 

water,’ Frederick continued.

‘Is it better living on the water?’

‘Yeah. In my bushie, I had a dirt floor and water came 

in buckets from the creek. Lighting was from candles and 

kerosene lamps. Here solar pumps are a step up.’
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Kit looked at the hi-tech solar panels and satellite dish 

positioned between the re-used wood, miscellaneous paint 

colours and sprouting pot plants in odd containers. This was 

definitely a work-in-progress boat.

Frederick watched, realising Kit didn’t know what to say. 

‘Never get the beautiful boat award, but it all works.’

‘You reckon people will WANT to live here?’

‘If you’re being threatened, you’d settle for this for a 

little while.’

‘Threatened? Anyone threaten you?’

Frederick raised an eyebrow, then became very busy 

moving stuff.

Kit shrugged. ‘Okay. By threats, did you mean bullying? 

My dad has had some of that. When you lived off-grid, what 

was different?’

‘Harder work. Started life in a corrugated iron shed. Then 

we moved into a compressed earth house. My pump was 

hooked up to a makeshift machine for fuel. I was an off-grid 

groundbreaker.’ He laughed.

‘Who was “we”?’

‘You ask too many questions.’

‘M’dad used to say that was the only way to learn. Ask the 

right questions.’

‘That wasn’t one of them.’

Kit knew Frederick noticed he said ‘used to’ … about Dad. 

Frederick would know who Dad was and where he might 
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be. Was that going to be a problem? Had Steffi talked much 

on board about Dad’s discoveries? And how his ideas were 

attacked? The threats for him to keep quiet. Or only about her 

marine therapy?

‘Sorry.’

‘Going on scavenger hunts, that was our day out. At a scrap 

yard I bought solar panels for a dollar a kilo. Spent my nights 

on YouTube picking up tips from others living this way … or 

off-grid. And then I moved out here … all water … At night, 

watch the footy on my solar-powered satellite TV.’ Frederick 

sounded more cheerful when he talked about footy.

‘Do you call that being self-sufficient?’

‘No. But I like doing it. Who do you barrack for?’

‘Whoever I’m talking to – their team. Yours if you like.’ Kit 

shrugged. ‘Tell me about your early days here. You know, like, 

back in ancient history.’

Frederick focused on Kit.

‘Raft 1 was my demo. A few seekers seem to have forgotten 

that. Sort of grafted their ideas onto mine. A bit like mudbricks: 

you keep on adding rooms or gardens or adapting stuff. Not 

that we’re short of stuff from the garbage dump. Just got to 

work out how best to use it.’

‘What do you do if you don’t know how to fix stuff?’

‘Find a YouTube clip. Or google: “How to fix …?”’ Frederick 

winked. ‘I learnt to read words like “bioremediation” 

pretty fast.’



WASTED?

19

‘That’s two words, isn’t it?’ Kit wasn’t sure. When you 

didn’t know a language, or scientific labels, several run-

together sounds were like one word.

‘That’s the BIG word around here. The seekers are working 

on that.’

‘Yeah.’

‘You learn new swear words around here pretty quickly 

too, even in a few dialects. Bolour’s the official translator, or 

used to be before they invented this Lingo Ringo gadget.’

‘I’ve used XChange once. Do you speak many languages?’ 

Kit couldn’t think of a language old enough. ‘Like Latin?’

‘Nah. Use the Lingo Ringo app. It’s better than the old 

XChange. Don’t have to learn new languages to understand 

newcomers if a gadget does it for you. Frederick indicated his 

ring and the sunlight glinted on it. His fingers were like dried 

mackerel-skin sausages.

‘Grace invented the ring so refugees could understand 

each other quickly, without a translator. Even those who don’t 

read in their own language. Got a patent and we traded the 

idea. Others pay to use it. Wasted gets the money. That’s what 

keeps us afloat.’

‘Afloat. Ha! Got that!’ Kit suspected Frederick had used 

‘afloat’ before. He recycled more than boat parts. He played 

with words too. A bit like Dad.

Frederick checked the local time on his digital ring. 

Sunlight flickered, making the colours alive like a rainbow.
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‘Does that work in different time zones?’

‘Of course. Grace, our Queen of Digital, built in lots of 

useful stuff … Can’t work out half of it.’

