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Praise for A Line You Have Traced

‘I don’t know which I admire more: the casual beauty of the sentences, the cunning of the design, or the tact and compassion with which A Line You Have Traced weaves together its three layers of time into its instructions for the end of our world.’

Francis Spufford, author of Golden Hill

‘Dazzles with the scope of its wild weird imagination, and the freshness of its storytelling. Roisin Dunnett is a haunting and magnificent new voice in speculative fiction.’

Sam J. Miller, author of Blackfish City

‘This is a gloriously innovative, endlessly surprising gut punch of a novel. Dunnett is a dazzlingly original, luminous new voice in fiction… If the novel has any future at all, then this is it.’

Rebecca Tamás, author of Witch

‘Smart and intriguing. Roisin Dunnett is a writer of clarion talent and A Line You Have Traced is an inventive, ambitious novel.’

Chris Power, author of A Lonely Man

‘A Line You Have Traced is a metamorphosis. A love letter. A manifesto on time and becoming.’

Molly McGhee, author of
Jonathan Abernathy You Are Kind

‘A poised, insightful work of feminist speculative fabulation… I loved this novel.’

Sophie Lewis, author of Abolish the Family:
A Manifesto for Care and Liberation

‘Think Kaliane Bradley’s The Ministry of Time crossed with David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas… Endlessly inventive, emotionally resonant and politically alive… Roisin Dunnett’s debut novel pushes speculative fiction to new heights.’

Zing Tsjeng, author of the Forgotten Women series

‘Magnificent. No word is wasted, and even the most economical of Roisin Dunnett’s sentences can make you understand emotions you’ve never experienced… The subject matter is colossal, but the writing is always intimate, navigating time’s expanse through the little people suspended in it and the little ways they (we) try to connect.’

Sue Gives a F**k

‘In this exhilarating book, Roisin Dunnett brings together three compelling and beautifully drawn worlds and three distinct and powerful voices. You will love each one.’

Isabel Greenberg, author of
The One Hundred Nights of Hero

‘A wonderfully moving and unique time-travel story. Roisin’s writing is rich and poetic. A must-read!’

Pim Wangtechawat, author of
The Moon Represents My Heart

‘A stunning debut novel that asks us what we owe to each other and what trace will we leave on the world. I loved meeting Bea, Kay and Ess and getting lost in their brilliantly imagined worlds.’

Elizabeth Lovatt, author of
Thank You For Calling the Lesbian Line
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To staff on the antenatal and neonatal units
at Homerton University Hospital:
thank you, thank you, thank you.

And to Taryn: I love you.








 

 

 

 

 


Who do you want to be at the end of the world?

Kelly Hayes, ‘Saturday Afternoon
Thoughts on the Apocalypse’
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A warmish day at the beginning of spring.

A bird was singing.

Bea pulled the tray out of the cash register and took it into the dark little room at the back of the shop and began counting out the coins. She had done this so many times, for many days and years now, and so she could count them quickly, barely thinking. The coin tray had four deep metal wells into which different sizes of coin went, and one by one she would dig the coins out of each well with her thumb and into her palm. When she had a certain number, she would set them down in a neat pile beside the tray and begin again. She never lost count, but if she did, as she used to, there were the neat piles of coins to put her back on the right track again.

After she had finished with the coins, she began thumbing through thin bundles of notes. It was then, while staring somewhere between her hands and the space ahead of them, she saw the angel. It seemed to be bent over inside a nimbus of light. With the angel came a feeling of vague irritation and a strong flavour of peace. Then the angel was gone. The notes were still in her hand. She kept counting.

Once the money had been locked in a safe, she walked back into the front of the jeweller’s, into the waning daylight. Her husband, Ade, was off visiting favoured clients, charming them as he did everyone with his expansive way of talking, his appearance of giving those he spoke to exceptional attention. She smiled to think of him in one of several rooms, in several shops and private homes, holding pieces of silver to the light. She spared a moment of unguarded love for her husband. As one can, she thought, for someone in their absence.

She breathed deeply, taking into her the smell of dust and polish, the edge of mould and damp which could not be removed from the shop’s interior, the fainter smell of cow shit and straw from the dairy further down the street. There were not many customers at this time in the afternoon. A woman walked in, stared at candlesticks, nodded at Bea and went out again. A man did the same with silver hairbrushes. She put the account book on the counter and began some careful sums, looking up occasionally at a flash in the alley outside. At intervals she pressed her hands behind her, onto the small of her back, and leaned into them – it hurt after a while, standing here all day.

She pondered lightly the angel’s latest appearance, its tendency to appear to her at all. She associated it with the death of her mother, though it was true it had begun arriving some time after that had happened. She knew it was not her mother, because the angel simply was not her mother. But it was also true that the angel had never come while her mother was alive, nor her father either. She felt sad, so she thought about the money in the stout little safe.

The pain was in her shoulders now. She should stand up straighter. The man who had looked at hairbrushes returned, removing his hat as he walked into the shop:

‘How do, Mrs A.’

The man was an old friend of Ade’s parents, like most in the area were if they were not instead a relative, a child or an enemy. This particular friend was best known in the neighbourhood for having been the first to buy his own wireless radio. That was many years ago. He’d been among the first, too, to move away from the neighbourhood of his birth and business – he was a shirtmaker by trade – to a large house in the suburbs. Bea knew his wife, knew his sisters, his four children and their children. He knew her too, though Bea doubted he knew her first name, and nor would he ever know it probably.

‘Hello, Mr F. Nice afternoon.’

‘Nice, nice afternoon, yes. Show me, can you, these here?’

He didn’t have time for niceties with Ade’s young wife; he made that much clear in the way he stroked his grey beard, staring hard at the hairbrushes she brought out and not looking at her face at all. Ade’s family were well respected, but she, well, who was to say? She hadn’t played with Mr F’s children growing up, as Ade had. Where had Ade found her? his neighbours might wonder. And when, they might wonder, would she give him children of his own?

Mr F bought one of the hairbrushes and left again. When she knew he must be far up the cramped little alley, she walked out to have a look. People and, less frequently, a bus or battered vehicle, trundled past the mouth of the alley where it opened on to the road. All grey, oh, very grey. Nothing to get excited about. But she was, deep down, excited, or something like excited. Something like anticipation, something like apprehension: a quickening. It was a strange feeling, unearned. Because nothing was happening to her, just the same as always. She was young and married and had no parents anymore. Only some of a very few things were going to happen to her, and none of them were happening now.

It would soon be time for her to leave the shop and go home and help her husband’s mother with the evening meal. She was relieved – it had been a long day – but she was also already annoyed, because her mother-in-law was annoying. She was not Bea’s own mother, and Bea held that against her, though of course it was no one’s fault. Above the jewellery cases, above the crammed-together roofs of the jewellers on the other side of the alley, a thin butter-spreading of sky, murky through the glass. She should wash the windows.

Where was her husband, where was that man? She breathed deeply against the rush of anger: what did it matter? Her mother hadn’t had much temper. Bea got it from her father, who had often been angry, in bursts that were frightening but rarely dangerous. Neither of them would ever have leaned against a shop counter in the vulgar loose way Bea was now. But then neither of them had ever stood on this side of a counter. She smiled. She was hungry. At least at home there would be bits and pieces to pick from the cooking dinner. It would be loud though, no room for her own thoughts. She should not waste time pining for her mother or being angry – for what? – at her husband. She should do her clear thinking now while there was time. She reached beneath the counter again and withdrew another book, much smaller and thinner than the account book. She laid it open carefully inside the account book, spine against spine. As she took up the pencil again, she noticed the scabs on her knuckles had opened, a sharp red spreading into the flakes of dry skin that covered the backs of her hands. Spring soon, warmer weather. The scabs would clear up. Inside the smaller notebook, she carefully printed the date and recorded the appearance of the angel.

She flicked impatiently at the drops of blood which had transferred mysteriously from her hand to the page. She laid down her the pencil and watched the flitting apparitions of other women hurrying home, as she should be, as she would be soon, hurrying past the window, not looking in. But she was not thinking of those women and where they were going, because they were like her and were going to the same sort of place that she would be going shortly. She was thinking of the angel and what it meant. In her faith, angels minded their own business. They had not, by sanctioned accounts, interfered in human affairs for many ages. The angel that visited her did not speak and left her in no state of awe or trembling. The angel looked very human. Its brief appearances were hard to interpret. It never acknowledged her except, she assumed, by appearing to her. It was not appearing to anyone else.

Unless, she thought, nodding reluctantly at Mr C as he leaned in the door and winked, as he did every day at this time, unless angels did, in fact, appear to everyone. No one had ever mentioned such a thing to her, but of course she had not told anyone about her angel. How could she? Her religion was not that kind. The old stories of visitations were believed and respected in their way, but they were of the past, where different rules applied to what could and could not be.

She thought of her mother again, who had told her these and many other old stories, told them in the faintly scandalised way she told all tales, from things she had seen with her own eyes, to stories she’d read in books, to tales her own mother had told her: ‘And you wouldn’t believe…’ She’d been such an austere person in so many ways, so careful with money and with food (and Bea, too, was careful with money), but she was effusive and decadent in storytelling. Bea wondered if she herself would tell stories like that to her own children…

She hit the counter with the flat of her hand, and the sound took a short, sharp leap into the room before being absorbed by the soft velvet of the jewellery cases. This was the problem with considering the angel: it was so obviously exceptional, so obviously the most interesting thing for her to think about, and yet her thoughts always led away from it; they could not cling on to the fact of it. Why had the angel appeared to her? She could not even begin to imagine what its message was, what instructions it might carry for her. And that was it for the day, that was all the time she was going to have to think of the angel, or of anything, because here was Ade coming through the door.

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry, and good evening!’ he said, following her into the back room where she was finding her hat and gathering her things.

‘Hello, husband!’ she said, and when she turned and looked at him properly, she thought she was quite happy to see him, really, after practically the whole day by herself. He had taken his own hat off, and his striking shock of hair was suddenly leaping out of his head at her. He twirled the hat, feigned a trip, recovered and made a bow. Such small theatricalities were reserved for her, indulged only in private. She kissed him: she wanted to.

‘How lucky I am,’ Ade said, smiling down at her. She wondered if it was a rebuke for not kissing him more often. Did she not kiss him enough? She wasn’t sure. But she had gone into herself since news of her parents’ death had reached them; she’d been told it and it was true. She put her arms round him over his large overcoat and stared up into his beard.

‘How was your day of visitation? Did they buy?’

He sighed deeply, but not, she thought, with displeasure.

‘Mr D bought nothing, Mr E a surprising amount. Those salt cellars in the shapes of animals? He liked them. Very charmed by the two squirrels, and very charming they are, I suppose.’

They shared a very short, smirking silence. They had discussed how extremely silly they both thought the animal salt cellars were, and especially the squirrels.

‘Mr G?’ asked Bea.

‘Well, as you know, I planned to buy and I bought. Candlesticks, a few, silver. Most of them we’ll sell on – a few, I’m sure, will go for wedding gifts. Some will be bought by sorrowful husbands, I expect, same as the hairbrushes and the mirrors. And speaking, you know, as a sorrowful husband myself –’ he grinned down at her, shook her shoulders a little to show he was teasing ‘– I thought a pair of candlesticks for you, in fact. If you look at them and think they will suit you.’ He was giving her what she knew he thought of as his scrutinising gaze.

‘Oh.’ She stepped back, put on the hat. ‘We’d better sell them all on, hadn’t we? We’re not doing so, so well?’

‘Well?’ he said, turning away and making for the front of the shop again. ‘You know as much as I do. I see you’ve had the Big Book out.’ He meant the accounts book. ‘You can judge for yourself.’

‘I can, I can. But anyway, your mother would only have hers at the table.’ She turned around and made for the door.

From behind her, Ade said, ‘You know we’ll be in our own house soon.’

‘Goodbye, husband,’ she said from the doorway.

She walked home quickly, nearly running. She thought of Ade back in the little shop, finishing the day’s accounting, locking away the stock and eventually closing up for the night. She should have accepted the candlesticks. She had to learn to accept these gestures of kindness. She was turning into something hard and brittle like an eggshell.

There were little white buds on the trees which lined the neighbourhood’s better streets. She could smell spring’s freshness above the usual murky smells of the city. Bit of green woven in. The strange quickening of earlier had returned, more troubling than the clean thrill of spring: she felt something in her gathering and ripening, and under the street and under the green she thought she could smell something like blood, and she felt the cruel stab of hope in her gut.

When she got to the house it was not quite dark outside, but the street lights were on. She stood for a moment in front of the house, which was large, self-possessed and silent. From out here you could imagine it unoccupied. Then she opened the door, and the house seemed to exhale, unleashing its great mess of noise.

The telephone was ringing in the entry hall, and over it her sister-in-law was shouting the maid’s name, repeating it like an invocation, though Bea knew they were both in the kitchen together. As she walked towards the kitchen, its heat crawled to meet her; she smelled the chicken as it cooked, probably to the point of drying and beyond, heard the maid’s sharp replies over the cutting of vegetables, the dull knock of a knife’s blade through the resistance of potatoes and onions. Her mother-in-law raised her voice to meet her daughter’s, and the voices fought each other on the subject of salt, pepper, the laying of the table. She could hear the murmuring of her husband’s other sister (unmarried) and a baby (the married sister’s) mewing gently as it was passed from one set of arms to another.

‘I’m sorry I’m late!’ she said, speaking before she was fully through the door of the kitchen to forestall accusation. ‘He didn’t get back to the shop until just now, and I couldn’t leave it.’

‘Oh, well then!’ said everyone assembled, to whom her husband was always blameless and perfect in his actions. The baby was suddenly in Bea’s arms, nuzzling and blowing a curdling bubble of spit. As the heat and the noise of the women rose up and engulfed her, Bea felt something kind, warm and yellow as yolk spilling up her throat. Her customary irritation receded briefly. Someone came and took the baby away again.

‘Come taste the soup,’ ordered her mother-in-law. ‘Is it missing anything? Here, here, I think it needs more salt.’

This was a test. Bea took the proffered spoon into her mouth, let the broth flood in and join with her saliva.

‘It’s perfect,’ she said.

Bea’s husband had a new friend, Haich, who was less expected than he was half-anxiously anticipated at dinner that evening. Her husband, a well-liked man in the neighbourhood, had many friends, most of whom he had grown up with and many of whom had shops on the same narrow street as his own. These men he would troop around with of an evening or settle in the back of someone’s shop for a glass of tea. They worshipped together in the same building on all the holy days. When they died, they would end up in the same cemetery.

Haich was different. It was true that he shared their faith and much that came with it, though he did not attend the same temple. Haich had grown up in a well-to-do area of the city, and his family were well-to-do. They were, as he might put it, established. Haich had an educated accent that spoke of one type of upbringing and a single point of origin, quite unlike the muddled voices of the quarter Bea’s husband was from, subject to mutation with every successive generation.

One night Ade had gone out long hours with his brother-in-law, stumbling home at dawn. The smell that day when Bea opened up the shop told her that Ade and his friends had been smoking in the back room for most of the night, likely over games of cards, the floor littered with orange peel and nutshells. This was rare but not unheard of. These occasional nights were the leftovers of her husband’s bachelorhood, and she liked having the bedroom to herself.

The day after Ade’s impromptu spree, who should appear for dinner but the charming Haich? He had utterly won over her husband and proceeded to do the same with her husband’s mother and sisters, and yes – she had to admit it – Bea herself had been excited when Haich materialised. It was rare for her to meet someone with a bit of gloss. And so Haich had begun appearing for dinner with increasing regularity.

He appeared that spring evening as he always did: unannounced. Ade was with him; they had walked some of the way together.

‘Oh, Haich, wonderful to see you!’ cried Ade’s mother, to whom every friend of Ade’s must be a person of extravagantly good taste.

‘Oh, Haich, here you are!’ exclaimed Ade’s immoderately silly unmarried sister.

Haich bid everyone a very charming good evening and was positioned, as always, beside Ade at the table. Only then were the candles lit and the blessings said so that they could begin. Each dinner that Haich came to at their house – and he came at least once a week – had become a sort of gala event, attended by a guest of honour. Now, Bea was not one to court attention. She had always preferred to observe rather than be observed. But the fact of the matter was that, excluding the baby, she was the most recent addition to the family table before Haich, and she had never commanded such excitement, such deference. There had been a great deal less fanfare, even counting the wedding. These were just the facts as she had observed them.

‘Well, the real problem,’ Haich was saying, ‘is that the old stick-in-the-muds at my paper don’t want to see these popular shows reviewed. They don’t get out and see what working people are like, and what they like. They don’t want to admit that most ordinary people prefer showy, sentimental old comedies to a modern play or the classics we revere. And why shouldn’t they?’

Here, Ade’s brother-in-law made to reply, though what on earth he might have to say on this (or any) matter, Bea had no idea. Indeed, she would never know, as Haich, taking barely a breath, cut across him, continuing, ‘Why should most ordinary people want to sit in a dry and dusty theatre and listen to actors spout lines they don’t understand, that they’ve never heard in their lives, when they could be watching characters that they relate to, whose words they understand? When they could be hearing actors tell the same jokes they tell each other? Why should they?’

‘Exactly!’ replied Ade with enthusiasm. ‘What do any of those ordinary people owe to old masters? What do those playwrights have to say about the daily process of working and earning a living, of an ordinary way of life?’

Bea could remember a time when her husband was more reluctant to enter into these conversations with Haich, waiting to ascertain Haich’s opinion before setting his own foot down. She could remember a time when he might not so readily have referred to ‘those ordinary people’. As often happened during these dinnertime talks, her husband’s contribution had landed a little off the mark:

‘But,’ said Haich, jabbing a fork, ‘but really, you know, some do have an awful lot to say about working and earning a living. Many of them were, in their own ways, great draughtsmen, real workhorses. Consider…’

And here Haich was off again, naming playwright after playwright, some of whom Bea had never heard of, some she had, and still others she felt Haich might have made up for all the fear he had of being spoken against. Her husband, she knew, was carefully storing up information, marshalling his not inconsiderable powers of memory in the service of later conversations with his friend. Hearing the name of a writer for whom she’d once had a passion, she opened her mouth and took half a breath. Sensing the futility of any contribution, however, she closed it again.

Her husband’s father burped softly and sank further into his chair, a posture that preluded a quick mid-dinner snooze. According to Ade, his father had used to terrify everyone in his household: a thwarted, bitter and sometimes cruel disciplinarian. He’d never learned to speak the language of his new home and was prone to fits of temper if he heard it spoken by his children, whom he suspected of using it to conspire against him. But he had mellowed with age and success, with Ade’s takeover of the business and the marriage of his daughter. Now look at him! thought Bea. Drowsing off while a conversation blew back and forth over his head, in a language he had once all but forbidden in the house.

The soup was brought, and everyone else set to work at the brimming bowls while Haich and her husband, but mostly Haich, held forth. Ade, his hair barely tamed by the swift brushing he had given it at the front door, leaned eagerly forward towards Haich. Haich, in turn, was leaning back in his chair, and the further Ade leaned forward, the further Haich leaned back. Haich’s hair was neatly parted, and he wore the slim, half-amused smile which Bea used to think was born of shyness: after all, they were a rabble. But now she understood the smile differently, understood differently the occasional grimaces with which he drew his lips back from his teeth as he adjusted his jaw. He was not pretending to be amused to cover his own discomfort. He was repressing his amusement, and not all of it. Ade’s face was serious, full of veneration. So, they regarded each other at one end of the table. Bea, her husband’s mother, father and unmarried sister sat quietly at the other. Ade’s married sister and her husband were parked in the middle, like bolsters. Haich had them all pretty well trained by now, and no one made further attempts to interject. The room felt stuffy: the weather outside was drizzly but warm. In the centre of the table were the household’s silver candlesticks, worn but always sparkling. They were stuffed with fat white candles, each crowned with an anaemic flame.

The maid came in and began to remove the first course. She took the opportunity to laugh quietly at a joke of Haich’s (he had somehow, while speaking continuously, managed to consume all of his soup). Everyone else laughed louder. At first Bea had found Haich very glamorous, cultured, dashing. She had been flattered that he had chosen Ade’s family for dinner. She was proud to be a member of it, to be married and to have taken her place in society, and her parents had been proud of her too, far away as they were. When Haich had first come to dinner, her parents’ death had not yet arrived. That had been a year ago now, though it felt both less and more. She had not yet begun to be visited by the angel, nor occasionally to catch the smell of blood on the wind. Her place in the world had become less clear to her since, but she saw things outside herself with greater clarity. Once she had detected the note of condescension in Haich’s voice, she could not ignore it.

The maid left with the soup bowls and returned with roasted chicken. Bea applied herself to the food with concentration. It was warm, a little bland, and it comforted her. She chewed the chicken (it was as dry as she’d predicted) and looked at her distorted, sulking face in the bright surface of the candlesticks. As soon as was polite after dinner, she went to bed.

She did not bother to turn the light on in the bedroom. A few feeble street lamps lent the room some light through the open curtains, and still more came from the large white bowl of the moon, brimming with sheetlike luminescence. It was by moonlight that she dimly viewed the photograph of her parents on the dressing table: that grainy oblong, a heavy place in the room. She could not make out their faces, but she knew that they were tight and serious in the camera’s flash.

She got undressed quickly, for it was cold on the upper storey of the house, and got into bed. She liked to slide in carefully, disturbing the crisp shell of the quilt as little as possible. It was a green, silk padded thing, and lying beneath it made her feel aquatic and powerful, like a large scaly fish. Once she had shuffled totally under the bedclothes, Bea spread her arms and legs out in a star shape and fell smoothly into sleep.

The next morning, she was up and out early to open the shop. Ade was visiting again, this time returning repaired items to favoured clients: the items’ prompt delivery, saving their owners the five- or ten-minute walk (or train journey for more affluent suburban customers) was a vital part of the business, at least where the favoured few were concerned. Other locals and regulars often came in to collect this or that item, grumbling that this or that neighbour had had Ade round the day before, delivering a newly clasped necklace or a resized ring. When Bea was first in the shop, such queries had made her stutter, offer apologies, defer to her husband and make offers on his behalf that he couldn’t or wouldn’t keep. Now she could handle herself.

‘Listen, CeeCee. The lady who lives next to you, she’s been coming to us for ten years. She’s old, and she has means, and she spends her money here. Now you and I, CeeCee, we are friends. And you’ve come in here twice since I’ve been working here, and that’s counting this time for your ring resizing, and I’m not going to see you in here again this year, am I, unless it’s to say hello, which of course we don’t charge for. So whose house is getting a personal delivery?’

If CeeCee, as was reasonable, contended that it wouldn’t cost Ade anything to knock on next door once important business was seen to, Bea would lean back and cross her arms and say nothing, just look at her friend with meaning, and the meaning would be: What do you want me to say now? Are we going to fall out over this? And CeeCee, grumbling, would take her ring from the shop and they would part the same way they had greeted each other: as friends.

It was perhaps to do with this version of Bea that had emerged in the shop – confident, uncompromising, workmanlike – that her parents had had reservations about her marriage to Ade. For while Ade was wealthy, and getting wealthier, he was a working man from a working family. Bea’s parents came from a long line of musicians, holy men and men of letters. They were educated, even some of the women, and inward-looking. Her parents had not intended her to work, or not to work as she did now. Bea had never thought about it much until she met Ade and he made his proposal, until she had measured the measured responses of her mother and father. But anyone could see that Ade was a good man with prospects, and Bea hadn’t exactly been inundated with suitors.

It had rained lightly that morning as she walked to the shop, and the trees along the roadsides gleamed and whispered to each other. The sky was darkening so steadily that heavier rain threatened every minute. She stopped at a newsstand in front of a wall layered with peeling posters. Uppermost was a railway advertisement depicting a bathing beauty throwing herself into the sea. Her long limbs, arched into a dive, were accented with thick white stripes, and her lips matched her bathing suit, separated from her skin by strong lines. Bea had never personally entered the sea and could barely swim but had, on her honeymoon, run from white strips of icy foam as they raced up the grey sand towards her. The newspaper vendor followed her gaze towards the smiling diver: ‘I bet she’s a bit chilly hanging about round here in that,’ he said.

Stationed at her post in the shop as it began to bucket down outside, she spread her newspaper out on the counter and read. She had time: she read it all. Not just the columns detailing the activities of this or that politician or union, not just the announcements of deaths, marriages, recoveries from operations and local gymnastics displays, but the advertisements for gas cookers and radios and ale. She looked closely at one for electric shop-window displays. Ade still resisted the extravagance of lighting their windows up all night, but she liked the idea, the shop a star in the many constellations of the city. She licked the tip of her finger and turned a page.

This newspaper, a local one, had a column dedicated to their particular neighbourhood, though it was usually so dull as to test even her commitment to the tight bundles of newsprint: new members of such and such a board, little religious hominies about upcoming festivals, news and hearsay from a far-off holy city, overcrowding in the slum tenements a few streets away. There were some coy mentions of a conference being held that week ‘in which speakers will discuss the possible upcoming challenges to our community and how to mitigate threats’. Bea was not sure which particular threats this conference was inferring. Over the centuries, many had been weathered. It was threat which had brought Ade’s own parents from their country into this, and Bea’s the same. Then there was the great war of her childhood, which she barely remembered, though she recognised the shadow it cast in older faces. Everyone knew one or two men who, though living, were destroyed. Of those things which threatened now, well…you could drive yourself mad, couldn’t you. And Bea, with her angel, knew she was mad enough. She turned the page. She had just reached her hand beneath the counter for her notebook when the bell on the shop door rang for the first time that morning. She jerked her hand back: it was her husband.

‘Hello-hello, good morning!’ he said.

‘Hello, husband!’ she said, just as she always did.

‘I’m sorry I was late to bed last night.’ Ade walked round the counter as she deftly folded the paper and put it to the side. ‘But you know how Haich and I get…’

‘I do,’ she said, making a stern face. ‘You sit up together setting the world to rights, as if you could make any difference with talking!’

She had meant it as a joke, soft teasing. But his smile fell away, and though he retrieved it and replaced it on his face, Bea knew she had hurt him again and felt guilty. But as if in answer, her irritation flared up: Ade was so sensitive where his new friend was concerned! What did it matter if she liked him or not?

They were at odds with each other for the rest of that morning, Ade claiming to be tired from a late night and an early morning, Bea saying she had slept poorly and had a headache. She tried to get the paper out and read again while Ade was in the back, attending to stock and making repairs, but he kept bustling out, wandering the shelves, rearranging things, clearing his throat. When a customer, a stranger, came in to ask about jewellery, Ade made a show of being the one to unlock the glass cabinets that held the most valuable items. By noon, Bea felt as if her chest was full of coals, she was that angry. If her husband cleared his throat one more time, she would punch him in the nose.

‘Bea,’ said Ade, after standing together a long time in a seething quiet. He very rarely said her own name to her. ‘How is your head? Is it still aching? Perhaps it’s because I disturbed your sleep last night. Perhaps you should have something for the pain. Perhaps you’d like to go home?’

This was the closest thing to an apology that she was going to get (and what, indeed, did she want him to apologise for?) – and it was an olive branch. She still felt the coals, but she was grateful, too, that Ade wasn’t like her, the kind to get angrier and angrier. They were both lucky it was he, not she, who was the man.

‘My head is much better, thank you. You didn’t disturb me.’ A pause. ‘It’s nice to think of you,’ she said, improvising, ‘sitting down there, talking with Haich. I like to think of you both together down in the sitting room as I fall asleep.’ Was this plausible? Possibly she had gone too far. But Ade was smiling. He turned to her and took both of her hands.

‘Soon we will have our own sitting room to sit and talk together in.’

‘You and Haich will?’

Ade laughed a little too long. He’s nervous, Bea thought.

‘Well, perhaps I should like to live with Haich if I were a bachelor. But as I’m married, I suppose I’ll have to settle with you.’ He smiled at her again, widening his eyes a bit when she stayed quiet. Finally, she understood him.

‘A house?’

‘A house for us. You and I, and the children once they come.’ Ah. The children that were sure to come.

‘But, Ade,’ she said, trying to smile, ‘is there enough money?’ She knew there was; she did the accounts herself. Their profits had long exceeded her expectations. It was well past time for them to settle down and live together; she knew that too. After all, wasn’t she sick of his mother and his sisters, of never being alone? Wasn’t she sick of all that? ‘I don’t know how you stand that crowd,’ CeeCee had often said to her. But there was unease, almost a panic now, rising up in her. True, she was angry with Ade and that was part of it, but the thought of living with him… They were old friends now – he might be her best friend, apart from CeeCee. Why not live with a best friend? He was too often a mirror to herself, and she could not live alone with a mirror. Bea cast about inside her head for some happiness to show him. Where was it? Where was it?

He was holding both her hands, as when he had proposed to her. He was telling her about it: ‘…all arranged. I can’t wait for you to come and see it, Bea. It’s very modern and spacious, not like my family’s cramped old place. I mean, that’s nice enough. But we’ll be out of the old quarter. There are other young couples, young families like us, interesting people.’ He named the place. It was even further than Bea had imagined. A good long ride on the underground train, miles on a bus.

‘It’s a long way from here,’ she said.

‘But you won’t have to make the journey so often.’

‘Won’t I?’

‘Well. There will be no need for you to work here as much, maybe even at all. I’ve had an approach about Gee’s boy – he’d like to learn the trade. A cousin, keeping it in the family till I’ve a son of my own.’

Her feet did get tired standing all day. She would like to have more time to read. A son of his own.

‘And, after all,’ said Ade, ‘you won’t be able to work once the children come.’

It was as if he hadn’t noticed how, in three years of marriage, children had failed to arrive. Well, she had noticed. His mother had noticed. Many people had noticed, and the women had little compunction saying something about it. Normally Ade avoided the subject, but this was twice now he had brought it up in short succession. They were connected for him, the house and the children. The stab in her gut again; she pushed the pain far to the back of her, put the sadness up on a high shelf. Lately, even hope must be pushed back, because it too was pain.

‘Your parents didn’t intend I keep you here our whole lives.’

‘My parents,’ said Bea quite calmly, amiably even, ‘did not intend me to work here for any amount of time.’

‘Well, no. But it was necessary, and you, I thought, seemed quite happy…’

‘Oh yes.’

‘Yes, quite happy. But it isn’t necessary anymore, and once something’s not necessary, is it suitable? Haich was saying something similar the other night, not regarding you specifically, of course, but women of the working class, the class of women who must work… You do not have to work. Our circumstances have changed. For the better!’

Neither of them was talking in a celebratory way about this, though there was much in the conversation to celebrate. Haich, indeed, thought Bea. He had no wife, but it seemed he had ideas about other people’s wives. As many ideas about them as he had about everything else. Had he suggested the house with that meagre grin on his face?

At that moment, Ade jerked his hands out of hers: the bell on the door had rung again. Bea wiped her palms on her dress (they’d become hot and clammy holding her husband’s all that time) and slipped into the back while Ade did business. She stood and regarded the room, a strip of sunlight coming in through its one small high window. There was dust in the light, and just behind the light, a little way away, was the angel. It was bathed in a cold, harsh whiteness like sheet lightning, or a strong moon. It was kneeling on the floor, seemingly intent on something on the ground. It vanished almost immediately. Bea walked over to where it had been sitting and got on her own knees and looked at the floor, running her hands over the dusty wood. She stayed on her knees a long time, tracing with her fingertips in the dust. But there was nothing there.
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A warmish day at the beginning of spring.

I could hear a bird singing.

I closed the window of the office kitchen and turned my attention back to the machine. It blinked a blue light at me and flashed the words ‘Fresh water’ on its flat, black screen. I removed the pale rubber tube from the cup of soapy water, rinsed out the cup and refilled it. I replaced the tube and the coffee machine began to suck, pulling water through its milk-dispensing mechanism and spitting white froth back out. The coffee machine instructed me at each step, as it had instructed me many times before, asking first for water with a small portion of electric-blue detergent, and then demanding more clean water for a second rinse. In between these imperatives, it shuddered, before ejaculating pale froth. I no longer needed the coffee machine to prompt me. Nonetheless it continued to do so, flashing words up on its little touchscreen, and I continued to read them and obey. The coffee machine communicated assertively, in the simplest possible way, saying neither please nor thank you. Once the process was over, I turned off the machine, which made a moaning sound, spat up a final dose of warm brown coffee and finally fell silent.

I moved around empty meeting rooms, removing trays of biscuits and turning off the lights and air conditioning. It was nearly time to leave. I had worked as a temp in this office many times when one or other of the two permanent receptionists was ill. The days, filled with the benign conversation of the other receptionist and the banal requests of executives who, though rude, bore me no ill will, were tedious but bearable. Nothing I did mattered, and I loved that. Sometimes, not often, someone would express an interest in what I did outside of their office. This gave me the opportunity to indulge in vague fantasies. As a matter of fact, I didn’t do anything, not in the way they meant it. I had another part-time job in a gallery, where I sat with the art and directed people to the toilets. The rest of the time I just sort of swanned about, worrying vaguely about money and when and how the world was going to end.

‘He said you were an actress,’ the other receptionist had said to me as she was packing up to leave (she was on the early shift, I the late). ‘I told him, “She’s not an actress!”’ She’d looked at me doubtfully. ‘Are you?’

‘Oh no,’ I’d reassured her. I could see how she might wonder how the executive had arrived at that conclusion. I would also have been mystified if I hadn’t told him the lie myself. I didn’t think he would retain the information. I hadn’t retained any about him, not even his name.

‘He’s not got a lot in his life at the moment,’ said the other receptionist, whose frankness I feared and respected. ‘His wife left him.’ She saw my expression, which conveyed shock that he had ever had a wife at all, and nodded. ‘He’ll be alright, he’ll find someone else,’ she’d said, shrugging on a coat whose colour – highlighter pink – matched her nails. ‘He was given a bit of leave to get his head together. Don’t forget there’s cake left over in the fridge.’

She and most of the other office workers had left an hour ago. Since then I had waited in silence, eating small bites of the cake, reading magazine articles on the internet, ignoring the emails that flashed and faded at the corner of my computer screen, and staring out of the window at the flat, blank sky: the office was on the fifth floor. Vague portents of doom assailed me as always, but other than that, the time had passed peacefully. I logged out of the reception computer and turned off the television mounted on the wall, which was muted and tuned to a twenty-four-hour news channel. Footage of a block of flats on fire, which had been played and replayed over the course of the day, winked out. I took a rucksack out from under the desk and stuffed my jacket into it, followed by my shoes: black suede, slightly stained, too small. I replaced them with dirty white trainers, replaced the jacket with a shapeless orange jersey and put in my headphones.

The sense of composure the coffee machine always induced was dissipating. I was running late already. I consulted my mobile and discovered an ominous conversation between my friends, messages which were superficially benign but emitting a troubling resonance. Cue wasn’t using as many emojis as usual. El was putting full stops at the end of all their sentences. The exchange ended with a curt K from Cue, to which El had replied, after a twenty-minute interval: OK. See u there.

I stood motionless for several moments, staring at the two little messages. They vibrated with menace. I wanted to type out something pacifying but wasn’t confident of producing the right effect. Eventually I wrote:


Leaving work now, might be 5 min late. Cant wait to see u both!! Xxx



I sent the message and scrutinised it again. Two exclamation marks was excessive – that was obvious – but there was nothing I could do about them now. God, I was later than ever, alone in a dark office. I put the phone decisively into my pocket, gathered everything else of mine together and, clutching it all to my chest, walked through the doors of the reception area, which closed automatically behind me.

On the underground train a man glanced up at me from his phone repeatedly. I suspected that he was a time traveller, a tourist probably. He had to be careful not to give himself away. I made sure I didn’t meet his eyes so he wouldn’t realise I had guessed his true identity.

I ran out of the station and up the narrow street outside. I knew that running, especially at my pace, was futile, but nonetheless I ran, rucksack bouncing flaccidly against my tailbone. It was a hard blue dusk. The daytime crowds that gathered on the stretch between the station and the supermarket to line up at the post office and the pharmacy and the money exchange and the food stalls were slowly dispersing, and the evening crowd was moving in, pouring out of the mouths of the station and the heaving buses. The street lights blinked on as I ran beneath them.

I entered the supermarket and wandered around in the aisles. In some ways, I was glad to be going to dinner and surrendering the responsibility of feeding myself to another person who, apparently, was happy to do it. (I hated cooking for others only marginally less than I hated cooking for myself, and only because when I cooked for other people, I was generally drunk.) On the other hand, the dinner party posed many risks, many uncertainties and variables. What were we supposed to be bringing? Apparently, we had to bring something. I knew that whatever I chose would be wrong, but at least if I chose with El and Cue, we could be collectively wrong. Just as I’d begun to fear they had left without me, I discovered them in the refrigerated food aisle. They had their backs to me, but even faceless and at this distance they radiated something that was so familiar, so intensely like themselves, that it filled me with joy. They were different in height but alike in bearing. They were mine, my friends: chosen and given. I came towards them filled with this feeling of joy, which was no less complete for being mingled softly with a certain wariness. The group chat continued to emit a sinister vibe. If I had known Cue and El less well, I might have suspected my lateness was the cause, but they were both indifferent timekeepers themselves. I joined them before the large, humming refrigerator, and there was a short exchange of greetings before we turned our attention to its contents.

‘Should we bring olives?’ I asked, hovering my hand over them.

‘Oh, certainly,’ said El. ‘But which ones? The ones with red in the middle?’

‘Not the ones with red in the middle,’ said Cue.

‘Why not?’ asked El.

‘Because they’re disgusting,’ said Cue. El shot her an assessing glance, and Cue, sensing eyes on her, returned an expression both poisonous and obscurely sexual. Her tongue was sticking out slightly – I was never sure if she knew this about her tongue, that it made itself known that way from time to time, that it was a character in her face, one with a sensual role.

My voice interceded weakly: ‘I quite like the red ones. But maybe the ones with green bits on? And the little pieces of lemon?’ They were both silent, considering either the olives or their imminent disagreement, and I pictured the calm, blank face of the coffee machine, commanding, uncompromising.

‘OK, these ones,’ I said, putting them into Cue’s hands. She beheld them for a moment.

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘These look nice.’

Things devolved further in the booze aisle, and my strength had been spent on the choice of appetisers. I fell further and further behind, and dawdled at the checkout, trying to distance myself from whatever kind of situation this was about to become. By the time I left the supermarket, clutching a bottle of red and horrible wine, it was completely dark outside and El and Cue had positioned themselves dramatically under a street light to have their argument.

‘I can’t rely on you. You’re supposed to be my friend and I never see you.’

‘I see you as much as I see anybody else,’ said El with such a mild, airy tone that I knew the conflict must already have escalated dangerously.

‘I’m your best friend,’ said Cue, before noticing me. ‘We’re your best friends,’ she amended.

‘Well, I’m sorry,’ said El even more mildly. ‘But I did explain to you that I’m not going to be around as much now. That it won’t be like when I had no job and no life.’