‘If you’re crossing the International Date Line, does it 

still work?’

‘Good question. Never tried. Didn’t have the ring when I 

sailed around the world. Grace hadn’t invented it then. Didn’t 

even know her. Now, we anchor around the garbage patch 

mainly. Probably would work.’

‘Once, my dad flew across the International Date Line on 

his birthday and said he had two birthdays.’

Frederick nodded. ‘Lucky he wasn’t going the other way. 

The workers will be back soon from their salvaging trips. One 

shift is still sleeping, so we’ll need to be quiet. Like oil rigs or 

mines. Always someone working. Or using the equipment.’

Kit glanced back to check Sardine was still attached. That 

was his escape route if Satellite Freddie raft turned into a 

prison. As long as no-one else borrowed the canoe first.

‘Awesome job, this raft, Frederick. Did things ever go 

wrong back in the olden days of this boat … sorry … when 

you started around the garbage patch?’

The deep wrinkles on Frederick’s dried face moved into 

different patterns when he smiled. Watching closely, Kit knew 

how he could draw Frederick’s lips. Like a cartoon creature. 

With thick lip-filler. And uneven teeth behind. But kind eyes.

‘Want to draw me, Kit?’
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‘Later.’

Could Frederick read his mind? Nah. Not possible. 

Sometimes, Kit surprised even himself with what he found 

inside his own head. How could anyone outside work it out?

‘What went wrong? That’s what they all ask,’ Frederick 

replied. ‘We almost sank. Decks fell in the garbage. The water 

desalination didn’t always work. A few worried about possible 

smells. Not Theo.’

‘Biggest problem?’

‘Generator breaking down. Anchor floated off. Lab 

cupboards up so high Wei Wei couldn’t reach. She’s seriously 

short. Sleep nook hooks that collapsed in the night. Leaks in 

the hold. But people who argued were the worst. Fixing things 

was easier than fixing people.’

‘Is that what you did?’

‘Still trying. Too many threats. Weather. Politicians who 

want credit for things they didn’t invent. Because so many 

vulnerable refugees need a place, we’re just making a model 

here first. Like a pilot scheme. With a small number of people. 

If it works here, others can make their own versions.’

Kit wasn’t sure how to respond.

‘You can tie your shoelaces, can’t you?’ Frederick 

challenged Kit.

Then Frederick looked at Kit’s feet and they both laughed.

‘Okay. No laces. But I’ll show you a square knot and see if 

you can copy me.’
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Frederick threw two ropes at Kit, then got busy knotting 

his own two ropes. ‘This is a square knot. It joins two rope 

supports.’ His strong, stubby fingers moved so fast. He warned 

Kit, ‘If you get it wrong, you’ll end up with a granny knot and 

that comes undone too easily.’

With his two ropes, Kit imitated the knotting sequence of 

Frederick’s fingers. He looked up for the older man’s reaction.

‘Looks like rough knitting’ – Frederick examined the knot – 

‘but good job for a first effort.’

Kit admitted, ‘Dad taught me that one. But I wouldn’t mind 

learning the others.’

‘Fair enough,’ Frederick said. ‘Seafarers and mountain 

climbers depend on knots. Some knots are known by 

different names.’

‘I thought a knot was mainly about how fast the 

boat travels.’

‘That too. But we’re not moving anywhere at present.’

Remembering getting seasick a while ago, Kit asked 

anxiously, ‘Will the rafts move … like, with the tides and wind? 

Or are they anchored to the sea floor? What about when the 

tides get … sort of … really rough? Like … in a bad storm?’

Frederick nodded. ‘With oil platforms you can keep adding 

modules. They’re anchored and use traditional materials. Not 

sure about modules based on trash. That’s what we’re playing 

around with now … how to add on bits to make fake islands. 

But consistency of trash is a problem.’
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‘So the boat’s a work in progress?’

‘Yeah. Plenty of supplies.’ Frederick gestured towards the 

garbage patch.

‘Anything else you can use?’ Kit decided it was better to 

know how he might drown before it happened. Knowing 

about knots mightn’t be enough to save him.

‘A floating base of any sort – ship hull, empty fuel tanks, 

lightweight concrete. The Chinese have played around with 

floating islands as military airfields.’

‘Like in floating jetties?’

‘Yeah ... could be expanded using rubbish.’

Seems like Frederick knew his stuff. But Kit didn’t know if 

he could survive here. What if he were stuck on this raft world 

until he looked like Dried Fish Man? Mum’s mad ideas, like 

mind-body fitness with auras, usually lasted for months. But 

if living with Dad wasn’t an option, where could he go? If he 

still had the canoe, he could leave. Go where? Nowhere was 

home any more.

Frederick spoke up. ‘Get a ring from Grace, our Digital 

Queen, and sign up for shifts. Be careful climbing up or down 

to the next deck. Don’t want to break anything. Or wreck my 

creepers by grabbing on to them.’

‘Okay. I’ll check on the different knots too.’

Kit went below slowly, one step at a time, his knee twinging 

a bit, to check out his new home. The boat did move quite a 
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bit already. Where was Grace? He’d find her. Satellite Freddie 

wasn’t that big. Just had to sort out the levels.

•

A kayak arrived and a figure scrambled aboard. Steffi dropped 

some sleeping bags in front of Frederick, who was clearing 

the deck.

‘More of your stuff, Steffi?’

‘Like them?’

Frederick shrugged. ‘Depends how you want to use 

them. By the way, your son Kit turned up. That’s his canoe 

attached there.’

‘I recognise the Sardine. Used to belong to my ex-husband.’

‘Kit’s down below sorting his space. Give him a chance to 

explore on his own. Like an adventure. Back up in a minute.’

‘I hadn’t forgotten he was coming.’ Steffi was always quick 

with excuses about why she was somewhere else. ‘I just had 

to visit the other shantyboats with the trauma tourists. They 

paid to shadow me for a day. Sold them some stuff. Explained 

about the pollucon credits for visas. They didn’t seem keen to 

try. Just took selfies.’

‘I told Kit to get a ring from Grace. And find out which shift 

he’d be working on the garbage patch.’

‘Thanks, I’ll find him.’ Steffi flicked back her long, multi-

streaked hair. Her patchwork vest was embroidered neatly 

with leftover materials. Sensible shoes for deck work. Steffi 
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was an odd combination of practical and other-worldly. An 

aqua silk veil was stuffed in one bag and the end fluttered as 

if it wanted to escape.

‘Was going to weave Kit a new sleeping bag from recycled 

stuff but had a few interruptions. What did you think of the 

snooze-bags I made for the others?’ Steffi offered the bags. 

‘Choose one for yourself. Thought you might like the rope one. 

Knots, like you showed me.’

‘Memorable.’ Frederick always said ‘memorable’ when 

he was struggling for words. Covered both good and bad 

situations. The unexpected thing was that Steffi’s craft work 

was beautiful but she needed to be praised, frequently. Her 

knitting and weaving were intricate, and she used whatever 

could be recycled. Even marine rope for knitting. Her knots 

were even and well positioned.

Frederick wasn’t so keen on the ‘Satellite Freddie’ spelled 

in shells and glass fragments, but upsetting Steffi meant she 

was moody for ages. Better just to ignore it. He tried not to 

look at the ‘Satellite Freddie’ sign. Only his ex-partner used to 

call him Freddie.

Steffi had talked her way over here from Refugee Camp 13 

with Wei Wei and Bolour. But Frederick was unsure if recycled 

snooze-bags with artistic knots were a top priority. As a 

carpenter he appreciated the beauty of a well-designed piece 

of art, but did they have time for Steffi’s arty stuff on board? 

Too many refugees dying on dodgy boats run by people 
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smugglers. And if they survived the ocean, even when they 

got to the camps there was nowhere else to live. He sighed and 

turned back to Steffi.

‘Designed anything new that might help now? Could be 

copied quickly?’

Steffi nodded. ‘Cal did. That fold-up mini-tent, in the 

side-pack made from recycled trash. I just helped, but it was 

her idea and she should get the credit. Mentioned it on my 

podcast and got such good feedback. It’s a Wasted tent. Could 

be used in the temporary camps. Or in flooded areas. Or 

after bushfires. While governments are stuffing around with 

emergency equipment, which doesn’t arrive or gets stolen or 

sold on the black market.’