I wondered whether a time traveller might be hidden somewhere in the groups of shoppers making their way in and out of the sliding automatic doors of the supermarket. Whether this was a significant moment in my life, worthy of witnessing, of travelling from the future to witness. Perhaps the day my two best friends parted for ever, following a bitter disagreement. I searched but could find no likely faces in the trickling crowd.

Usually, my little fantasies about the time travellers were comforting. At the very least, as on the underground, imagining them passed the time. But this moment, it seemed, must be spent in reality’s gruelling dimension.

‘I see,’ said Cue acidly. ‘Well, I didn’t realise you meant that we wouldn’t be close anymore. OK. OK. Now I understand. You’re not as good a friend as I thought. That’s fine. I just need to adjust my expectations of you accordingly.’

I remained silent, clutching the merlot and gazing from one to another. Their expressions were carved harshly, illuminated from above. I hadn’t eaten anything that day except leftover cake, four tangerines and a banana from the office fruit bowl. This harassed, indecisive feeling of having arrived in a scenario that contained much anger, with little warning, was familiar, almost nostalgic. It reminded me of fights with my ex and my mother.

El had backed up against the street lamp and folded their arms. It had begun to rain lightly, and I did not want my hair to get wet, and I did not want to drop the bottle of wine as I looped my scarf over my head. Cue was crying, which usually was fine. The rain was coming down hard now, releasing a feral smell from the base of the lamp post.

‘Oh, now don’t say that,’ El was saying. ‘That’s not…’ They sighed irritably. ‘Listen, what you need to understand, as my best friend, is that right now I am prioritising Becoming Famous. That is the priority for me at the moment. There isn’t much time. I’m getting old. The planet grows old…’

‘What the fuck?’ screamed Cue. ‘We’re not old!’

I, too, did not appreciate the implications of this statement, neither of our decrepitude nor that of the planet. I was horribly preoccupied with both as it was.

‘I’m old,’ repeated El, ‘and it is urgent that I become famous before I visibly age any further.’

‘What’s the point of being famous if you don’t have any friends?’

‘Don’t ask me that. Anyway, I do have friends. My friends are fine. No one else has complained. They’re fine.’

‘Have you asked? Have you asked Kay if she’s fine?’

‘Kay, are you fine?’

They turned to me. The mention of my own name catapulted me out of a state of fretful reflection. I had neither anticipated this disagreement nor rehearsed my position. There was a long pause.

‘I’m fine,’ I said.

‘Oh, thank god,’ said El.

I woke up the next morning with a hangover so inevitable that its manifestation was almost reassuring. The hangover was not a gentle one, but it was not the worst I’d had. In some ways it made life more bearable by rendering the world very simple and small. I took small breath after small breath and tried not to throw up. From the unforgiving wooden stool where I was sitting, the white walls of the gallery yawned out, a huge pale throat. Cue was standing above me, all in black (as was I), wearing sunglasses and eating a wrap (as I was not). It was part of my job to tell her not to eat in the gallery, but I couldn’t summon the strength. I did not care what she did, or what anyone did. From the floor by my chair, a walkie-talkie buzzed loathsomely.

I’d fallen asleep easily the night before: warm, content, cushioned by alcohol. I had woken up nauseous at 5 a.m. and had vomited violently and intermittently ever since. I had been sick in the shower, the bad wine of the night before splashing royal purple across my feet. Even the small sour chunks of food that came back up were stained purple. I vomited again just before leaving the house and twice on the way to work. The vomit by then was pale, nearly transparent, but tasted scathingly of acid.

I survived the morning and made it to this stool in this gallery for this shift that I had. Thank god it was the gallery today and not the reception. The gallery paid worse but supplied more regular hours. The gallery job was also more permissive with regard to personal appearance. I was wearing a dirty smock dress and a jumper I’d slept in and thrown up in and which smelled that way. Neither I nor my clothes were in a state fit for a corporate reception desk. But we were fine for the gallery, or if not fine, at least not egregiously the opposite. I was nearly certain I wouldn’t be sick again (as long as I didn’t eat or drink or move much at all or close my eyes for too long), but I had no idea what would happen if I was. I supposed I would have to aim away from the art. On the opposite wall was a photograph of a rainforest: several metres wide, it was one of a series called Paradise.

Cue was still hovering over me, looking bored and slightly concerned.

‘Do you want me to cover for you for ten minutes?’ she asked solicitously. Her eyelids shimmered with a subtle gloss, expertly applied. Cue looked clean and well rested, as indeed she was. Her job, which El and I did not fully understand but at which she was highly respected, did not require that she work at the weekends. As such, she had risen at a reasonable hour, showered, applied a range of moderately expensive products to her skin and hair, and dressed carefully in preparation for the day. I did not really envy her any of this (the job sounded terrifying and I found her grooming regimen absurd), but I was jealous that she looked nice and didn’t seem to have a hangover. She claimed not to have drunk much the previous evening, but I was suspicious of this assertion. I just had a weaker constitution than she did. Cue had been hardened by years of compulsory weeknight drinking with her colleagues in sharp jackets.

Regardless of her own state, Cue seemed to feel dimly responsible for mine. I suspected that she had sensed my anxiety during her argument with El, which would have irritated her and caused her to fight more viciously. Now, however, I was tender and open, flopping beneath her on this chair like nothing so much as a sad, washed-up jellyfish. The disagreement had reached its crescendo shortly after I had declared myself ‘fine’ and been resolved with concessions on both sides (and an agreement to attend dance classes together once a week). My feelings were no longer a threat to anyone: I was too weak.

‘Give me your lanyard and go and have a cigarette or something.’

‘No, thanks,’ I said, warmed by the offer. ‘I’m OK here. It’s nice looking at the plants.’

‘Are you still coming out tonight?’

It was inconceivable that I would go anywhere tonight, or ever again.

‘Yeah.’

When the half hour struck, all the gallery invigilators rotated into the next room on the circuit. Cue went to meet someone for brunch, and I dragged myself out of Paradise and into a pulsing, pink-reddish installation. The installation was by a different artist and had a longer lifetime within the gallery. I had come to know it well, considered the piece a friend. Though the atmosphere might have been hostile to a casual visitor (an inhospitable soundtrack, violently erratic changes of lighting), to me it was familiar and relatable. If I was ever happy at work, it was with that installation. It was called And Then my Mother said (From Her Perch Deep Beneath the Waves), and its atmosphere was womblike, aquatic and murderous. The whole experience of being inside it was far less confronting if you simply submitted to the waves of hellish light that rolled across the space, the irregular buzzing of electrical currents. And this was much easier if you had sat with the work for months, and easier still if you had become a jellyfish like me. My nausea had its own familiar currents and tides. It made sense in this space. I sort of puddled myself on top of the small stool recently vacated by my colleague (departed, headed for Paradise) and breathed deeply. Someone asked where the toilet was and I told them softly.

After the room had been empty for a while, I surreptitiously pulled out my phone (we were not supposed to have them on shift, but no one kept this rule, which was understood to be barbaric). I had a missed call from my mother and another from my grandfather. I could have returned my mother’s call during my lunchbreak with ample time to spare but had no intention of doing so. She always conveyed that I was low on her list of priorities and could only be allocated a correspondingly small portion of her time. I had no objection to this – better to be left to my own devices – but I hated the feeling of being ushered out of a conversation she had initiated, usually for some practical reason (my contribution to a gift for a cousin’s upcoming wedding or the date of a compulsory family camping trip; once she had called me, audibly drunk, from the back of a friend’s car to harangue me about student loans).

I would have liked to speak with my grandfather. He could pass an entire morning absorbing two biscuits and the contents of a printed newspaper, and I found this pace of life immensely comforting. He had never been an especially energetic sort of person and had spent his life being moved from one moment to the next by my high-frequency grandmother (whom my mother greatly resembled). Now my grandmother was dead. She should have been my first loss but had lived too long: almost a century. Several years before her death – which was peaceful, in her sleep – a friend of my own age died after a long and gruesome illness. He had been friends with the three of us – El, Cue and I – and his death brought us closer to each other than we had ever been to him. Cue had been in love with him, but this was never discussed. In fact, we never talked about our dead friend at all. The unfairness of his death, the shock of it, had taken some of the edge off my grandmother’s. In some ways I resented my dead friend for this. Perhaps it was better to say I resented the illness that had killed him, and I hoped that was true.

Part of me would rather have spent the evening with my grandfather, eating chips from the shop around the corner, accompanied by the slow tick of the clock and the murmur of crime drama on the television, than gyrating in a club with Cue. But what good would that have done for my sense of myself? No, I was young with a vibrant social life, and the evening ahead of me was going to reflect that. I resolved to return my grandfather’s call tomorrow, or perhaps the next day if I was indisposed.

Feeble as I was, the previous night had bent rather than broken me. By the time I emerged at the end of my shift, I felt quite fresh again. I had purchased, in a moment of weakness, a bacon sandwich for lunch. The bacon had a crisp, slick edge of fat on it, hot, almost sparkling in my mouth. I felt strong and sated, yet fresh and fragile.

Several hours later, on the train to the club, that joy had been replaced with the mild wildness of drinking on a hangover: I’d become drunk almost instantly. I was vibrating: every time I smiled, my teeth flashed in the carriage, blinding everyone. My eyes were glittering like precious crystals. I could see time travellers spaced out carefully here and there. They were trying not to show that they were looking at me, but it was difficult for them: getting this glimpse of me was probably the realisation of a lifetime’s ambition, like seeing a pyramid or a wild lion. Cue was telling me something intimate and stupid, and I was agreeing wholeheartedly. Neither of us were in therapy but we knew all about it.

‘Just because you’ve admitted something out loud,’ said Cue in a broad, rich voice, ‘doesn’t mean you’re not in denial about it.’

The train stopped and my eye caught a poster on the wall of the station through the scuffed-up window: it was of a woman in a bikini diving into the water of some holiday destination. Her body was a single unblemished shade, her swimsuit neon green, a sporty, simple cut. If I had a body like that, I thought, I would wear exciting, challenging swimwear. But I did not, and my swimwear was severe and resented.

‘I wonder how much money you make if you’re on a billboard like that. Do you think you make more the more billboards you’re on?’

‘Hmmm, could be.’ Cue handed her tobacco over. I took a filter out of the packet and held it lightly in the corner of my mouth. ‘Or maybe you make more if you wear less? That can’t be true. Or is it?’

The carriage slid on past the woman diving, and on and on further into the dark, and then out again into more light, more posters, more people hovering around outside the doors of the carriage, which hadn’t yet opened. We held out cigarettes between our fore and middle fingers, sweeping out of the train and onto the escalators and up, back onto the surface. When we got out of the station, we lit our cigarettes and strode forward. The night was clear, and the stars and moon were out. I was always overcome at about this moment with a child’s birthday party feeling: what if we had the date wrong, the place? What if no one was there? Cue was rummaging through her rucksack and pulled out two small tin cans.

‘Quick, we’d better finish them. They won’t let us take them in.’ After handing me one of the cans, she reached into her bra and took out a tiny plastic bag filled with a greyish powder.

‘Will we?’ she said. I eyed the packet with ambivalence. I’d used to be very keen on that stuff, very keen indeed. But recently I seemed to have hit some sort of narcotic ceiling, or perhaps I had managed to traumatise myself with one too many unfortunate encounters and soul-melting comedowns.

‘Oh, go on then,’ I said.

After walking and drinking and talking, walking and drinking and talking down a number of similarly deserted-seeming streets, we came across an open gate covered in posters that led into a large industrial car park. The music, which had been drifting quietly between the parked cars on the streets, became suddenly loud and discordant, several sources clashing together. There was a crowd separated into several pens on different sides of the car park, standing, sitting, in some cases lying on the tarmac. We drained what was in the cans and walked towards one of the queues.

‘We’re on the guest list for Lady Jay,’ I said. This was always a tense moment. When El was performing as Lady Jay, they frequently promised and then forgot to put us on these lists, and each time it was a small but potent humiliation for Cue and me. We were silent and alert as the list was checked with a long purple nail. When our names were found and crossed out in biro, we proffered our hands, which were marked with a large black cross, and we went on into the club.

Everything was perfect when we went inside: the music was perfect, the crowd was perfect, and we pulled off our coats and our jumpers and distributed our money and our keys and our phones into our pockets and the bum bags we had slung around our shoulders, and we stuffed the coats and jackets into a corner behind some chairs. We forged through the crowd to the bar, because you had to go to the bar, even though we had both had enough to drink and the drinks would be so expensive. But we did it anyway, and my arms and my chest and my legs and ass were pressed up against everyone else’s arms and chests and legs and asses.

‘What do you want?’ yelled Cue. ‘Bombs?’

‘Yes,’ I yelled. The drinks were sticky, sweet and somehow urinal under the lemonade. We drank them, went, ‘Wooooooo!’ and pushed off onto the dance floor, and we were at once two bodies involved with an ocean of bodies, consumed and nourished by the crowd. The music was like the lights – flashing, making some things hidden and other things jump out. I watched Cue swinging her hair for a moment, then went inside of myself and became lost there for a while. The music was incredibly loud. I felt incredibly intimate with it.

I was sure I had spotted another time traveller: they were twisting their arms up into the lights and shooting little glimpses at me whenever we were both turned in a similar direction. The time traveller had to be careful how they moved because of their outfit: the great white feathered wings strapped to their back, which were continually being crushed against people in the crowd. One wing caught on someone’s shoulder and bent at an angle, stretching elastic against the time traveller’s bicep. They had bright white fairy lights criss-crossed all over their torso, and I could see a battery pack pressed by the wires against the small of their back. I marvelled at the effort of the outfit, and at the thought of how far they must have come to see me. That I would one day be so famous and respected that tourists from the future would disguise themselves in outlandish outfits such as these just to come and catch a glimpse of me doing nothing more than living. Perhaps I should go over and make out with the time traveller, I thought. That would be a story for the folks at home.

But it was time for a show.

The music cut and Lady Jay walked onto the stage, resplendent with her towering hair and towering shoes, breasts ballooning an impossible distance out in front of her. She was covered from head to toe in dusky pink frills like an old-fashioned lamp. While her track played, she walked across the stage and clambered slowly into a bath. I had seen the number before, and my mind wandered. I thought about all the nuclear bombs in the world, how they must all exist and yet never be detonated, a balance of odds so dubious that it seemed almost like something in nature: robust and fragile as an ecosystem. Cue leaned over and said something into my ear.

‘What?’

‘I SAID SHE LOOKS SO HOT ALL COVERED IN MILK, NO?’

Lady Jay did look hot covered in milk: the milk was being poured over her into the bath by two topless dancers. As neon lights flashed and the number reached its climax, Lady Jay grinned and blood began to flow out from between her teeth, down her neck and over her chest, mingling with the milk and staining it with gory candy stripes.

It had taken El many attempts to get the hang of finishing the number while pushing the capsule up against the back of their teeth, but Lady Jay executed it flawlessly. She rolled over in the bath and gyrated her ass, stained with milk and blood, at the audience for a while before the lights cut and the number ended.

‘WOOOOOOOOOOOO!’ I screamed.

‘WOOOOOOOOOOOOO!’ screamed Cue. We clapped our hands violently above our heads.
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A hot day at the beginning of spring.

A bird was singing.

Ess bent over the dirt and wrapped her hand around one weed, then another. The weeds came away in bundles of ragged leaves, some sticky with sap where she had torn their stems. They clung to the ground she pulled them from. Of course they did; they wanted to live. But she was not worried about the fate of the weeds. The walkie-talkie which rested on the dry earth beside her chirruped softly. She gave it her attention for a moment, but after emitting a fumbling, breathy noise, it was silent. That’s right, she thought towards it, you keep quiet. The radios had been junk tech since before she was born, resurrected for their analogue mechanics: easy to repair and under the radar. Someone in the Network had bought a job lot from a failing security company more than fifty years ago. Ess had never even seen one before she arrived at the Basin. Communications on the walkies were far from untraceable, but no one listened on those frequencies anymore.

She stood up and surveyed the sky over the reservoir: it was flatly grey, seemed not to promise rain or really anything. It had little to tell that her skin didn’t already know: that the weather was damp, and that it was getting warmer. It had not seemed warm enough when she had set out that morning, but after a few hours of work, sun working its way sulkily overhead, she was sweating.

She unzipped her jacket, which was at an advanced stage of life, yellow and very warm (you couldn’t get fabric like it anymore, made almost entirely of petroleum). She ran her hand through the soil, disturbed with weeding. The Basin was the newest of the Network’s outposts, and their goal of self-sufficiency was still in its infancy. There were other gardeners living here, and Ess knew it was egoistic to feel this goal as a personal responsibility, a waste of energy to carry it as a burden. But still she was disturbed at night by tasks undone, obstacles unforeseen, and when she did sleep, she dreamed of bare soil and hungry people, though she knew the Network would never let them starve. It was one of the reasons people joined: to be fed.

The ground beneath her hand was clumpy and hard. Furrows wove ahead and behind, all the same uncompromising texture. It wasn’t promising, but she chose to be optimistic. Water came down long and hard most springs and, even if this year it did not, most of the nearby reservoirs still held a bountiful supply. They had dug compost in, heaps of it barrowed and dumped and turned over into the topsoil, spade after heavy spade of it. Her arms still ached. For weeks they had been brewing comfrey and nettles in stinking buckets to make plant feed. This earth would bear what they had sowed, she was sure. Already all the available sills of the low brown buildings nearby bore their plain square-celled trays of earth. Inside each cell was one, two or even three seeds, and Ess examined them daily. So far, the little squares remained featureless: no indication yet of the miraculous activity taking place beneath the surface. If, indeed, any was taking place. She had no way of knowing at this stage. She had only faith.

Out here there was more: tubular green arms rose from the onion patch, frizzy little heads of infant kale. The red-veined leaves of beetroot were a real joy: so small, but if she crouched down, the frail lines of colour sang to her.

Her hand ran over a medium-sized stone; she pulled it up too. It was a plain, grey pebble, boring, really. But as she turned the stone, it split along a fault-line she had not detected, and suddenly there were two halves in her palm. There was nothing very spectacular about the inside, either. It was a shiny, glassy kind of inside, also grey, but approaching blue. There was a tart metallic look to it that made her think of the inside of a very rare steak. Saliva rushed into her mouth. It had been a long time since she had eaten a steak. Unlikely she ever would again. She let one half of the pebble fall to the ground and put the other half in her pocket. The walkie-talkie chirruped again, mumbled out some static. She eyed it with irritation: could people not leave her alone? But then, she hadn’t come here to be alone. Ess was part of what she called a collective and her mother called a cult. The walkie-talkie asked for her by name. She picked it up and put the speaker to her mouth.

‘Receiving.’

‘Ess? Come in, Ess?’

‘RECEIVING.’

‘Hi. You’re on the plot by the big reservoir, yes?’

‘I’m still here – do you need me?’

‘No, no. But a group of us are going to bike over to the old flats in town – there’s a fire in one of the buildings and we want to see if we can help. Just letting you know – about twenty of us – we’ll be back by dinner prep, we hope.’

Ess turned her head towards the group of buildings. She thought she could see it: a plume of smoke rising up over the buckled plastic balconies. But you often saw smoke over in that direction. If that was the fire, it looked under control to her.

‘You sure you don’t need me?’

‘Nah, there’s plenty of us. We don’t want to overcrowd.’ Network people were known by their neighbours to mean no harm. At least, that was what the Network people hoped. Still, they took every opportunity to ingratiate themselves with communities they settled near, tried not to freak anyone out too much.

‘OK.’ She was already turning away from the fire, back to the dry earth and the pile of wilting vegetation she had collected. ‘See you later. Um, over.’

‘Hah. Over.’

She put the radio back on the ground, grabbed the weeds and threw them into a nearby wheelbarrow. It was brimming with uprooted vegetation. Then she grabbed the handles and began pushing the ungainly thing between bushes and wizened trees towards the compost heap. Once she had unloaded the wheelbarrow she straightened up and stretched out her arms, squinting again towards the smoke. The plume looked thinner.

There had been a fire in the block of flats near her house when she was young. The memory of it resurfaced unexpectedly. She must have been about twelve; such fires were common then, as they were now. Looking at the soft grey wisp across the water, she thought there had probably been at least some people living in those flats, sort of living. She remembered seeing a wall of fire out of the kitchen window, the edge in her mother’s voice: ‘OK, everybody out.’ They must have taken some things with them, but all she recalled holding was her youngest sister’s hand, the terrible weight of a small life resting in hers. She remembered asking her mother why all their clothes were full of holes, and her mother saying, ‘The embers, darling.’

Ess stayed out in the garden longer than she meant to. When she finally straightened up and saw the sun very low and angry on the water, she picked up her things and ran the short distance home through a red dusk. In the distance, in the city proper, neon signs were beginning to glare green, purple, every colour, but they didn’t cast a true light. She couldn’t see anything from the direction of the old flats – no glow of fire. But there was a figure on the other side of the water, a featureless silhouette against the urban radiance.

‘Hello?’ Her voice was swallowed by the water. Basin people rarely traversed that side of the reservoir in spring. Only in midsummer was the ground dry. For the rest of the year, shin-deep water hid in the long grass. ‘Oi!’ Ess tried to modulate her call to carry further. ‘It’s all waterlogged that side! Come round!’ They welcomed strangers, in theory.

The figure stopped its slow crawl along the horizon. She thought it might wave, but instead it leaped suddenly into the air and disappeared. She waited for a splash, but none came. She watched for a while to see if they would reappear, but all that moved was the wavering line of reeds, and the only voice she heard was the wailing honk of a coot.

Usually at this time, the main house was filled with the heat and smell of cooking, the long table in the dining room set and ready for dinner. Instead, she found the place cold and nearly dark, its silence disturbed by the agitated noises of a single person in the kitchen at the far end. That was Zizi, who stood beside a mound of chopped vegetables. Three catering-sized cauldrons were balanced above rings of blue flame. Zizi was haloed in her own blue flame: an invisible, fierce energy that could burn with very little to feed it.

‘What’s going on?’ said Ess. ‘Where is everyone? Did they all go to the fire?’

‘Sightseeing,’ Zizi replied, sweating. ‘They don’t need our help. I’m the only one who’s made it back in time to cook. I’m not even on the rota today.’

Ess was not on the rota either. She moved over to the stove and lifted the lid off a cauldron full of cold water. ‘It’ll boil,’ said Zizi grimly. ‘Eventually.’

The women worked together in familiar silence. But Ess was a bit wary of Zizi, who hated cooking and was, Ess suspected, not speaking to avoid speaking in anger. Instead, she was clattering pans and moving across the space in a tight, oppressive sort of way. Zizi had a temper and had been cautioned about it. What people said at crits was meant to be constructive, not vindictive, and to be received as such. While it was understandable, even expected, that people would get angry about their situation, you had to try your best not to turn it on to others or yourself. You could sicken from bitterness before strange particles in the air or water killed you. Well, maybe bitterness was less deadly than most of that stuff. But it could stop the life you had from being worth living.

‘I saw someone just now coming round the reservoir,’ Ess said.

‘Fucking idiot,’ said Zizi, hammering at a clove of wizened garlic.

‘That’s what I said. Well, I didn’t say they were a fucking idiot, but I told them to go the other way. They ran off.’

‘You heard they had an eviction notice served at Crooked Mile? Private security showing up, a lot of them, scoping the place out.’

‘I did hear that,’ said Ess. ‘But those guys, they don’t sneak around. Half their job is intimidation.’

‘Yes, well. I dunno. Probably nothing. Or maybe something. Best bring it up at the general meeting.’

They fell silent again. Zizi was still vibrating but more softly now. The food was beginning to release its scents, steam at last rising from the cauldrons. Ess left the onions and walked over to her. They put their arms around each other, and Zizi sighed deeply into Ess’s shoulder. Her familiar smell drifted up, the scorched perfume of her pheromones, the mingled smell of their history. After a moment they separated, each taking a can of tomatoes and forcing their fingertips beneath the ring pulls.

That night Ess dreamed lavish, ugly dreams: that her skin split open along red seams. Then, just before she woke up, the tide turned, and she had a good dawn dream: oyster and jade. She lay in a sleeping bag on a vast plain of succulent plants, tiny resilient buds of fleshy leaves beneath a sky that was a shining grey, grey without end. In the sky were coruscating diagrams, endless combinations of symbols unfolding into the atmosphere. There was someone beside her and she would never remember who.

Her alarm clock went off: it was a battery-powered model, so old that the beep had a discordant down swing, like a bird. She lay for a few seconds in the strange scrappy alleyway of near-consciousness: for those few seconds, she could have been anyone. Then she remembered not only who she was but what she was supposed to be doing that day, and dread poured into her.

By the time she had set out from the main building and started along beside the reservoir, the sun was fully up, pulling the damp smell of rising dew from the grass, of stiffening green algae from the water’s edge. The chlorophyll scent of trees opening their leaves, the choral signal of roots beneath the ground. The tiny white buds of blackthorn unfurling against their black branches. Her heart twisted with love for it all, squeezed like a wrung-out dishrag. Ess hated to leave this place, especially to go the city, especially to visit her mother.

The water that morning was still and bright, stretching towards the crumbling buildings on the other side. These clusters of old factories and council flats were overseen by the tall cool obelisks which had been built on the outskirts, deep data-storage units which went, it was said, as far down into the earth as up into the air. The obelisks were so featureless as to fool the gaze. Today they reflected the sky as the water did, leviathan pupils gazing inscrutably over the heaving city, over the abandoned suburbs, the torn countryside, the great, gated wealth havens, even the Network’s straggling branches.

As Ess passed one of the thickly wooded islands that dotted the reservoir, a swan detached itself from the reeds and began to swim along beside her. She felt herself smiling. Its angel wings were raised up behind it, the snake neck a perfect ‘S’. She wondered where the mate was, if it had one. They mated for life. Perhaps it was yet to find a partner, or perhaps its partner had died in some urban accident, had its legs fried off by pollution, or gotten heatstroke, or been killed by people, probably for food, possibly in a fit of violence. Her eyes travelled to the reservoir’s opposite side, still dotted with the stiffened skeletons of teasels: great, thistly heads surrounded by tooth-like barbs. She was thinking of yesterday’s leaping visitor, the one she had seen neither arrive nor leave.

Approaching the long cement bridge separating the Basin from the motorway, she avoided a small pile of empty mussel shells, shining insides staring at the sky. They had been left there by the birds, she assumed. They had the appearance of an offering that she did not like to disturb.

She showed her documents, her CitiPass and her credit card at the entrance to the underground, putting on her mask while the woman in the ticket booth checked everything. She also flicked her eyes over Ess’s shoes and coat before clicking her through the turnstile to the escalator.

The station, languishing on the unloved outskirts of the city, had gone unchanged in its component parts for a century or more. Someone had spray-painted ‘THE HUMAN CHAPTER IS FINISHED!!’ over an ancient billboard advertising toothpaste. The train arrived after a few minutes: you had to use the CitiPass again to get the doors open. The rules inside the carriage were simple: don’t look at anybody and don’t speak to anyone. Ess was the only passenger not wearing headphones. The train started to fill up, heat up, and the smell of perfume and aftershave and laundered clothing got stronger and stronger. The clear plastic separating the seats on either side of Ess each had a balloon of fabric, the side of an ass and the side of an arm pressed up against them, and she started to feel claustrophobic and worried. The noise was getting louder too – leaking out of headphones, people muttering messages and voicenotes into their wrists and palms, the screeching of the train on the tracks. Ess closed her eyes and thought of the upturned shells by the bridge: open mouths, pools of flaking light reflecting the sky. When she opened her eyes again the train had stopped and the scratched and pitted window of the carriage was aligned with the entrance to a platform. This was a wealthier part of the city. Armed security guards paced the platform in front of huge holographic billboards. News headlines were tickering over one. Ess instinctively shut them out – state news was rarely reliable – although her eye caught briefly on the word ‘Network’. As her train started to move away, the naked body of a giant holographic woman disappeared beneath the surface of an opalescent pool. Letters began to scroll across its calm surface, advertising a property management company.

The escalator sang to her as she rode it, little jingles accompanied by flashing images and lights. Her mother no longer travelled on the underground train, citing the epileptic effects of all these advertisements, but Ess quite liked them. White-white teeth biting into sandwiches, eyes with irises of every conceivable shade batting their extravagant tarry lashes. Most of what she was seeing was bodies, waists and mouths and glittering slices of face: the station knew she was a woman and was targeting advertisements at her. The mammoth lozenge of a pregnancy test hovered before her like a spaceship, the screen on its side reading ‘NOT PREGNANT’ in letters the size of her hand. Clever. She assumed it would read a different result for someone trying to conceive. Not that clever though; it couldn’t tell everything about her. The escalator reached the top and she pitched forward. The man behind her, holding a briefcase, clucked.

Though Ess always dreaded her city days, she loved walking out of the entrance to the station. She took the exit that directed her out onto the edge of a public park, widening rectangles of manicured green stretching away in front of her. The grass was already yellowing: in a few more weeks it would be stripped off and replaced with fake stuff for the hot months. Directly ahead was a mammoth fountain with a muscular bronze angel tooting a needle-like trumpet. Out of the trumpet squirted an irregular rope of water that fell back down over the angel’s head and dribbled over its ecstatic face and robes into the basin beneath.

Ess took the long walk to Mr J’s office so that she could go down the streets of fancy clothing shops, with their huge bright windows behind which floated fabulously dressed mannequins. As a child Ess had been assured that, whatever challenges were being debated by the adults in her life, by the time she grew up, everyone in the world would be parading around in incredible outfits, drinking champagne and talking to animals.

She passed a florist on the corner, roses of indescribable hue pouring out of its dark mouth, smelling of an acrid artificial perfume. Before long, she was walking down one of the older side streets, where the buildings were so close and crowded that daylight was insufficient and the lights from the shop signs did much of the work of illuminating the gloom. There was a stationer that still sold fountain pens; she bought them from time to time for Mr J, at his request. The cost gave her palpitations. When she had first started coming here, several years before, these little alleyways had still been bustling with tourists, but now there was only a wealthy sunglassed couple who might have been. A broad, suited person spoke quietly into a telephone several steps behind them: a bodyguard. She squeezed past them and into dimmer streets, where the sound of traffic was muted.

Here it became so quiet that she could hear her own footsteps on the ancient cobblestones. So quiet, in fact, that… She turned around, but there was no one there. She strained her ears and could make out the murmuring voices of the wealthy couple, now several turns from where she stood. She stared into the entrances of the alleys that surrounded her: all was still. Her apprehension remained. Pedestrians without the right paperwork could disappear into bureaucratic holes that took years to emerge from – if they ever did. Sometimes there was no reason for a disappearance, none that anyone could discover. She continued, more quickly, towards her destination.

Ess reached the building that housed Mr J’s. Despite its less than salubrious location (and appearance – the front steps were filthy), Ess still had to submit to a prickly retinal scan and a thorough look at her CitiPass and other documents.

‘You know it’s just the rules,’ said the receptionist. ‘I can’t get away with not doing it, even for you, love.’

Ess had more than the usual smattering of red boxes and linked references attached to her documentation. She was a member of a barely tolerated organisation. It was not currently illegal to be part of the Network, but it had been and probably would be again. Eventually, the receptionist pulled all the documents into a tight, neat pile and slid them back into Ess’s document wallet. She pressed a few buttons on her keyboard with decided satisfaction and the computer spat out a black plastic card.

‘All done, love,’ she said, handing Ess the card. Ess took it, but the receptionist kept a grip on it with her perfect lemon nails: ‘DON’T LOSE IT, OK, we’re running low. And ask Mr J if he’s found his and tell him that I need the spare back, PLEASE, my darling.’

Ess smiled at her, tugged the card gently: ‘I will.’

She crossed the little reception area and slid the card into the reader by the lifts. A pair of doors to her left slid open with a small, rubbery gasp.

Mr J was her mother’s friend, though she had not seen them together for over a decade. Like many of their generation, neither of them ever went far from their own front doors anymore. They considered the streets too hazardous: overzealous private enforcement on the one hand and, on the other, the lawless, the depraved and the deprived. Mr J and her mother had worked, in more affluent times, in one of the city’s largest museums. Ess’s mother had occupied a modest educational position, one which she had found quite fulfilling, until the department was eaten by cuts. Mr J left voluntarily to set up his own company. By the time of his retirement, he had made quite fabulous sums of money (although nowhere near enough to admit him to the wealthy enclaves) while doing almost nothing. ‘And why not? Why not me, eh?’ he would say. Ess suspected that this question, one Mr J repeated quite frequently, had something, somehow, to do with employing Ess to come into the city twice a month to help Mr J get his papers and possessions in order. In exchange for this, she received a more than reasonable salary that went straight to one of the Network’s bank accounts. Every now and then, Mr J would press piles of paper money, almost worthless now, into Ess’s hand and say, ‘Promise me, promise me, you’ll keep this to yourself and not give it to the people in that cult!’ Most importantly, her role required a CitiPass. An implicit part of this bargain was that Ess used the pass to visit her mother after a day of work with Mr J. These visits were the source of Ess’s dread.

The lift doors slid open to reveal a faded corporate landing with several doors leading off it. The doors had strange amendments: little curtains behind their glass panels, pot plants or strings of lights. Mr J was not the only one to have taken up permanent residence in his former office. His own door, which Ess swiped open with her keycard, was covered with tiny mirrors depicting the constellations of the zodiac. Inside was dimly lit. Despite living at a dizzying height, Mr J was subterranean in temperament. There was a stuffy smell of rich, herbed food: the smell itself was not unpleasant, but there was much of it in the confined space.

‘Hello, sweetheart,’ came the voice. ‘I’m in the kitchen!’

‘Hello!’ said Ess, not going into the kitchen, which was behind a plyboard wall, but turning straight into a cubicle to her right. It had an old desktop computer, a scanner and a huge bank of files and boxes arranged along one wall, almost blocking the light from the window. It was here that Ess worked, making her way slowly through Mr J’s affairs. She sat immediately in the middle of it all and began.

She’d been there about an hour, sitting on the floor, going through a heap of old medical correspondence, when Mr J appeared holding two mugs of tea.

‘Here you are, sweetheart,’ he said.

She reached up and took a mug: ‘Thanks.’

He eased himself, with some trepidation, into the swivel chair she sat on while at the computer.

‘This must be the tenth cup of tea I’ve made today,’ said Mr J in a musing voice, blowing hard at the steam rising out of his mug. ‘One set of visitors leaves, another arrives, and here I still am. So of course I pop the kettle on again…’

Ess said nothing. It did not seem politic to register surprise that Mr J had visitors other than her.

‘So,’ said Mr J after they were both quiet for a while, ‘are you making progress? Are you going to get through it all before I die?’

This was a standard question from Mr J, and one that Ess was accustomed to answering: ‘Am I going to get through it all before I die? None of us knows these things.’ But the fact was that, all things being equal, Mr J would most certainly die before Ess, and likely before she had gone through every box and file stacked up against the window behind her. She had already covered the important stuff: ensured his will was legal, closed down his business associations. Now all that was left was medical administration (medical debt: healthcare was a luxury even Mr J struggled to afford) and his vast personal archive, to be donated to the museum he had worked at.

By the time Mr J had come of age, the first digital boom was over, and he had managed to amass a great supply of physical photographs, of friends, colleagues, lovers and luminaries. What was left of his grandparents’ personal photographs was what took up most of her time on the ancient computer. Endless caches of images were dragged off the old social media platforms and arranged into folders: ‘SUMMER 2016’ and ‘WEDDING 2024’ before being printed onto archival photo paper. One of them had been a drag performer, and Ess had spent many a pleasant afternoon sourcing and sorting from the beautiful hi-res photoshoots, the tinny camera phone recordings of gigs, the glimmering music videos. According to Mr J, there had been television appearances too, and even, family legend had it, a feature film, but they were sealed off somewhere in one of the old dead parts of the internet, all the old hyperlinks long since withered away. Ess and Mr J liked to imagine that there was some archive somewhere that still housed even these relics, and that perhaps one day they would seek it out together.

Ess loved Lady Jay, who cut a resplendent figure in wigs that flowed and towered, ballgowns stretched into luxurious and impossible shapes with wire. In Ess’s favourite photoshoot, Mr J’s grandmatriarch was a flaming sun at the centre of a model solar system. She was so beautiful and old-fashioned: the towering shoes and the giant prosthetic tits. A classic beauty of her era.

How long Mr J had to live was uncertain. He was old and his illness was progressive. It was not possible to say whether something else would kill him before the illness did, but the illness certainly would if not. Ess knew there was little of the future left to live in for anyone, but Mr J’s allocation would not stretch to even that, and this saddened her, more sometimes than the dull, implausible fact of her own death. Sometimes, as she sorted through the detritus, the administrative and emotional remains of his life, Ess wondered if Mr J felt it was well lived. She had come to think so and wanted to say as much, but so far her shitty temperament had prevented her.

They sat and drank the tea in companiable silence, Mr J in an age-softened office chair with padding added to the seat and arms, Ess on the floor. Every now and then she would pass something of interest up to Mr J to look at: the programme of a play that Lady Jay had appeared in (she was on the cover in an orange gown, knee-high tangerine boots and an auburn wig of impressive length spilling over her ample bosom), a photograph of her partner (Mr J’s grandfather) and a group of friends huddled together and holding signs.

‘Oh, how interesting. Some sort of demonstration.’ Mr J’s voice registered considerably less interest than it had while holding the programme. ‘All the placards they’ve made, yes… Oh, I like that one, that’s a particularly nice design – have a look. Is that a swallow, do you think? This is your area, isn’t it, sweetheart?’

Ess took the photograph back, unsure if Mr J meant demos or the identification of birds. In fact, she attended very few demonstrations. Being part of the Network was protest enough. It was true that she knew a lot about birds.

‘Yes, it’s a swallow,’ she said. Beneath one outstretched wing, in white on the black background, were the words ‘Fuck Borders’.

‘Mmmmm, fuck borders indeed,’ said Mr J. ‘That was very much the conversation in those days, letting people in. Of course, these days you can’t pay ’em to come.’

Ess had laid the photograph carefully down. It was a poor-quality print. She would get on the computer in the afternoon and see if she could find the original. She enjoyed this work, the hybrid of thought and thoughtlessness each task required of her.

There was a translucent plastic tub she’d been avoiding, though she hoped once it was empty to take it back to the Basin. There were a million-and-one uses for old plastic: yes, it was awful stuff, but it kept water out miles better than the organic compounds which had replaced it. But she was wary of opening the tub. There was a dark and unreadable stain spread across one corner of it, and whatever might be mouldering in there could present a genuine health risk, especially to Mr J.

‘You might want to leave the room for this one,’ she said, putting on a face mask she had crunched into one of her pockets. She immediately regretted this suggestion.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ said Mr J, ‘I’m sure it’s perfectly harmless. Why, that thing can’t have been opened in twenty years.’

‘That’s what I’m concerned about,’ said Ess. ‘There are at least two global infections I can think of in that time frame.’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous. That sort of thing can’t survive on paper for more than a couple of days. If it’s viral, it’ll be completely fossilised by now.’