‘Maybe.’ Frederick wondered if the refugees who needed 

temporary tents listened to Steffi’s podcasts. Or the officials? 

Unlikely.

‘Let me show you.’

Steffi opened the tent-within-a-bag. ‘No zips. Just press 

clips. Warm. Pockets. Shoulder strap. Waterproof. Murky 

colours. Safety light. Warning device. Can float. Use as a 

sleeping cape.’

‘Practical.’ Frederick was unexpectedly impressed. Steffi’s 

ideas were often unworkable.

‘Cal sanitised it first with that eucalyptus stuff. I taught her 

to sew the heavier material.’

‘Are they going to patent the design?’



WASTED?

27

‘No. Giving it away for free.’

‘Like the Covid vaccines.’

‘Yes. Cal and I agreed on that. Quick use by more refugees, 

rather than involving lawyers. Especially Lex, who always 

wants his cut for chargeable minutes.’

Frederick had never met Lex, but knew who he was: 

Wasted’s legal person who knew EVERYTHING about patents 

and ‘who got what’ when ideas were licensed. He never even 

visited the garbage patch. But Wei Wei said that without Lex, 

Wasted was not protected. They needed his skills to trade and 

form their state. Maybe Wei Wei was right?

But Frederick wasn’t impressed by an international 

lawyer who couldn’t make time to visit in person. Lex didn’t 

understand what they were trying to do. Refugees were just 

numbers to him.

Frederick was surprised at Steffi’s decision. ‘Free is good. 

Will you call it the Cal tent? Or the Steffi?’

What Steffi said and what she eventually did wasn’t always 

the same. Maybe Cal had influenced her this time?

Steffi shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. I’ll talk about it again on 

my podcast anyway.’

‘Any news about Cal’s health?’

‘No  … Complications after Covid and the antibiotics for 

an infection, Wei Wei said. Waiting on more test results from 

the mainland.’

‘Okay, time for me to work below. I’ll send Kit up to you.’ 
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Frederick vanished, feeling unexpectedly cheered by 

Steffi’s rare, usable effort.

•

‘Hi Mum.’ Kit’s head appeared from below, then he stepped 

onto the deck, gave his mum a hug and fingered the sleeping 

bags. ‘Is this your latest project?’

‘I told Frederick to look out for you. He’s a kind soul from 

a previous life.’

‘I’ve met him.’

Frederick was kind, but like everybody on board, seemed 

to have secrets from his previous life. Kit had mixed feelings 

about seeing his mum. He knew not to ask her where she’d 

been. Rangi, God of the Sky, the Māori bloke, was her latest 

relationship, and Kit hadn’t met him, but Dad was always 

his dad.

Before Kit came, he’d imagined these satellite boats were 

a bit like ocean prisons in their own space. A mixture of hand-

me-down trash. However, people seemed to move around 

between them and even go to the mainland to restock food 

and supplies. They weren’t totally isolated.

Steffi had visited Dad several times on the mainland 

during her resupply trips. Kit knew that, even though he 

hadn’t always known his mum was coming.

‘One of my jobs is organising food supplies from the 
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mainland for all the satellites,’ said Steffi. ‘Want to have a look 

at where we store things? I knew food would interest you.’

‘Okay.’

‘Follow me. But let’s put these away first.’

Kit helped bundle the Cal tents into one of the lockers 

on the deck. He’d prefer sleeping in the Cal tent on the deck 

rather than the sleep nook beneath, but …

Hard to tell how many lived on board, as the sleeping bags 

and hammocks were in the hidden storage walls or under 

benches. A stray foot poked out. And the odd snore. Strangers 

smiled and squeezed past in the narrow passageways. All 

ages. And shapes. A few accents.

‘Hi.’

‘How’s it going? Who’s the new lad?’

‘Heard the chopper. Did it bring what those tourists 

ordered?’

‘Any news of Cal?’

Steffi introduced everybody but after a while the names 

blurred, so Kit just nodded. Every bit of space was used for 

more than one purpose. Seats lifted up and revealed tightly 

stacked lockers beneath. Clever. Doors moved to reveal 

secret cupboards.