Ess suspected that this was true, but neither she nor Mr J were experts in the field. She tried to remember if they’d covered this in her year of medical study.

‘Well, anyway,’ she said. ‘It’s much more likely to be some sort of toxic mould, hard on the lungs.’ She did not reiterate her suggestion that Mr J leave the room. Eventually he agreed to put on a mask, and Ess, now worried about her own health as much as his, opened the box with some trepidation.

The stain turned out to be ink from an exploded pen, which seemed to have coagulated, turned to dust and swept its way into several crannies of the box. It had not touched much of the paper while in its wet state. Relieved on several counts, Ess removed her mask, located some gloves and put them on: the ink dust had already stuck to her fingertips and from there impressed itself onto her clothes and, as she would later discover, her face.

She tried not to be sentimental about the past (or, indeed, anything), but she couldn’t help but feel a kind of reverence for that which was very old. What was in the box turned out to be very old indeed, and it was with a care both practical and faintly spiritual that she used her gloved hands to lift each item out of the box and place it on its own patch of paper to protect it from the floor. There were old photographic prints of serious men and women, black, white and sepia. One of the men wore an army uniform. There was a smiling baby held up by hands which were nearly hidden under its pinafore, the wrists exposed and cut off by the frame of the image. There was a whole sullen family group in their best clothes.

‘These must be more than a century older than the last picture we looked at,’ Ess said, opening an unmarked envelope to reveal nothing but a cluster of fine hairs and coarse dust which might once have been more hair. ‘Are these relatives of your grandparents?’

‘Well…I don’t know…’ said Mr J doubtfully, looking at the group in their formal clothes and at another couple in their wedding best. ‘It’s not my grandfather’s people. They didn’t arrive here with anything much. I suppose they could be relatives of Lady Jay… They do look quite well-to-do, which isn’t the impression I had. I suppose for a photograph you might put your best foot forward. For a wedding and such. Perhaps this is the surrogate’s family? That’s how they had my mother, you know – used a friend of theirs. Well, possibly I ought not to say used…’

Ess was turning the photographs over: there were sixteen in the box altogether, of various sizes. None were dated, none had names on, although some had glue on the back.

‘They must have been pasted in an album at some point,’ she said. ‘I wish people were better with their own history. More organised.’

‘Mmmm, I don’t know,’ said Mr J, heaving himself off the chair and gesturing for Ess to pass him her empty mug. ‘Forgive the cliché, but I do think it’s probably preferable to live, as they say, in the moment. Let future people worry about what you were up to and why, et cetera.’

‘Well, that’s been our philosophy so far and look where that’s –’

‘Oh god, darling, please no,’ said Mr J, holding a hand up to his forehead and making a stricken face. ‘I’m far, far too old to consider the state of humanity now. It’s too late for me anyway.’

‘It’s too late for all of us,’ said Ess under her breath.

‘I heard that, you miserable child,’ said Mr J as he left the room. ‘People your age don’t know the fucking meaning of “too late”.’

Ess listened as he shuffled off to the kitchen to baptise the mugs in a stone-cold basin of washing-up water. She returned her attention to the box: more loose papers, a couple of empty photograph frames, an ancient ring binder. She removed one large green book in a hardback cover. She thought it was misshapen, perhaps from damp, but as she held it up, it released a second, smaller book. A pale pink notebook, a shade that might once have been red. The cover was partly coming away, secured by flakes of old tape, and there was a pale ring on it from a cup or a mug. The green book contained printed text, the red a scratchy cursive in the faded silver of old ink. She read a page from the exercise book at random. The entry was dated some two hundred years ago, almost to the day, and there were small brown freckles on the page that might have been old blood:


The Angel again. This time in the shop, just before closing time. Made up the accounts and home for dinner. A on rounds: sold squirrel saltshakers.



Odd. Brief. Interesting. What was the Angel? Maybe a pub at that time. Ess opened the green book, noted the publisher’s logo and the author’s name (which meant nothing to her) and turned to the first page:


His place of business, the jeweller’s, was one of many identical curious little shops, windows filled to bursting with ends and oddments professed by their owners to be of great and guaranteed value, in that cramped and crooked street. In and out he would bustle with his wares, and when not occupied with his bustling, he could be found leaning on the counter, shrewdly analysing accounts, closely examining his inventory and glancing up eagerly with every ring of the bell above the door. At the sight of a customer, his features – the broad nose, the blunt head, his gleaming dark eyes – would arrange themselves into an expression of welcome and delight.



A novel, then? She flipped back to the front – it had a library ticket with loans, the dates stamped twice in black, once in red. She didn’t recognise any of the names. No Js. She wasn’t quite sure how to approach the book. Were its contents important? For all she knew, its previous owner might never even have opened it. The notebook interested her more and would take less time to read. She laid each to the side and continued to make her way through the box. At the end of the day, before saying her goodbyes to Mr J, she wrapped the notebook up in protective paper and put it in her bag. She didn’t think about why; she simply took it.
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A strong constitution was needed to walk through the market as the days got warmer. Luckily, everyone roving the lane had one of those. Bea waited, absently swinging her basket between her hands, while CeeCee had herrings fished out of a barrel. Heaps of breads and mounds of produce in various states of freshness were arranged in a strictly observed higgle-piggle in front of the shops that lined the street: tinsmiths and fishmongers and drapers and the grocers. The sweetshop, with its big glass jars full of hysterical promise – colours that shouldn’t be allowed. The smell of frying oil and cured flesh. CeeCee and Bea allowed themselves to be moved along their way by the meandering currents of the crowd, at this time of day nearly all women. A few small boys and girls sent on errands, navigating a world of knees and elbows. Bea’s father, who had been strict, would never have allowed her out on this kind of errand, one that would press them into the bodies of unknown others and take them alone into territory beyond his control. But then, thought Bea, he went away entirely, and she was free to walk down any street she wished after that. She knew the reason, or what the reason had been before he died, after which his being dead became the reason for everything. It was because he got her married, and after that she no longer had a father but a husband.

CeeCee, who could not endure not being attended to, was tugging on her elbow.

‘Look, Bea, just look at the sign she’s put up now! That much, for those little bits! I should have better things to concern me, but whenever I see the prices at Mrs G’s, I get so angry my ears go all hot.’ She laughed at herself, and Bea, as she was encouraged to, laughed with her. ‘I know, I know, it’s no skin off my nose anyway, I must stay loyal to Mrs F like my mother, but it’s the principle of the thing! I can’t understand how she makes a single sale like that! Sometimes,’ added CeeCee, continuing to steer Bea gently by the elbow, navigating for both of them a small foul pile of something, ‘sometimes when I see her at temple, I think of going up to her after and saying my piece.’

‘About the price of eggs?’

‘Bea! Not the price of eggs. Well, that would be part of it. No, no, you remember how she spoke to my cousin-in-law when she used to work for her?’

‘Oh, yes, I do,’ said Bea, suddenly remembering. The two women boiled with indignation.

‘I think about what I should say to her all the time. I’ll never forgive her. Sometimes I just look at her across the women’s gallery and I imagine the whole thing, everything I’d say. Then after I’d said it, I’d throw my tea in her face. Can you imagine? What a scene!’

‘You should do it,’ said Bea, knowing that CeeCee was too sensible and too kind to harass a local businesswoman (and that she, Bea, was too cowardly). ‘It would be an act of charity, Ceece, to give everyone something to chew on. No one’s eloped or had an abortion in months.’

‘Oh, don’t,’ said CeeCee, rolling her eyes. ‘As if anything I had to say about fair prices could compete with a woman ruining her life.’

She reached out, and Bea was suddenly holding a potato cake in her hand; the grease was staining her fingers. CeeCee was smiling up at her and Bea thought: I don’t deserve this love.

Suddenly, something else: Haich, hands in pockets, strolling down the crowded road towards her. Haich walked as though there was no one else before, behind or beside him. He walked as if he owned the street and was on a mission of more importance than anyone else on it. As he came close, he caught a toddler in the eye with the thick black corner of his coat:

‘Bea! I beg your pardon – Mrs A.’

‘Bea, please, and I’ll call you Haich as always.’

‘And who is your charming companion?’

‘I’m CeeCee,’ said CeeCee, bristling like a hedgehog. Bea had never told CeeCee of her dislike for Haich, the smell of trouble she caught off him and how it grew ever stronger. She hadn’t even quite come to know of it herself till recently, maybe until this particular moment. But CeeCee had a loyal friend’s instincts and could tell what was bloody what.

Haich nodded his head uncertainly at CeeCee, seemingly unsure how to respond to the aggressive informality with which he had had this name presented to him. He turned back to Bea: ‘I am actually on my way to find your dear husband. No doubt he’ll be in the shop, grinding away for his daily bread. I must apologise. I’m sure you resent the distraction I am to poor old Ade.’

He said this lightly, falling into step beside her, but Bea felt discomfited by how close to the truth he had come – he was brushing up against it as a test, she knew. As if she cared about Ade being distracted from the work of the shop, as if she really believed that it was possible. But that Haich should be at his elbow for yet another afternoon, putting more stupid ideas (that bloody house) into his ears before enticing him to yet another restaurant to pay for his dinner (for Haich had once again spent all of his month’s allowance – the publication he called ‘his paper’ employed him intermittently and paid little), this did disturb her. Every moment Ade spent with Haich, it seemed to her, was a moment in which Ade became worse. Not a worse husband or son or businessman, but something indefinably worse, a soul-worsening. He was meant to be the good one. The one with a good and shining soul.

‘Oh,’ she said, gripping CeeCee’s hand conspiratorially, ‘I like to think of you keeping him company when I’m not there. It can get so quiet in that dusty old place, even with the customers.’

‘That’s kind of you to say,’ said Haich. ‘You’re a generous woman. I expect you think we talk the most dreadful rot. I expect you could put us both to rights on some subjects. Why, with your education I should think there are some things you know more about than Ade or I.’

There. That was a secret itching spot he grazed. The thing beneath the thing he said which, most hatefully of all, she’d have never guessed if she didn’t secretly know it too. The fact was, she was more like Haich than Ade. In the ways, anyway, that mattered to Haich. Her accent was more like his than her husband’s: her own father had forbidden the language of his old country at home. Sometimes she could feel Haich reaching, tentacles like a pale monster, turning her around like a puzzle piece, trying to fit her in. When she felt the insinuations of certain compliments, the references, small and often, to her intelligence, she had a sensation that reminded her of childhood, when her father favoured her over her brother. A hollow, guilty, grubby feeling, of wanting to shrink, and at the same time the ugly spotlight of triumph. She resisted the proud opening up inside her heart: someone who saw what she knew, who cared what books she had read. She stamped on it: he didn’t care. He was just proud of having noticed, thinking he had understood something.

Or something.

‘Oh, I’m sure I wouldn’t follow half of what you two talk about! Setting the world to rights!’ So she said to Haich, the complete opposite of what she thought they were setting the world to.

‘I don’t know if you are aware,’ said CeeCee into the air, not looking at Haich, as if talking to herself, ‘but Ade’s shop is the other way.’

Haich looked startled: perhaps he really had lost his way in the crowded little lane. He stopped in his tracks, obliging Bea to stop out of politeness and CeeCee to stop to wait for Bea. ‘Well, if I haven’t been walking in the wrong direction all this time! Bea, it would give me all the pleasure in the world to walk with you and your friend, but I simply must go and speak to your husband. His point of view never fails to fascinate me. I’m sure you’ve noticed, Ade really is unlike anybody else round here, quite the unique character.’

‘There’s no one like him,’ said Bea.

‘A unique character,’ said Haich. ‘Indeed, I’ve been feeling for quite some time, for quite some considerable time now, I’ve had the feeling that I must write a book about him.’
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Ess left Mr J’s, forgetting to return the access card to the receptionist, and walked rapidly between the tall, higgledy-piggledy buildings. It would take her nearly an hour on foot to get to the NC, but it was best not to use her CitiPass to take public transport: it was no secret that you could be tracked that way; in fact, it was an advertised feature. Peace of Mind with CitiPass.

She did not normally mind the walk, especially after crouching on the floor of Mr J’s office all day. She was no longer worried about being followed. A day’s breadth from her morning paranoia, it seemed more unlikely than ever. A cop would not sneak around, and anyway, it was here in the city that she undertook her least sanctionable activities: she went to her job and got paid. No one else she could think of would have any reason to monitor her activities, overtly or covertly. She did not look behind her as she wound her way back to the city’s larger arteries, long, loveless motorways and underpasses thundering with commercial lorries and coaches bussing people home from work. She did not prick up her ears for the sound of footsteps accompanying her: she would not have heard them over the noise of traffic anyway.

The NC was an unprepossessing, squat brick building that had at one time been a police station. It had been shut down nearly a century before, boarded up and left unoccupied for years. Then it was squatted by several waves of occupants before being set on fire. Eventually, someone wealthy bought it and died having failed to develop the site (the area was unfashionable now, as were all areas not in the city proper or in the gated zones). Their child had inherited it, joined the Network and handed over the building. It was the Network’s first and only legitimate property, complete with papers of ownership. Outposts such as the Basin held land by agreement or default, but these arrangements were informal and had no legal status: a precarity which was terrifying if you let yourself dwell on it, but which was experienced in degrees by anyone who didn’t own a home – which, functionally, was pretty much everybody. Owning the building was a compromise in the fundamental principles of the Network, had been the cause of great internal disagreement and had proven extremely useful. The building was called the Network Centre or, jokingly, the Nerve Centre. Everyone knew it as the NC.

From the outside it looked like a shop: it had a crumbling grey façade and a red awning. It did provide goods and supplies, though generally for free. Outside it were two metal tables and three people sitting and smoking, sticking their feet out into the slice of sunshine that ran in a strip along the irregular slabs of the pavement. They were watched by a fox behind a nearby fence. The fence was rusted, and pinkish paint was peeling off. The fox was standing on a pile of rubbish which had formed itself into a dune about a metre high. As Ess came closer, the fox turned and disappeared. Ess nodded at the people outside, pushed open the glass door and walked familiarly up to the counter: she knew the man at the desk, though she could never remember his name and it was too late to ask now.

‘Any post for the Basin?’

‘Hold on… I know there is.’

The man turned away from her to a long wall of pigeonholes behind him. Ess could make out the labels from where she stood: Rose Hill, East Marsh, North Marsh, Old Queen, Zoo and many others. She took a few of The Network printed newspapers from one of several giant stacks beside her – it was a daily, and she picked up the last few days’ worth. It did not make for a heavy load; the paper was printed in miniature writing in cheap ink on bad paper. She glanced at the headlines (flooding, police) and flipped through the pages of the latest. Zizi wrote a regular round up of news local to the Basin.

‘Do you have anything to raise?’ asked the man after he’d handed over the post. He meant in advance of the representative meeting next week. Ess would represent the Basin there, as she had many successive times before. It was meant to be a different person each time, to give everyone in a community a go, but movement was difficult. At present, Ess was the only one at the Basin with a pass that allowed her onto public transport.

She handed over two pieces of paper with neat handwriting on both sides. ‘We do. Is there anything from the other reps yet?’ The man pointed to the mail pile – Ess saw three pieces of neatly folded paper, photocopies, each from another outpost.

‘Nothing yet from Elephant, East Marsh or Heath,’ he told her. ‘They’ll not be in till the weekend, early next week, I think, for Elephant. No idea about the others. I know the rep from East Marsh says they’ll want help in the forest and garden once things really start coming in: they couldn’t get crops out fast enough last year and some stuff rotted in the ground. So you can take that to the Basin too.’

‘Do you have any idea what the others’ll be bringing?’

‘Oh,’ said the man, smiling. ‘I’d only be guessing. But I know Elephant won’t like what Aviary have said about livestock sharing. Elephant don’t think Aviary know what they’re doing. They won’t want to send good animals over there. Of course, you guys don’t like livestock anywhere. Religion will come up again, I’m sure.’

‘I’m sure it will,’ said Ess.

She got on the underground again. When the train broke the surface and began to travel overland, she watched the sky darken. A fine, steamy spray drizzled over the grey huddled tower blocks. The district her mother lived in had a lot of old buildings that had been left to crumble and were full of rats and squatters; old balconies and windowsills bristled with wires and strings of lights and slim green lines of the vertical crops people grew up and down storeys. Along the trainlines were the overgrown verges getting their leaves back after the long, wet freeze of winter.

Ess felt nauseous but was used to that: it was the speed of the train and the anticipation of the visit. As she rose to get up, a woman nearby cringed backwards as though she thought Ess was going to attack her. Ess ignored this and moved past. The train was almost empty; they were approaching a large, desolate park with tall fences all around it. The platform was likewise deserted. There was the sighing of the rain and the small new leaves on the trees. There were crooning birds getting ready for the dusk. Ess coughed up tarry air which she had breathed in walking round the city: the air was bad everywhere, and the centre had used to be so bad that people wore masks. But it was better in the suburbs now that no one drove.

An interesting thing about Ess: her mother owned a house. This was something even Mr J had never managed. Her mother’s mother’s mother’s mother had bought it, and it had been kept on through the generations due to a mixture of prescience, stubbornness and luck. When Ess and her sisters were young, the area had been deserted and they had lived in almost total isolation. Large swathes of housing had been cleared by some property owner or other, who kicked people out with a plan for this or that more profitable restructure (factories, luxury high-rises, shopping centres) which fell through or was forgotten. A small but significant number had been blown up during an outbreak of civil war.

As commuting became less common, and jobs and passes into the city scarcer, many had left the area in search of opportunities elsewhere. Shops closed; local businesses failed. Estates collapsed or were blown up. Those that remained had owners overseas that had forgotten about them, or couldn’t find buyers for them, or had their own reasons for pretending they were occupied. With successive pandemics, swathes of people retreated from densely populated urban areas with increasingly lengthy intervals before they returned – if they did return. But Ess’s mother had remained, and when Ess was younger, she had often wished that they could move like everyone else. It had been lonely and frightening to live there then – arson was a problem, and now and then people came through who were a problem too. They’d had to bike for miles for food, to school, for anything. Their mother had had a CitiPass, the children hadn’t, though technically the house was in a city district, just about. There were no squatters then, or none that stayed for long: people were waiting to see if those abandoned buildings would fall down or get demolished. The law had been more important in those days: it might have been more trouble than it was worth to be caught living somewhere you weren’t supposed to.

It was good, now she was older, that her mother had neighbours. The house she’d grown up in was a semi-detached on the end of what had once been a long street. Her mother said it was built in the ‘suburban’ style, which Ess had learned in adulthood meant a type of place as much as it did a type of house. Somewhere on the edge, which felt true enough.

The street, which had been empty in her childhood, was now bursting with noise and stalls. Every available roof space was crammed with solar panels, and every walking space was crowded. The crowd did not move efficiently, as she was trying to, but drifted. She threaded impatiently around people shopping on their way home from work, shoppers who stopped often to talk to each other and the people they were buying from, bumping against one body, then another, ever closer to the long, neat rows of earth, the lines of old cane and string, the pots and chairs that marked out the front of her mother’s house. What had been a generous drive and grand front lawn when the house was new had long ago been dug over and planted out. It was among these regimented rows that Ess had gained much of the knowledge she now used at the Basin: growing to eat, and to feed, and to survive. As she passed an ancient plastic water butt, she spotted a snail doggedly crawling up the side, a whorled old shell swaying gently as it went. Ess, with a gardener’s malice, unsuckered the little thing, dropped it on the ground and stamped on it. As she approached the front door, it opened: her mother had been watching her approach from a window.

‘You made it!’ she always said – then, in a voice conspiratorial and regretful: ‘How is Mr J?’

‘Hi, Mum!’ In the first instance that Ess saw her mother, all dread would momentarily drain away: she was home again, young and sheltered, her sisters squabbling in the room upstairs and the smell of dinners, layers of dinners, coming from the kitchen. In truth, only one sister lived there now. Ess had left very young, and her older sister had moved across the country with her own children. She and her mother walked together through the huge old house. In the dining room she could hear the noise of the children who came after school to do homework and play and help out in the garden. Someone about ten years old walked by with a platter of sandwiches.

‘He still seems very well to me,’ she reported truthfully. ‘I know he isn’t, but he seems it. I’m going through his grandparents’ photos now. They were quite an interesting couple.’

‘I remember him telling me – they were performers, weren’t they?’ Ess could tell that her mother was distracted. A habitually bad listener, at least to her own children. A woman of action driven by anxiety, not given to shooting the breeze. It was hard to imagine, in the days of their more active friendship, what she and Mr J had found in common.

First a task: there always had to be one, however small. This time her mother wanted Ess to help her move canvas bags of leaf mulch: the two women dragged them over the soft ground of the garden to what her mother judged a more suitable spot. Now dinner had been earned. Because the rest of the house was usually occupied, Ess and her mother sat in the conservatory when she came for dinner. It was now a sweltering greenhouse, smelling of loam and chlorophyll. There were tomato plants everywhere, no flowers yet but the leaves stank of the fruit. Ess had a moment of jealousy: the Basin had knocked together a few cold frames for germinating and raising the baby plants, but they operated a strictly seasonal approach. ‘In a few years it’ll be so hot we won’t need greenhouses,’ Zizi had said cheerfully.

Her mother put a plate of pasta down in front of her: it had an odd colour and Ess suspected it was made of some suspicious bean flour. It was too hot in the conservatory, really, to sit and eat hot food, but Ess still had some of the cold of a hard wet autumn in her bones, and she was happy to suck up the heat and the spaghetti both. She and her mother discussed plants and gardens: her mother gave, as always, very useful advice. They talked about the children in the room next door. Ess didn’t know any of them, but her mother had funny stories, and a few sad ones, of course. Rain tapped on the glass in little flurries, followed by bursts of brightness. The dread, so familiar, built back up.

‘You could do so much good here,’ said her mother eventually. She always said this or something like it. ‘It’s not so different where you are now, with that group.’

‘The Network,’ said Ess semi-automatically. Her mother looked disapproving. She searched constantly for signs and signals that Ess had been indoctrinated in some way, and she always found them, because Ess had been indoctrinated and saw no reason to disguise the fact.

‘It is a lot like here,’ said Ess. ‘You – this neighbourhood, I mean – could join the Network, become something bigger. You’d get a lot more done.’ Seeing that her mother’s eyes had gone flat, she abandoned the suggestion, as she had on previous occasions. ‘Anyway, I’ve explained before that I didn’t want to live with you for the rest of my life!’ Ess knew that this reason, the one she routinely gave, was a good one, one her mother respected, and it was no good bringing up the frequent bitter clashes they’d had while Ess was still living in her childhood home. Her mother was one of a long line of aspirants, and it should have delighted her that Ess was finding her way in the world, especially since that world had become so adverse. But her mother had not anticipated the path Ess would choose, nor did she approve of it. In her gentler moments, Ess could understand why this might be.

Her mother was still talking, trying to entice Ess back to her with superficial temptations: ‘We’ve planted coffee bushes, can you believe? In a few years we’ll have our own beans, sell our own coffee…’

This conversation, and others different in its specificities but the same in its essential purpose, happened every time Ess came over, more or less. Eventually, Ess would grow tired of it and cut her mother off: ‘You’ll never get coffee cherries in this climate. Not while the winters still come, and with the springs still so wet.’

Things might have escalated right then, had escalated on other nights in response to less. But this time her mother only said quietly, ‘Well, you’re always welcome.’

Ess’s apprehension did not dissipate but stayed through the pasta and the small glass each of beer. It remained through her sister’s return from the hospital where she worked, the wolfing of her own dinner and her short burst of conversation before she went, exhausted, to bed. ‘She’s always tired,’ confided their mother. ‘They work them too hard. It’s joyless that work. Not enough nurses. Not enough doctors, not enough beds, not enough medicine. Thankless. I told her she should set up a practice here, choose her own hours, have an assistant. Let her support her community, let us support her.’

‘Where’s she supposed to get the equipment, Mum, the medicines?’ It was maddeningly hot in the conservatory now, and Ess’s head was hurting.

‘We’d raise the money, together we would. Some of the private markets are still accessible, and there’s the black market. She could steal a few things herself – what’s to stop her?’

‘She’d never do that.’

‘No, she never would. We’ve asked her before.’ Ess and her mother both would have stolen. It was part of the nature they had in common. Passionate and not very honourable. That her sister was different was something they both loved about her.

Ess helped her mother pick up the three empty dishes and glasses and went into the kitchen to wash up. Through the window in front of her, she could see the darkened garden, the raised beds and the plain hillocks of earth. She could see the tortured outlines of the apple, the olive and the cherry tree. Flower of moon above the branches. Beneath her collarbone, her heart beat hard and heavy as a stone. The old-linoleum-pipes-and-compost smell of the kitchen always brought this anxiety on. The longer it took for her mother to come to the question, the worse it felt when it came. It was such a simple thing, really, Ess wondered that she let it bother her, or that her mother kept remembering to ask.

‘You haven’t had it done, have you?’ Glancing, not at Ess beside her at the sink, but past her, at the retreating back of a child. Parents and siblings were appearing through the unlocked front door to pick up the children, and some of the older ones were getting ready to make their own way the short distance home. ‘You haven’t let them do it?’

This was when pity rose up and swept all over Ess, and she was glad when it did. It was like ashes on the fire of a very great anger that otherwise would have swelled up and engulfed her mother.

There had been a bright room and the mask, followed by darkness. The small misshapen scar on her abdomen after. The pain and illness of the accidental infection. She didn’t recall these memories often and liked that about herself. It made her angry to remember them now. There was a voice which came out of the place inside her where her mother lived. When she saw the scar, when she remembered the room and the mask and especially the illness after, that voice would speak and tell her she had done some great damage to herself. Ess hated when it said those things, and so she lied to her mother to keep the voice trapped inside her. But her mother pushed and needled at the place, sensing the words, trying to get them free.

‘No, Mum. Can you please get off my case about this? It’s tedious.’

‘But, darling.’ Ess hated when her mother called her ‘darling’ in this beseeching way. It embarrassed her. ‘But, darling, just promise me you won’t…’

‘I’m not promising you anything about my body…’

‘Just not without speaking to me first. That’s all I wanted to say. Not without speaking to me first. They’ll let you do that? Darling, you might think you don’t want a baby now, but… well, where’s the harm in leaving yourself the option?’

The temptation to smash a plate was strong. She thought about doing it every time, but already she could feel the burning points of light: little eyes and little ears hanging around the doorframe, the curious heads of children sensing the drama of conflict. She breathed through her nose.

‘It wouldn’t be a case of letting. I choose. If I did it, if I had done it, it would be because I chose to. As I chose where I live, and what I believe.’

What not to believe in. What did choice mean at the end of the human chapter? She felt how much closer her mother wanted to be: she stood about two metres from her daughter, agitating an ancient tea towel round a dish. Her mother made her sad, surrounding herself with all these children so as not to be lonely in this large house from a time long past. Coffee beans. In this climate. Delusional.

‘I’ll let you know, Mum, before I do anything like that,’ said Ess.

‘Thank you, Ess.’ They finished the washing and the drying and hung out, as they always did, in the kitchen. Then it was time for Ess to go. The last remaining children were leaving too, going off home together in dribs and drabs. Ess put on her stiff wool coat and she and her mother hugged. ‘You have ink on your face, love,’ she said, and helped Ess scrub it off as best they could (Ess thought of how they’d had their argument and she’d had that ink on her face), and then off Ess went again.

Her mother was naïve. She knew about what she knew about: this small bright corner. True, she had weathered a few storms of her own. Three pandemics (rare, now that people travelled so much less, but common in her mother’s youth). Horrifying natural disasters, catastrophes, great loss of life and infrastructure. A government’s great wide swing, the backlash and back again.

It had been her mother who had instilled in Ess a distrust of authority. Suspicious of the state education her daughters had received, she had encouraged the three of them to interrogate the bland equivocations of their educators and the sources they cited. It had been their mother who (questionably) had decided to withdraw her children from the government’s vaccination programme, to which new immunisations were added every year: ‘Haven’t they pricked enough holes in you by now?’ And, of course, it was her mother’s stubborn refusal to conform which had kept her here, in a home she owned, for all these years. Ess believed her younger sister had inherited her mother’s capacity for care, and that was why she worked at the hospital. She believed her older sister had inherited her mother’s love of children. She had always thought her own inheritance was this grit, this need for truth. The ability to act, not as was normal or easy, but as was necessary.

But her mother had beaten a retreat in her old age (fifty-five) and no longer had any desire or capacity to see the bigger picture. Ess knew it was tempting to turn away. These human-made disasters were ugly to bear witness to. They’d boiled the oceans, fried the forests, torched and bombed great quantities of land, and most of humanity’s remaining resources were stacked up behind locked gates. The moment for real change (if there had been such a moment) had come and gone. Now it was too late. It was the last too late in a whole host of too lates; it was the latest and the last. The human race had grown small: a dwindling, frightened species which had exhausted the goodwill of its ecosystem. It would have broken Ess’s heart to see the children wandering in and out of the rooms of her mother’s house if it weren’t for the fact that it was broken already.

She took pleasure in trying to lead an ethical life, in a community that strove to treat everything, not just people but plants and animals and the land, in a just and ethical way. But if one of those children had been hers, she could never, never have lived with herself, and now that could never be. She had taken action that was necessary: her mother’s gift. But it was from her mother that she had to hide what she had done. She walked on and on into the greens and purples, the towering illuminations of the city’s night-time, and pulled her coat more closely around her.

On the train home, she took out the pale red notebook but did not open it. Some of the front cover had been rubbed away, but there was nothing written or printed on it except the name of the manufacturer, which she did not take note of. She put the notebook back in her bag and idly flipped though the post, a few bits and pieces addressed to the Basin at large, others for individuals. It was shocking to see her own name there, typed out no less. It reminded her chillingly of the hospital letters Mr J received, with those grim clear windows of cellophane. Her first instinct was to put it on the seat next to her, get up and leave it behind. Of course, Ess would not do such a stupid thing. So put it away then, look at it later, or tomorrow when you’ve had some sleep. No, no, she would open it now. She opened it now.

It was a short, brisk letter from East Marsh, not far from the Basin as the crow flew.


We would like to enlist your help in a project happening at East Marsh. If you are willing and can be spared at the Basin for a few days, we will pick you up on Tuesday afternoon at 5pm. We will wait for you for one (1) hour.



There followed a few more details, including the meeting place (down by the river near a certain tree) and instructions on how to make her own way to East Marsh if she chose. The tone of the letter was cryptic, anonymous, overall strange. She didn’t know what to make of it. I really don’t know what to make of it, thought Ess. Then she put the letter back in her bag and, as was her talent when something troubled her, forgot about it.
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‘The library? Gosh, again?’

It was funny when Cue used those old-fashioned words, ‘gosh’, ‘cross’. It was part of her poshness, but it was also part of her weird, sly campness. I used to be quite afraid of Cue – no one made ‘gosh’ sound as much like the edge of a razor blade as her. Of course, then we became friends.

‘Yes, the library. I have to work.’

Credit to Cue, she did not question this. I sometimes wondered what Cue, with her real job, thought of her friends’ ‘work’. At least El made a bit of money doing Lady Jay. Enough for a taxi to the gig.

We had left Lady Jay at the club after her performance in the bath, still in costume and covered in real milk and fake blood, sitting on top of a pile of packing crates in the smoking area and holding court (beginning to smell faintly of yoghurt). I crashed at Cue’s, sharing a cigarette out of her bedroom window before we fell into simultaneous fitful sleeps. I was only sick once, just before dawn. In the hours before Cue woke up, I tried to reconcile myself to never speaking to anyone I had seen the night before ever again (the shame, the shame!) before trying to reconcile myself to an early death. My brain was soaking up grains of evil grey powder like a sponge. I imagined my synapses blinking out one by one, like lights in the windows of a tower block. I cried for a bit, then looked at the news on my phone and realised we were all going to be blown up before I had the chance to get irreparable brain damage or whatever. I deleted the application on my phone that showed me the news and, after a few blank minutes, downloaded it again. The little tile blinked back into existence, and I tapped on it and pushed my thumb up and up and it all continued to parade past me. Finally, I found a photograph of a cute dog and a video of a cat playing the flute and started breathing normally again.

Cue woke up and the morning brightened. ‘I didn’t think you’d be coming home with me last night, actually,’ she said, pouring me a cup of coffee. We were sitting on Cue’s tiny balcony, wrapped in her duvet, looking over a courtyard that was empty save for two parked cars and a few pigeons swaggering about.

‘I know,’ I said, sipping lovely coffee. ‘Neither did I for a bit.’

‘She was hot.’

I recalled the heat of the mouth pressed against mine, that full body contact against the wall. I felt a sharp yelp in the base of my abdomen.

‘I thought I was punching above my weight to be honest.’

‘Oh no, Kay, come on now,’ said Cue. She was silent for a moment, allowing me time to speculate about whether she meant we had been equally hot or equally ugly. ‘Actually, and I’m sure this won’t have escaped your notice, it didn’t mine or El’s—’

‘We looked alike.’ I sighed. ‘I know. I did think that, but then I thought, not really…’

‘It wasn’t obvious,’ Cue agreed, shifting the duvet round her and easing against me. ‘Not until you started making out. Then suddenly it became quite striking. You were exactly the same height, for one thing.’

It was odd. I hated my body. Well, perhaps I no longer hated it, but the truce I’d brokered with it was uneasy. I regarded it as basically errant, its appetites suspicious. But it was true that I gravitated towards people who were alike in both height and shape, shared my own squarish aspect.

‘And your hair,’ continued Cue.

‘We had different hair!’ I said, but Cue cut me off.

‘Your haircuts were two sides of the same coin.’ This was true, I saw this. ‘Why didn’t you go home with her?’

‘Oh…’ I didn’t know. It had been on the table, for sure. ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t sure it was on the table. I didn’t want to embarrass myself.’

‘You should just ask,’ said Cue, who hadn’t hooked up with anyone in two years, maybe more, and fell instantly in love whenever she did. ‘Just be direct, that’s the best way.’

Cue offered me breakfast, but I had to get going. I caught the bus home, changed clothes and ate a plate of fried tomatoes. After some thought, I ate a banana, too, before unlocking my bicycle and setting off on it towards the big library in the city centre.

The library was a reddish brown and had many roofs and turrets. Behind it, other buildings released smoke and steam from chimneys that mingled with the afternoon’s grey skies. I locked my bike among the forest of others at the entrance and wandered through the glass doors into the white-walled space of the entry hall. It was never quiet in this part of the library: there was a hum of voices and the tapping of crockery from the café, the sound of people greeting each other on either side of the entrance. I came in with nothing but my phone, cards, keys, my headphones and a pencil, all in the pockets of my jacket. I took the white stairs with the black iron handrails up the side of the building into one of the turrets. There was a film El, Cue and I had used to watch all the time, back when we lay together in our university accommodation and watched film after film as the opportunity to make anything else out of the day drip-drip-dripped away. The film had been partially set in a library just like this one, and it had been inhabited by angels, hundreds of angels going quietly about their business – as I was now, engaged in research as I was – unseen by the humans with whom they shared the space. As I climbed the white stairs, I looked over at the corresponding staircase on the other side of the building and saw the shapes of others ascending and descending. There could easily be time travellers among them. The library had become one of my regular haunts – it would be an excellent place for them to come to observe me.

I knew it was stupid to imagine myself the object of such visitations. I couldn’t remember when it had begun – when I was quite young, not yet a teenager. As fantasies went, this one seemed harmless enough: of being important, notable, if not now then at some other time (perhaps better to be eminent in the future than in the uncompromising present). I’d come to understand that these daydreams were probably a little bit sad, but only under consideration. Generally, the idea that I was being visited, attended to in this way, cheered me up. I’d never told anyone about the time travellers.

In the turret was a particularly quiet reading room that only ever had a few people working at the desks. My steps between the long rows of white and brown desks were padded by a carpet composed of grey squares. There was something about the smell of the reading rooms that reminded me of the gallery – an anonymous, quiet smell. But the library smell was warmer, aged. The gallery walls were repainted every few months, and the distinctive smells of the artworks (odd plastics, resin, an egg fried freshly each morning to be hung on a coat hanger) came and went. The library oversaw the coming and going of two things: people and books, each specimen of each similar in their component parts. As I approached the collection desk, I smiled at the person standing there, who was wearing similar glasses to me. I had dressed up to come to the library in a long blue smock and heavy boots. I pushed my glasses a little further up my nose. A book was waiting for me.

My mother had always enjoyed the fact that someone wrote a novel about her grandfather Ade. And enjoyed the story of subsequent upset, although the reason for the upset was never explained. Probably, my mother didn’t know what had caused it. She saw the book’s mere existence as a positive reflection on her grandfather’s character. The version of the story that we, the family, were attached to, was that a man (perhaps a discerning man, a man capable, after all, of writing a published novel) had been so impressed by Ade (a jeweller in a street of jewellers, from whom he might otherwise not have been distinguished) that he had chosen him for a protagonist. It could only be a good thing to have a true protagonist in the family, so my mother thought, and I had agreed.

It was odd that none of us had read the novel. My mother claimed to have done so as a teenager but could remember nothing about it. She was relaxed about facts, which meant that she was relaxed about lies, and I doubted she had ever actually seen a copy. It had never occurred to any of us to ask my grandmother about the book, or about her feelings about it or anything. Grandma, when alive, had never really admitted to any feelings except unbridled affection for her children and grandchildren, and unpleasant disorientation the first and only time she had drunk champagne.

Maybe everyone (everyone but me) had understood that the book was best left just as it was: comfortably on the fringes of family legend. It went out of print not long after it was written. But one copy of the book remained, as did a copy of all books, regardless of their importance, in this library, and a few weeks ago it had occurred to me to ask for it and come in and take it to a desk and start reading it. There was never any competition to access it, and it was always waiting for me, as now, on a long wooden trolley behind this wooden counter.

I told the librarian in similar glasses my name and was given the book in return. Its cover was a faded mossy green, rough to the touch. The book had a natural aspect, like a tree stump or an old turtle. Its spine was well broken in, and the pages smelled of dust and slightly of mould and had a few rusty stains on them. The title page carried the monstrous logo of an old publisher. As I took the book and carried it over to an empty desk space, I rubbed the cover with my thumbs.

My great-grandfather Ade died before I was born, so I had never met him. The book was a gift to me in that way, and I would have liked for it to be a gift to my mother, and to my many aunts.

But it was something else too, something other than a gift. The book was not good, as far as I could judge. The plot seemed hollow, as though some crucial element had been scooped out. Certain character descriptions alarmed me. I felt especially betrayed by Ade’s portrayal, which was somewhat offensive: the book’s protagonist was shrewd but unsophisticated, decent hearted but obsessed with money. I googled the author and was surprised to find that his last name, like my own, had been changed, smoothed out to disguise its origin. He had been published under that altered name. Learning this name, the ‘real’ name, changed things, though not completely for the better. I was reassured by his and my grandfather’s shared ethnicity, whatever else they might have lacked in common, but in some respects this made the book an even more discomfiting read.