Frederick’s face appeared around a corner. ‘Let me show 

you my handiwork. I’m a bit proud of my tiny carpentry in 

small spaces. So we can fit in more people.’

‘Catch up with you soon,’ said Steffi.
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Kit followed Frederick and looked on in admiration as he 

pulled down hammocks or unfolded extension tables that 

were also backs of something else. Like a wooden jigsaw 

puzzle. Each piece fitted perfectly, as Frederick pointed out – a 

few times.

‘Here’s the head, or the bog or the loo … Different names 

for this, but it’s the compost toilet.’

Yuck. At least it wasn’t just hanging off the end of the raft.

‘We have hot-bed spaces in the sleeping quarters.’

‘Heating?’

Frederick smiled. ‘Like hot desks, take it in turns? And 

there’s a compact shower too. Hoses for wastewater.’

Kit praised the recycled tubs in tiny spaces. ‘Herb gardens 

in barrels? I thought the tiny cherry tomatoes looked … er … 

colourful.’

‘Edible too.’ Frederick nodded. ‘Zucchinis, peppers and 

beans. Mushrooms down below in the dark spaces.’

‘No sweet stuff or …’

‘Strawberries. Raspberries too, but they’re not such good 

growers here.’

A thick-set stranger stood sideways to let them through. 

His chunky chest muscles took up almost the width of the 

passageway. Clambering space only.

‘Meet Mohammed.’

‘Hi Mohammed. I’m Kit.’

Kit dithered and then lunged left, unsure about whether 



WASTED?

31

it was legal or polite to pass left or right. And whether he’d 

even fit.

Mohammed waited. Then he nodded and moved through, 

sideways.

‘On board, who has right of way? Left- or right-hand side?’ 

Kit asked.

‘Law of the Sea is only for vessels, not people,’ Frederick 

explained. ‘Powered vessels must turn to starboard …’

‘That’s right’

‘… pass at a safe distance. On board, people just need to 

be polite.’

‘Got it. Pleased to meet you, Mohammed,’ said Kit, turning 

back, but the big man had gone, squeezing through sideways 

like a giant crab. This crab-like man had excellent manners for 

the Law of the Sea. Maybe he should draw Mohammed later.

‘In the olden days, cannons could only fire 12 nautical miles 

from the mainland. So that’s how far Law of the Sea applies.’

‘Can’t see any cannons here. Or guns. Or police. Or soldiers.’

Frederick laughed. ‘We’re aiming for a no-crime, perfect 

society. Utopia. Our Wasted State claims 12 miles on any side. 

But if Wasted adds extra islands and atolls, we can claim more 

ocean space, legally. Like those fake islands in the China Sea.’

‘So we’re copying illegal takeovers?’ Kit watched the TV 

news with Dad most nights at home.

‘No, we’re creating a state for homeless refugees. Giving 

them legal status. That’s different.’
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‘Says who?’

Frederick didn’t respond. Maybe he hadn’t heard. Or 

maybe he was sick of talking about refugees. ‘Selective 

deafness’ Steffi called it when Kit pretended not to hear stuff.

The next cabin had lots of navigation and other equipment. 

Lights, dials, gauges and screens. Like a mini control room 

with charging stations and storage lockers.

‘Our internet connections are good. And we have enough 

battery storage for three months if the weather turns bad and 

there’s no solar power. We mounted some extra solar panels 

on the steel rail and these can slide out and provide shade too.’

‘What if it’s not sunny?’ Kit was learning that Frederick 

heard technical questions perfectly, but not always ones 

about people.

‘We have a generator for cloudy days when the solar can’t 

keep up. We carry foul weather gear just in case.’

‘Do you stay beside the garbage patch mainly or do you 

go back to the mainland?’ Kit fiddled with the shiny panel of 

buttons, trying to work out which control did what.

‘Hey, leave that, Kit,’ Frederick cautioned. ‘We’re staying 

put around here. The smaller craft go to the mainland, but 

only for essentials.’

‘Like food?’ Kit asked. ‘The stuff you don’t grow?’

Frederick nodded.