The more I read, the more convinced I became that the book harboured some sort of hole or vacuum at the centre of it – Ade should have been the focal point but seemed always to be standing on the edge of something else. The author had sketched a romantic storyline, but there were no female characters in the book, not really. The real Ade, my great-grandfather, had had a wife – my great-nana, dimly beloved – who had survived him, and whom I had known as a very small child. Despite what I considered to be the book’s shortcomings, after finishing it I had immediately turned back to the beginning and reread it, and I had not stopped. By this point, I’d read the book several times.

I reached the empty desk space in the cool, quiet room. If I wanted to, I could be here for the rest of the day. I set the book down on the polished wooden surface. I stared around at the bowed heads, the open laptops, the window on the far side of the curved room letting in a wide bar of wan sunlight. I flicked on the dusty lamp clamped to the desk: it produced a firm, bright square. I opened the book, found my page and began reading.


It was not in Ade’s nature to feel true patriotism: his only loyalty was to his own race, and above that, to his own family. To Ade that meant the family money…



When she was alive, my grandmother could rarely be incited to talk about herself. The book recalled places she had never known, a neighbourhood she had never lived in. But still, in describing the time before her, the book told me something about her, surely, and therefore, surely, something about myself.

I envied all my friends in one way or another. Lately, most of them seemed to have developed a sense of purpose, which I had not. I envied El for having Lady Jay, had even gone so far as to look inside myself for someone like her, some fantastic character that I could display. But all I could find living inside me was myself, a person I did not like. The book had disappointed me in many respects, but it had provided something, something which I could not name, could barely describe, could only continue to pursue, to come to this library and take this old green book into my hands and open it and read.

I had developed an appetite for whatever it was. It drew me back to the pages of this book even as its words repelled me. My eyes roved from left to right, left to right, as if following a hypnotist’s pendulum. My breathing slowed. Everything I had brought with me, my keys and my telephone with its many colours, sounds and summons, the headphones with the red light that flashed, my chipped plastic cards, they were all discarded beneath the desk. I was as alone as I could be. It was as quiet as it could be. There was a page with print on it, and there was the sensation. A thinning. Something was being rubbed, was wearing away, creating an opening.
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The main building was still well lit and buzzing with talk when Ess walked through the doors, exhausted. Some kind soul had left her a bike at the station to save the long walk up the dark motorway. She’d known the lock’s combination: it was the same for every locked thing at the Basin. Intermittently, someone would raise a motion against having locks at all; but so far, in one form or another, they had lasted.

Zizi, at a table with three others, candles lit and beers in front of them, waved at Ess as she walked through. Ess smiled, waved back, carried on. She wasn’t in the mood for any more company this evening, especially for the fervent world-ordering, which she could see in the shining faces of Zizi and her companions. Though it was, in part, her own proclivity for such things that had brought her into the Network, lately Ess found she was sometimes fatigued by the inevitability with which all conversations turned into little meetings, less productive and more honest than the ones they all attended regularly. Round and round would go the passionate arguments about food-sharing, child-raising, outreach, ritual, fuel, reproductive justice, global communication, recruitment, the jobs rota, the other outposts, ecology, outer space (should we go there?), education, husbandry, clothing – it went on and on; the job of imagining and arguing was never over. Ess had grown up thinking she had a fairly wild imagination, often menaced by horrors of her own making. She and her sisters had played for hours inside their private worlds, worlds they created and occupied with ease. But in this adult work of creation, she found limits to her imagination all the time: odd, hard walls that would not yield to her will. She had also found limits to her energy, and patience, which were less surprising to her.

‘It’s a problem of language,’ Zizi was saying passionately as Ess walked past again, holding a flask of herbal tea. Yes, thought Ess, sometimes she did feel as if her own tongue was constantly remoulding, reiterating the fact of ownership, of race, of gender. Network people talked of creating a new language, but so far no one had been bothered to do it. The business of survival, and the need to argue fluently, always seemed more pressing. Of course, at the Basin, where human extinction was presumed imminent, such endeavours were considered pointless anyway.

As she set out from the main building, it began to rain again, soft on the already sodden earth, verdant and rotten; she buttoned up her anorak. She was making her way up the bank of one of the reservoirs – it was steep and you had to be careful in the dark. Reaching her hand down for support, she met a complex texture of prickle and softness, moss growing between the stiff winter weeds. Something that was either mud or goose shit. She got to the top and rounded the curve of the reservoir, listening to rain sweep across the water. The moon was full, and when the rainclouds parted, she could see through the night quite easily: the bony sides of the reservoir, like an eye socket, shadowy silver islands piled high with guano. Then the rainclouds closed up again, and the only light she had to see by was the sick orange and neon thrown out by the city.

She walked slowly towards where the vegetables and young shrubs were planted, looking at her feet and feeling for slippery patches. When she got to the lettuces and cabbage, frothy heads almost grey in the dark and moonlight, she crouched down and turned on her torch at last.

Every movement of the beam of light caught another whorled shell. She could see mouth parts moving on sweet young leaves, eye stalks shortening and lengthening in delight. In the daytime, birds often dealt with them. There should have been plenty of predators for night-time too. They hoped for more hedgehogs: Zizi said she’d seen one last year alive, and they’d found a dead one in some blackberry bushes not long ago. Ess squatted, waited in silence and stillness, swinging her torch over more and more snails. She itched to pick one up and smash it against the ground. But she didn’t. That wasn’t how they grew things at the Basin. After a long time, maybe half an hour squatting like that in the rain, she heard a schlock and a crunch. She swung the torch again: a frog! Oh, bless that frog, cheeks bulging with the snail it was eating. It was large, and she hoped it had room for more. In theory, well-managed food crops meant plenty for humans and ‘pests’ to eat: natural predators should keep the balance. But in practice, the ecosystem around which such principles were built had taken heavy damage. Excessive rainfall always brought out more pests than the thin stock of predators in the Basin could control. Last year they’d lost more than half of what they planted, not just to snails but to rot and disease. Ess had learned many things the hard way that year. She had already privately decided that, if the onslaught of snails continued, she would come up here herself night after night and put them all in a bucket and sling the bucket into the reservoir.

She stayed a while longer, a supplicant on her heels in the mud, water trickling down her neck. Now and again, she heard more schlock-crunches and rejoiced. Whom should she thank for this blessing? Schlock-crunch. Occasionally she thought she heard the sound of another person or an animal in the dark, but she wasn’t bothered by either possibility. Foxes kept to themselves and the people…well. She fenced her memory of the figure on the edge of the reservoir, subdued it. Anyway, she had a knife in her pocket just in case. The moon was covered and uncovered and covered again. The soil was a stirred-up plate of black beans. Finally, she stood. All around her, the reservoirs gaped, groaned with water.

The first thing she remembered when she woke up the next morning was the letter. She leaned over and picked it up from where it lay beside the bed. She had replaced it in its envelope and held it up now, at arm’s length. It blocked a rectangle of the light coming in through the window. She put it down again. No need to decide about it yet.

More important than the matter of the letter were the issues she had brought home yesterday from the NC, and what had changed (as inevitably some things would have) since she had handed in their motions the day before.

Each meeting began with several requests that ‘we keep this one pretty quick’, with which everyone heartily agreed, before hours of talk ensued. Some of their meetings were chaired by someone trained for the purpose from another outpost (you could not chair your own), but ones like this were more informal: people spoke when moved. Children were encouraged to come, but no one stopped them once they got bored and wandered off. Ess watched them enviously. If a child was really pressed about a point, they’d been known to wait hours to make it and were heard out. Ess supported children speaking at the meetings, but wished they wouldn’t, and might have voted against them being able to if she thought the wind was blowing that way. Right now, however, that was not up for debate: Te, that blowhard, was holding the floor.

‘We need to return to the subject of livestock with the animal farmers – Zoo, Aviary, the others. It was bad enough when one or two voted to raise animals for food, now we are in danger of it becoming commonplace. It goes against the fundamental principles of the Network!’

‘The founding texts don’t say much about small collections of livestock.’ Ex, who had recently joined and was undergoing Education, would have read these texts recently. ‘O didn’t seem to feel too strongly about it one way or the other. She was more interested in the larger principles of planet sharing, of co-existing with the other-than-human.’

‘O lived in a city!’ said Te. ‘She couldn’t write about everything! She didn’t set out laws, but to understand our place in the world is to understand that raising animals for slaughter is counter to it! She was against intensive farming practice. She was vegetarian.’

‘Because she lived in the city!’ said someone else. ‘Because intensely farmed meat was all that was available to her. If she’d lived at Zoo or in one of the pastureland outposts, she might have raised animals and eaten those she’d raised.’

Te was getting annoyed, as he always did. ‘If you don’t begin with the fundamental ethics, if you don’t understand that it’s wrong to raise an animal for food, then everything else, the principle of ecological egalitarianism, of equal other-than-human rights, falls away.’

‘We took meat from them when we fell short last year,’ said Ex. Though well informed, Ex had not joined the Network for ideological reasons. It simply offered better quality of life, better infrastructure and support for him and his family than was on offer elsewhere: ‘Decent rubbish disposal and no rent to pay!’ People often talked about joining the Network because of superior waste management, but this disguised more painful truths – people joined to escape living conditions which were killing their children and their elderly, to access shared reservoirs of food and energy. The Basin did not offer a very comfortable lifestyle, but it was better than elsewhere and, in principle, fairer. Many people who joined the Basin did not settle – even by Network standards their dogma was extreme – but moved on to other, well-developed outposts with a more positive outlook. Ex and his family seemed as though they might stay, because his partner and children had made friends here, and he found the work he was needed for meaningful. Ex was well respected at the Basin. He was an electrician and was more outspoken in these meetings than most newcomers, possibly because he knew his skills were invaluable.

‘It was necessary. We took what was offered.’ Ess tried not to sound defensive: why would she centre herself? ‘I don’t share Te’s objections, but with more experience and a chance to build up our soils, we should be in a position to feed ourselves in a few years. At that point we might offer a clear model of what can be done without recourse to farming for meat. Until then, we must consider practical as well as principled choices – all the outposts must and should exchange with each other. Meat is what some of them have to give, just as we have…well, whatever we have.’ Last year they hadn’t had food to spare, though they had done workshops and offered services.

‘Practical as well as principled?!’ Te was losing his temper. It would come up against him in a crit, as it had before. ‘You sound like one of the old “pragmatists”.’

‘Pragmatism isn’t a dirty word,’ said Ess before she could stop herself. She knew there were at least a few at the meeting who would disagree, Zizi included. Pragmatism was framed by the Network as perpetuating a myth of human objectivity. And, well, probably it was, but this position could make it hard to get things done.

Someone else had more news of Crooked Mile, another outpost, a day from them by river. Some kind of private security force was assembling near their boundaries. The men did not seem to be moved by any immediate order to violence: they had formed an encampment where they spent their days cooking, smoking and bartering amiably with the outpost and other locals. Crooked Mile had elected someone to go and speak with them about their intentions: the conversation had been superficially friendly but inconclusive.

The news was unsettling. Outposts tended to set up in areas that had been left alone for a while, long enough that its ownership was in debate, disinterested or lost to history. All three of those states could change. Often, the government would evict for its own sake – alternative lifestyles could not be openly tolerated for long. It was only the complacency of the wealthy that had allowed the Network to occupy as much of the landscape as it did, and possibly they were right to be complacent – Ess sometimes thought so. Their grip on the country’s laws and economy had persisted for hundreds of years, in one form or another and besides, Network people were excellent caretakers.

It was agreed to send word to Crooked Mile that the Basin would offer quarters to those who wanted to leave until the danger died down. They couldn’t offer much in the way of physical assistance, although some said that if fighting began, they would join them. This part of the meeting was mercifully short – no one wanted to dwell on the situation for too long. Only as it was clear that things were winding down did Ess think of mentioning her lone watcher. It seemed such an insignificant event compared to everything else that had been discussed. What could it possibly have to do with the events at Crooked Mile, where the threat was so obvious? She saw Zizi eyeing her but ignored the stare’s implications. She didn’t want to be the one that raised their hand when the end was in sight.

So, eventually, the meeting ended, when the afternoon shadows were long. Everyone trooped to the tables and helped themselves to what had been laid out. Ess sat next to Zizi, and for a while they both ate in silence, spooning soup into their mouths, exhausted. When she felt a bit more fortified, Ess took the letter out of her pocket.

‘Would you have a look at this for me?’

Zizi took it and read, slowly, chewing on a piece of bread. The bread was bad today, Ess thought. Too salty.

‘Have you worked with East Marsh before?’ asked Zizi after she had finished the letter, refolded it and handed it back to Ess.

‘No.’

‘Any idea what they want you for?’ She looked, for a moment, nakedly worried, which surprised Ess. The request was odd, that was all.

‘Not really. Plant stuff? I don’t know why me in particular – there are plenty of people in the Network that know what I know. More.’

‘Hmmm.’ Zizi scrutinised the letter again, as if trying to draw further meaning out of it by force. ‘Maybe medical assistance?’

‘I only trained for a year.’ Ess did not like to be reminded of this, her abandoned degree. ‘They should have at least their own skeleton medical staff. What more could I offer? Why wouldn’t they say?’

‘Maybe it was just written by someone stupid. Sorry, not stupid. Like, they didn’t think to say. I don’t know…’ She laid her spoon down and moved in her chair to face Ess. ‘Have you ever been to East Marsh?’

‘No.’ As it was in reasonable distance of the Basin, and accessible without a pass, Ess was always happy for another rep to go to any meetings held at East Marsh. She’d never had any other reason to go. Zizi looked uncomfortable, which was unusual. She was turned towards Ess but directed her gaze sideways.

‘I was there a few years ago for six months. They were doing an art project I wanted to be involved with – they brought a great collective together. I was really impressed by the involvement of the whole outpost. Everyone was proud of what we produced, like a film and this sculptural work – it was so cool. One of the little kids made a book, a really good one, of, like, portraits? Anyway, that was great.’

‘What was it like living there?’ Ess could tell Zizi wanted to say more, did not wish to be critical without prompting.

‘Weird, honestly. I’m pretty sure they had a hierarchy. Unspoken, but you know how you can tell who’s in charge? Like these three, they had a kid, they had too much influence. I think at least one of them is dead now.’

‘A ruling family?’ It would make things simpler, thought Ess treacherously.

‘Maybe I misread things,’ said Zizi carefully. ‘I don’t want to talk shit about another outpost, you know? I don’t live there. I don’t know. But, like, even without the power stuff, there were obviously secrets. Things people wouldn’t discuss, unspoken rules about where to go. I suppose…possibly… I’m advising caution.’

The Basin operated on what Ess had always assumed were the same principles as every outpost, in keeping with what O had counselled: honesty and openness, almost to an aggressive degree. Ess, despite herself, was intrigued by the possibility of spending some time with people who kept things to themselves. It was novel even to hear Zizi speaking so cryptically. It was sort of sexy, the intrigue.

‘Oh, I don’t know…’ said Zizi. ‘I wish I hadn’t said anything now. You know what? It’s incredibly beautiful. It’s an older outpost than ours, it’s less rudimentary in terms of how it’s built. It felt like a very tangible vision of what an outpost is meant to be, of how they all can be.’

They both stared critically at the long, bare-bricked walls of the room they were in. Not without charm, but unlovely in the days of spring downpour.

‘I do feel a bit weird about it though. The lack of detail, the abruptness of it. I shouldn’t centre myself – like, if I’m needed, I’m needed. Do you think I should go?’

‘Oh!’ said Zizi with surprise. ‘Well, it’s not up to me, is it? But they do say they need you.’

No, it wasn’t up to Zizi. Nobody would make the decision for her.
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The house was immensely large and solid and lonely. It reminded her of the house of her childhood, though in quite what way she couldn’t say. It was more luxurious, certainly bigger. Perhaps it was the quiet.

Haich, of course, had helped Ade to find it, and Ade’s father had helped him to buy it. His mother helped her choose the furnishings, the decorations, the little bits and pieces, the new silver candlesticks that, as he had promised, Ade gave to her now she had her own house to put them in. No, no, Ade’s father and mother could not be enticed to leave the neighbourhood. Theirs was one of the largest houses and they were proud of it, and they were settled.

‘Just round the corner from my sister!’ Ade said with the brute cheerfulness he had adopted in relation to the house.

‘How lovely!’ said Bea, teeth hurting with the sweetness.

Now they had moved in, into all the rooms and the expectant bedrooms, and now that the maid had been appointed and all Bea’s things placed around her like a theatre set, she had the chance to thoroughly regret not being more honest with her husband. This nearly always happened.

‘I’ve found the most wonderful house for us!’ he had said, arms spread, hands spread, hair spread, in bed of an evening. ‘Haich heard about it from a cousin of his, I’ve been and looked today. Just right for us.’ All said with satisfaction, but with a hint of performance, the same performance Bea observed in Ade when dealing with a difficult customer. A blistering heartiness designed to avert doubt or complaint. But Bea was a wife, not a customer.

‘Haich went with you to see it?’ Bea stared up at the ceiling. It wasn’t a true question. She didn’t trust herself to look at Ade. What was wrong anyway? Did she want to live with his parents for ever? Didn’t she want a nice big house of her own? What a fool she was. Spoiled, her mother would have said. Acting spoiled. Why, when her mother was a child in the other place, the place she and Bea’s father had come over from, and Ade’s father and mother too, she could only have dreamed of such things.

Ade had sensed her reservations: he wasn’t stupid. ‘What do you think of it all? Perhaps I’ve been a meathead again and forgotten to ask what you’d like. Perhaps you don’t care to have a big house? Or perhaps you’d like a big house somewhere else? Do you want to live by the sea? Or something lakeside? Out in the country somewhere?’

He was joking, of course, or probably about the sea at least, but he meant the heart of the question. ‘Oh, how that man adores you,’ CeeCee sometimes said. ‘He’d do anything for you.’ There was truth to this, Bea knew it. More than anything, it seemed to her that Ade was grateful that she had married him (though he would never have said quite that, not risk the implied slight to himself and his family). She sensed that and could understand it, because she was grateful that he had married her. She was not especially beautiful or gracious, and though her family thought a lot of themselves, they were odd, such that people could tell. Her mother had been outgoing and entertaining, but her father, and she and her brother? Awkward. Ade seemed not to have noticed any of this or, if he did notice, not to think it bad. He trusted her judgement and referred to it in his decisions, and this was no small thing for a husband to do with a wife, was it? He did not berate her about children, though he dropped hints from time to time. He did not try and fuck her when she didn’t want to.

She heard him stir. He had been looking up at the ceiling, but now she felt his eyes on her – two dark little holes of attention in the corner of her vision. She had let his question sit without reply for too long. It was the moment to be truthful, to say, ‘No, Ade.’ Even to say, ‘Not a house that Haich chose for us’ or ‘I’m afraid of having only you for company’ or ‘How am I supposed to fill up those bedrooms? The pain every month will be worse in an empty house.’ If she could not quite say those things, she could say simply, ‘Not yet, not now.’ He would accept whatever she said. But she hadn’t said what she wanted, because somehow it wasn’t in her nature. And now she was stuck in this bloody house, with its beautiful bay windows and the troubling number of antimacassars that Ade’s mother had draped over all the furniture.

No more working in the shop.

‘I’ve taken on Gee’s boy, we can more than afford it! Though I’ve loved having you at my side, I never should have had you at the shop. It was selfish of me, really.’ Running a hand down her arm. A little desperately she’d said, ‘But the accounts!’, and he had laughed and replied, ‘How do you think we managed before you came along? We can do the accounts, Beeb.’ In the end, he began bringing the book home, more for her benefit than his, and she would spend long, quiet evenings adding up sums in neat little rows. She managed the household accounts, too, and continued to keep the needless records of her days in the red notebook.

Gee’s boy wrote figures in a near incomprehensible scrawl, not unlike Ade’s, now she came to think of it. They had both passed their exams and gone to the good school out past the edge of the neighbourhood. Ade’s schooling had really been as good as hers, though he’d left sooner to go and work at the jeweller’s. Gee’s boy was the same age Ade had been when he’d begun. You’d have thought they’d both have had enough time to learn good penmanship, though neither of them took much interest in writing, or reading for that matter. Ade preferred to talk and to go to the pictures. Sometimes he went to the theatre, local productions with his family, large ones in the city with Haich. But he brought home books for Bea, sought out recommendations from all his customers and did not discriminate as to whose advice he followed.

So, as well as having his sister to visit, there was the accounting to do and the many books to read. CeeCee would come from time to time, though it was a long journey and she had her own work to get on with. Bea would have liked to meet her at the market as she used to, but the maid went there now, with the money Bea had given her and the list that Bea had made. She was a fool not to have said something to Ade when she had the chance.

She often curled up like a cat in the seat of the drawing room window, overlooking the garden. She would have preferred to sit in the living room window and watch the street, but then anyone could have seen her gawking out. So she’d sit at the back window, a book splayed idly in her lap. She found lately that she was increasingly drowsy and sort of…well, daydreamy perhaps was the word. She could read a book in an afternoon sometimes. But other times, she could stare into space for hours. Real, full hours. A worrying stretch of time, of stillness.

The angel came more frequently now and was clearer to her. She saw it in the bathroom, in the garden, at the foot of her bed and in the window. She saw it nearly every day. She saw it often enough now to have learned that they really did look alike, she and the angel. Not, perhaps, in the facial features, which she could still not see entirely clearly (they tended to shift, as though waved by wind like wheat in a field), but perhaps in form, something indefinable and familiar. She’d always been told that hers were the chosen people. She supposed, judging by the appearance of the angel, that it must be true.

Seeing it so often had provided other insights, and not all were as pleasing. For one thing, the emotional flavour of the angel varied much more widely than she had first experienced. The calm, the peace, that had come with many of the early visions, could just as often now be irritation, or a weird blast of humour that made her laugh at nothing. Once or twice, there was a palpable fear. Perhaps more distressingly, she had once felt arousal.

The angel was not always adopting angelic positions. This had never really been the case – the angel was always in action, busy, not interested in her. But lately its postures had been distinctly undivine. The last apparition had been leaning as if against a wall, arms folded, something like boredom playing across its wavering face. Its mouth had opened into a frightening dark hole that had made Bea actually cower a little from her position at the drawing room table (account book large and open before her). It was only once the vision had vanished that she thought what the hole had most resembled: a yawn.

It occurred to her that she was going mad, and this was not a pleasurable prospect. But she did not find herself doing anything especially out of the ordinary, anything that anyone would notice. The angel did nothing to harm her, continued to show no obvious interest in her. She did not talk to it, nor it to her. So she was not talking to herself or anything else in the house invisible to others. If she was mad, it was a madness she could disguise easily. And if it was something else, well, nothing had happened to her yet. Indeed, fewer things were happening to her than ever before, it sometimes seemed.

‘I must say, you do look tired,’ said CeeCee. ‘Very drawn. Are you sickening for something?’

‘Well, thank you very much, Ceece.’ Bea was put out (she’d spent much of the day getting ready to see CeeCee, who’d come with her husband for dinner). ‘I’m perfectly well. As far as I’m aware.’ That last part had had a more ominous tone than she had intended, and CeeCee made a face of exaggerated concern before they both laughed. Ade and CeeCee’s husband were in the sitting room at the front of the house, the two women in the back, in the same window seat upon which Bea spent so many of her days. At last, it was just the two of them again.

‘Well, my news,’ remarked CeeCee suddenly, just as Bea was wondering what the least deranged-sounding way of bringing up the angel might be, ‘is that I’m going to have a baby.’

‘Oh! Oh, CeeCee!’ A great flood of sadness coursing through. ‘That’s wonderful news! You’ve wanted a baby for so long!’ This was true. CeeCee loved children and babies, could not keep her fingers to herself in the presence of a tiny hand or fresh hemisphere of cheek. She deserved a baby more than Bea did.

‘Oh, for as long as I can remember!’ said CeeCee. ‘You know, Bea, I was the youngest, so there was never a baby after me at home, and how I always wished there would be! And we had begun to worry, you know, especially with how once you’re married people ask and ask.’ CeeCee had been married only marginally longer than Bea.

‘I’m so happy for you, Ceece. This really is the most wonderful news. How exciting!’

‘And you will be the baby’s aunt, and help me, and tell me when you hear it’s been getting up to mischief?’

‘Of course I will!’

‘Good. And we will stay just the same kind of friends that we have always been.’ CeeCee took both of her hands in an unusually beseeching gesture, and Bea dared to feel, as she had rarely allowed herself, that perhaps she was as important to CeeCee as CeeCee was to her.

‘Whatever might happen to either of us,’ her friend continued. ‘Even with you living further away, and with families growing and changing as they do. Nothing will happen to our friendship.’

‘No’ said Bea, and the stab came, and she bore it. ‘Nothing will happen to us.’

The next day, for no particular reason, she took herself off for a walk. She told the maid that she was going to buy flowers, and she had intended to, but found herself walking further and further from her own usual thicket of streets and out towards the little rows of old factory cottages, and still further, down long lanes with houses spaced out so that she might almost have been in the countryside. So it was that, after being out already much longer than she had intended, with evening drawing in but her legs mysteriously unfatigued (indeed, the further she walked, the more excess of energy she felt), she stepped onto the marsh that stretched out on the edge of this side of the city. It was spring proper now, and there was a mud everywhere, even on what passed for paths. She found herself walking a long, muddy corridor of black brambles. They had begun flowering: white blossoms, with tiny, shivering white threads at their centre. The sky she could see between the trees stretching up on either side of her was a clear pale blue, not yet darkening, though the sun was low. Before long she had reached the broad, sloping fields that led down to the river – not the busy fat grey river of the city, but a slow black river flanked by scrub. In the distance she could see a man and a small black dog, and she waited under a tree until they were both out of sight. She could hear the birds calling to each other this way and that. Her skirt had caught on a twig.

She carried on a little further, noting that everywhere leaves of various shapes were pushing their way out of wet, dark wood. On the ground were clusters of tiny blue flowers and bunches of violets, pools and streams of violet petals between banks of dark green foliage.

She was absorbed enough not to notice how much the marsh was a marsh until her shoe went straight into a puddle and water soaked into her stocking. She withdrew the foot and chose a different direction, but before she knew it, what had looked like a field turned into a glimmering meadow of water. When she turned her head one way, she could see the water, silvery under the dusk. When she turned another, it was gone, and all she could see was the grass. She became conscious of an indefinable thin feeling, something in the air or even under the air, some quality of atmosphere that was insubstantial, as if there was something all around her which, if she moved too fast, would tear. The sensation, though novel, was not unfamiliar. She realised when she had felt it before: it came with the angel.

The sun was now going down at her back, and the fiery orange she had seen in the sky was lighting up all the water, the whole field picked out in molten orange spouting golden grass. She was alone in a field of light and the quickening in her soul had returned. The blood had come back into her mouth, which for weeks had been dry and tasted of dust. The air above her was an open mouth, breathing her in and in and in. The earth was a mouth too, filled with blood like her own. She listened again to the birds, who were becoming hysterical with the spring and the sunset. All of a sudden, a great ‘V’ of geese flew over her, swerving across the sky towards some certain destination of which Bea knew nothing. Lower down were little black scraps, swooping and diving: the swifts, catching their dinner. More water seeped into the eyelets of her boots. All at once, the angel feeling dissipated.

Bea held up her clothes and picked her way back to the corridor of black bramble and white flowers, and back along the quiet lanes. Before long, a car passed her, then a little dark-green goods van. Then she was at her own front door, feet still wet and hems muddy, far later than she had intended. She didn’t know what the time was – it was just dark. Surely Ade would not yet be home, unless he had left Gee’s boy alone in the shop for closing? But there was a coat and a hat in the hall.

‘Could you not find any flowers you liked?’ asked the maid, taking Bea’s coat and glancing with criticism at the wet footprints on the tiles.

‘I saw a lot that I liked, but none to take home,’ was all Bea could think of to say. She wanted to go upstairs and lie on the bed until dinner, but the maid spoke again:

‘I sat Mr H in the drawing room. He said he’s expected.’ By Ade, no doubt. Oh, bother the man! Of course he was here when she was all worn out and probably at the next stage of going mad, and with wet feet.

‘How lovely. Please tell him I’ll be in…directly.’

When she came into the drawing room, Haich was standing at the mantelpiece, leaning on it slightly, partly lit by the glowing coals. The day, though threatening rain, had not been cold, and it was too hot in the room. Haich was openly staring around. Bea had not been able to bring herself to trouble over the decoration, but when she saw it through Haich’s eyes, she noticed everything that was old and unfashionable. She now regretted letting Ade’s mother choose so much, though at the time she had been grateful for someone else to do that work.

‘I was just noticing,’ said Haich, smiling, ‘how like your sister-in-law’s house this is.’

Haich had come into their lives via this sister, or rather, the sister’s husband, a handsome and self-satisfied doctor. It was considered to have been a very good marriage on the part of the sister, who was not especially good-looking. Haich, whose financial difficulties were insubstantial but multitudinous (he came from wealth and was bad with money), had been referred to the husband (not entirely to his delight) as a practitioner guaranteed to treat sensitively any difficulties with payment. Despite this awkward introduction, the two men had taken a casual liking to each other, and so, in due course, Haich had been introduced to Ade. Bea had been happy to hear him talk so enthusiastically about this new acquaintance:

‘You know, when I first met him, Beeb – and I’ve told him this, you know – I wasn’t sure I was going to like him at all! He seemed a bit stuck up and so at home in my sister’s house. It got under my skin right away. But then, you know, there was one moment where I was looking around the room, my sister was talking about their holiday by the sea, and suddenly I became so bored I thought I would go mad, and I caught Haich’s eyes as they were on their own way around the room, and we both laughed, out loud! Luckily, my sister thought it was one of her jokes.’

Ade did not have many friends, except those made by proximate history. His time at the Good School had not been happy: pupils and teachers had teased him about his name, his faith, his accent, his clothes and appearance, his father’s profession and his air of difference. Everything about him, in other words. Bea had learned this slowly, over the course of the long, interrupted conversation that makes up a marriage, usually when she talked about her own school days, which had been happy and uneventful. Self-pity did not come naturally to Ade (his family would have considered it insubordinate), and he did not dwell on his cruel treatment at school. ‘I thought just about the same of them as they did about me. They respected me more once I learned to fight.’ Nevertheless, Bea had attributed Ade’s particular species of reserve – a strange hard diffidence with strangers in someone naturally outgoing and cheerful, a tendency to repress a kind of flair she knew he carried within him – to his school days. They constituted an experience none of his friends in the neighbourhood had shared, time away from its sheltering cradle. Everyone in the neighbourhood knew how they were regarded in the world at large. Many of their parents had left other such neighbourhoods in other countries, where tolerance had run out, sometimes, it seemed from their stories, between one day and another. Ade’s taste of his standing in the wider world had led him to avoid it, narrowing the possibility of experience. Then sophisticated, cosmopolitan Haich came along. Haich had flair too, and he was proud of it. He used it and moved through society that Ade avoided.

When Haich had first appeared, Bea was pleased that someone else, someone other than her, seemed to like Ade for who he really was, not only for the part of the scenery that he represented to his other friends and family. Knowing this had made her feel less alone.

She realised she was still standing, rather stupidly, in the doorway.

‘I heard you coming in,’ Haich was saying. ‘Rather late, I thought, to be walking the streets. Were you on an errand?’

She thought of the molten pools she had seen in the marsh, the trick the water had of hiding its vastness in the grass. She almost opened her mouth but smiled instead. She had stopped pretending to Haich that she ever knew what to say to him. He seemed to find whatever she did charming and amusing in a way she had come to consider quite sinister, and the more he thought he had caught her out, the happier he was. To Haich, Bea knew, she was not a real thing. There were plenty of people around to whom she was not a complex thing or a very interesting thing. To Ade’s father, say, or to most of the wives she sat with at temple every week. But to these people she was real, as real as a brick or a piece of jewellery. She was something else for Haich, and it was disquieting. She was still standing there. She was tired. Her back was hurting again – she tried subtly to press her hands into the base of her spine.

‘Would you like some tea?’

‘No, thanks, I’ll save myself for dinner. Your maid cooks so wonderfully, I’d hate to lose any space for her food!’ So he had come for dinner, then. And the maid he mentioned would have to go without her own hot dinner again so there would be enough.

‘Well, a drink, perhaps? I don’t know when Ade will be home. You know he usually shuts up shop a little later than this, and then he has the journey…’

‘But you’ll pass the time with me, won’t you, Mrs A? You’ll sit and talk to me. Perhaps you could tell me more about yourself – Ade talks about you so much, but I’ve never heard you give an account of yourself. I see, by the way, that you are a fellow writer.’ He nodded at the notebook, which Bea had left, closed, on top of a small maroon doily. She tried not to stare at it to see if she could detect any change in its position. So what, anyway, if he had opened it? There was nothing incriminating in there. He would probably find references to the angel quite whimsical and charming. She was still in the doorway. Any normal person would have accepted Haich’s invitation and sat down, but Bea was still full of the marsh. She twisted slightly, a fish on a hook. Haich laughed, a quick, light laugh.

‘You needn’t hold your hands like that on my account!’

‘What?’

‘I’ve seen how you hold your hands behind your back – I’d always wondered what you were hiding with that habit. A second wedding ring, or a penitentiary tattoo, or some disfiguring scar!’ Haich smiled at her winningly. ‘But then I watched you on your walk with your friend the other day and I thought, Of course! She has short fingers! Of course an elegant woman like this would be ashamed of having short fingers! But you need have no fear of my opinion. Besides, it’s nothing for a woman to have small hands, and why should a small hand not have short little fingers?’ All said teasingly, with evident pleasure.

Bea took her hands automatically out from behind her back, and it took a mammoth effort not to stare at them. Short fingers? What on earth was this man talking about? As if she’d given a thought to trying to disguise the length of her fingers!

‘Well,’ she said, sitting in the chair furthest away from the one Haich now luxuriously sank down into. ‘You have caught on to my little vanity. You have found me out.’

Haich smiled again, very satisfied indeed.
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I had engineered my day so that I had slightly too much to do and should have been up promptly. Instead, of course, I was sitting up in my bed, drinking coffee and applying myself to the question of whether or not I was an intellectual. I knew one or two intellectuals, grinding away at obscure theses that everyone had grown afraid to ask them about. The intellectuals seemed depressed, and their lives held no particular appeal for me, except that what it did contain was purpose, direction, a sense of specialism. I had none of these things. But now I was spending whole days in the library, reading (admittedly, only the one book). The longer I allowed this notion of myself as an intellectual to develop, the more tempting it was. It would certainly explain my neuroses. I knew that in recent years I’d allowed my brain to become soft and pliable. Now I wondered if I could get it into some sort of shape: dense and shining, wrinkled like a walnut.

Lying to myself was not one of my particular vices, and I knew I was not really capable of applying myself to years of serious study. My principal area of interest was myself. I could have written a thesis on that subject.

I took another meditative sip of coffee. I was going to be late to visit my grandfather, which would cause me to be impatient with him, a person for whom I should have the most patience. Then I would need to rush off to feel nervous in the presence of people I mostly disliked.

I was drinking my coffee out of a large blue mug. A shaft of morning light was striking the cup and my hand, cutting a bright slice through them. Should I take a picture of the mug and the hand, I wondered, with all my nice rings? It was time to get up. Or should I masturbate first?

At that moment, Mackerel launched himself from behind the bed onto my head. I threw the coffee I was holding in a wild, sweet arc across the duvet and mattress. Mackerel calmly descended my torso and began kneading his paws into a lump of bedding, purring.

I’d inherited Mackerel from a former housemate who had moved to a place that did not allow cats. At the time I was no great fan of Mackerel, a haunting nuisance who made appearances largely at night and beneath my feet. But I felt his abandonment keenly and was very indignant on his behalf: ‘He can stay with me,’ I’d said. Mackerel was the colour of dirt, shaped like a barrel and had a look of permanent shock on his broad tomcat face. When my housemate gave him up, Mackerel had been on the point of defection, spending hours and even days away from the flat, going about his mysterious business. I hadn’t been sure he would stick around to accept his bequeathal. But Mackerel had stayed, and the bond we formed was strong. He still wandered and still looked weary and slightly scandalised most of the time. He took nothing in this life for granted, except my affection.

Mackerel sat down heavily, sighing a heavy uncatlike sigh, and put his shoulder against my leg. It was such a small, firm, indifferent pressure. I settled back down and took a sip of the inch of coffee remaining in the mug. Some of the rest of it dripped down the wall.

‘You,’ I said to Mackerel, ‘are my best friend.’

I was indeed late getting to my grandfather’s, and I arrived flustered in a stupid sort of way, like an insect that has repeatedly flown into a window. He greeted me as he always did – ‘Oh, hullo’ – before immediately turning away from the open door, with the implication that I should follow, and shuffling into the sitting room. There I would remain for most of the rest of the visit. I sat where I always sat, on the oxblood-coloured sofa, trying not to be out of breath. It was always difficult for me to adjust to my grandfather’s pace. I preferred the stimulation of continuous momentum, and though I craved silence, I couldn’t really cope with it.

I was always astonished at the economy of movement age required. The rinsing of a teacup. The drying of a teacup. The putting away of a teacup. All careful, cautious work to be undone when the teacup was needed again. The time and care required of him now to do the simplest things. I suspected it was for this reason that he ate so little, although my mother grumbled that he was trying to die. ‘He misses my mum,’ she said. ‘He’s selfish, he always was.’

I sat on the sofa, which in addition to being the colour of blood was not comfortable and had never been, listening to my grandfather ferry a cup of tea from the counter where it had brewed, down the flat’s short corridor, before he rounded into the little living room. He placed my cup carefully on a coaster, then turned: ‘Hang on, I’ve just got mine in the kitchen still.’

‘Let me, Grandad!’ I cried. I knew it irritated him when I tried to help like this, but I was so young and strong and fast, it would take me literally two seconds to fetch his cup. It was unseasonably warm outside; it was exceedingly hot in the flat, and I had run up the stairs. As I raised myself half out of my seat, I felt my own dampness pulling away from the worn leather. ‘Oh, sit back down, do!’ He flapped a crow-like hand at me and slowly rounded the corner back out of sight. I despaired.

I looked at my phone, which was displaying a message from Cue:


When r u done. Dinner first?



‘Don’t get up!’ my grandfather called to me – he must have heard me trying to peel myself off the leather again. I stared at the clock (ornate, silver, given to my grandmother by her father). My grandfather might be slow, but his hearing was still quite sharp. This time, however, I had not risen to help him in the kitchen (though I could hear the agonisingly slow drawl of a tin of biscuits being guided off a shelf which had, in recent years, become slightly too high for him) but to snoop around the living room. I could see some blue and white hospital letters on the table in the far corner and had been hoping to read them (none of us trusted my grandfather to give full reports on the state of his health). I hovered for a moment before sinking back down, and shortly afterwards he slow-shuffled back into the living room again.

‘Here we go, here we go, here…we…go!’ he said, lowering himself into his chair. In my whole life, I had never seen anyone else in it. The other end of the sofa had belonged to my grandmother, and I had always sat beside her, since before my feet could reach the floor. It was unthinkable, really, that my grandmother should have died before him. But, somehow, it had happened, and here he was, still occupying this life, without her. He now lived almost exclusively on biscuits and chips from the shop round the corner. He had told me this, and I kept it from my mother and my aunts. That I could keep this secret was the reason my grandfather had entrusted me with the information. He had never learned to cook, but his freezer was filled with nutritious and tasty meals provided by his daughters. We sat in silence, sipping the tea my grandfather had made and crunching on vanilla biscuits sandwiched in icing, sharing the warm complicity of their high sugar content. I saw my phone light up again but didn’t look at it. We did not speak, and after a while my grandfather turned on the television and switched to a news channel. Flames licked the edge of the screen.

I had friends whose grandparents had started to come unstuck in time: waking up in the night, dressing fretfully, packing suitcases, reliving escapes planned long ago. I could not imagine my tranquil, crotchety grandfather (who had now moved inevitably on to the chocolate biscuits) harbouring such fears inside himself. But I knew very little about what anxieties his past might contain. My grandmother had, as a child, escaped an encroaching war on a boat filled with other children like herself. The boats ahead and behind had been sunk with torpedoes, but she had made it to further shores and lived, in peace, for several years in the house of the brother of one of her father’s business acquaintances, enjoying the relative freedoms and indulgences of that warm, liberal paradise before returning to a grey city flattened by war. She had told me that her own mother never recovered from the pain and worry of that separation, even after her daughter’s safe return.

Of my grandfather’s experiences during that time (he was older than her, as all grandfathers are), I knew nothing. This did not seem unusual to me – men often didn’t have pasts. Many fathers, including my own, did not have presents, and seemed unlikely to appear at any time in the future either. But this was my own grandfather, sitting opposite me in the same room in which we had sat together so often. Strange, then, to be dealing with rumours from this aunt or that one about what city he had spent his adolescence in, the terms upon which he had parted from his own father, what had happened to him during the war. He had changed his family name at some point during those years, and the reasons for this were also uncertain (though, of course, we had theories). In any case, he had never changed it back, and it was the name we all had now.

‘I’ve a few more of your grandma’s things in the study,’ my grandfather was saying. We had reached the lesser loved raisin biscuits, which meant that teatime was nearly up. ‘You’ll want to have a good look through everything before you go, see what you want to take with you.’

My grandmother had died two years ago, but many of her possessions still remained in the flat. Everything, in fact, that I or my mother or my aunts had not taken away with us. My own room was full of my grandmother’s clothes and jewellery. I had arrived in one of her coats, and it now hung on the same peg she had kept it on when she was alive, only in much worse condition after two years in my possession than after several decades in hers. These days I mostly selected items that I could carry away and give to the charity shop at the end of my street. My grandfather, I know, could not bear to do this.

‘OK, Grandad,’ I said. ‘Sounds good.’ He ignored me warmly, completely absorbed by the television.

The study was piled high with plastic bags, within which all items were carefully wrapped and preserved. I knew from memory and the general shape of the pile of bags that there was a sofa under there – possibly the sofa was red, or had had a red throw on it? It was many years since I’d seen it. On the small study table, alongside two grey tape dispensers, an ivory letter opener and a cut-glass tumbler, was a picture of my grandmother shortly after she was married, looking pretty and rather nervous, and wearing a hat. Solidly filling the space under the desk were photograph albums, wedged in so tightly that it was difficult to dislodge a single one. I sat, with a refreshed cup of tea, among the bags for a while, shuffling about in a desultory way. My grandfather, in the living room, had turned back to the news, and I guiltily put on my headphones. What I’d absorbed while we were eating our biscuits was more than enough for me: I was convinced that the End of Days, most likely in the form of climate apocalypse or nuclear annihilation (although I was open to meteorites), would soon be declared, and all my interactions with current affairs was spent braced for their announcement.

I had long had ambitions, existing vaguely in the category that the green book did, to properly sort and arrange all these items, especially the photographs, which I understood to be an inheritance of sorts, something my grandmother had been bequeathed before me and so on. Someone had to keep hold of the history that continued to amass around us, and what a privilege that it did. If I really was a person of interest in the future, surely it would all be subject to fascinated study. It was up to someone, and shockingly it seemed likely that this person was me, to make sure that this archive was preserved and arranged. But whenever I came round, determined to roll up my sleeves and spend a few good hours with it, make a real start on things, the time would just slip away as I and my grandfather crunched and sipped, and the television delivered more and more and more information, more than could ever be stuffed even beneath a million old desks.

After twenty minutes of desultory scuffling, I came upon a box of books, a few of which I put into my bag. Among the novels and cookbooks and a large volume of photographs of glass sculptures (The Magic of Glass) I found a red notebook full of pale lines of writing, some in pencil and some in ink, aged to a silver-grey. I assumed at first that it had belonged to my grandmother, who had kept many of her old school things. There was no writing on the first page, only a little figure sketch, the outline of a person. It exuded an insoluble oddness. As far as I knew, my grandmother had not been a great draughtsman, though she had made pictures of tigers and elephants for me and my cousins as children that we had loved and requested often: ‘Grandma, grandma, do me an elephant, please!’ The figure, which was featureless, hazy of outline, bore no stylistic resemblance to my memories of the tigers or elephants. I found the first dated entry a few pages in: almost a century ago.

‘Bye, Grandad!’ I hovered in the doorway, unsure whether to hug him goodbye – my grandmother had always been the receiver of hugs.

‘Goodbye, darling.’ He was deeply settled into his chair, football mug in hand, preparing for a peaceful evening of political documentaries, cowboy films and further biscuits. As I closed the door on his voice, I felt the strange ache of love-on-departure, relief love. I was pulling away from old age’s weird continent and getting the express train back to the bright, bustling hemisphere of youth.

It was very hot and heavy – getting ready to storm. The air was choked with smoke from the buses and cars, and the pollen count had hit another record high. The atmosphere was so full of particulate that I sneezed constantly all the way across the city, and my face felt hot and gritty by the time I rounded the corner into the small street where El and Cue were having dinner. On the exposed wall of one of the buildings was a faded mural of an angel holding a yellow trumpet and with a big yellow halo like a wide-brimmed hat.

As I approached, I could see Cue and El sitting outside under heat lamps with a small group of people, all of whom had a plate in front of them. The food had a tantalising, golden aura. All but two of the people at the table were smoking. It was not yet dark, but the sun was almost down, and the sky was very orange and heavy behind grey clouds, so that everything was plunged into a deep, sooty shadow. The tips of the cigarettes glowed brightly in the gloom.

‘Evening,’ I said.

‘Hellooooo,’ said everyone. I saw that my ex was at the end of the table. I went and sat with him and his new girlfriend. ‘Hi, Kay!’ the girlfriend, who had a long orange dress on, said. ‘Order something, we’ve got plenty of time!’ I had already exceeded my weekly budget considerably.

‘Oh, it’s alright, I’ve eaten.’ I ordered a cocktail the same colour as the new girlfriend’s dress.

‘How have you been?’ my ex asked me.

‘Oh, fine.’

‘You got pretty drunk at that dinner.’ My ex was extremely well liked, and I’d done an excellent job of convincing everyone that I didn’t care that we’d broken up and that I didn’t mind seeing him around. The unfortunate result of this was that I saw the bastard all the time. He was neither kind nor discreet, and his new girlfriend was, by now, probably well informed of all my faults and embarrassing sexual proclivities. Thinking of this, my perineum sort of shuddered, and I squeezed my legs together.

‘Well,’ I said after a small silence, ‘I got pretty drunk at that dinner, and I’m going to get pretty drunk at this one.’ The orange alcohol had arrived. I thought briefly of the flames on the television.

A few hours later, I was propped against the edge of a bar with El, watching light flash over the dancefloor, searching for hot people and time travellers. There was a tall, dark-clad personage who kept shooting glances over at El or I (El and I?) who I supposed might be one. I made sure not to stare at them. The previous set had ended and the floor had thinned out while everyone smoked cigarettes and went to the loo and took stock. El and I were drinking shots (El was buying). The booze had a softening effect on everything around me, leaving it smudged and gentle at the edges. My internal vision, however, had sharpened perilously. I felt like a tuning fork emitting a clear high note. El nudged me and gestured at a man they’d been talking to in the smoking area – he seemed to be a mutual friend of someone or other. ‘See him (!)’ said El, in the specific low yell necessary to be audible in a room filled with loud music without perforating your companion’s eardrum. ‘He’s due in court next week (!)’

‘What for? (!)’

‘He chained himself to a plane (!) With like twelve other people (!) To stop that deportation flight (!) It’s been in the news (!) They might get sent to prison (!) Fucking bullshit (!)’

‘And he’s out tonight? (!) Jesus (!)’

‘What else are you going to do? (!) Fucking sit at home? (!)’

I looked hard at the man, whose T-shirt said ‘Might Go to Prison Tomorrow’, for evidence that he was someone who might be going to prison tomorrow. He looked normal. He was sweating and yelling in a friend’s ear as El was yelling in mine.

El began flicking through hook-up profiles on their phone, and I looked back at my time traveller, who was now sipping a beer in what struck me as a touching attempt to blend in. They caught my eye, and I looked away quickly: it wouldn’t do to tempt them to make contact. My rucksack was at this moment under a bench, likely soaking up several spilled drinks, containing several layers of clothing, The Magic of Glass and, equally inexplicably, the red notebook. El shifted beside me, pushing their phone tightly into their back pocket. Their sexual administration was complete for now: it was time for me to find someone to fuck.

The next morning, I practically ran out of a stranger’s house, shaking with fatigue and weighed down by a hard lump of humiliation. I’d been offered a shower that morning and, if I’d managed to have sex with the custodian of the shower, would have taken them up on the offer. I might have had the shower, maybe even breakfast with them somewhere outside under the spring sun. I might have asked for their number and added an emoji of a pink flower to the end of their name in my phone. But the contract we’d drawn up by coming home together, the one we’d written out in hot touches on the sticky floor of the club, the suggestive moans I’d made as we crunched together, as my ass and back were pushed up against a speaker, I had broken that contract. We’d taken all our clothes off standing up, making out in the bedroom, music playing. But as soon as we were horizontal, once I was lying with my legs spread and my stomach exposed and a pair of shoulders between my knees, the sharp note in the tuning fork had cut out, and something else had gripped me, and what I had wanted with nearly all of my heart to do moments before, I’d no longer felt able to do.

So it would have been taking the piss to stay and have a shower, and when I got home it was bliss to finally soak off the previous evening’s ignominy, turning the head up to the maximum pressure and holding the jet against my scalp. I wrapped myself in a damp towel that might have been one of my housemate’s and lay awake, but in fugue, on my bed for two hours, looking at videos on my phone as my hair slowly dried into an awkward shape beneath and around my head. I drifted into a light sleep, in which I imagined my housemate coming into my bedroom and startling me with my towel open. When I woke up, I was wrapped not only in the towel but in my duvet, which was wet, though I no longer was. I was hot. It was a hot day, hotter than it should have been that early in spring. The implications of this were too much for me to deal with, so I stopped thinking about them. There was nothing at all I could do about any of it. My phone had slid towards the edge of the mattress and the shadows across my awful body had grown long. I couldn’t lie here all day with my horrible thoughts and my horrible ass out. I got dressed, found my headphones and left the flat.

Light was leaving the sky much faster than I’d expected, dribbling out of the bottom of the horizon. I walked quickly up the busy motorway: past the station, past a billboard on which the blue flame of a giant gas ring was peeling back to reveal the corner of a giant lizard crushing a building, over a concrete bridge beneath which a dilapidated tent had been pitched on the banks of a river’s smelly tributary. The reservoirs were gated off along the road by a wire-mesh gate. Just inside the gate was an old man in army khakis and a beret, doing push-ups against a bench.

A weir spilled into a wide stone tank, forming a white line of foam, and at the edge of the foam in another white line bobbed the gulls. Behind them were the ducks, scattered at random on the surface of the water, and above them all, screeching, were the green parakeets making low sweeps over the grass. The parakeets (and this was obvious just looking at them) were not a native species. There were many legends attached to their population in this country, including that they were descended from an escaped breeding pair once owned by a famous singer. They were said to bully the other birds, but as far as I could tell, all birds spent their lives interminably either flirting or bickering, haranguing anything and anyone that wasn’t their precise type of bird. I watched them for a while. Without thinking about it, I took my phone out of my pocket and looked at the news and discovered the man I’d seen in the club had received a prison sentence. This troubled me for a few moments. Someone out dancing the night before had today received this terrible news. It all seemed so completely senseless, the way that his life was to be changed. He was going to prison, which was a place that people could be sent by other people, just as they could be sent away on planes. I pushed on this thought for a while, nosing around for a way out of how the world had come to be organised, but I couldn’t see through any of it. I could not get far enough away. I was stuck, struggling, in my own time, like an animal in a tar pit. I put my phone away.
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Ess ran across the final field, down the slope to the bank of the river, though she slowed down when she saw there was no boat coming. The lesson of the morning had held her up: some delegates from a nearby co-op had come to visit. Over at the co-op they were cultivating something they called a food forest in an old car park, and she’d lost track of time showing them her own wandering vegetable beds, imagining a time when cultivation at the Basin might fit into a similar system – sheltered by what grew above and nurtured by what grew beside and below. She’d found herself gesturing towards their bare sky, thinking how it could be interrupted by the foliage of full-grown trees. A food cathedral. A future beyond the next season of planting or growing. Visions grew and multiplied in her head; she talked too much before glancing at her watch and realising, disappointed, that she was meant to meet the boat.

It wouldn’t have been a long way in a vehicle, but almost nobody had private vehicles in the cities anymore, and they were rare in the countryside. If you didn’t work for a company that hired a coach for you, or weren’t using a CitiPass to take the underground train, you were going most places under your own steam (maybe you had an electric moped, or a vespa doctored to run on vegetable oil). The Basin had an ancient van whose use was strictly rationed even when they could get biodiesel for it – there was no point at all in commandeering it for a single person. So she walked, fast, then jogged, then ran, awkwardly gripping the straps of her rucksack to stop it hitting her rhythmically in the back as she went. In the bag she had some clothes and a book. Everything else she needed would be provided for her. The red notebook she had taken from Mr J’s was still in the bag too.

There was an old bench by the riverbank, just a few planks of wood nailed together and cemented into the ground. There was a plaque that had once said someone’s name on it, but the engraving had long since rubbed off. Ess threw down the bag in the dirt beside her and sat on the bench. She took a quick scan of the fields: occasionally a group of feral cattle came by this way. They were unofficially protected by the Network now, but over the years they had learned to protect themselves from hungry humans by being elusive and aggressive. You had to have a trained eye to spot them in the long grass, except on very hot days when they would warily wallow in a few choice ponds at sunset. The short, wet spring was almost at an end, and it soon would be that hot, and hotter. Now and again one of the cows did die in the heat of the summer (people too, of course) and you’d find it by the smell if you wanted to, the birds that came to pick the meat, and then the flies. But mostly the marsh cattle did alright. She scanned the landscape for a hint of a brown back, a flickering ear, but there was nothing except an area of flattened grass under a crabby grey willow. They had rested there recently then. She smiled.

There was nothing coming down the stretch of river. The water turned a corner under a motorway bridge now given over to shanty houses about half a mile away: perhaps her ride was just behind that bend. From the other side of the river, a heron watched her severely. It was warm enough today to sit without her jacket. Ess, usually too close to others to sing without self-consciousness, took this rare opportunity to break into loud song.

An hour later she was no longer singing, but watching the river as severely as the heron, who had flown off some time before. She took the letter out of her pocket and unfolded it. We will wait for you for one (1) hour. The severity of the language had made her rush, and here she was, waiting for them. Her shadow lengthened, the sky in the west was beginning to stain with rose colours: those orange cultivars, the light sugar-pink wild roses and the vibrant cartoon pink of the damascene. One or two crickets started up a lonely chirrup. She had watched several slow boats make their way towards and past her, none of which stopped. The first had been a tiny and brightly coloured longboat containing a young family: a couple, one holding an electric-haired baby and the other steering the tiller, both unsmiling. A faded orange capsule with no windows, an old lifeboat, chugged grimly by. Several wide and ponderous goods boats, loaded with vegetables, wood, junk and, in one case, sheep, passed. Ess turned and looked down the worn gravel track, edged by ditches overflowing with greenery and rubbish. Yellow irises were beginning to bloom. From far away she glimpsed something that she feared was the corpse of a dog. Overhead, a flock of parakeets reeled across the sky; they were heading home to nest. She was happy to see them: they were such a cheerful colour, and there weren’t as many as there had been when she was young. A few years ago, some parasite had started attacking the parakeets’ eyes, blinding them. Among the survivors were those who’d been affected by the parasite: she’d heard that a flock only needed a single bird with sight to navigate, and soon might not need even that. Still, parakeets were no longer common in these parts, and those that you did see looked rangy and traumatised.

It had grown cooler, and quieter. A breeze eddied the black water and the bushes on the opposite bank rustled. It wasn’t sensible to stay out here late, but it wasn’t late yet. The mosquitos, which for several years now had seethed with malaria, would soon be out. She didn’t know that she was turning the cut stone in her pocket, running a thumb over the flat side.

‘Hellooooooooooo!’ She jumped sharply at the hard sound against the quiet. Someone was yelling from the front of a huge pale pink vessel that had just rocketed (insofar as such a vessel could rocket, which is to say only by comparison with all the other boats Ess had seen limp past) round the bend and was making its way towards the bridge. Ess could see a waving arm, a smudgy figure in a boldly patterned shirt, but could make out no more than that. They, surely, could see almost nothing of her, and yet it must be her they were waving to: who else was there? She stood, feeling foolish yet not quite daring to wave back, as the boat came close enough for her to make out the individual waving to her: a broad bald person who was smiling widely and whose shirt had a pattern of pineapples and hibiscus flowers on it.

‘Can you jump if I come alongside?’ the person in the shirt was shouting.

Ess, who had become used to a very specific and limited set of social interactions, felt wrong-footed by the question.

‘Are you going to East Marsh?’ she yelled. Her voice came out thinner than she would have preferred. The waving, in response, became more frantic, and the voice louder despite the boat’s greater proximity:

‘YOU’RE ESS, YEAH? YOU’RE COMNG WITH US TO EAST MARSH?’

‘Yes…YES!’

‘THEN’ – the waving became a frantic arcing gesture, as if trying to direct an air current into the boat – ‘JUMP ON!’

The boat performed a sudden lurch from the middle of the river towards the bank. Ess grabbed her bag and, after feinting towards the boat to show her intentions, threw it onto the deck. As the boat came closer, she stepped from the bank and onto the lip that ran around its edge, about a foot above the water, grabbing on to a length of rope secured around the edge of the roof. The boat carved away from the bank through the inky water, and Ess made her way round to the front, where she picked up her backpack and shook the driver’s hand: ‘I’m Wyatt,’ he said. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late. Crowded on the river today, and our suppliers were running behind.’

‘No worries,’ said Ess. ‘What were you picking up?’

‘Scrap material mostly, glass, some metal sheeting. We had some orders for custom stuff. There’s a metal worker who lives right in the junkyard by the old filter-beds, do you know them?’

‘No,’ said Ess, ‘but a few Basin people probably do. We’re expanding the living spaces.’

‘You made everything from scratch or were there buildings already?’

‘A couple. An old visitor centre with what used to be a café, an office. Some even older – a mill that got renovated around the time they built the centre, so we didn’t have to do much. Bird hides, pretty much done with but good scrap material. You guys?’

‘Oh, there was nothing when they first arrived,’ Wyatt said with undisguised pride. ‘Wilder than most places around here had ever been allowed to be. That’s partly why they chose it. We built everything, and we’re still building. Well, I wasn’t there in the beginning, obviously. Me and my dad turned up to the outpost on this boat about twenty years ago now, and we never left. Well, he’s dead.’

‘Oh,’ said Ess, who was a bit overtaken by this potted history. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘Thanks. Are you hungry? I’ve got something to eat. I’m meant to share it.’

‘Meant?’

‘Well, it’s supposed to be food for two, but it isn’t enough. That scarcity mindset though, you know?’

‘I know,’ said Ess, who had a scarcity mindset herself. ‘I’m sorry if it’s not enough, but I am quite hungry. I didn’t have time to eat before I left.’

Wyatt sighed. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘I knew you wouldn’t have. It’s plenty, really, and not long till we get there. It’s just on the inside there. Pull the bolt on the door.’

The metal hatch swung inwards, and Ess leaned down into the interior of the boat. It was very deep and very dark and stuffed with scrap of all kinds – not just what Wyatt had mentioned but old green, brown, blue and clear glass bottles, paint cans, pieces of carpet and rug, chairs, tables and lengths of rope. There was a small camp bed with a patchwork quilt (blue and purple) thrown over it. She stepped down into the little kitchen, which had its shelves piled precariously high with little boxes of tea and jars of herbs and funguses. She found the food meant for her and Wyatt in the sink, housed in a large Tupperware box, brown with age. Tupperware pieces made very robust antiques. This one still had some of its transparency and a top that fitted onto the bottom: it was probably only about fifty years old. Somewhere in the wealthy enclaves, they still made them out of some kind of fruit by-product, but they weren’t as good as these old warriors, tough as hell, practically immune to the world’s turning. So different from their fragile creators. When it went brown, like this one, ancient Tupperware exuded an almost tree-like wisdom.

‘Put the kettle on!’ Wyatt called into the hatch. ‘We can spare a bit of gas. There’s water in there, just enough. Do you take milk? We’ve got a bottle hanging over the back if you can get to it.’

Ess eased her way round the lip of the boat again and pulled out the bottle of milk, which was cooling in the river on the end of a long, thick string. When she returned with it and headed back into the boat’s interior, Wyatt said, ‘Give that bottle a good wipe before you open it.’

Ess had already done so: everyone knew about the state of this bit of river. Full of sewage, and a chemical spill or two, one in recent memory: Ess could recall the silver lozenges of fish, numerous as grains of rice, that had floated up dead and gathered at the riverbanks and between the boats. The river still looked OK, and most people still swam in it (you just kept your mouth shut). She gave the milk bottle another judicious rub with her sleeve before pouring it out.

The Tupperware contained sandwiches made of thick bread, lettuce and grainy slabs of ham. Ham! Ess felt tears coming to her eyes as she chewed. It was so…substantial. Was that butter? At the Basin they usually ate a thin vegan margarine. Ess and Wyatt ate the sandwiches and drank the tea in silence – she sitting, he standing at the tiller. The sun got lower and the rose colours began staining the dark water.

‘The sun goes down so fast these days,’ said Wyatt after a while.

‘The days are getting longer,’ said Ess after a while. She wasn’t sure what else to say.

‘What have they got you coming to us for?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Ess after a silence, savouring another bite of her sandwich. ‘I thought you might.’

‘No, no, I’m just transport,’ said Wyatt, with some satisfaction.

‘They don’t tell you why you transport what you transport?’

‘Usually I know,’ said Wyatt, steering and chewing. ‘Usually it’s obvious, your regular food and supplies and whatnot. But, you know, occasionally I don’t know, and I don’t always need to know.’

Ess remembered what Zizi had said – there were obviously secrets – and felt the same instinctive aversion and discomforting interest.

‘Surely, though, you’d want to know, just from an ethical?’

‘Well, they don’t have me moving nukes around.’ Wyatt laughed, a dismissive, low bark that irritated Ess. ‘You know, East Marsh is a big outpost, a lot going on. We’ve got labs, comms towers. Not everyone needs to know everything that goes on. You don’t want things reaching the wrong ears.’

‘What do you mean, wrong ears?’ said Ess indignantly. There were no right or wrong ears in the Network.

Wyatt barked the laugh again: ‘You don’t have spies at the Basin?’

‘Of course we don’t!’ Ess thought again of the figure she’d seen.

‘Well, you’re a small outpost, I suppose.’

Ess seethed, though what he said was true, and nothing wrong with it, of course. She wanted to drop it, but she couldn’t, not quite.

‘You didn’t discuss my coming at your meeting?’

‘Might have,’ said Wyatt. ‘I wasn’t there. I skip them usually – boring.’ He looked at her slantwise, daring her to have a problem with it. Ess was surprised by the force it took for her to hold back her opinion. She wouldn’t have held it back from someone at the Basin if they had expressed similar sentiments. The meetings were boring, of course; everyone thought that (or so she had always assumed). But how could you be a community without them, and how could you meaningfully be a member of that community if you didn’t attend? Wyatt seemed proud of East Marsh. He’d sounded proud even about the spies, though Ess assumed that was all bullshit. Just as she was preparing herself to do some Education on the subject of meeting attendance, Wyatt spoke again.

‘Basin. You’re End-of-Dayers, no? Last Human Chapter. The Death Cult.’

Ess knew what was said about the Basin.

‘We’re not a death cult,’ she said. Wyatt said nothing, so she added, ‘We’re part of the Network. We advocate for all life on Earth.’

Wyatt still said nothing, and although this irritated her – as if he hadn’t brought the subject up himself – she was happy to avoid the question she knew would follow if they continued to discuss the Final Chapter. It was what everyone wanted to know, about the operation. It wasn’t political curiosity: it was ghoulish and sexist. She was happy not to go there. She returned to her food and focused her attention on its pleasures.

As the Network got larger it got stranger, more various. It was not a government. In some respects, it was more like a religion. It had branched off into different sects and habits, just as all communities did. There was a small community called the Orchard who would only eat windfall fruit, but they were universally thought to be crazy. Of course, you always thought the other outposts were wrong about things which yours got right. Everyone felt like this. The Basin was not the only Final Chapter outpost, far from it. They were a thriving part of the movement. Wyatt could think what he liked. He was delusional if he thought humanity’s time on Earth wasn’t drawing to a close, and he was welcome to that delusion, of course; anyone was.

It was quite dark on the water now – just a faint sliver of light far ahead where the sun was sinking softly into the river. The boat chugged away, and Wyatt barely moved except to steer a little, and to roll his shoulders. After a while he turned on the lamp, and a fat beam illuminated the water ahead of them.

‘Doubt there’ll be anyone else on this stretch at this hour,’ said Wyatt pleasantly, as if their earlier exchange had not occurred. ‘I’d have preferred to save the battery. But once it gets really dark, it’s hard to tell how near the bank you are, and it isn’t just boats that get in the way. You’d be amazed at all the junk that piles up on the riverbed. Like navigating a reef.’

‘What happens if you hit something?’

‘Oh, nothing usually. The hull’s thick, it won’t get damaged. But if something gets tangled up in the rudders, I’ll have to get out and under and untangle it. Just something you want to avoid. Do you know how to open a lock? There’s one coming.’

‘Have you got a torch?’

‘There’s a headtorch on the bench beside you, I think.’ It was so dark Ess had to grope around, her fingertips touching the spidery fragments of old leaves, grains of dirt and silty drops of water. Then her fingers touched something that felt right. ‘How close are we?’

‘A couple of minutes maybe.’

When the lock reared up at them and she heard the water rushing on the other side, Ess jumped onto the bank and set her back against the first of the large gates. She hauled herself over onto the other side of the lock, crossing the closed gates, and opened the other side. As she began winching the paddles open, she became aware of the glimmer of the lamp across her and glanced up. Wyatt was nothing but an outline against the front of the boat, but she was illuminated as though on a stage. Something about the possibility of being watched moved parts of her that hadn’t moved in some time. Moving back and forth across the rushing water in the dark, smelling the cold night smells of the river with an unfamiliar destination ahead and the ham sandwiches being joyfully dissolved inside her, Ess felt something other than resignation at this strange trip. Was she going on an adventure?
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Bea had taken to spending most late afternoons on the marsh, prowling around and sniffing under trees and bushes like a dog.

‘Would you like a dog?’ Ade had asked her – he’d started to notice the mud on her shoes in the hall, and once or twice had been home before her. Bea had been nervous that he would try and prevent her walks when he found out about them, but this would have been out of character. In fact, he seemed pleased to find her less listless – after tramping around for hours, most evenings she was simply tired. ‘You could take it on your walks. You could look out for each other.’

Bea did not fancy a dog and did not fancy the implication that she needed a companion, although of course she was terribly lonely. She knew a local cat – muddy coloured, wide faced, purple mouthed – that accepted sardines from her and often came out from a particular privet hedge to receive them. She was fairly certain he was a cat of no fixed address and she’d grown very fond of him. When he heard her footstep, which he had come to recognise, he would approach and let himself be stroked from the top of the head down his spine – which was very knobbly – to his tail. After a sardine, if sardine was forthcoming, he would butt her affectionately with his large head as if to say, ‘We’ve become good friends, haven’t we, you and I?’ Though his expression always remained that of a cat who had recently been witness to some kind of terrible scandal.

The evening she bumped into Haich, there had been more magpies than usual on the marsh. Before she discovered the marsh, Bea had seen magpies around but never noticed them properly. She’d heard in the neighbourhood of a boy who had owned a talking magpie. It would imitate the elderly ladies who sat and chatted on a particular step, it spoke the boy’s mother’s words back to her and hallooed his father’s greeting when he returned from work. The magpie had accompanied the boy everywhere. Then the boy had caught some illness or other – cancer or tuberculosis – and died, and the magpie had died too, of heartbreak. So the story went. Bea did not quite believe in the talking magpie. But the marsh magpies – who were by no means silent and could sometimes frighten her with their weird, demonic chattering: wokawokawok – did seem clever. She felt that they recognised her as she came on her daily walk. They certainly eyed her, though they might have been after her wedding ring, the glittering eyes of her shoes.

That evening there was something striking in the spacing of the magpies, none of them behaving, in themselves, oddly, but so numerous, like a pattern on an endless fabric, like letters. The marsh was offering her something, addressing the place of comprehension where there are no words. The sun got lower. Bea went home.

And it was on the journey back that Haich had caught her, only one street away from her own. Though it could not be so, she nonetheless did wonder if he had been waiting. If he had watched and therefore known where to wait. Her shoes were covered in mud, the shawl she had thrown over her coat and head in disarray.

‘Well, well, well, how do, Mrs A?’ he said, coming towards her in his long dark overcoat.

‘Haich!’ she said warmly, for they were on very familiar terms now and she must call him by his first name, he had absolutely insisted. He only called her Mrs as a form of mock chivalry. ‘How kind of you to appear just as it’s getting dark, ready to accompany me home.’ And she smiled at him and took the arm that he held out.

‘My head is very full this evening, Bea, very full indeed. I’m glad to come across you just as I was brooding away. You’ll refresh me.’

‘What thoughts,’ said Bea obediently, hardly listening, ‘are your head full of?’

‘Well, you know, it’s full of that book I was talking of writing. I’ve actually got some way along with it now and, you know, your husband really is proving a marvellous muse. Such an unusual character. There is something…unguarded about him, and he is so quick! Of course, Bea, you will have noticed this yourself.’

As a matter of fact, Bea did consider Ade unusual: an unusually thoughtful and interesting man. And she knew that he was clever too, although not quite clever enough to avoid marrying her. Yes, yes, she knew her husband was special and of course everyone in the neighbourhood knew Ade was bright. Perhaps Haich thought that Bea did not appreciate Ade’s merits enough. Was there some subtle rebuke in his words to her? Haich was still talking, and letting his hand drag her arm a little, slowing their progress towards the house. Lamps were going on in the quiet, similar houses.

‘As I continue on with my manuscript, I think I realise that part of my task as a writer is to bring life, ordinary life, into the public view. To paint a picture that will inform my countrymen, give them a glimpse of everyday life for someone like Ade. To give voice to a man like Ade, who might otherwise not have been known outside of that small neighbourhood of his.’

Bea did not know about this. It did seem ludicrous that Haich might produce a book that anyone would read, or that dear old Ade would be the subject of that book. But then, she had certainly read books on less interesting subjects. And after all, some people who wrote books did have them published. And if anyone she knew was to publish a book, it did seem quite likely it would be Haich, who, number one, was writing one and, number two, boasted of all kinds of connections in theatre and politics and journalism and so why not publishing. Why not, indeed? Suddenly into her head came very vividly the image of a sober, cream dust jacket with green writing on it, and the many, many words of Haich crammed inside. A feeling not unlike the thinness came over her, but it was not pleasant, even in the mixed way of the angel and the marsh. She felt herself, the life she had with Ade and all its small faults and pleasures, in danger of being worn away.

‘Of course,’ said Haich, ‘you mustn’t think that I am excluding the feminine viewpoint. As a matter of fact, though you are sometimes reticent, I see clearly that you think more than you say. I cannot think of a better representative of your sex.’

‘Hmm?’ said Bea, who continued to only half listen, distracted by her anxious parade of thoughts.

‘Of course, I shall change your name, change some of your most obvious mannerisms. I doubt that anyone who knew you would recognise you in the reading. Unless, of course –’ he squeezed her arm, and they began to walk even more slowly ‘– unless you choose to tell people that someone has made you a muse at last.’

Oh no.

Bea was not without vanity. Her mother had been, in her way, an extremely prideful woman, a pride that forced itself out of her tight figure in the form of a powerful charisma. Bea had sometimes felt regret that her own womanhood seemed likely to be of the invisible sort. The shyly bold, boldly shy flirtation of the teenage boys who sometimes came into the shop on errands, or who stood behind the counters of the shops she used to frequent, had filled in her outline in slightly bolder colours than the hazy ones that made her up day by day. CeeCee, who saw clear inside her, lit her up with that gaze, illuminated every organ with lacquered, gem-like colours. So Bea was not strictly averse to someone taking a measure of her. If before this evening someone had asked her, ‘Bea, would you like to be a muse to some artist?’, even one of as yet doubtful merit, and if Bea had been inclined to reply honestly, she might have said, ‘Well, I do find the idea flattering.’ So, in a way, it was with surprise that she registered her own alarm. She stopped walking and turned to face Haich, who was smiling in a soft, eerie way.

‘You like it,’ said Haich, with satisfaction. ‘You like knowing, at last, for certain, how I’m moved by you.’ He still had hold of her arm and now took the other, so that she was boxed in between his hands. Her heart began a fearful drumming as he gripped her more tightly and moved his face towards her. She tried to back away, but he just pulled her closer to him. It was quite dark now, and the lamps had not yet gone on. Bea felt a sharp disgust and panic, surprise and irritation, an affronted sense of how completely inappropriate this was, how unwanted, how he had deliberately taken her aside like this, the wife of his friend, a woman who all but openly disliked him and had become slightly afraid of him. Of all these thoughts and feelings and considerations, she blurted out the one that seemed most irrefutably true:

‘But…but…we’re just a street away from the house!’

Haich seemed to come out of a brief trance and let go of her arms. She staggered back, and a look of thwarted irritation flashed across his face like a knife. Then he smiled and sighed.

‘Oh, darling, you’re quite right. Forgive me, my passion overcame me. You are right, the danger here is too great. We must not take unnecessary risks.’

Taking her arm again, and whistling, he tugged her on down the street, and finally to her own house, and in to dinner.

The hallway as they came in was quite dark; the maid had not yet got to the lights in there and Bea had no desire to turn them on herself. She was sure her face was either burning or deathly. She even felt a little faint as they went together from the cold and the cool darkness of the hallway into the bright light and roaring fire of the sitting room. Unusually for the time of day, Ade was there, waiting for them.

As he turned from the fireplace towards them, Bea saw a look of horror register on his face, gleaming with the heat of the fire. She felt a great rushing in her stomach, a hysterical nausea, and was about to blurt out some defence of everything that had just happened in the street. He must have seen them or have read some complicity in their faces. But a moment later, or even less than a moment, she saw that his face was really a mask of delight. Ade was thrilled to see them arrive together. So thrilled, in fact, that Bea felt there was performance in it – though, of course, her husband always performed for Haich a little. She sat down immediately, wondering if she could put her head between her knees while the men greeted each other. She kept her face lowered anyway, and her expression neutral, in case Haich should look at her, or even in case Ade should. Bea was quite ashamed of herself for being so shaken. After all, nothing really had happened, and there was no reason to allow it to happen again. But the surge of adrenaline she had felt when Haich had gripped her had subsided into a queasy feeling. She was forced to admit to being really quite unsettled.

She was quiet at dinner: Ade’s sister and her husband were there too, so there was no need for her to talk much. His sister wanted to discuss the cost of decorating the baby’s room and was so incensed by the various difficulties of the project, all of which had apparently come at additional cost, that Bea needed to say very little. She was ravenous, so merely listened and ate, making the occasional noise of assent or shock. Once Ade’s sister had worn herself out expelling the built-up tribulation of the day, she noticed Bea’s silence. ‘Are you alright, my dear?’ she asked, suddenly switching the distant look she’d worn to recall her grievances to a close, sharp gaze. ‘You seem – I hope you don’t mind me saying this – a bit off.’

Bea laughed. It was a real laugh, because ‘a bit off’ was exactly what she was, but for how long had that been? Longer than this evening anyway. ‘How’s that?’ she asked. ‘In what way?’

‘Well, for one thing,’ her sister-in-law said, biting a chunk of potato sharply from the end of her fork, ‘you have a twig in your hair. Why, I wonder, didn’t Ade mention it to you before we arrived? It’s practically the size of a branch.’

When the house was quiet and dim again, Bea and Ade lay down in their little beds, a green fringed lamp between them, each with a glass of water. They were saying nothing: Ade was lying on his back. Bea was reading a novel and would have been almost ready to sleep, but there was something on her liver: it was what had happened with Haich, her husband’s friend. Her silence was becoming a lie, and the longer her silence lasted, the larger the lie would become. But, she thought, would it also become smaller? Or would it reach its largest point and begin to shrink again? In a month the lie would be fat as a leech, but in ten years it would be nothing more than a flea. Thinking that far in the future made her feel depressed, so she stopped. She resumed turning and worrying on the conversation with Haich, not only the grabbing of her arms but his strange talk of the book and she and Ade in it. It was silly to worry about it and yet she did worry.

‘Ade?’

‘Beeb?’

‘I had a pretty funny conversation with Haich this evening.’

‘At dinner? I didn’t notice you talking to anyone much.’ Bea assumed Ade was used to her antisocial behaviour by now, but perhaps not. Perhaps he wished she were more like his sister, or even CeeCee, as she herself sometimes wished.

‘We met each other on the way home, you remember?’

‘Ah, yes. You had a funny conversation?’

‘…Yes.’

‘That’s all? Well, I’m glad you made each other laugh.’

‘Well, yes,’ said Bea a bit desperately, ‘he did make me laugh in a way. Talking about his book and everything.’

‘What’s funny about his book?’

He was being a bit sharp, she thought.

‘Well, I didn’t mean funny that it made me laugh exactly. Truthfully, Ade, I thought it was odd. Has he mentioned to you what he’s writing about?’

‘Yes,’ said Ade tightly.