‘The instruments can be put on autopilot, but we’re not 

like most motor-sailors. We tend to hang around the Great 
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Garbage Patch and don’t travel the world’s oceans. Well, not 

yet anyway. Most off-grid boats are owned by adventurers 

who want to follow the seasons or circle the world. Been there, 

done that. Happy to hang around here and help Wei  Wei’s 

projects. We’ve got a reliable anchor now; had to replace the 

earlier one. That’s important if you want to stay in the one 

place for a bit.’

‘Within 12 miles of the garbage patch?’

‘Got it. Nautical miles. Yes. Our original dinghy was like 

our “truck” for transportation, but now all these other vessels 

have joined us. And we share –’

‘Can I recharge my device later?’

‘Sure.’

Kit didn’t want to lose his sketches. He also wanted to feel 

that he was still in touch with the outside world, and maybe 

Dad, if necessary.

Steffi joined them. ‘Need to check on the “Clean Oceans” 

campaign.’ She fiddled with the screens. ‘Oh no. Not more bad 

news.’ 

Text ran across the screen. 

‘The Space Centre’s rocket has crashed,’ Steffi said. ‘Debris 

still falling over a wide area. Some may fall in the ocean. 

There will be closer surveillance of all the waste in the various 

currents.’ Steffi looked at the screen, which was showing a 

map, and then left quickly.

‘Messi won’t be happy about more surveillance of the 
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currents round here. Or surveillance of the other islands. Or 

anyone checking on him and his schemes.’

Kit didn’t realise the significance of what was happening. 

Or who Messi was. Kit was just a kid living on a reclaimed 

garbage raft. Soon he would be part of history.

•
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Lab Rats

‘Come and meet Wei Wei’s lab rats.’

For a moment, Kit imagined real rats. With whiskers and 

running over him. Yuck.

It was as if Frederick read his mind. ‘Lab rats are seekers 

working on the recycling project. People, not actual rats. Used 

to be social justice activists. Wei Wei is so keen, she converted 

them to climate change.’

‘Yeah. I guessed that.’

‘This is the plastics laboratory. Luckily Wei Wei’s tiny, so 

she doesn’t mind having a tiny lab.’

Kit peered through the open doorway. The Chief Seeker 

was a petite woman who was probably as old as his mum. Hard 

to tell. There were a couple of assistants squeezing around her 

who nodded ‘Hi’ to Kit and kept comparing results. Both were 

short, slim and moved deftly. Each had on safety goggles that 

made them look like bugs.

On a tiny bench were tubes and liquids for testing, super 

organised by colours and shapes, plus chemistry equipment 
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Kit didn’t recognise. Buckets with lids under the benches. 

For a moment, Kit wondered if Wei Wei was blind. No. Just 

economical with her movements, quickly feeling for things. 

No way could he live or work with her in this confined space. 

Made him feel claustro– … whatever that word was. The King 

of Clumsy, he would drop or break the tubes in five minutes. 

Knotting that rope had been a real achievement for him, but 

his dad was keen on practising stuff until you got it right.

‘Yeah, getting a bit crowded. No quota on our shantyboats 

’cos it sounds too much like visa quotas.’ Frederick squeezed 

into the tiny lab. ‘And the asylum seekers are fed up with 

official forms that go nowhere. So I just build another landing 

or annexe. Need to keep the raft balanced. That keeps me 

busy.’ 

The two lab-rat assistants were sort of moving to music 

through their earbuds. Each wore protective gloves, with a 

bump which must be a Digital Lingo Ringo.

‘Wei Wei, this is Kit, Steffi’s lad.’

Wei Wei gave a fleeting smile but when she took off her 

goggles, her eyes were somewhere else. Her black hair was 

twisted and pinned in a casual ponytail with tufts escaping. 

Tiny grey-silver streaks shone against the black hair.

‘Did you arrive by canoe, Kit?’

He nodded. ‘Sardine. That’s the name of my canoe.’

‘Maybe ocean-walking on water will be possible soon for 

anyone, with a bit of help from recycled mini jet-skis.’
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‘Wow.’ Kit imagined drawing that.

‘All good. Since our refugees have repurposed themselves 

as science activists, anything is possible.’

For such a tiny person, confident Wei Wei had a big, clear 

voice, except she swallowed the ends of her words. She was 

very formal, as if talking to a camera.

‘Our opportunity to create a perfect nation. All will benefit 

from trading our bioremediation ideas.’