‘And you don’t think it odd? That you’re to be his…muse? That our life is his subject, somehow? Or something about our life that he imagines?’

‘I agree with you that I am not a suitable subject for a novel of any sort. But Haich is a man of talent – he’ll perhaps make something interesting of me, dull as I am.’

‘Ade, you’re taking offence and I mean no offence. I think you’re a fine subject, of course I do. I… You’re my husband. I’m trying to say something quite different to you, something…’ She paused. What was it she was trying to say? There was what had happened in the adjoining street, which she now acknowledged she was never going to mention if it could be avoided. What would be the point? But there was also everything before that, all the time she’d known Haich and he’d known Ade. Something passing between them. What was it Haich wanted? He was going to eat her husband up, she was sure, and she was part of it: eating her was to eat him, to eat his property.

‘What?’ Ade broke in on her thoughts, hot and sharp, and he had raised his voice. Thank goodness the maid had gone home.

‘What?’ said Bea, confused and playing for time.

‘What are you trying to say to me, Bea, if not that I’m a boring old sod who’d never do for a book and would never do for a friend of Haich? Don’t you think I wonder about that? Don’t you think I wait for the day it turns out to have been one big bloody joke?’

Bea looked over at Ade in frank surprise. His fists were balled on top of the covers like a baby’s, and his face was red. She thought he might be trying not to cry. Oh no, thought Bea. Should I go over to him? She sat up as if to get out of bed, but Ade made a gesture with his tight-fisted hand and threw back his own covers and walked out of the room. She lay with the lamp on for some time, waiting for him to come back, but he didn’t. Then she turned out the light and waited to go to sleep, but she didn’t. What had happened to the men today? They were strange and out of order, unpredictable. She’d been used to it with her father, who had certainly been unpredictable and died in an unpredictable way. An exotic foreign fever. Now her father was gone and Ade was left, an altogether more reasonable character. Perhaps she’d been wrong to think so. She stood up and pulled apart the curtains. You couldn’t see the moon from this window in the early evening: there were too many buildings. You had to wait till it was deep night and it had climbed above the roofs. And there it was, waiting for her: a great silver eye in the night, or the bold and empty socket of an eye.

*

She managed to avoid Haich for several weeks by what turned out to be a rather simple, if extreme, expedient: she took to her bed. Taking to bed. This was a phrase her mother had used in a tone of disapproval. It was not something Bea had ever known anyone to do, but she associated it with indiscretion and scandal.

It had begun simply enough. After their strange argument, when Ade left the bedroom, she’d lain awake all night, thinking things over, twisting things up like so much soiled bed linen. She’d seen the dawn in, feverish and worried, and then been suddenly seized by a cold, mortal and irrational fear that it was a fever that she had, a real one like that which had carried off her mother and her father. She put her hands up to her neck and felt two bulging swellings under either ear and abruptly began to weep. The crying frightened her more. By the time it was real morning, time to get up, she was grey and wrung out, exhausted. Ade had come up, full of kindness and, if not exactly contrition, a willingness to scratch out on all counts the words of the night before. He had seemed, at first, quite touched to find Bea in such acute distress.

‘Darling, you look like you’ve been awake all night!’ said Ade. ‘I’m so sorry. If I’d known!’ And he knelt, to her shock, by her bed and put his head on her legs. She stroked his hair for a few moments, and they murmured to each other, and Ade departed quite cheerfully: ‘You must rest,’ he said to her. ‘I’ll have breakfast brought up.’

After the success of this first inaction, it was somehow easier and easier to stay in bed. It solved, for the moment, the problem of Haich, whose voice Bea heard from time to time, and even once or twice on the stairs, but who never, it seemed, had the temerity to come right up. She had still not decided what to do and told herself that she would use her time to think things out.

It was not at all bad in bed, though it was boring, and she missed the marsh. Every morning, at Haich’s strange insistence, the maid brought her buttered toast and an egg, poached. The egg eyed her and, even after she’d stabbed it open with her little knife and jabbed at it with bits of toast, it always ultimately defeated her. It would lie there, punctured and covered in brown crumbs, and congeal. A dull film would encroach on its shining white exterior, and the sunshine yellow of the yolk would dry into a chippable layer, like paint. It would lie there on the plate while she lay on the bed, getting more and more like that until the maid came and took it away on its tray. The arrival, the attempt and the transformation of the egg marked out all the hours of the morning, and its lingering, subtle smell hung over the afternoon. Sometimes, after it had gone completely cold, she would eat it to get rid of it, like a cat eating a dead fly.

The trouble with her current course of action was the quiet nausea one got drifting in and out of sleep, the irritation of her back from all that lying on soft pillows, and the brooding. The fear of the fever came and went, came and went, and whenever it arrived it was a wash of poison over the proceeding hours, that terrible fear.

She had tried not to give too much thought to the manner of her parents’ death: the fact of it, coming from so far away, had been difficult enough to grasp. The details were still vague, though she suspected her distant, scholarly brother knew more about it than her. She had no basis for this assumption, but it was like him to withhold things from her, as it had been usual for her father, when alive, to disclose more to his son than to his daughter. What was certain was that they had departed (against much advice, with the support of just as many) to a place her father had long regarded as a holy land, a country that he believed held a place for him by right (her mother too, maybe). He had become ill on arrival, either from the long journey, or something caught on the journey, or something contracted shortly after. Her mother, her beloved mother, had nursed him and caught the illness and died, and then he had died. Perhaps. Perhaps he had died first. But she was so angry with him for leaving and for becoming ill and making her mother ill that she couldn’t bear to allow him to have died first: he must have watched her mother die and known, at last, that he had been wrong about that, and so many other things.

But then she also wanted her mother, her mother, her mother, to have lived the longest, to have spent just a little longer there with her before the great soft impassable door closed between them, far off as she had been. Lying there in bed, Bea fantasised, which she had not before permitted herself, that she had prevented her mother from leaving, that she had stamped and blown a fit, that she had run to the ship as the passengers were boarding and taken her mother by the hand and said, ‘No, stay here with me! You are my mother!’ Oh, what had possessed her father to go? What had made him leave? Perhaps the war had cast a greater shadow over him than she’d thought. Or had he seen further on, towards the current trouble? But if so, why leave behind his only son, his recently married daughter? Why take her mother from them? The idiot.

The green fringed lamp cast a dim, agal light across the bed. Bea twisted, and twisted up the sheets, which lay across her like seaweed. Bea felt herself stinking up with salt and the sea, growing crusts of mineral and lichen. She was surprised to discover the force of her feelings (her anger), and though at times it felt good to let the anger have its way, to rush into her and possess and animate her for a while, the attack of rage would always leave her feeling spent, feverish, as though she really were ill. She wondered if the heat of this secret anger had prevented her pregnancy all these months. One morning there was the usual blood on the sheets, and she almost hadn’t the energy to let it upset her.

Sometimes she wrote, briefly and disconsolately, in her little notebook. She wrote of the encounter with Haich and then regretted it. She considered scratching it out, but that would be to make more of it somehow. She sometimes attempted little scraps of household accounting, but the numbers eluded her in a way they never had before; they noticed that she was not herself and misbehaved, went awry. Still, it was some record of the days passing, proof of life. So around it went, the egg of the morning and the green fringed light of evening and, in between, her pen, little scratches, the spoiling page.

The angel continued to visit her, and it was not all bad and it was not all good. She was trying now constantly to engage it, and sometimes she thought she had succeeded: the blurred features would make a sharp turn, the head might cock as if to hear a sound when she called to it. She recorded, more religiously than before, its appearances, and even tried to draw its likeness: an attempt which resulted in an image whose eeriness surpassed its accuracy or impressiveness in any other regard.

Her parents’ death had destroyed what had been left of her spiritual faith, though she remained observant, much as one would continue to put on one’s clothes. This suited Ade, whose sensitivity had little impact on his pragmatism. The angel in a way had put a different shine on matters, but so far she had kept this development private for…well, for very many reasons indeed. She kept the angel separate from her daily and weekly observances. It had never appeared at temple, as one might expect, though she could not really picture it in a place which, though quotidian to her, was so obviously dedicated to worship. The angel seemed to prefer domestic spaces.

After more than a week had passed, CeeCee came to see her.

‘The men are downstairs,’ she said, sitting on a chair pulled up beside the bed. ‘Ooof.’

‘Wow, Cee,’ said Bea involuntarily.

‘Wow what?’

‘Oh, just…’ Bea wondered if she should alter course but felt too tired to think of something else to say. ‘You’re…you’re looking pretty far along.’

‘Big, you mean?’

‘I said far along.’

‘Well, I’m not especially. About halfway. People keep telling me how big I’m getting, but the fact is, I was big to begin with.’ CeeCee could be waspish, but Bea rarely felt that sting directed towards her. Was CeeCee angry with her, or was she just tired from the pregnancy? Bea sank back into her pillows, already feeling defeated. She’d considered confiding in CeeCee about Haich, but her friend was clearly not in the mood. She sighed. CeeCee laughed.

‘Sighing at me! I’m sorry, miss, was this not the genteel visit you were expecting?’

‘I thought,’ said Bea, sitting up again, ‘that you might at least have brought me some fancy pastries. Or a nourishing broth. Or, maybe, a small peasant child to sing to me.’

‘You’re a bit early for the peasant child,’ said CeeCee, cradling her belly, ‘but I’ll send it over soon as it’s ready.’

She really did look bigger than before, but she was right: it was not the pregnancy, or not only that, so it seemed to Bea. CeeCee looked, in fact, not just broader but taller, though Bea supposed that might be because of her own prone position. She felt a little larger herself, or at least sort of spread out and flattened, like flaccid dough.

After a silence which, for Bea, was quite comfortable but during which CeeCee had apparently been preparing to say her piece, her friend spoke again: ‘Bea, Ade seems to be content with you up here, which, frankly, I don’t like in itself.’

Bea had to agree that Ade had been very amenable about her convalescence. She could see it from his point of view – she was sweet and vulnerable, and he no longer need worry that she had nothing to do all day, because she didn’t want to do anything. She suspected that he believed even less than she did in a physical illness, as he had not insisted when she refused to see a doctor. CeeCee was moving her hands along the heavy wool of her coat, which she had not removed. Was it that which made her seem so much larger?

‘But I am worried about you. Are you ill? What with, then? It’s something in your mind, I know it. I’ve had days I didn’t want to get up, but you see you must.’

‘I will,’ said Bea sulkily. ‘When I feel stronger.’

‘This has gone on long enough!’ CeeCee’s voice took on a piercing note, almost panic. ‘Ade says you haven’t left your bed once! You haven’t attended temple! What are you doing lying here day after day? What are you thinking?’ She stopped, and when she spoke again, the piercing note had gone. ‘I know that sometimes things can take us hard, I do. And if there is something…’ She took her hands away from herself and put them on the bedspread, leaning forward over the growing hemisphere of herself. ‘If there is something, Bea, you would tell me?’

‘I only just still feel weak. It’s just a cold, I think. A flu maybe.’

‘Bea…did you lose a baby? Is that it? Did you bleed? Look, there’s no shame in it. It happens all the time. I half think it happened to me once, very early. It happened to my mother more than once. You can tell me if it is.’

Bea was surprised but also rather annoyed to find the conversation taking this turn. Bloody hell. She considered briefly that she could say yes and settle the matter of having taken to bed once and for all. But then Ade could never be convinced to play the part, so she would have to somehow make him believe it as well and he’d be so upset and, really, what would be the point? And it would be a betrayal of CeeCee’s confidence, which had great value; and if she lost it, she had no means at her disposal to buy it back. She knew that she had become less of a person of late; she knew that.

‘No, CeeCee,’ she said. ‘No, it’s not that. I’m not sure what it is.’ Unfortunately, that was true.

CeeCee let out a long, slightly uncomfortable breath. She seemed relieved. ‘Look, if it was up to me, we’d both be lying down all day, every day, eating salmon and custard.’

‘Together?’

‘Silly. You know what I mean. We deserve a life of leisure, and bless you, Bea, in this house you practically have one! I know that things can get in, get settled in the mind. I know that. But there is no time to lie down here until you feel better. There is no time for that.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you think I’m the only one who will wonder, who will worry? Do you not think even now that Ade’s family are not discussing this…episode of yours? Well, I tell you they are. There are sisters and aunts talking among themselves, and at temple they are talking to others, and you know, Bea, how the words travel from there, how they lose their truthfulness that way. At some point, Bea, someone will make Ade send for a doctor and I don’t know what sort and I don’t know what they’ll do. You have got to get back to the work of being a wife, whatever you might think that means, you have to get back to doing it. Lighting the candles, choosing the fish for dinner. The shop was only your job as the wife of a shopkeeper. You are asleep at the counter. You are resting’ – CeeCee poked Bea gently in the ribs – ‘on the job. And I need you! Get up! Get up, please!’

When CeeCee left, Bea got all the way up out of bed and reached for her clothes. It would be wrong to say that the visit had cheered her, but as always CeeCee had the effect she desired, and Bea did find herself a little shaken. Perhaps she should have come down to see Ade’s sister the other day. Perhaps she should not have been so quiet when his mother came and sat at her bedside all that afternoon. They were almost her entire family now. But though these thoughts were motivating in their way, they were also as exhausting as those which had got her into bed in the first place. Bea tried to resist the flat wave of indifference that rolled across her, threatened to crush her. She stayed on her feet and pulled something over her head and did up one button, then another. Then she saw in the mirror that she had done the buttons up wrong and that she was a ghastly shade, and her hair was sitting on her head like a dead animal and something invisible pushed at the back of her knees and she sat back down on the bed again. Her fingers worked their way like busy insects, back up her body, undoing the buttons. But now even the insects, her fingers, were tired, and they too lay down beside her and were still. The rock rolled back over and blocked out the light.

She woke up in the middle of the night and stayed awake for several hours. Then, just as she was thinking of throwing herself out of the window to spite the man who snoozed so softly on the other side of the room, she fell back into sleep, as one might fall into a pit that someone has dug for you in the ground. She dreamed she stood before a white door, with a white frame, in a white wall. She pushed at the white door, and it let her into a dimly lit, wood-panelled corridor, with doors leading off on either side. Many doors, like the corridor of a train carriage. The floor was chequered with black and white tiles. One door led her into a small room lit with globes. She stood before a toilet. The walls were green tile, which framed a large mirror. Setting her hands on the marble countertop, she looked into the mirror, and it was not her, though the face was terribly familiar.

Bea woke up with the nauseous tug that takes us out of deep dreaming. She was awake but could not move. At the end of her bed was not the angel as usual, but the figure in the mirror of the dream. In the dream, its features had been clear, though she could no longer picture them. Now, here, in the bedroom, its face was as indistinct as the angel’s always was, and yet she knew who it was. She could see its torso and shoulders. It was leaning forward, and now and again in the excruciating, inscrutable, endless time that Bea lay there, unable to move, able only to watch, it made a strange gesture, a prayer-like gesture. After countless seconds, Bea realised it was turning the pages of a book.

The next morning, Bea woke up with the fear of her own madness fresh in her, stronger than even CeeCee had been able to conjure. This fear, unlike the sluggish, eroding fears of recent weeks, had energy attached, a current she could be borne along by. She gathered up what had kept her pressed into the bed, and heaved it and squashed it and kicked it up and away somewhere onto a high broad shelf in her mind. She let the fear of the night before push her up as the old soft fear had pushed her down. She let it walk her down the stairs.

‘Oh, my darling!’ said Ade. ‘I’m so glad you’re feeling better!’

By the time morning had passed, she had mostly shaken off the terror that had driven her out of bed. The dream was swallowed by the novelty of getting up, of being downstairs again (the light seemed different than she remembered), of Ade’s attentions: ‘Listen, go slow, OK, go slow today. Make sure you eat a good breakfast.’ The broad spring was suddenly ripe and turning outside her window: the explosions of pink and white blossom on the street’s trees were falling, and a slurry of shed petals washed all over the pavement. She wandered round the house all morning, straightening things and speaking to the maid about the week’s shopping. She decided on Ade’s favourite food for dinner. She sat in front of the window overlooking the garden and did the accounts, slowly and more methodically even than usual, but finishing more quickly because she did not stare into space so often and for so long as had become her habit.

That afternoon was the first time she’d stepped outside since that strange altercation in the street, and the world felt a bit sharp and harsh. It wasn’t altogether an unpleasant feeling. Nice to have a hard edge to things after all the soft edges of her bed, her thoughts, everything bleeding into everything else, Ade’s soft voice. Rounding the corner where they usually met, she called for Sardine, who emerged and wandered over casually, as if she had never been absent. He was disappointed when she held out her empty hand, patiently bore her strokes and scratches behind the ears, gave her leg a small bump with his head and disappeared back into the hedge.

Was she a little warier as she passed the place where Haich had waited for her? No, she was not! How absurd to imagine that he’d be in the same place again. And if he was, what would happen? Nothing, that was what. Nothing had happened before, and nothing would happen again. And what if she was afraid of other things, too, which might happen? They wouldn’t happen either.

The dirt track by which she always headed into the scrub was as perilously wet as ever. She made circuitous paths around puddles which had sprung up, some perhaps in her own fortnight-old footprints. But as she continued, she found that the water seemed to be drawing back and she could stroll down to the riverbank with ease. In the far distance, a herd of dairy cattle was being coaxed down the path around the river bend. Out of the ditch to her left was pushing a cluster of tall green stalks, flowers at the top like tongues of candle flame.

She wandered into a clump of woodland that sprang up beside the river. In the past, the sparse branches had sheltered her from the rain. Now that growth was really getting going, the cover was better than ever – if she were to sit, for instance, on that mossy log and stay still, she would be invisible to anyone within five feet of her. Perhaps she would do that soon, sit down. But her legs were restless after so long in bed and something drew her on into the heart of the woodland, where large bent trees reached for each other, moss growing in the cracks in their bark and green lichen clustered over them like rust.

Afterwards, she wondered if she had become so attuned to the angel that she had been waiting for it to appear, but the fact was that Bea often stood still, looking at something, looking at nothing, thinking of something, thinking of nothing, for minutes at a time. So there was nothing special about this particular pause in the woods, although she did feel that familiar dragging in the pit of her, the world transparent, a wash of rain painting brief shapes. And there she was: the angel, clear and fresh, maybe flesh, before her. Not a vision, but real, really there; Bea could see her features clearly for the first time, and for the first time, she seemed to match the solidity and weight of the world around her, be lit by the same light. Bea could hear her for the first time: her breathing was ragged, uncelestial. Bea did not like the breath, which steamed into the cooler air of the wood. It did not look like the spark of the divine, but like that of a beast, a cow.

She couldn’t have said how she knew it was the angel: she’d never seen its face clearly, and its fearful and somewhat harassed demeanour did not seem like that of one who lived in His garden. She couldn’t have said how she knew it was a woman, and afterwards again she wasn’t sure: there was nothing in her appearance or attire that painted the picture of a woman or a man clearly to Bea. But in the brief time that the angel was there, really there (Bea found its scuffed footprints in the mud after it had gone, two, with nothing leading to them or away), Bea had thought she.

The angel was crouching, as if in a position of shock and defence, and at first did not acknowledge Bea but looked around her, gasping heavily like a fish pulled out of the water. It was evident that she had not been prepared for this particular visit. She was wearing a strange yellow gown – or, really, Bea had to admit it most resembled a coat, of a material she didn’t recognise. It had something of the raincoat about it, but it also looked a bit like skin, or fish scales: there was a shine to it. The angel turned her face at last up towards Bea’s, and Bea’s heart leaped because they did resemble each other, or so it seemed to her. The face contorted a little, and the angel made to stand but coughed and bent over, as if hit in the stomach. She looked up again and opened her mouth: wet and red inside. ‘What…what y—’ she said, and vanished.
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I was sitting opposite the Paradise pictures again, ruffled up like a hen. On my top half I was wearing a bra, a vest, a long-sleeved polo neck, a short-sleeved T-shirt and two jumpers. Even with an unseasonably warm spring outside, the climate-controlled rooms in the gallery were chilly, especially if boredom had rendered you immobile for several hours. I was trying to sort of fold into myself when there was a change in atmosphere around my hip pocket and I took out my phone. On screen was a message from El: No.

This was their reply to a message I’d sent on the way into work, suddenly clutched by a cold fear and skidding my bike to a halt at the side of two lanes of traffic. I’d typed as a lorry cruised by me, implacable as an animal, clipping the edge of one of my handlebars: Are you alive?

El had disappeared into the early morning as I had, in pursuit of someone who was cruising around in the area. I hadn’t given them a thought the entire previous day, stewing as I was in confusion and misery about my sexual impotency. It was only while peacefully checking out a group of pedestrians crossing the road ahead that it occurred to me that El had probably been murdered. My phone lit up again, and more words joined the first:


OK not dead but dying. So ill. From going out.

U still feel ill *today?*

Ye. He only left like 2 hours ago. No sleep.

Wow



And they were probably fucking the whole time, passing out and then fucking again, just sexy sexual machines. Meanwhile I had closed up shop possibly permanently for no good reason that I could discern. As if everyone didn’t have bad experiences. I just wasn’t going to think about this anymore. One day I’d take someone home, or go to their home, and it would all work out fine and this era, this phase, would simply be over. I looked back at my phone.


I’m going back to his tonight.

Oh wow. OK.



I put my phone away again. Between my many layers of clothing was the red notebook, wedged into my waistband. It occurred to me as I pulled it out – gingerly, so as not to allow any cool air in – that I should probably treat this artefact with more respect and care. But there was so much of it all back at my grandfather’s house, it was hard to appreciate the preciousness of any of it. When my grandmother was alive, I once helped her reach an old book on a high shelf. When I got it down with the tips of my fingers, an envelope had fallen out. Inside was a lock of hair. Baby hair, from the first cut, my grandmother said. It might have been the hair of one of my aunts, or of my grandfather’s sister, who had died at thirty of a sudden haemorrhage. Or the hair might have been as old as some of the old photographs, and have travelled as they had. Of course, it was all precious, all of it. But how precious, and what thing more precious than another? What could be replaced and what could not? What needed to be remembered, and what could, sometimes conveniently, be forgotten?

Still, the notebook did not look especially well kept, and certainly was no better off for having been tucked into my waistband. I had only planned to glance at it briefly and store its details in my mind. I looked at the hazy figure in the front of the book, just the outline of four limbs and a trunk and a head, really. The artist (my grandmother?) had sketched, perhaps out of boredom, a sort of nimbus, in pencil, all around it. The sketch had a peculiar aura. Eerie.

I turned a page, pausing to note that someone in my eyeline was taking a photo of the art. I couldn’t be bothered to argue with anyone today, so I waited to see if he would take another and, when he didn’t, looked back at the notebook. Its entries were dated, by hand, in rather ugly cursive, crammed onto the page with an economy that certainly did remind me of my grandmother. But this was not her handwriting, and of course, now I considered it all clearly, the dates were all wrong, too early, before she was even born. The first pages revealed nothing of interest: the records were only of appointments with people with initials – ‘6pm, dinner at G’s’– and scratched numbers, sums of money in old currency. In the later pages, the entries became less neat (perhaps the novelty of a new notebook decreased). Their economy remained, but they became cramped and less tranquil, filled with tiny fractious letters. If an entry ended in the middle of a line, the next entry began on the same line, with barely a space between them. The entries were sometimes dated, sometimes not. Some said ‘Wednesday’ or ‘Thursday’ or ‘M’ or ‘T’. The written entries were interrupted by more stubby columns of numbers, which often were struck or even scribbled through.

‘It’s time,’ said my colleague, who had appeared beside me. ‘God, I feel awful. I think I’m coming down with something.’ He did look ashen, but then he always did; we all did. I made commiserating noises, got up and moved on into And Then my Mother said (From Her Perch Deep Beneath the Waves). It was warmer in there, perhaps because of all the bits of hot lights and apparatus that comprised the installation’s moving parts. Or maybe it only seemed warmer because of that hellish light.

It was harder to read the notebook in And Then my Mother said but there were also fewer people and therefore more privacy. I worked my way through a few pages. There were things to remember – ‘Tell E to buy 4 fish for dinner’; ‘flowers for the hall’ – and scatters of memory: ‘Sardine cat let himself be stroked today’; ‘A in a good mood – sales! Bought me a charm (silver well)’. I was delighted. My reserved, secretive grandmother would never have written anything like this. These details, though small, were rich and intriguing. As I read the tiny writing, I became aware of a sensation like a gentle palm rubbed against my chest, but something deeper than that, inside my head and my throat and my ribs, almost a soreness, a tingling, and alongside it the simmer of adrenaline as something in my allocation of time and space eroded, gained transparence. The sensation was familiar and, as I read, I cast around for it in my memory.

Here and there in the notes, something would jump out further than the rest. The silver well charm – would I be able to find that among everything left in the flat? Or perhaps one of my aunts would have heard of it. But nothing jumped out sharper than the angel, which appeared frequently, although not with regularity: ‘Angel came again today’; ‘Saw her today at the end of my bed, the angel’; ‘Angel was with me in the drawing room’; ‘It came again’; ‘My angel was here again’. The angel was always referred to in the singular: a specific angel which had appeared many times. Sometimes the angel was female, sometimes it was an ‘it’ and most frequently simply ‘the angel’. The diarist did not remark on its appearances, only noted them. But I did have the sense, after reading half or so of the entries, that the angel was at the centre of the diary – that though dinners and appointments and little calculations in old money were also noted, the angel was the reason for the record. The writing gave itself away sometimes – an entry that simply read: ‘No angel today’.

I found an especially exciting entry about a third of the way through the notebook, although the writer herself did not seem especially excited. The writing’s economy (which was not only of space but of style) seemed to shrink back even further from the relative sensationalism of the contents:


H tried to kiss me on the way back from my walk today. Took my arms and I said we were too near the house: he let go.



Then a space. An unusual space. A pause? Doubt?


He plans to write a book about A!



This was the first exclamation mark I had seen. I supposed this was probably enthusiasm, but I wasn’t sure. Perhaps there was something feigned there. I could understand why you might falsify your feelings even in an apparently private notebook; if I’d kept a diary, I certainly would have. Of course, that particular detail interested me: ‘a book about A’. The eroding feeling intensified and my heart rate increased. In my excitement, I began to feel quite faint.

A senior member of the gallery staff stepped into the space, and I tucked the notebook back into my waistband. I was intrigued by the angel, and the ramifications of its inclusion in the diary caused me no disturbance. This angel belonged to history; it belonged to a person in history. Whatever the delusions of the diarist, they were not going to have an effect on my life or cause me any problems. Perhaps the angel was like the time travellers: a benevolent fiction. Or maybe there really had been angels then – anything could be true of the past, I thought.

I didn’t take the notebook out again until I was on the bus home. It had developed a horizontal crease from pressing against me, and the pages clung to each other. I flicked through it again, tracking a little back from where I had finished reading in the gallery, and working forward. Again, they jumped out at me, the words ‘angel’, ‘angel’, ‘angel’ – sodium flashes on the page. I didn’t see the novel mentioned again but found another exclamation mark. It was not beside the angels, but by a cryptic pair of sentences: ‘Today H came for dinner again and told me I hid my short fingers. Short fingers!’ Indeed, it was a strange thing to say – a strange thing written down and a strange thing to record. I didn’t fully understand its meaning. The phrase went round and round in my head as I pressed the bell and heaved myself up, the fragile little book still in one hand. Hid my short fingers. It had such an unnatural poetic sort of ring. Where in me was it resonating? I felt in my pocket for keys, cards, phone… My phone! Oh god, it was gone, oh god, what now?! Oh no, here it was, thank god.

I scurried down the road. The sky was getting rose coloured in the distance and the bars were opening, beginning to glow. Hid short fingers. Again, the horrible door of my horrible flat, the sagging sofa, the creep-creep of damp on the walls and my housemate in his boxers, the lights of a nature documentary playing over his face. Hid short fingers. I threw down my bag and walked on into the kitchen and put two slices of bread into the geriatric toaster.

The evening turned into a long, restless doing-nothing, just me in my grubby little bed with the laptop on my legs and Mackerel pressed, buzzing with pleasure, against my side. At about midnight I got up for a wee and looked at the moon, blank as an eye socket. Hid short fingers.
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After an hour or so of silently passing under the shimmering canopies of willows, their leaves silver in the starlight and the glow of the city, watching the glaring beam of the boat’s light striking against the black water, they saw a cluster of lights on the riverbank.

‘Is that East Marsh?’

‘So it is!’ said Wyatt. ‘It’s nice-looking, right?’

From this distance, it was. The warm haze of lights spread out to their right as they approached, undulating slightly with the ground and spreading out among trees where the bare edge of the marsh was marked by forest. Ess could make out the shapes of many of the large buildings, a tower in the centre and several domes. Lit from within, they looked like great luminous snails creeping along the ground, sea creatures. Most of the structures were single storey, like at home, but unlike the long, lean cabins of the Basin, many of these buildings were squat and round like mushrooms. There were lit walkways, not many, but enough to sketch a light, wavering grid turning at the centre to spiderweb. Here and there, the ragged shapes of flags hanging limp and pale on their poles in the still night.

Wyatt cut off the boat and it slowed down as it approached the bank nearest the settlement. There was no dock, but there was a worn iron bollard sticking out of the turf, and an area of the towpath that had been repaved recently. Further up the river the old paving stones were warped and buckled with growth, though human feet kept a clear path through it all. Wyatt moved quickly past her, and before Ess could perceive the movement in the dark, he had jumped and landed hard but steady, mooring rope in his hand.

‘Can I help?’ she asked.

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘You sit tight. I’ll tie her up and you get your bag.’

‘Should I lock up?’

‘What’s to lock up? Anyone who needs what’s in it can take it.’

She wished she had given him grief about not going to the meetings. She’d be watching him now for weakness, something she could get back at him with. She didn’t like it in herself but that was how she was. He’d started it. She’d tried to be the master of her worse nature, but here he was, needling. Next time he tried to talk to her about the Basin, the death cult talk, she’d have him. After all, how special was East Marsh? He’d boasted about how old they were. She remembered ZiZi’s words, the sliver of suspicion in them. And they ate meat. How perfect were they? Not in the actual least.

Chuntering this way to herself, she allowed Wyatt to lead her along one of the paths. Some of the ones she’d seen from a distance had been lit by raised strings of light, but this was only marked out by the low, intermediate bluish glow of some kind of cat’s eye or LED lamp placed at intervals along the muddy path. They were on the outskirts, and none of the few buildings they passed had lights inside. Most of the structures here were sheds or greenhouses, and wide, blank spaces that Ess assumed must be for growing. It was very quiet here – something like the beat of music in the distance, but it was so dark, and Ess understood so dimly where she was, that she couldn’t be sure. A few bats, woken early in the year by the heat, zipped along beside them and vanished off into the dark. She and Wyatt didn’t speak, and she was glad: she was tired. It was all quite new – how long had she been doing only the one shuffle from home to the city to home? How could somewhere a few hours away feel so unfamiliar to her? She’d allowed herself to become frightened by the larger world. Well, it was frightening.

‘We get a lot of visitors coming through,’ said Wyatt, as if following the path of her thoughts. ‘Mostly because of all the research facilities and the comms tower and sometimes the arts projects.’

‘Yeah, my friend came for that, Zizi, one of those. A while ago now.’

‘I wouldn’t know her if she came for art stuff. We have individual spaces for guests usually, but they’re all filled up at the moment, so we’ve got a dorm space, OK?’

‘OK.’ Well, it would have to be, wouldn’t it.

‘No one’s actually in it, I don’t think. Just the layout’s weird, and I think it’s a bit draughty, but you’ll still be alone. Just with loads of beds.’

‘That’s fine! It’s all fine, I mean. I’ll go where I fit.’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Wyatt. ‘You’ll go where you fit, same as us all.’ And that was the last thing they said to each other before they got to the dorm.

Why Wyatt had tried to lower her expectations, Ess didn’t know. It smelled a bit damp, a bit clayey – that would be the walls after the long winter. There were a few horrible but cheerful mosaics of trees and birds, and lots of quite lovely hangings, including several that created room dividers for privacy. The ancient salvaged-looking stove had been lit some hours before and was giving off a steady heat. One bed was made, and on the table next to it was a storm lamp and a large beetle. Ess dropped her bag down.

‘This is nice,’ she said.

‘There’s a place for you at dinner,’ said Wyatt. ‘But I can grab you a plateful and bring it here if you like.’ This was kind, but not in the way Zizi would have been. Zizi’s kindness would have been in the burning smile, a hand reaching out, a reassuring cheerfulness – she could force her way through anyone’s shyness and make them feel included. But to eat alone with her book after a long day… That was real luxury.

‘Please.’ She smiled at Wyatt quite unguardedly, she thought.

‘Right back!’ he said, and he was, with the plate and a jar of water. Ess, who had intended to read the battered old crime novel she’d brought with her (its plot was so sexist and reactionary that it gave Ess an almost erotic thrill), was instead flicking though the notebook. It was obviously a journal of some sort, but there seemed to be fictive or hallucinogenic elements too. There were the angels, mentioned frequently, and a very odd and unsettling passage that seemed to describe a kind of terrible vision. It was such a strange, obtuse little document that when Wyatt gestured at it and asked if it was her diary, she laughed.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Maybe someone’s… It’s hard to tell. But not mine.’

Wyatt looked intrigued, as well he might, by this reply, and for a moment Ess thought he would sit down on the bed beside her. But instead he put down his load, said goodnight and walked out of the dormitory. Ess was left, as she had hoped to be, alone.

Someone did come for her in the morning, a sparrowy woman whose name Ess did not commit to memory and would never learn. This was a problem, as the woman repeated Ess’s own name often.

‘So, Ess, this is the children’s building – we do the bulk of our core learning in there, reading, basic maths. After that they go to the local academies.’

‘Ah, they might know some of our kids…’

‘We’re hoping to set up a Network-run school soon. That over there is one of the labs. They’re doing botanical research there, medicines mostly. Plants are your area too, Ess?’

‘Well, growing them I’m good at. At the moment we’re focused on food, but we try to have ornamental stuff as well. And habitat for the insects, of course. I don’t have a scientific background. I wouldn’t understand what they do in the lab.’

‘Well, Ess, if you have anything to share about plant properties, that’s always useful. So much has been lost. We have so much knowledge to build back up!’

Ess had the feeling that the woman had read a lot of the literature very recently. Ess felt it in her enthusiasm, the shining, birdlike eyes of the recently converted. Perhaps there was also a degree of remorse? She probably did not consider what Ess knew to be particularly worthwhile and chided herself for it.

None of this had anything to do with the amount of use Ess would prove to be in a laboratory environment. Her year of medical training had given her a lasting wariness of all scientific procedure, which had indelibly mixed itself with her memory of anatomy classes, bodies preserved in a chemical whose fumes made all the students hungry.

‘Ess, this is the new hall!’ the woman broke in – her voice had a regular rising note. ‘We moved into it last year!’

‘Oh, it’s really lovely. Wow.’ It was a huge octagon with alternate walls of glass. Unlike most of the other buildings, the roof was not covered in solar panels but a living thatch of moss and grasses.

The woman beamed with happiness. ‘The glass is all salvaged, of course. Wyatt found us all those big panes.’

The porridge was made with milk, and there was some sweet, toffee-like fruit in it.

‘Is this banana?’ she asked the woman, who had sat beside her. Wyatt was at a table on the other side of the room, deep in conversation. He glanced up when Ess walked in and nodded – she nodded back. The sparrow woman grinned at her:

‘Yes! Have you ever had it before, Ess? I hadn’t. Expensive imports, I don’t know how a crate made it to us. They’re good, aren’t they?’

‘Really good,’ said Ess. They smiled at each other, sharing in the joy of sweet, warm food.

More people had come to the table now and Ess was jovially introduced. As people clattered around and settled themselves, she looked longingly out of the large window directly in front of her at a brown path that went into a thick brown hedge covered in little white elderflowers. She could see the river, brown in daylight, gleaming at the turn of the path.

‘So,’ said someone, putting their elbows on the table, cupping their hands and looking at Ess with an expression of exaggerated interest. ‘What have you come to East Marsh for?’

‘Oh, I…dunno,’ said Ess. She looked at the woman who had shown her to breakfast, who smiled emptily, enquiringly.

‘Just coming to look around?’ said another, rescuing her. ‘Has anyone showed you the rotas yet? If you’ve got something you know you’d like to do, we can put you on that first, or you could double up with me if you just want to see how we do things at ours. Have you come far?’

Ess stopped eating – she wanted to save the taste for when it was quieter, even if the food went cold. She moved her shoulders up, just a little, towards her ears. ‘Not far – the Basin.’

No one said ‘death cult’ as Wyatt had, and no one mentioned the Last Human Chapter. After a moment, the guy with elbows on the table took them off and said: ‘I was at the Basin a few years ago, helping expand the kitchen and building more bedrooms. Is that all finished now?’

‘All finished! Thank you for helping – I wasn’t there then. I came just after, but I hear it would have been a struggle without help.’

‘It was a struggle with help! The early builds always are. Once you’ve got all the main stuff sorted, adding on is easier… You’ve got the foundations down. And more hands in an established outpost. Decision making gets easier too, somehow, even when the community grows.’

‘I hope so,’ said Ess, who had heard this before and frankly didn’t believe it. It was just one of those things you had to say to keep everyone else going. ‘We still argue a lot.’

‘That’s how you get a consensus!’ trilled the sparrow woman, and everyone agreed. After that they all began talking to each other, and Ess, feeling that she had accounted for herself, went back to the porridge.

No one came up to Ess and told her what she had come there for, so after breakfast she drifted off with the person who had offered to let her shadow them. No one had treated it as strange that she didn’t know why she was there. If Ess had been in a hurry, she might have pushed the issue. In the meantime, there was plenty to do. Her companion said they needed help with digging and took her to a garden in the outer ring of the colony, near the edge of the woods. She saw what looked like a cluster of miniature bungalows with blue roofs. One or two insects were moving casually around the base of one; otherwise, they were still.

‘We tried hives,’ said Ess enviously. ‘The bees all died.’

‘So did our first lot,’ replied her companion. ‘It was awful.’

‘It’s really awful. We haven’t tried since.’

‘Yeah, we fought about it. Well, not fought but, like, you know. We couldn’t get consensus, so nothing happened for a while. But then someone who used to keep bees on their office roof or something showed up and said they could do it and that put it back on the agenda and tipped the balance. It’s nice to have the honey, but it’s even nicer to see them around.’

‘I bet.’

‘You should have one of us come to the Basin. We’d help you try again. Good for you, good for the ecosystem. I’d go, or there are people who know more than me who’d be glad to.’

‘That’d be nice.’

Ess could see past the hives into the forest, patchy light illuminating the mud and mulch of the forest floor. There would still be mushrooms, she thought, at this time of year. Here and there she could make out faint signs of cultivation – little markers. Something moved through the shadows at a low-bellied trot – was it a dog? A grey bristling pig, deep in thought, picked its way across her field of vision. When was the last time she’d seen a pig? As a child, surely, and likely dead. The pig merged with the shadows and was gone. Ess thought of the sandwiches from yesterday, was hungry again.

‘They’re wild round here,’ said her companion, seeing her looking. ‘Well, feral probably. We don’t really know – they might have some boar in them. There was a reintroduction programme for boars decades ago.’

Something else was approaching now, longer legged than the pig and moving more purposefully towards them through the woods. Day-Glo pink, green and electric-blue triangles. Wyatt was coming towards her in a printed boilersuit, fabric so bright Ess felt like her eyes were being shouted at. Her own legs, poking out from under her petroleum jacket, were enclosed in black leggings, harbouring cream-coloured stains and sagging at the crotch. Ess noted that she noted this.

‘Hello!’ said Wyatt forcefully, in his forceful clothing. ‘Have you found out what you’re doing here yet?’

‘Well, I’m digging, here.’ There was a short silence while the three of them mulled over this reply. Ess supposed, after all, it probably wouldn’t do. ‘No. No one’s told me yet. I expect someone will come and find me in a bit and let me know.’

‘I expect they will eventually.’ Wyatt had already started moving away. ‘I’ll ask the Yews.’

Off he strode. They watched him go. Then they both turned back to digging.

‘He’ll find out for you,’ said the other. ‘Don’t you worry about that. The Yews’ll know.’

Ess did not ask who the Yews were, though she felt her companion wanting her to. Not asking was the best way she could think of to register her disapproval at the tone of reverence she detected.

Nothing happened for a while, except that it rained, and a black and tan dog came and ran up and down the lines of broken earth. A small group of parakeets with ruined eyes flew over them and settled in the tops of the nearby trees. The diggers got hot.

‘It’s stupid, really, all this fucking spadework.’ Her companion did not look up from the soil as he spoke. ‘We should be fully automated by now. We could run the machinery off grid. But we’ve got a few stubborn old-style wankers who don’t like the upfront costs and think it’s revolutionary to sit in the mud.’

Ess hadn’t thought of this. She wondered if maybe she was a stubborn old-style wanker. She thought that maybe it was a bit revolutionary to sit in the mud. Eventually, they heard a siren, a few short blips: lunch. They walked in companiable silence back to the hall.

Ess tried to get as much food on her plate as possible without taking the piss. It was hard to tell how much food there was – people in aprons kept disappearing and reappearing with more steaming trays – but it looked like enough for her to get full. Though she always took less than she wanted at home, she never got used to it. The pebble in her pocket knocked against her thigh as she walked. Wyatt caught her eye and waved her towards him.

He was at one end of a long, curved bench. With him were three people, two elderly, one probably not much older than her. There was some likeness about them, as though they were part of a set. There were other people at the table, and there was no particular distance between Wyatt’s group and those others, and yet they were separate. The separation was of an immeasurable, intractable kind: undetectable and forceful as glass to an insect. These, thought Ess, are the Yews.

She moved slowly towards them, navigating other tables, large and small – there were tables at which only two or four people sat, one where someone, she noted with envy, was sitting alone with a book. Her back and arms were tired from the morning of digging, but she was tired in a deeper way from being around strangers. The midday sun was shining straight onto the table, and as she sat down a fat beam of it lanced her eye.

‘Oh, you’re right in the sun!’ said the man beside Wyatt. ‘Hang on, hang on, let’s all move round.’ And so there was a clinking and a shuffling as everyone on the bench squished up and rippled along. A large jug of water was pushed over and she filled her cup.

‘Ess,’ said Wyatt, gesturing around at the three sitting beside him. ‘These are the Yews.’

‘To be clear,’ said one of the older two Yews, ‘we are Mr and Mr Yew. Of course, that’s confusing so we go by Yew One,’ he pointed at himself, ‘and Yew Two.’ Yew Two did a small bob of the neck and sweep of the hands – a sitting bow. ‘And this’ – indicating the person sitting beside Wyatt – ‘is our daughter.’

‘Yew Three,’ said the woman, and before Ess had time to respond to this, she added, ‘I make that joke every time. I know it’s not funny. I am Vi. I am officially a Yew – Yew the Younger, I suppose? But my name is Vi.’

Ess said, ‘Hi, nice to meet you!’ and smiled, but inwardly she was digesting this performance and remembering what Zizi had said. Had she been talking about the Yews? O had been suspicious of the institution of marriage, and the Network had inherited that suspicion. Marriage was now without even the small advantages it had afforded in O’s time: if you were poor, which almost everyone was, there was no financial benefit, and it didn’t help you keep your children if someone wanted to take them away. But it wasn’t forbidden in the Network (nothing was, officially) and at times over the years had been rather in vogue – its disreputability could sometimes seem romantic. Ess had herself once harboured the fantasy of marriage. A passion which, now gone, she vaguely regretted. If marriage was no longer really respected, it remained an alliance of sorts. It was novel, too, to see an adult family at an outpost. Offspring who remained in the Network tended to move to other outposts when they were old enough.

‘How are you finding East Marsh?’ Yew Two was saying. He had a neat short beard. Yew One’s beard was large and bushy, with a full moustache. Wyatt sat, silently blaring away. They were all sitting up very straight. ‘We’re sorry you don’t have your own place to sleep. We’re hoping soon…’

‘I don’t mind a dormitory,’ said Ess. ‘I was in one my first couple of years at the Basin.’ She’d quite liked it. It had been part of the excitement, and she had missed her sisters at first. ‘Anyway, I’m alone, so it’s more like a big bedroom at the moment anyway.’

‘Yes…yes. Well, that’s good.’ Yew Two stared at her as he said this, as if trying to work out if it really was good. ‘You should have your own space soon anyhow.’ Someone who came up to visit Vi is absolutely, definitely leaving tonight, aren’t they, Vi?’

‘Yup!’ Vi, Ess couldn’t help noticing, was very good-looking.

‘Good. Now, look, of course anyone is encouraged to come and visit us whenever they want, but, well, you were almost summoned here with that letter, weren’t you?’

‘I was.’ Ess, who had been waiting for all this talk to be over before she began eating, gave up and started. It was potato soup and thick, chewy buns. Whoever was cooking this week was good – whoever was baking, less so. On the other side of the hall, a toddler gave off an ear-piercing shriek, then another. There was a sound of telling off, swiftly merging back into the soft hubbub.

‘We had to be brief in case it was intercepted,’ said Vi, leaning forward. ‘It’s a big project, one of the biggest, and we can’t afford to have it disrupted.’

‘OK. What’s the project? How can I help?’ The biggest projects Ess could think of undertaken by the Network were the global ones, communication with allies and sympathetic organisations. In some countries, these organisations represented a governing force, and their own state feared contact and collaboration with them above anything. That was what the tower in East Marsh (known to be as deep as it was tall, full of humming hardware locked inside cabinets in deep cellars, all linked up to self-destruct mechanisms) was for: everyone knew that. But Ess had nothing to contribute to these projects, or nothing that only she could contribute.

‘It’s a research project. A very old one.’

There was an odd resonance in Yew One’s voice as he said this. Yew Two reached over and took his hand. ‘We are about to make a major breakthrough, and we believe that you could be an important…a very important…’ His voice cracked with emotion. Yew Two squeezed the hand even tighter. Vi reached across Wyatt, who leaned back and raised his eyebrows, to put her hand onto Yew One’s shoulder. He continued: ‘A major component of this breakthrough. A major part. Something really important for our future, for everyone’s.’

Ess did not believe in everyone’s future, except in the most immediate sense. To be described as a ‘major component’ was interesting, if suspect.

‘But we can’t discuss it here,’ said Yew Two. Seeing Ess’s look of disapproval, he added, ‘Yes, yes, very good – you know that everything should be out in the open in the Network, but for now…’

Ess remembered Wyatt mentioning spies, but she had not taken him seriously. Of course, everyone knew that the Network’s activities, indeed the activities of far less radical organisations, had once been the object of intense government surveillance. Consensus was that the ruling class had lost interest in these clandestine domestic activities. They tended to focus their espionage overseas, and on the many coups and courtly battles taking place among themselves. Everyone else was too poor and demoralised to represent a palpable threat, and anyway could always be incarcerated at the first sign of trouble. The Yews were all staring at her, eyes shining. None of the three of them had touched their soup: they looked like they’d rather eat her instead.

Wyatt, with Ess, left the tent after lunch. ‘That was weird,’ he said. He seemed embarrassed.

‘Are they not always like that?’ asked Ess. She was walking back to the vegetable beds – the Yews had asked her to join them the following day. She had reservations but, in the end, they were Network.

Wyatt uncapped a grubby tube of sunblock and offered it to her – she waved it away – and began to apply it liberally to the top of his bald head. ‘I’ve known them since me and Vi were little, so I don’t notice, or I do but it’s like family, you know? Family is always embarrassing. I’m more embarrassed because you seemed so mortified.’

‘What? I wasn’t mortified.’

‘When they were holding hands, you looked bug-eyed.’

It got hotter in the afternoon, what her mother might have called ‘unseasonably hot’, though that concept meant little to Ess. Soon, the days would grow hot and yellow and long like a parade of old dogs, and each hour would be a long, deep note growing deeper until the note was thunder, and a sheet of burning rain would fall down on them and recede again into another long yellow day.

That day, as the sun made its way across the sky, grey clouds parted for a relentless acidic blue. Ess began to peel off her layers, hanging the jacket on a nearby twig. She was offered sunblock again, this time by her digging companion, and took it as they strolled down to where great mounds of compost were fenced off inside an old ditch. They were wheeling a barrowful of mulch back with them when he finally put the question to her, and she wondered if he had wanted to ask all day:

‘So, the Basin. You’re End-of-Dayers, no?’

‘Don’t know how anyone can be anything else,’ said Ess, looking straight ahead.

‘Did you have the operation? Did you get sterilised?’

‘None of your business.’

‘I suppose not. You really think it’s all over for us, then?’

‘Like I said, I don’t know how you can think anything else. It’s liberating once you face facts. There have been so many mass-extinction events in Earth’s history. We’re just a blip – even compared with the dinosaurs, we’re the smallest blip. The only difference really is that, when we go, the benefits to everything else are fairly obvious, no?’ She gestured that she would take the wheelbarrow and he let her.

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘But we have our place here, just like everything else. We’re finding our way back.’

‘You sure about that?’

He shrugged. ‘I sit in the tower sometimes, do the comms. You get to know how things are going in the rest of the world. It’s easy to think where you are is where it’s all happening. There are big changes going on. We’re just a small part of that, but I believe we’re a part.’

Ess didn’t say anything: she’d heard it all before. She wouldn’t deny this man his comforts. She jerked her shoulders, adjusted the handle of the wheelbarrow in her hands.

‘Will you come to the meeting this evening?’ he asked.

‘Of course,’ she said.

The general meeting was in the hall. There was a blue circle painted on the floor which, though decorative, also marked out a space away from which the tables and chairs were pushed. Ess could smell dinner cooking. That should hurry things up, she thought.

As the speakers got up and introduced themselves, a sign language interpreter right at the cusp of the blue circle directed their words outwards. Ess watched them for a little while, even though, to her regret, she couldn’t sign herself. She might take lessons when she got back to the Basin; it could be useful. Their previous interpreter had moved on to a different outpost several months before.

The sun was on its way down out of Ess’s line of sight, but she could see the forest falling into shadow, lights going on in nearby buildings, though not many – most people were at the meeting. The long, low laboratory buildings had several lights still on. The radio tower was blacked out at night – no one wanted to attract unwanted attention.

She jumped slightly as the chair introduced her and the other guests. People’s eyes rested on her for a moment, and she smiled vaguely into the air until everyone’s attention slid away.

Perhaps it was because it was not her usual outpost and she was unfamiliar with everyone’s opinions and ways of speaking, but she almost enjoyed the East Marsh meeting. There seemed to be more joy and dynamism in the way that things were argued. There was a difference in content too. Most of the Basin’s concerns were, broadly, survival and doctrine, with a few petty rivalries thrown in for good measure. Here, people gave brief, excited updates on multiple projects, practical and creative. Someone announced a breakthrough in their team’s research, and everyone clapped.

A group of children got up and were arranged in the blue circle playing recorders. The audience applauded dutifully. There was an argument about the feral hogs: someone was tasked with advocating for them, and someone else with advocating for the woodland they lived in. A delegation from a country Ess could never dream of visiting spoke joyfully of their time at East Marsh – several people got up and embraced them. The delegation spoke of how impressed they were with what East Marsh and the other outposts had achieved in ‘such difficult circumstances’. They would ‘report positively to our government and make it our utmost recommendation to provide your network with as much support as possible’. Ess thought of her workmate’s optimism. Probably it was easier to imagine that impossible change was possible when people spoke regularly to you in this way.

Now the meeting really was wrapping up. People in aprons emerged from the kitchen with steaming trays. Ess loaded up a plate and moved as subtly as she could towards the door, where Wyatt intercepted her.

‘Have you got your drink tokens?’

‘I’ve got water…’

‘No, for beer! We do tokens for alcohol at the moment. Keeps it fair.’

This made sense. At the Basin they stubbornly refused any system for distributing alcohol, reasoning that people should be free to self-regulate. Unfortunately, no one seemed to be able to do this where booze was concerned, and this created a lot of shallow but genuine bad feeling.

Wyatt was steering her towards a table. Ess accepted his direction guardedly. She did not drink often and almost never with strangers, though Wyatt was not quite one of those anymore. She watched his back as he swanned through the dinner-time crowd, half attending to her brain’s private calculations on the matter. She felt her grip on her tray, which she had maintained in preparation for a quick escape, loosening.
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I was still vaguely preoccupied with the short fingers the next morning, slumped disconsolately into an extremely ergonomic chair. I looked at the other receptionist’s fingers, lightly gripping the special tall mouse that the company had bought her because of the threat of carpal tunnel. We were playing an online word game.

‘Try “adieu”,’ I said.

‘Nope,’ said the other receptionist after typing it in. ‘It does have the A and the D in it though. Hmmm. Shall we try “drake”?’

‘Is that a word, or just a name?

‘Isn’t it a male duck?’

‘Oh yeah. Yeah, try “drake”.’

We tried ‘drake’.

Hours slipped by, and the other receptionist went home, leaving me alone. I opened three tabs on the computer in front of me. In one tab there was a long essay about an art-world scammer who had convinced his wealthy clients that they were buying and selling paintings for multi-millions, but the paintings didn’t exist. In the other tab was a version of the word game I’d played earlier. In the third I was reluctantly reading the news, holding up a hand to cover scary parts of the screen. The man I’d seen in the club was appealing his sentence. One of the people who had been on the plane they’d grounded had been deported after all, taken away on the same type of plane by the same airline, also at night. Three others had been granted leave to remain. A landmass composed mostly of ice had shown record temperatures for the fifth year in a row, and it was breaking up slowly as a result. The article reported this blandly but, by quoting various scientists, managed to convey an air of alarm. Wild boar were being reintroduced to a nearby forest. That was nice, probably. I wondered if the boar wanted to be reintroduced to that forest, if they wanted that kind of thing in that kind of way. I supposed I would never know. I opened up another tab and connected it to the messaging app on my phone, which was by my feet under the desk, charging serenely. I had messages from my mother, my aunt, El and Cue. El’s message said:


Do you want to come to a party on Saturday at a house.



Cue’s message said:


Hiya! [image: ] How’s work I’m so bored. Are you coming to El’s new bf’s party on Sat?

[image: ]

We wont know anyone.



Beneath these messages, Cue had composed a block of flowers of different colours, interspersed with leaves and a prawn (possibly a mistake). It was wonderful that such a person lived in Cue, or lived in her phone. This Cue opened her mouth and out poured flowers after flowers (and a prawn).

So the hook-up was now a boyfriend. Interesting. We didn’t have boyfriends, generally. I supposed I had once, but that was a disaster. I messaged El:


Is the party at your boyfriend’s house



I messaged Cue:


Yeah I’ll go if u go!

[image: ]
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Neither of them replied, so I took the notebook from its hiding place under the desk and opened it. I flicked through the parts of it that I had already read, looking at the entries about angels. They were not described; there was no way of understanding how it was known they were angels. I was now nearly certain the woman who had written the diary (and it was a woman, I was sure) was my grandmother’s mother. And there was the ‘A’ that appeared fairly often: I thought that must be Ade. My great-grandmother did not appear in the green book, at least not as Ade’s wife: in the novel, he was unmarried. This wasn’t something I had given much consideration to; it was a novel, after all. If you wrote a novel, you were at liberty to remove people’s wives, I supposed. But now I had the notebook and these little dated entries of a life excluded, I felt more indignant on my great-grandmother’s behalf. Wasn’t it just like a man, I thought, to erase a wife’s unfortunate existence? I felt a bit dizzy, probably from squinting at the faded ink in this merciless corporate lighting.

I got up and went to the loo. Behind a white door in a white wall that enclosed a white space, was a surprising corridor of panelled wood, with a black and white tiled floor. I entered a small, beautiful cubicle with globe lights sticking out of walls made up in green tiles. I peed, then sat quietly for a moment, savouring the rarefied atmosphere. Then I went to the sink and looked at myself in the mirror for a while. I looked better in the mirror, with the flattering globe lighting, than I did in real life. There wasn’t a speckle or a smear anywhere on the glass. Just for a moment, I thought I saw someone else in the mirror, and there again was the uncanny sensation of something wearing away, a part of myself that I could not point to or touch. Then I heard the phone ringing and I left the cubicle and went back to the desk.

The next day El met me for lunch in the library – they had a nannying job just around the corner. Like me, El had more than one job. Twice a week El picked the kid up from school, made them dinner, helped them with their homework and did the dishes. Then the kid’s mum would get home from work and, more often than not, El would make themselves up in the downstairs bathroom and get in a taxi to a gig. Today was a gig day, and they were carrying a large, chequered shopping bag, from which I could see ruffles of sweaty, peach-coloured tulle emerging. I knew a corset was crushed lovelessly into the bottom somewhere. El seemed to be very excited about the new boyfriend, which I found unnerving. El, Cue and I were very sensitive; our group had a specific and fragile resonance. I wasn’t sure about what El’s happiness would do to it.

‘Things are moving pretty fast,’ I said. I unwrapped the lunch I had bought, a pitta with lettuce in it. El had a scone from the café.

‘Very fast,’ said El. ‘I practically live at his house now, and it’s only been a few weeks. It’s all going to end in tears.’

‘Not necessarily.’

‘At the moment, you know, it feels worth it, whatever happens,’ said El, staring pensively into the middle distance. I knew that in their head they were already inhabiting the role of a fallen woman. ‘We watched cartoons together all last weekend.’

I wasn’t sure if these two statements were related. ‘Where does he live?’ I asked.

‘Round the corner from Cue,’ said El, peacefully spreading clotted cream on one side of a scone. I used my coffee stirrer to scoop up some of their jam and put it into my mouth. ‘I knocked for her on the way home the other day – it was really sweet. So neighbourly.’ I happened to know that Cue had been scandalised by the intrusion. ‘You should come over,’ continued El. ‘You should come over and just hang out in the house. It’s a really nice atmosphere. They’re all so welcoming, it feels like this lovely, warm family.’ El was living in a three-bedroom house with four drag queens and a dog, and I had heard the atmosphere described by multiple people as ‘toxic’. The dog made a mess and was a mess, emotionally. El spent most of their time at home barricaded into their room, watching sitcoms and making costumes for Lady Jay. I was not sure what the new boyfriend’s house would need to be like to qualify as ‘lovely’. El was eating the scone and I was stirring more jam into my coffee. We sat in companiable silence for a while, looking at our phones.

‘Who are his housemates?’ I asked.

‘A teaching assistant like me, one of them does something for a union…another teacher… I don’t remember what the other one does. One of them’s a performer. I know her vaguely. She sort of hangs herself…from scarves… They all eat together every night, isn’t that nice?’

‘I wouldn’t like it.’

‘No, you wouldn’t,’ El agreed. ‘But one of them I was thinking you would especially like, actually. The TA. Her name’s O. She reads science fiction and she’s sort of scary the way you like. Like a bit fierce and principled and maybe quite mean. She’s very attractive.’

I hadn’t realised that this was the sort of person I was interested in, apart from the attractive part, I supposed, but as soon as El said so I believed it and was altogether very pleased. I felt noticed and involved. My attitude to El’s new relationship improved immediately. It occurred to me, after we had said our goodbyes and I had gone back up the white stairs to my little room and the green book and the red, that perhaps this was why El had said it. I didn’t mind. That pleased me too.

The green book’s spine was broken. I’d laid it open when I’d left the reading room to meet El and there it remained, splayed in an attitude of mortification, or like a butterflied fish. Its pages were the colour of smoked mackerel. The text was fairly large, the chapter heading larger still, and all huddled in the centre of the page with plenty of margin, as though the words were afraid of the edge of the page. I sat before it feeling superior – I was superior to this book, because I understood what was bad about it and, more than that, knew something of the ramifications of its publication. The book knew none of these things. Now I knew something else about it too, although the meaning of the connection I had made was less clear to me. I’d left the book open on a particular page, which had taken me most of the slow, peaceful morning to find. I’d patiently hunted the sentence from page to page. I’d known it was there, I was certain, but it had proven an elusive quarry. Still, I had been thorough, and I had found it:


Only a discerning gaze would pick her out from all the others in their wifely uniforms, bustling down those squalid streets. But a keen observer might make out, beneath dark and homely garments, the eager curves of well-shaped limbs, and one who was keener still might catch a glimpse of those eyes and read in their glimmering depths a silent but brazen appeal. Only then might they perceive the flaw, the inelegant short fingers she invariably hid with false demureness.



I took the red notebook out from under the desk, found the entry about short fingers and laid it open at that page next to the green book, so that the edges of their pages touched. I looked down at the text and began, almost without realising it, to read along from one to the other: ‘inelegant short fingers she invariably hid’… ‘Today H came for dinner again and told me I hid…’

As I read the lines across the little bridge I had made, I became conscious of the centre of myself, that such a thing – a centre – existed. As that consciousness arrived, so did the feeling of wearing, of thinning, of something immovable becoming flexible, becoming close to being pushed aside, and before I had a chance to think anything more, the pressure at my centre intensified and the thinning became something like a real pressure on everything at once, on each singular hair on my body, all the way from the tip to the follicle, the hair on my head, on my arms, my pubic hair, my armpit hair, every part of my skin, every cell, and I knew that if any single cell came to have less pressure being exerted on it than any other part, I would cave in or explode.

It seemed as though the pages of the books were moving closer, but in fact it was me bending forward under the weight of a great hand which was pressing down and pressing me out of this life, this dimension, this everything, and I felt someone bearing down on me or through me. The black line between the pages of the two books deepened like a great ravine, and the presence, a person, slipped right through me, through the hole that had been worn into the centre of me and down into the widening black ravine, and then everything dissipated in a moment, and I was bent over the two books, nose practically pressed on the seam of their pages. I was breathing normally. I was very concerned. I wondered what had just happened: was it a stroke, or an embolism? What was the difference?

I stood up, leaving the books open on the desk, and went down to the library café. I loaded up a large plate of expensive food and sat there and ate it all. I’d better go home now, I thought. I retrieved the notebook, handling it like a dead thing, and pushed it into the bottom of my bag. I got on my bike and cycled home, so worried I was almost blind. I went upstairs straight away and into the bathroom. In the mirror, very briefly, I saw a face that was not my own, and they were not in a bathroom but a green woodland, and the light was not the sad dim light of our awful bathroom but the filtered glow of light through the leaves of trees, but then the scene slid back to my own dough-like face. I reached into the bathroom cupboard for a chalky old pint glass and filled it and drank a pint of water out of it, fast. I jumped up and down a few times, and then I leaned over the toilet and stuck my fingers down my throat and threw up as much of the expensive meal as I could.

The whole procedure exhausted me, and after it was over I sat on the bathroom floor and leaned my head against the wall. I felt pissed off with myself. The act had once filled me with a sense of resilience, accomplishment. Now it felt petulant and childish and sort of un-chic. I dreaded the regret and the stomach ache that would now follow, but under stress it was a compulsion.

‘You fucking idiot,’ I said to myself aloud.

‘Hello?’ said my housemate faintly from downstairs.

I should call the doctor, I thought. I should maybe call an ambulance. I should tell someone I maybe messed my insides up, or my brain or both. I called Cue.

‘Hey, hey,’ she said when she realised I was crying. ‘Hey, it’s OK. I’m just out with my mum. Do you want me to come over? I could bring her. She’s really good with stuff like this. She says hi, she says she hopes you’re OK.’

‘Hi, Mrs Q,’ I said weakly. I felt better from having had some attention, but immediately started to feel self-conscious. ‘No, no, it’s OK. I just was wondering, you know…’ My voice started wobbling again. ‘I was wondering if you thought maybe I should go to A&E or…’

‘How long ago was it?’ asked Cue. I told her, and I could hear her and her mother consulting in the background. ‘You know…’ said Cue. ‘You know, Kay…if it starts happening again you could call up that non-emergency number and see if they think you should go in. But you know what it sounds like to me, babe? It sounds like maybe you had a panic attack. Do you think maybe that could be it?’ The kindness in her voice was painful, actually physically painful.

‘Maybe, yeah,’ I said. I was lying on the bathroom floor now and almost had the strength to get up. I’d actually had a panic attack before, several panic attacks, or what I had come to assume were panic attacks, and none like this. But then, perhaps those had not been panic attacks. How concerning.

‘I’m going to send you a link to a budget therapy service,’ said Cue, ‘and I’ll check in with you later, OK?’

‘OK. Thanks. I’m definitely fine.’

‘I know you are. Have something to eat. Love you.’

‘Love you. Bye.’

I lay on the bathroom floor for a while longer, pretending I couldn’t feel my legs and arms. Pretending I’d been fed a drug that had taken all the feeling out of them. If only the time travellers could see me now, I thought. Who knew, maybe they could. There were no tourists in the bathroom that I could see, but why should they appear to be people? Perhaps that bug walking over the mirror, that black chunky-looking fly who’d been in here a few days now, perhaps it was a time traveller, watching me in a low moment with its compound eyes. Really, where did I think they could possibly come from, these time travellers, when the world was bound to get flooded with ice melt or radiation or both before we invented time travel? Where was the future? Was it in caverns under the earth? Was it in space? Perhaps my terrestrial life was wonderful to them, and I had done nothing special at all except to live now, in this place and this time, not exceptionally well.

My bedroom wasn’t all that tidy, but it wasn’t all that untidy. Mackerel was rustling around on the wafer-thin balcony. I kept the window open and lay down in my filthy duvet in a filthy T-shirt. From where I was lying, I could see a shifting pattern of leaves moved by the wind or Mackerel. I felt empty, and nuts, and exhausted. I watched the leaves until I felt Mackerel creeping over my body, purring his heavy purr.
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The novel dread that greeted Ess when she rose that morning into consciousness was enough to make her nostalgic for her usual dread. Oh god, she thought. Oooooohhhh god. She drank deeply of the jar of water beside her bed and lay down. After a moment she sat back up again, swung her legs over onto the floor, crouched down and threw up into a mint-coloured tub beside her bed. It was mostly water, with a couple of blossom-like gobbets of saffron bile. She’d put the tub there herself the night before: she’d seen it hanging around in the bathroom and grabbed it just in case. She hadn’t had much, but she knew her body: it hated alcohol, and always found a way to punish her if she drank it.

The previous evening, Wyatt, in his lurid boilersuit, had disappeared for a few minutes before reframing himself abruptly in the doorway and shouting ‘Tokens!’ across the hall, so abruptly that a nearby dog startled at the sound. He’d taken a tray of food and thrown himself down next to her – ‘There you go!’ – four wooden disks sitting in his broad palm.

‘Thank you,’ said Ess.

‘There’s a shed round the back, I’ll show you after dinner. You do drink, yeah?’ He looked briefly, and unusually, a bit worried.

‘I drink,’ said Ess, trying to avoid any particular emphasis. ‘And I suppose you do too?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘And I don’t suppose,’ said Ess, scraping her spoon along the bottom of her bowl, ‘that you happen to have any tokens of your own?’

‘Not at this present time.’

Music was playing on a battered solar speaker. Storm lamps glimmered their reflections against the black glass. Every now and then someone would open the door to leave or come in, and a wave of witchy night air would lap across the floor. The cheerful communality of mealtimes sharpened, became something that might begin to be called an atmosphere. Ess had taken off her topmost layers and was cheerfully flapping her T-shirt up and down: ‘God, it gets hot in here, doesn’t it?’

‘Keeps the heat in,’ agreed Wyatt, who was already opening his second beer on the edge of the table – he brought his hand down on the top of it with a sharp smack.

He drank the second beer more slowly, and she took her time with both, before he put both his hands on the table and pushed himself up. She thought the evening was done but he waved at her to sit back down – ‘A couple of people owe me a favour, hang on’ – and returned with two more tokens and two beers. She moved her body closer to his, enough to feel the heat from his head and his shoulders. They started needling each other again, tipsy:

‘You didn’t find it weird, the conversation with the Yews earlier?’ she said.

‘I told you at the time that I did! But you’re weird anyway. I actually thought you’d like them because of that.’

‘Because they’re intense and I’m in a cult?’ In fact, Ess had felt that part of herself calling out to greet the Yews, but she would never admit that to Wyatt.

‘More like… Well, they definitely have that cult-leader energy, I do realise that. Actually, I sort of assumed every outpost had someone like them.’

‘We don’t.’ (It was Zizi.)

‘Well, anyway, they have that energy, and you just admitted you’re in a cult basically, so yes, it seemed like maybe they’d be on your wavelength.’

‘So you admit they are like that.’

‘I completely admit that they are like that. Do you admit that the Basin is like that?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like a cult.’

‘The whole Network is, so yes. But you mean like a specific cult. You mean the Death Cult. And no, I don’t accept that. We are pragmatists.’

‘That’s up for debate. But, like, don’t you think… Have you never sort of taken a step back and thought about, like, not even the apocalypse stuff itself but…’ For the first time, Wyatt looked awkward. Ess was getting ready for a good fight. She knew he thought he might be in the process of going too far, but she wanted him to go too far, and then they could have a good fight about it, and maybe if that wasn’t too stressful, they could have sex.

‘But what?’

‘You know, the sterilisation, the operation. I saw your scar. Anyway, I know you all do it.’ He waited; she said nothing so, as she imagined he often did and sometimes regretted, Wyatt plunged on. ‘And you all have to do it, that’s what’s culty.’

‘We don’t have to do it. We choose to because it’s sensible. If you don’t want children, why mess around with contraception or abortion?’

‘But you might change your mind!’

‘That’s it, that’s what everyone says! Especially that’s what all men say.’ She jabbed a finger at Wyatt to emphasise her point. ‘That’s what All Men Fucking Say. Like you guys all think that wombs are this sacred space, and if you do something irreversible to your fertility, you’ve violated this sacred space and You’ll Regret It.’

‘I don’t think my womb is a sacred space,’ said Wyatt, with some satisfaction, Ess thought. ‘I’ve done a few things to my body that are practically or definitely irreversible, and I don’t regret it at all. I never will. And I can’t have children and I don’t have any regrets about that either. I’m not coming at this from, like, a patriarchal place. I’ve dealt with enough of that shit myself.’

‘Oh, well, sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed, I suppose.’

Wyatt was in the middle of replying, ‘Don’t worry about it—’ but Ess was talking over him, momentum barely suppressed by this incursion:

‘But I’m sorry, it’s still misogyny, this “you might change your mind” thing. I’m not a child. You just said you don’t have any regrets. Didn’t people ask if you would change your mind when you came out, or when you did whatever irreversible to your body?’

‘Not people I had any respect for afterwards.’

‘How is this different?’

Wyatt gave her a cool look. ‘It’s different.’

‘OK, OK, it’s different but…don’t you see my rights are the same? The autonomy I should have? The right to choose, and even to regret if I did, which I don’t.’

‘I think you have the right. I just think it’s… I dunno. I think maybe it’s sad? It’s depressing. And it’s an unnecessary intervention. You can live as you choose without being sterile.’

‘Even the word “sterile” is a problem. No one says that to the guys who have vasectomies.’

‘Vasectomies ARE reversible!’

‘Not always. Anyway, how many people do reverse them? None that I know of at the Basin. This is what I mean about the sacred space thing – people don’t even really mean the thing about changing our minds. They’re not worried about that. The truth is, it’s because people don’t like it when people, I’m sorry but especially women, act upon their own bodies – they don’t like us to intercede. And instead of admitting that, they say, “Oh, you might change your mind!” They hope we’ll change our minds. They would prefer it if we changed our minds, if we regretted it, because that would make us wrong. But we’re not, and everyone knows we’re not. Because we have faced facts. You were right when you said it was sad. Or when you admitted you don’t like it because it makes you feel sad. It’s not sad for me, or no sadder than the facts. The end is coming, for us anyway. This is the final human chapter, and we’ll be leaving a lot behind, and we’ll be taking a lot with us as well, and the earth will breathe a sigh of relief when we’re gone.’

She tried to open her beer on the edge of the table and got it wrong and hit her hand. Wyatt took the bottle from her and opened it himself. ‘This is what I mean,’ he said, handing it back. ‘This is the energy I’m talking about.’

They’d made out frenetically under a tree on the way back to his room. She’d been so overwhelmed by lust, like a contraction, that she’d wanted to fuck right there on the ground; she’d been pulling him down, putting all her weight around his neck, but he said, ‘No, no, come on,’ and they went back to his small, warm room.

She was surprised to see a cat on the bed, curled up in the centre like a bag of sand. He was an indeterminate colour, like the heaps of sandy, earthy spoil that curved round the west edge of one of the Basin’s reservoirs, that in the summer were covered in wildflowers. The cat stood up, curved its spine in a shuddering stretch and stared at Ess with a scandalised expression.

‘That’s Tuna,’ Wyatt said.

‘You have a cat?’

‘No, no, Tuna doesn’t belong to anyone. He quite likes me, though. He sleeps here sometimes. Come on, mate, out you go.’

Afterwards, he got up and went naked to the door and let the cat, lying patiently on the step, back in. Tuna stretched, taking his time to return from the dark. He wandered over to Ess and butted a head against her bare leg.

‘I’d better go,’ said Ess.

‘Not really,’ said Wyatt. ‘I mean, if you like.’

‘I’d like to stay, but in the morning… I don’t know, it would be nice to be private.’

‘OK,’ said Wyatt. ‘Would you like me to walk you back?’ It was funny, so old-fashioned. She wanted him to, but people would see them together and know. You could always tell.

‘No, thank you,’ she had said.

*

She put her hands on the sides of the mint-coloured tub and wretched again. She didn’t regret sleeping with him. But drinking always gave her a hangdog, fuck-up sort of feeling, and for that reason she wished she had slept with him sober. She wasn’t sure if she’d have flirted with him sober, so perhaps it wouldn’t have been able to happen. It had been a while since she’d flirted with anyone, except Zizi sometimes, and that was a long, old thing, something with a different texture. She could smell the earth under the floor, sitting here. Slowly but surely it was warming up. She got on her knees, then stood, then picked up the tub slowly. She swirled the mixture inside around a little bit, looked away from it, began walking towards the bathroom.

She felt radiantly clean as she made her way back towards the hall – she had scrubbed harder than usual and sluiced off an unexpected quantity of dirt, perhaps more than she was comfortable having carried with her into someone else’s bed and body. It was as if between tossing shovelfuls of earth aside yesterday, she had intermittently grabbed a fistful and shoved it into her pants. There had been dirt in her hair, and when she scrubbed at her scalp with her nails, small black seeds dislodged themselves and ran around her feet before disappearing down the plughole. Her ankles and wrists were stained green. It had all sloughed off now, along with a layer of skin, and now she was walking towards breakfast and felt her dread redouble as she saw at the entrance the Yews, all three of them. Vi was sitting on a small bench, legs splayed out, the soles of her shoes visible. She was smoking a cigarette. Yew One and Yew Two were standing a little apart from her, talking. They looked, to Ess, aggressively normal, as if they’d got the memo about the impression they had made yesterday. They were emphatically not wearing white robes, although Vi had what looked like a lab coat bunched up on the bench beside her. Ess looked for – and found – Wyatt through the window. He was already looking at her and smiled. She smiled too, and pointed towards the Yews, who were waving her towards them. He nodded and went back to his food.

‘Morning!’ Vi got up to hug Ess, who accepted this. ‘Are you ready to come and see our project?’

‘Absolutely!’ Ess surprised herself with this enthusiasm – was it false? She was surprised by how readily she matched Vi’s warmth, as if it was being pulled out of her. ‘But I might need to eat something first – is there time?’

‘We’ve asked the kitchen to hold some breakfast back for us,’ said Yew Two. ‘Hello, good morning, by the way.’ He went in to hug Ess too, and then it was Yew One’s turn. She’d had enough by then.

‘It’s actually better probably,’ said Yew One, as the three of them led her away from the hall (Will there be banana again? she thought desperately), ‘to have an empty stomach this morning.’

‘It’s nothing gross!’ said Vi.

‘OK!’ said Ess. She could feel her mirror of congeniality slipping away. Vi offered no further information as they walked towards the collection of lab buildings. The sky opened with a wail and started pelting them with hailstones.

‘Fuck!’ said Ess and Yew Two. They all started running, arms over their heads, running between the collection of glass and salvaged Perspex and brick buildings, hopping over abandoned tools and coils of wire and trays stacked full of interestingly shaped glassware and great blue plastic barrels. There were generators with wires snaking in and out of them in chaotic and disturbing combinations, and they moved through all this along corridors of walls for several long, loud minutes, being pelted with hailstones as they went, until they emerged into a kind of clearing and the hailstones stopped as quickly as they had begun and the sun came out bright and hot, smiling like an errant lover.

In the middle of the clearing was a round building: a geodome, made with frosted panels. Ess assumed it must be some sort of greenhouse – the only things she could make out inside were plants where their leaves and branches pressed against the panes and caused a shadow. On upper panels of the dome were the inevitable solar panels. Yew One and Yew Two were just ahead of her, and she saw them reach for each other’s hands, grip, then let them fall quickly apart.

‘Come in,’ said Vi, unlocking the door, which was set into a protuberance in the dome and had a sturdy look to it. This was notable to Ess. There was nothing at the Basin you couldn’t get into with, at most, a good strong kick. This door was different. Vi angled her body so that Ess’s view of multiple locks was obscured.

The interior looked like a meeting area, or living quarters, or a lab. It had tan matting on the floor and was scattered with cushions. All around the edge of the dome’s single room were benches, except where the line of a bench lifted and became a desk with a chair under it, or in places where the desks seemed to house control panels. It was warm in the dome. The plants, on and beneath the benches and the desks, hanging at intervals from the ceiling, looked healthy, were the type to enjoy the dome’s natural heat. Yew One, Yew Two and Vi ignored the desks and sturdy chairs, and sat on the floor among cushions, and invited Ess to do the same. When she sat, Yew One jumped up and went to a kettle plugged into the wall nearby. ‘Tea, everyone?’ he asked.