More big words, thought Kit. But it’s just marine debris, 

ropes and all that plastic. Watery junk.

Was this the moment to mention the rocket debris to show 

he knew something about types of recent trash in the ocean? 

No.

But Frederick thought otherwise. ‘Heard the news about 

the rocket crash?’

Wei  Wei looked up. ‘Again? I’ve been concentrating on 

cleaning up Earth, not littering outer space.’

That was a surprise. Kit imagined she’d be interested in 

any scientific news.

‘When’s Cal back?’ asked Frederick. ‘Having more tests?’

One of the lab rats explained, ‘Soon, I hope. I’ve been 

doing her job for a while now. The trauma tourists gave us the 

gift of Covid, brought it with them. Poor Cal was the only one 

who caught it.’

Wei Wei said, ‘I worry about her too. She had anti-virals, 

then we organised antibiotics for the infection in her arm, but 
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we thought we’d better do another test as well. Just waiting on 

the results.’

‘So we’re being extra careful about contamination.’ The 

dark-haired lab rat held up his gloved hands and adjusted 

his mask.

The other lab rat, with the fashionably shaved head, said, 

‘Cal was off for a few weeks with Covid and then, when she 

came back, she broke her arm falling down the stairs from the 

upper deck.’

Sounds like Cal was a bit clumsy too. That was a relief.

‘Meet Shadow.’

Suddenly, the black cat with the unusual studded collar 

coiled its way around the shelves. Like most cats, it acted as 

though it owned even this tiny space.

‘Shadow is welcoming you to her place.’

Kit doubted that. Cats made him sneeze.

‘ACHOO!’

Frederick patted the cat, but Kit jumped aside and bumped 

his head on the low roof.

‘And also meet Shadow’s very new family. We’ve just 

found them in the lab shelf behind the cupboard. That was a 

surprise.’ Lab Rat 1 pointed to black kittens. As someone so 

precise, how did Wei Wei cope with new kittens?

She didn’t.

‘Lab rats! Deal with the kittens.’ The assistants moved 

quickly. ‘And move that kitty litter out. Don’t need a cat toilet 
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in here.’ Lab Rat 2, the bald one, took out the brown crumbles 

on the tray.

Wei Wei half-turned to Frederick but kept checking results.

‘Done anything about my lift idea for other craft, Frederick?’ 

she asked him.

‘Short answer: no.’

‘Lift-off?’ Kit imagined a rocket while trying to take up as 

little space as possible with his physical body.

‘Lifts have a passenger and weight limit when weight and 

occupied space would make more sense.’

‘Yeah. Seen that sign in high-rise lifts on the mainland.’ Kit 

nodded. ‘Limit: nine passengers.’

‘Equipment weighs more than people,’ Frederick 

commented. ‘Could simplify. Off-load some of our junk from 

the shantyboats? But building a lift takes up too much space.’

‘Our satellite rafts should limit people by combined weight 

and brain power. AND I suggested a clumsiness ratio. You 

wouldn’t pass,’ said Wei Wei as Kit tripped, crashed into the 

bench and swept all the test tubes onto the floor when his 

hand grabbed the nearest ledge.

He tried to put things back, apologising. ‘Sorry, so sorry.’

‘That’s our morning’s work wasted.’ Wei Wei looked at his 

hand and sighed. ‘You’re bleeding. Here. I’ll clean you up.’

She rummaged in a cupboard neatly built underneath 

the tiny table. Probably Frederick’s work, with an F signature 

finely carved in the polished wooden corner.
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‘Can’t save the world if I have to clean up people like you all 

the time.’ Neatly, Wei Wei disinfected the wound and covered 

it. Very practised, as if she’d done it millions of times.

‘Are you … like … a doctor?’

‘Used to be. In another life. Before things went wrong. And 

freedom fighters became rebels.’

‘Thank you … er … Dr Wei Wei.’

Kit knew about Camp 13 activists. Mum had been there 

too, as a refugee after she lost her ID papers in the uprising 

and couldn’t cross the borders. When Steffi had mentioned a 

camp doctor, Kit assumed the doctor was male. That doctor 

was blamed for a risky operation on ex-Prince someone-or-

other. It had gone tragically wrong. And the rebels blamed 

the doctor. But with Steffi it was hard to tell how much she 

exaggerated stories to make life more interesting. And Steffi 

would be cross with Kit for thinking the doctor had to be male.

Sounded as if Wei Wei might have been the doctor. And a 

freedom fighter? Or a rebel?

Kit tried to help in the lab but wasn’t sure where to put 

things. Wei Wei placed a first aid box with a red cross on the 

bench in front of him. CRASH! The cat landed on the box, claws 

scrabbling. Again Kit noticed the tiny digital camera attached 

to its collar as he firmly pushed the cat away. Was Kit being 

cam-recorded? Why? Who would be looking at it?

‘Is Shadow your watch-cat?’
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‘Shadow is the lab cat but roams the boat. Goodbye. Time 

to go.’

Abruptly, Wei Wei dismissed Kit. It was as if her patience 

only lasted a short time and she’d just run out.

‘Close the door on your way out. I like to know where 

Shadow is. And get rid of those kittens.’

Wei Wei was scary. Did she mean kill the kittens? Or move 

them? Cats are more likeable than some people. They don’t 

answer back. But this Shadow was a digital spy.

‘Out! Too busy for visitors. Don’t allow any more trauma 

tourists in here. The last idiots wanted me to pose for their 

selfies in a full HAZMAT suit.’

Did she mean Kit, the cat or the kittens, or all of them to get 

out? Kit backed out of the lab, holding three squirming kittens. 

The cat had already gone.

‘You take the first aid kit, I’ll take the kittens,’ offered Lab 

Rat 1, the taller of the two. ‘I like baby animals. I’ll look after 

them out of Wei Wei’s sight.’

They swapped. The kittens squirmed and one clawed Kit’s 

hand, leaving a little scratch of red.

‘What’s a HAZMAT suit?’ Kit asked.

‘A nightmare to get on and work in.’

‘Should I be wearing one here?’ Kit was nervous.

‘Wei  Wei is VERY careful. But we just wear masks and 

gloves at present. A biohazard suit protects against chemical 

and biological hazards.’
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‘What about kitty litter?’ And then he wished he 

hadn’t asked.

‘Just another new hazard.’

Lab Rat  1 vanished down the passageway as Wei  Wei 

called after Kit.

‘Come back only if you have any ideas I can use. Can’t fix 

problems if I have to spend time being polite to people all the 

time. This garbage patch project is not trash, it’s scientific bio-

treasure to recycle. And it needs ALL my time and attention.’

As they moved away from the lab, Frederick sort-of 

apologised. ‘Sorry. She’s worried about Cal’s test results. AND 

she’s trying to work out how to re-use plastic and stuff. Gets a 

bit involved. Got deadlines. Keep the first aid kit for now, you 

might need it for the kitten scratch.’

‘What’s a trauma tourist?’

‘Depends who you ask. Just a bunch of rich people gawking 

at others’ problems. Disguised as aid.’

‘Why do they pay to “shadow” refugees?’

‘They visit places like disaster sites where tragic things 

have happened. But they donate money or buy things, and 

the locals, like us, need that. We usually only have to put up 

with them for a few hours. Long enough to take their selfies to 

show the folks at home.’

‘How do the real refugees feel about them?’

‘Like animals in a zoo.’

‘My mum Steffi talks about the refugees on her podcast.’
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‘Officially, your mum is also a refugee. She was in Camp 13. 

With some of the people on board here now, but –’

‘I knew that. With the translator and Wei Wei. But she’s a 

bit different from them.’

In his head, Kit drew a scavenger bird. Like that intelligent 

elf owl that feeds on insects. That was Wei Wei.

Should he draw Shadow the cat? He could include the 

tiny spy camera around the cat’s neck. Was Shadow spying 

on Wei Wei’s research? Or was Wei Wei spying on others? On 

the lab rats? Kit wondered who was skilled enough to set up a 

surveillance camera. And why.

•



Faced with visa challenges, the asylum seekers 
prove to be innovators, not victims. Drawing on their 

resources, they repurpose, recycle and re-create a new 
state trading bio-fuel via the mid-ocean 

garbage patches. Teenage Kit illustrates how you can 
draw a new future as activists turn to science. 

But what happens in this new world order?
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