‘It’s nice in here,’ said Ess, to say something while the kettle boiled. She preferred plain, stimulant tea, but she noted with resignation the jar of herbal matter Yew One was pulling out of a cupboard.

‘We designed it,’ said Yew Two. ‘We particularly wanted it to have a warm, welcoming feeling, to feel like home, somewhere you could sit and tell stories.’

‘A hearth,’ said Vi.

‘Exactly,’ said Yew Two, pointing at Vi, a little like Ess had pointed at Wyatt during their argument the night before – emphatically. ‘Exactly, my love. A hearth.’

‘I expect you’re wondering what we built it for, this hearth,’ said Yew One, coming over with two cups. He set them down, put Ess’s just out of her reach so she had to edge across the matting to get at it. He fetched the other two cups and set himself on a cushion cross-legged, foot to knee, knees on the floor. He took his cup in both hands and cradled it just above his groin. ‘To explain that,’ he finally continued, ‘I must do, as the space suggests, a little storytelling.’

Vi made a sound that was not quite a sigh. Yew One turned to her and smiled largely through his large beard. ‘Or at least I must acquaint you with some theory. How recently did you join the Network, Ess?’

‘I got involved seven years ago,’ said Ess, who began to have the feeling the Yews already knew this. ‘Five years ago I went to live at the Basin, and I’ve lived there ever since.’

‘Yes, yes, seven years. So some time. A while since Education for you. It’s ongoing, of course, in theory…’

‘Yes, you’re right,’ said Ess, sipping her tea (bitter hay). ‘It’s been a while since I’ve read the texts. Years probably. The Basin is quite robust in its debates though. We keep all O’s founding concepts in play.’

‘Yes, yes, I’m sure, I’m sure you do,’ said Yew One. Yew Two nodded emphatically. Ess did not need their approval and didn’t appreciate this reassurance. ‘And how much do you know, Ess, about the founder? How much do you know about O?’

‘What do you mean?’ said Ess. ‘I know her writing. I know her ecological, ethical frameworks, her influences. I know her history as it relates to the Network, and a bit of her personal biography. I know she was born near here. I know she was an art student, then a teacher and a poet and a local organiser. You know. I know what everyone knows.’

‘Of course you do,’ said Yew Two, rubbing fingers over the stripes of his beard.

‘Of course you do,’ agreed Yew One. ‘I was wondering how much you knew about her other ideas, her broader philosophical thinking.’

Ess sat in silence. They seemed to be assessing her, which was irritating. Eventually she said:

‘What is it that you want to tell me? Do you think I might know it already? If so, just ask me and I’ll tell you.’

‘She’s right,’ said Vi. ‘Come on, guys.’

‘I’m sorry if I seemed to be pontificating,’ said Yew One without a hint of regret. ‘I know that here in the Network we like to be straight and clear with one another. But sometimes things aren’t straight and clear, are they? I’m just trying to feel my way into things, you know?’

‘Have you read O’s work on time travel?’ asked Vi.

‘No,’ said Ess. ‘Was this, like, her science-fiction stuff?’

‘She did explore the concept in fiction briefly,’ said Yew One. ‘Frankly, I don’t think that’s where her talents lay, though there’s usually an outpost press reproducing those stories at one time or another.’

‘I don’t think they’re great either,’ said Ess. ‘I’ve only read a couple. They’re just manifestos, really, as I read them.’

‘Exactly, exactly!’ said Yew One. ‘Yes, the characters are just puppets for her ideas really, aren’t they. But she’s working something out in those years, no question. She was working something out. And she did write her manifesto, and her other books too, the ones we use now, along with the teachings that were made later. But she wrote about other things too. You can find that writing as well – it’s not banned, but it’s not easy. O wrote a great deal about time travel actually. Yes, she was very preoccupied with it.’

The dome darkened so suddenly that Ess expected the sound of more hailstones before it came, a sharp rattling. Yew One got up and turned on the strip lights. The room’s warm tones were erased by fluorescent, medical illumination. He kept talking.

‘She theorised about it at great length, in several quasi-academic manuscripts. As a matter of fact, many people did assume for some time – many academics quite closely engaged with her work – assumed and continue to assume that this writing is essentially experimental, something in the nature of poetry. And at this point we must confess that others of us have allowed this assumption, despite what was once suspected and which we now know. Which is that those works are in fact rigorous scientific and philosophical theories of a complexity that is quite staggering considering O’s own background, which did not include any kind of formal training or education in these areas. Remarkable, really remarkable. Unbelievable. Improbable.’

‘Quite improbable!’ interjected Yew Two, unable apparently to help himself. Vi was smiling, not in the inviting, disarming way she had smiled before, but with a hard, sharp mouth turned down at the corners.

‘I remember,’ said Yew One, rubbing a palm excitedly over his head, ‘I remember when I was younger than you, and I’d just made my way up here from Old Queen, where I was trying to found an education centre. I’d been planning to visit a friend of mine here and I ended up staying, well, you know, it’s nearly forty years now. But my friend, you see, his partner was studying this text as fiction, but I knew a man from university who –’

‘Dad,’ said Vi, with the hard smile. ‘Dad. I don’t think we should tell her the story that way. Just tell her about the machine, and what we want her to do. That will be better.’

‘Oh!’ said Yew One, looking vaguely offended, and for a moment Ess thought she was going to witness a family argument. But then Yew Two laid his hand over his husband’s, and Yew One looked down and saw their hands laid over each other and seemed to collect himself. Over the sound of the hailstones, thunder rolled around them, quietened. The hailstones turned to rain, and the crackling noise of their pelting the dome became a hiss.

‘Well, apparently I’m taking too long to explain,’ said Yew One, who had recovered his placid, warm expression. ‘But I thought that some context might… Some of this is just quite out there. Anyway, perhaps, yeah, I can just… So we have built a time machine. We have followed the instructions, which we believe O passed down to us, and we have built a time machine. And we wish to send you on, call it a mission, back into the past.’ He continued, without giving Ess time to respond. ‘O’s legacy is like a tree. No, Vi, this is part of it, part of understanding. Like a tree with, you see, many branches. And those branches, as I’ve always seen it, those branches are like different areas, or avenues, or remits of care, of her message, of her legacy. You see? So your work, some of your work, Ess, of planting, of growing, nourishing, that is very much the work of the present. It concerns what we, the Network, can and should do now. And then all around us, especially here in East Marsh, we also see the work of the future. Of making coalitions with other countries and organisations that share ideals, of creating technologies and ethical frameworks and interspecies relationships to safeguard the future, you see? Even your chapter at the Basin, you don’t believe in the future for our species, but you lay down foundations for after you’re gone – even the choice to tread lightly is one made for the future. And then, you see, and then we have the branch that is concerned with the past. Yes, we have historians, and those who study the work of O and her predecessors and our history of struggle. But our branch is the branch that aims actually to reach into the past, that is truly concerned with safeguarding the past. Acting within the past. Building, constructing paths within the past that lead to us.’

‘Not us, as in individuals,’ added Vi. ‘More us, as in the Network. Here, alive, now.’

‘Who built this,’ said Yew One, casting his hand around the dome, ‘who created this engine for travelling in history. And who will, in turn, go back and give O what she must pass on to us so that the engine can be built. And so we will complete the circle, and all can begin from there.’

‘Project number one,’ said Vi. ‘The first, but not, we think, the only.’

The rain faded; the thunder rolled on.

‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ said Ess.

‘Yes,’ said Yew Two. ‘Yes, that’s a reasonable reaction.’

‘Is this, like, an art project?’ Ess was thinking of what Zizi had said, the great art scene in East Marsh. Ess hated audience participation.

‘No, no… Well, admittedly, some people in the project have branched off over the years and produced pieces inspired by the work. Or decided that the work’s original designation as poetry was correct and altered their responses accordingly. But no, no, this is science. Pure maths, physics. Although, as I’m sure you’re aware, these disciplines have a spiritual element.’

‘This is some kind of a religious thing? O would never have wanted to be deified like this. She was a political thinker. A philosopher maybe. She wasn’t a prophet. She didn’t leave, what, holy missions for her followers.’

‘All this, everything the Network has ever done, is a mission left by her,’ said Vi.

‘But it’s not dogma,’ said Ess. ‘The teachings evolve. They aren’t instructions, they’re alive.’

Ess felt, for a moment, as though she were arguing with her mother, who would certainly have considered the scene now taking place a justification for all her fears about the Network.

‘Listen,’ said Yew One, who had refilled his own cup of tea and proffered the kettle to Ess. She tilted the cup to show him it was full. She wanted to get up off the ground where they were all sitting together so cosily. But nothing bad was happening to her.

‘Listen,’ repeated Yew One, ‘what do you know about the fabric of time?’

‘I don’t know anything about the fabric of time.’

‘Excellent! Wonderful! Good, no preconceptions, that’s very useful. There are lots of models that are used to think about time, but the fact is we understand very little about it. As a dimension, we are unable to move through it, so it is really, definitively, beyond our comprehension. But that isn’t to say that we can’t think about how it works. How, under certain circumstances, it might be induced to behave.’

‘Like…predicting the future.’

‘No, no, more like…firing particles at dark matter. We don’t know what it is, but we can see what happens to the particles.’

‘In this case,’ said Vi, ‘you’re gonna be the particle.’

‘Shut up, Vi,’ said Yew Two with surprising sharpness.

‘The fact is,’ said Yew One, ‘the fact is that when we human beings, when we talk about time, we should really talk about history, because that’s the only element of time that we understand. And what you should further understand is that some parts of history are actually thinner than others. Yes, worn thin. Like…like paper rubbed with an eraser.’

He got up and went to one of the workstations, running his hand absently over the now rather malevolent-looking buttons and levers on it. ‘And what wears it thin? Well, simply put, stories, narrative, expression. And, slightly less simply put, attention. Our attention. Human attention. Well, perhaps the attention of other things too, but we haven’t been able to establish that yet. The fact is, the more a moment in the past, in history, is talked about, the more attention it is given, the more it’s written about, or photographed, or repeated in stories, or filmed, or read about, the thinner it gets, you see. The more permeable. And the larger the area, so to speak, of that permeability becomes.’

‘Too permeable in some cases, too large an area!’ said Yew Two excitedly. ‘Like, if we were to send you back to one of the Great Wars, with all those books written and all those memories being passed down and all the footage looked at and pawed over, you’d drop through time like a stone, and who knows where you’d end up and what version of events you’d find yourself walking around in!’

‘Let’s not get into versions of events,’ said Yew One. ‘Let’s stick to time. But yes, you could end up anywhere. Those parts of history are so thin there’s practically no separating it from now or before or anything. It’s anarchy! No, what you want, what a traveller wants, is a little, tiny piece of the thinness. Something personal, nearby, localised, you see. And a connection. A hook. Something that the engine can use to drag you into the past.’

‘Carry you,’ Yew Two corrected him. ‘Gently.’

‘Well, we don’t know,’ said Yew One. ‘But either way it wouldn’t kill you, we don’t think. Anyway, that’s what you have, you see. That’s what we want. The hook. The connection. The tiny perforation in the past.’

Ess had forgotten she was being addressed in any but the most nonspecific of senses. It was just like when one of the older men got the floor at a meeting: the audience was incidental, could have been anyone. But suddenly they were back in the room with her.

‘What’s my connection?’ she said.

‘Why,’ said Yew One, ‘your good friend Mr J.’

No answer could have shocked her more. The part of her life that was furthest from the Network. Yew One carried on, oblivious to her disconcertion, or perhaps indifferent to it: ‘Mr J – or, rather, his history. You must remember that we have spent many years making quite specific enquiries, noting any connections to O’s era. He’s a known descendant of her friends – known, that is, to us. A valuable connection. And very amenable, in fact, as a person. A charming man, though it did not seem necessary to inform him of our Network connections. We met him as enthusiastic historians. And so were able to uncover the line you have been tracing with his things, and his mother’s things, right back to his mother’s parents, to Lady Jay, and their friends. And one of those friends, you see, in particular. Not an important person, historically speaking, not important at all. And that’s what we need, you see, just a pinhole, really, for you to pass through. And that’s this friend, and her contact with O. Not even a very significant contact in the scheme of things. Not a lasting relationship that’s important, or a historically significant collaboration. But they did meet, you see, they did meet. And people noticed, and remembered, and recorded it, and so a small window, a small and precise window, on to O’s life was created among many, many, many billions of windows across that life, and you have spent the last oh-so-many months at Mr J’s inadvertently spinning a little thread through time reaching all the way back to her, and we can send you along that thread, and that, you see, is what we want.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Ess. ‘What is it you need me to do?’

‘Time travel!’

‘You must close the circle!’ cried Vi, her metallic smile splitting open. ‘It is the infinite mission! Without it there can be no others! You must invent the machine!’

‘Vi!’ said Yew Two, and his voice was sharp again. Ess was leaning away from them all, especially from Vi. ‘Stop being evangelical. This is a scientific undertaking.’

‘Something like a virgin flight,’ said Yew One. ‘But, rather than through space, through time. History.’

Ess was beginning to doubt her own sanity. Had her own sense of what was normal come under attack without her noticing; perhaps a virus, or a knock on the head? Maybe her reaction, her disbelief, was the unconventional thing. Yew Two was speaking, his neat beard seeming to glow with enthusiasm.

‘O was a wonderful thinker – truly ahead of her time in so many ways. But she was not a scientist. She was not a mathematician, though she did spend some years studying mathematics as…well, you might call it a hobby. Her social theories were a vision of the future, what was possible. Her thinking on time is, frankly, impossible. There is no way she could have developed the theory on her own. She gave us the theory – and now we must give it back to her, so that she may give it to us.’

‘Do you see?’ They all stared at her eagerly.

‘You want me to…bring her instructions?’

‘It’s not a question of what we want!’ Vi burst out. ‘Don’t you see? You’ve done it, you’ve already done it! We have it! We have built the machine!’

Ess drank the hay tea in a couple of nervous swallows and felt worse than ever. The other three had stood up, and she, sensing danger, stood up too, and was about to turn and make for the door, but her legs were weak and wouldn’t support her properly, and in the end she sat back down, heart thumping.

‘What? What…’ said Ess, for it was all she could think of to say. Yew One, Yew Two and Vi watched her, their animated faces suddenly impassive. She felt the strength leaving her arms then too, and they flopped down on either side of her. She gave a great retching yawn, and another, and another. Eventually some of the tea came out, a dribble from the middle of her throat, landing between her feet.

‘I bet you’re glad we didn’t let you have any breakfast,’ said Vi.

‘Am I dying?’ said Ess.

‘It’s a hallucinogen,’ said Vi. ‘With a bit of a sedative effect.’

‘We’re not trying to sedate you!’ added Yew Two hurriedly. ‘The intended effect isn’t docility. We want to loosen up your attachment to this dimension, to the now.’

‘We’ve tried it ourselves, actually,’ Vi said. ‘Although you seem to be especially susceptible to its effects.’

‘I gave her a stronger dose,’ said Yew One, who sounded further away. Ess could no longer lift her head or direct her gaze where she wanted to. ‘I was afraid she might not drink very much, I didn’t want to take chances.’ There was the sound of keys tapping and a bright, sharp hum. ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘This is it. Ess, remember this is a test run. We’ll aim for a weak thrust. It won’t hold you in the past for long. Don’t worry about the mission, don’t worry about making contact. Just enjoy the experience – we’re making history!’

The sharp hum increased. Ess could feel her thoughts beginning to lose their moorings, but insofar as she was worried about anything now, she was more worried about her body, which seemed to have uncoupled from her. Great sweeping sensations were making their way through her, but she no longer had any sense of what those sensations meant: sweep from where to where? She was acutely aware of the edges of herself. At the same time, she felt the patterns of light impressing themselves upon the semi-transparent panels of the dome, and that the movement of that light might be due to the shifting leaves of trees outside or it might be that the pieces of light themselves were moving, sentient animals in a way that she had not before appreciated. It may have been and may have been and may have been those things, and then she was sure that whyever light moved, it did not move this way – and then she was no longer sure. Then something ripped through her brain that was as much as anything like an orgasm, and then that orgasm was split like lightning with a violent pain.

There was a woman sitting at a desk, reading two books at once. Ess bore down on her, and there was a kind of collision, and then, instead of the back of a head or the pages of a book or the surface of a desk, there was the reassuring hardness of earth and grass under her hands. She was lying on her back and scrambled up onto her haunches, breathing hard. She kept herself in tight, her arms in tight. There was someone near her in the green undergrowth. Above, the leaves of trees shifted. Insects, more than she had ever heard at once, sang out at her; there were birds speaking. Then the woman was there, and Ess felt that she looked like her, although she was not quite sure what, in that moment, she looked like. The woman wore a long, dark-coloured something, and a hat, and suddenly Ess remembered that she was supposed to have undergone some sort of journey and she began to say, ‘What year is it?’, and then the indescribable feeling came again and she was gone.
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She had no idea what had happened, but it had frightened her. Bea stood among the trees where the vanished woman had come and gone. Someone was making an insistent pwit-PWIT, pwit-PWIT above her head. A cricket shouted up at her from the ground. As a gentle wind blew, the whispering in the leaves grew loud, then quiet, then loud again, the sound of someone coming towards her, then backing away, then coming towards her again, approaching her through those turning green leaves. They filled every bush and canopy with their shimmer. The green of it all hurt her eyes, brought that uncomfortable rushing into her blood again, and now the sense of something ominous came too. Her chest felt tight and hot – abruptly she crouched down and retched into the grass at her feet. As soon as that was over, she felt an overwhelming urge to piss and had to rush into the cover of bushes and lift her skirt. The bird still sang, pwit-PWIT, pwit-PWIT, and she saw herself squatting in a patch of countryside, alone with visions. She imagined herself going home and writing of what she had seen in her sad little notebook that no one would read, that contained nothing of interest. Only the angel, of which she was all but afraid to write, of which she could write only the barest, simplest details, and only then to have a record of her sanity or lack of it. Oh, she was very sad. Oh, she would troop off home. What else was there to do but troop home and pretend for as long as she could that she wasn’t mad, to continue, as CeeCee had told her, to perform the job of being a wife for as long as she could. Her feet were on the dirt path, then the gravel. The sun was going down and she was walking along the pavement of her own unlovable street. The plain suburban mansions, large and characterless and sane.

Perhaps she was developing a capacity for premonition, because as soon as she set foot into the dim hallway, that ominous feeling curdled on contact with a familiar stink: Haich’s personal smell, of smoke and the iodine of potatoes and salt and starched linen and something else, something that was his alone. Well, he was there to be faced. He wanted to play the old game. But she was mad now. She went into the living room, and he was there in a chair facing the fireplace. She stood behind him and said nothing.

‘Ah, Bea, my dear. I knew, I supposed, as soon as I heard you were up, that you would be here to greet me before long.’ He turned in the chair and she was surprised to find that his always somewhat sallow, handsome face was drawn, carved out as by an illness. His eyes retained their quickness though. ‘I was worried when I heard you were ill. I was afraid it was on account of me, what I said. I wanted so often to climb the stairs and speak to you, but I was afraid it would be too much. Well, that you wouldn’t want me to.’

She was thrown off by his candour, perhaps by his perceptiveness. This was the best he’d ever judged her state of mind. Still, even a stopped clock told the right time twice a day. As usual, when possible, in Haich’s presence, she said nothing.

‘I want to apologise,’ Haich said. ‘I’ve been thinking of it, that I should. I should not have spoken to you like that, the wife of a friend of mine. And on account of yourself, not only of Ade, I shouldn’t have. It was rash.’

‘It…it’s alright. We needn’t say anything else about it.’

‘No, perhaps that’s best. But –’ he stood up now, and she backed away a little ‘– can you accept my apology?’

She could not accept it. ‘Of course,’ she said, and he reached out to take her hands, and she let him take them, and he held them and turned them, one way and another, and let them go. And she smelled trouble still in the air, and she felt trouble coming in through his hands, and she had seen it in his face as he looked at hers: like turning over the leaves of an album.

Ade arrived home not long after, and that evening the three of them had dinner together. Bea, though quiet, tried not to project her discomfort. Ade and Haich were talking more quietly than usual, perhaps in deference to her recent time in bed. She listened vaguely and tried to admire the friendship as she once had, when Haich and Ade first knew each other and she knew Haich only by Ade’s report.

They were talking of someone who had come into the shop that day, someone Haich had obviously come to recognise, perhaps as a regular. Ade had puffed himself up in an impression of self-righteous anger, and Haich was sitting back and laughing happily.

‘That harridan!’ he said, and Ade unpuffed himself and said:

‘Yes, that harpy!’

Then he met Bea’s gaze and seemed to turn a little sheepish, though they were both still giggling a bit: they had forgotten she was there. That was alright. She didn’t care. She smiled at them, and they smiled back in some relief and looked at each other and started giggling again. She continued to observe them. She saw that Ade’s frame, weighted by his day of work (as hers had used to be), had been overtaken by a lightness, almost a feminine flexibility.

Again mindful of Bea’s recent illness, they did not stay up talking as they usually did. Haich bid them goodnight early. Ade took her by the arm on their way up to bed.







[image: ]


She was trying to pull herself back into consciousness, and it was beginning to happen. I was given a drug, she thought. Then she thought, I travelled, or something indescribable happened. I travelled and it was indescribable. Then she thought, I was in the green, and there was someone there in dark clothing. Then she thought, The indescribable pull, the indescribable tearing. Then she thought, I returned. There was a smell. There was a sensation. Things coming out of me. The smell and the sensation. All new. And then, in that state, I was taken to a bathroom and showered until I was clean, and she had to hold me up. And then, in that state, she dried me and put clothes on me. Ess moved her hands down herself. Yes, these were the clothes. These are the clothes. Like dressing a baby. I travelled. Or seemed to travel.

She was lying on her arm: it had gone to sleep. She rolled off it. This on top of a hangover. Really, if she’d known, she wouldn’t have drunk so much the night before. If she’d known, it wouldn’t have happened. Ugh. Ugh. She felt very clean again, but this time the cleanliness felt violating, institutional. The room she was in was not the communal quarters of before, but a smaller room. A chair, a table, a lamp, a window with the blind drawn, wooden slats. A pleasant, characterless room with some sort of fern and a collection of cacti on the window. One of the cacti had flowered, a pink flower. Hello, flower, she thought. She remembered working with someone who had called her flower. She had liked it. It had helped that he was very old. OK, OK, time to get up now. Time to assess the situation. She felt around, no pain, though the emptiness of hunger yawned at her. The old scar only. Hello, flower, she said again to the flower. Thank you for coming out. Though you didn’t come out for me. No coat, no shoes. Only these soft, large pyjamas. What had changed while she slept? she thought. What had been revealed? Did anyone – Wyatt – wonder where she was? Or had they all known, Wyatt had known? Maybe. Not good. She’d never had to escape anywhere, except sort of existentially. This would require different skills. Well, she wouldn’t know unless she went outside. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe the door was locked. Something to consider. Well, Ess considered it. Well, there wasn’t much to consider until she knew either way. She was up, out of the bed now, and moved forward – ugh, she felt wrong. It wasn’t pain, but something. She had travelled a great distance or something. Stop, said Ess to herself, stop hobbling. She stopped hobbling and walked to the door quite quickly and smoothly, and quite quickly and smoothly opened it. There was Vi, sitting not on a chair and not on the ground but on her heels, crouching.

‘Hi,’ said Vi. ‘You’re up. Good. Can you walk? You studied medicine, right?’

‘Only for a year,’ said Ess, who of course had planned to say something else, to say several other things.

‘Good, well, that’s better than me. There’ll be doctors there too. Come on, let’s go – there’s an emergency. The first lot have gone already. I waited behind for you – we’ll bring some others.’

‘What?’

‘Can you walk on your own? You’ll need shoes. I’ve got your coat here.’

Her coat was handed to her. She put it on. She took a deep breath, preparing to articulate her protest, because the problem was that they should not have – ‘You sent me…’

Vi had her boots: ‘Shall I put them on you? I know, we have to talk about it, and we will – my fathers and I are very curious about your experience. Excited too. But we don’t have time to discuss it. The security forces gathered at Crooked Mile? They went in this morning, cleared the outpost. They called us as soon as it happened, but by the time we arrived it was over. It’s bad, violent. Either Crooked Mile wouldn’t or couldn’t mount much of a defence. We’re heading over there to clean up, do what we can. They’ll come from other outposts too.’

They wound their way down to the dock, picking up people and supplies. Ess had to stop occasionally to retch into the grass.

‘Are you OK?’ someone asked.

‘She’ll be OK,’ said Vi.

‘It’s a hangover,’ said Ess.

Their group met another standing grimly by the water. It wasn’t Wyatt’s boat that waited for them, but another, flaking black paint into the water. They formed a chain getting stuff into the cabin: water, first aid, blankets, food, a generator. Someone in the line said, ‘Why now? What happened?’

‘They don’t need a reason,’ someone else said. ‘Maybe the landowner finally made a fuss.’

‘I heard Crooked Mile discovered an infiltrator, a spy,’ said someone else. ‘The spy must have called for extraction. Sometimes when they pull the spy, they take the outpost apart as well.’

‘I don’t think only the one spy,’ Vi said across Ess as she passed her a blanket. ‘There were a few there, a nest.’

‘I wonder who they were. I was up at Crooked Mile fairly often, I might have known them. Well, they’ll all have made themselves scarce now, I suppose.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Vi. ‘If I was running an operation like that, I’d keep a few people around. Waste to pull them all out.’

The sky was clear, cloudless; the sun shone down hot as they chugged along the river. Ess could see butterflies throwing themselves around in the long grass on the banks of the river. She was squeezed in next to Vi, who looked drawn and noble staring out over the bow. Any desire she’d had to talk to her about what had happened in the dome had disappeared. This really was an emergency. Also, perhaps if the four of them stayed quiet about her experience, it might not really have happened. Vi put her arm around her without looking back. Ess leaned against her. She knew no one else here, and they were both frightened of what they were going to see at Crooked Mile.

Evening was drawing in as they arrived – the day’s flat heat had given in to something perfumed, humid. They tied the boat up and trooped, mostly in silence, through dense, damp forest for some time. Birds were singing the sundown, calling out to each other in anger and invitation. The leaves sang too, and the bugs. Ess felt them biting her. She reached into her pocket and felt the stone she had brought with her from home, a rough curve and its one smooth side. She did not resist the urge to put it into her mouth as she had when she first picked it up. She held it there until they reached what had once been Crooked Mile.

Everywhere, buildings were half torn down, gardens churned up, bits of roofing, plyboard and brick piled haphazardly against each other, glass everywhere. Mud was everywhere. Deep tyre tracks – mechanical equipment? – had gouged up the earth. Also everywhere – tacked onto single standing fence poles, face up and down on the earth, placed under bricks to stop them flying away – were disintegrating pieces of paper on which were written in large letters ‘EVICTION’. There was a long, tight block of text and numbers underneath. Ess had been shown this text before and knew that it outlined in detail the laws which had been broken by the outpost and the action taken against Crooked Mile. The contractors who had cut down the outpost must have been given stacks of them. White paper flashed, turning over and over in the mud as the wind picked it up and pushed it across the landscape.

It was very quiet. Here and there Ess could see people walking or running across the wrecked expanse, usually carrying something. They started to pick their way over the ground – here and there she could see streaks of matter, oil and perhaps blood, and torn clothing, and the burned edges of things. The smouldering remains of several bonfires. Perhaps the mercenaries had set them alight, or perhaps the people of the outpost had, to destroy information or repel the eviction. If she listened hard, she could hear what might have been a child wailing, or the cry of a cat or a fox. There were tents set up: three of them. Set against the lavender sky, they looked like ancient structures; they looked like they’d been there forever, survived the great collapse that had razed the rest to the ground. There was some milling back and forth before everyone had either been allocated a task or given themselves one. Ess, after explaining as clearly and as often as she could about the limits of her medical training, ended up in a tent containing four seriously injured adults and three children suffering from shock.

Almost everyone at Crooked Mile who was injured, vulnerable, or just needed to leave the ruins of their home, had been taken to other outposts earlier in the day. The people who remained were in two distressing categories: children who had been told to run and hide in the nearby forest and who had only just returned or been found, and adults who had been taken into the forest by mercenaries. Of those who came back, most were women, all looked like they had been beaten. Ess assumed they’d been raped, but nobody told her and she didn’t ask. The children were being wrapped up and given hot drinks and treated for cuts and bruises. We have to get them out of here, Ess thought. One of the women in the tent was dying, and no one seemed to know if she should die where she was or be moved and risk dying in transit. She had regained consciousness briefly but been unable to speak coherently. She was making panting, shallow breaths, moaned occasionally. Ess sat beside her and took her hand. She spoke to her, explained who she was and what they were all doing.

‘It’ll take a while to clean up here,’ said Ess mindlessly. ‘But all of you, all the other people from Crooked Mile, and us, people nearby, we’ll help. And you can rebuild here, or we’ll find another site.’

After a while of the woman lying there silently, so beaten as to look completely unlike what Ess had previously known a person to look like, it occurred to her that someone else in the tent might not know that whoever she was, was dying, and might not thank Ess for letting her slip away without saying goodbye. Seized with a sudden fear, she approached a woman who had regained consciousness, was talking and had actually let out a dry chuckle in response to the question of a medic. She approached awkwardly from the side as if at a party, looking back over her shoulder often: she didn’t want the dying woman to think she had gone, or for her to die while she was over here trying to find her friends.

‘Sorry, sorry…I’m here with… I’m trying to look after that woman over there and I don’t know her name. Do you recognise her?’

The woman sat up taller so she could see across.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s my sister. Oh my god. Will you help me over there?’

Then they were both there, holding the woman’s hands, one on each side.

‘Do you want me to leave?’ said Ess.

‘No, not really,’ said the woman. ‘Is she going to die?’

‘They told me she was.’ Ess wondered if the dying woman could hear her. ‘I hope not, but I think so.’ The woman nodded. Two tears ran fast down her face and disappeared. No more followed.

‘Stay, I like that you’re holding her other hand. Has she been waking up?’

‘She woke up once, about an hour ago.’

‘OK. Can you get a doctor?’

Ess went and got a doctor, then retook the woman’s hand and sat and held it in silence while the doctor confirmed that, yes, the woman was dying, and no, there was nothing to be done, that she was comfortable now (Ess wondered how true that was: the woman had been given a lot of morphine, so it might be), that it might be hours, but it would likely not be even one more day.

It was five hours, five or so. It was night-time when her breathing stopped, and then the woman’s sister lay across her body and slept. Ess tramped into the woods for a wee. She crouched in the dark, watching the lights still bobbing back and forth over the ruined ground between the tents. She could hear her own breath, her own urine, insects. In the last hours she had been angry with the woman for taking so long to die, angry with her sister for insisting that Ess stay. She was not made for care. The clean smell of the night air was undercut by burning smells, scorched smells, the smell of blood. The blood was on her somewhere. But it was dark and there were no mirrors. The blood would have to stay on her until she got home. She would find a way to get back to the Basin from here. She could not stay at East Marsh.

At the edge of the forest, as she was making her way back to the tents, she found a dead person. They were face down, and she did not turn them over: she moved the short curly hair a little to take their pulse, came away with blood on her fingers. The body was cold. She stood up, made a spontaneous prayer-like gesture. She walked on, went into the nearest tent and told someone what she’d seen. She went back out, pointed and stood back as two others picked the person up and carried them back through the night. She saw a group gathering by the dock and, without speaking to anyone, she went and stood with them. They were loading up the boat again – the children were going with them, but she didn’t see any of the injured adults, or the woman whose sister had died. The boat was returning to East Marsh. Could she ask them to carry her home to the Basin? She couldn’t. She would have to find a way to leave early tomorrow, perhaps find Wyatt and ask him to take her. Only when she was settled on the boat did she remember what Vi had said: Waste to pull them all out. Was someone who caused this to happen on the boat with them?

People spoke little and quietly. Everyone was tired. Someone used a higher tone, addressing the children.

‘Is this the first you’ve seen?’ asked a man next to her. He had mud all over his face and smelled of burning.

‘No,’ said Ess, ‘but it’s the worst.’

‘There was one a few years ago in Gabriel Dart – might have been as bad. Maybe less arrests than Gabriel. They basically took everyone there.’

‘Do you think they took anyone from here?’ asked Ess, who had never even heard of Gabriel Dart.

‘Most likely. I heard at least ten. Our lawyers will go down to the city and try to find out where they are, but, you know. Might not see any of them again.’

‘Oh, we have good lawyers,’ said Ess, suddenly mindful of the children on the boat. ‘I’m sure they’ll get them back.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ her companion replied, either not thinking as she was or not caring. Ess imagined herself, nine, ten years old, sitting in the dark on a boat with a bunch of strangers, learning from a voice in the night that her mother was gone and never coming back. Perhaps all these children had their loved ones waiting for them at East Marsh. All a little battered perhaps, all in shock, but alive, alive, and so happy to see their lost children returning to them across the water.
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I dreamed there was a stone in my mouth, and that I walked across a grey dead field. When I woke up, I was still trying to spit the stone out so I wouldn’t choke.
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I’ll take myself on an excursion, thought Bea one day. Not a long journey, just a small trip to get out of the house. Weeks (she was not sure how many, enough for summer to have arrived and begun to wane again) had passed since the apparition. Fearful of breaking down in public, Bea had kept to herself. Though the angel continued to visit, there had not been another encounter like the one on the marsh. Perhaps, like the season, her crisis had reached its peak and begun to recede.

It had been too long since she had seen CeeCee. Her friend would be busy, but why should Bea not drop in as she had used to? Ade would be in his shop. Suppose she just turned up and went behind the counter and started working there again? She quite liked that idea, entertained it indulgently. Perhaps she would come with a gift. He often bought her little tokens: jewellery, gloves, ornate boxes. He never minded expense as much as she did.

She looked carefully into the hall mirror, placed her hat slowly and firmly onto her head, and looked a little past herself into the shadows behind. On the hall table was a pale pink antimacassar, and on top of that a large full vase of lilies that the maid had placed there. She remembered what her mother would always say to her: Something for the eye. There should always be something worth looking at, over and above function. So on the table, lilies. It was very quiet in the hall.

It was hot on the bus, and too crowded, but she loved the sound and the chatter of people all around her. Out of the window she could see the reddening trees laid out at regular intervals in their neat squares of earth along the pavement. The marsh was beginning to breathe that burning ozone smell of autumn, and now it was in the city too. She watched the cars moving slowly ahead, and pigeons waddling and pecking, busy little grey dots that, now and again, flew up or ran some distance as someone approached and then lit down again. She watched, above all, the people beetling around on the pavement, in the road, getting on and off the bus as it made its stops. After they had been crawling along for some time, there seemed to be a great crowd of people walking in a particular direction. While she had been enjoying the view, the bus had emptied, and she hurried to ring the bell and disembark. She was still several stops away from her destination, but the empty seats had disturbed her. In the street she saw strange heaps of oddments: makeshift barricades of furniture and household rubbish.

The barricades scared her, but now she was trapped in the crowd and she realised that the atmospheric pressure which had been filling her ears was really the sound of that crowd, an odd electric clamour which came from no one person but emanated from the mass of people – mostly men – that she saw everywhere. They were largely facing the way that she had come, and she tried to move forward through them in the direction of Ade’s shop, and she caught snatches of language: ‘Not today!’ and ‘We’ll see them off!’ ‘If those arseholes,’ said one man in a dark hat to another in heavy boots, ‘think they can traipse through here dressed like a fucking marching band…’ Much louder someone yelled, ‘Come out of your houses! Come and defend our homes!’ – all the words weighted with expectation, with waiting. Some people laughed and patted each other on the back, but mostly the waiting seemed to be a serious business.

Bea felt the electricity of the crowd running through her and was frightened of the feeling. As she continued up the street, keeping close to the wall, she began to pick out the drawn, animated faces of women too, teenage girls and even little children running around between people’s feet in a state of high excitement. She didn’t know what to make of it. She heard the yell of an animal and turned, and there above the hatted faces of all these men she saw a grim-faced policeman on a horse. The policeman seemed to be trying to move through the people and a sea of red flags and banners that had been raised up, and the people surged forward, and she felt the sound of the crowd turn into a roar that swelled past her – it was all she could do not to join in – and it was gone again. Then another horse whinnying, another surge forward, another roar. They came and went like contractions: each one got louder and louder and harder and harder. The yells of ‘Come out of your houses!’ came louder. ‘They’ll not pass!’ came louder. Here and there she saw that people were holding bricks and bottles, even pickaxes. What was she doing here? A window above her opened and a woman leaned out, waving a red flag and shouting, and then another and another window opened in these streets that had always been familiar to her, and some of the faces she saw were familiar too, but she had never seen them shouting like this, red flags and open red ‘o’s in their faces, all looking towards the police and the horses. And the policemen’s large, serious hats.

‘Bea?’

It was CeeCee, oh, it was CeeCee. She was standing back at the edge of the pavement that Bea was creeping slowly along, and she looked shocked. At the same time as Bea said to CeeCee, ‘Do you know what’s happening here?’, CeeCee was saying to Bea: ‘Have you come to protest?’

And immediately both understood they were at odds.

‘Does Ade know you’re here?’ said CeeCee, which was an unusual question for her to ask. Bea huddled up against her, back against a shop window. The shop was dim and dusty inside; Bea couldn’t make out any wares. Had it recently been vacated or had the owners put everything away? Why?

‘What’s happening here?’ she asked, and CeeCee goggled at her.

‘You don’t know? It’s been talked about everywhere, Bea! It’s been in the newspapers!’ She laughed. ‘I must have gone round with about a thousand leaflets to get the word out! I suppose I should have dropped one off with you. I’ve not even seen you for weeks! What a time to meet!’ She was preposterously round, and she was breathless, and her eyes were bright and quick.

Bea had stopped reading the newspapers some weeks ago, even before she took to her bed. She felt ashamed. CeeCee was watching her, and then there was another huge roar and the crowd surged forward again – Bea cowered and CeeCee held on to them both to keep them where they were against the tide. When the roar passed, CeeCee said: ‘Fascists, on the march, coming here to our neighbourhood. They want to march through here, make us frightened to walk on our own streets, and police want to let them. We won’t have it. That’s why we’ve all come out. We won’t have fascists here on any account, that’s what we’ve come to show them, them and the police. Oh, Bea, I’m so glad you’re here!’

Bea did not ask why the fascists wanted to walk through the neighbourhood. Even she knew that, had known it all her life. It was for the same reason that people would sometimes come in twos and threes and tens and make these streets a dangerous place after dark and occasionally in broad daylight. The fascists required places such as their neighbourhood to exist in order that they could come to them and do these things. Yes, even Bea knew about the fascists.

‘We won’t let them through,’ said CeeCee.

The crowd seemed to be rumbling even louder. Bea could see even more red banners, a red haze above the heads of the crowd, and she saw CeeCee hold her arms over her protruding stomach and press herself even harder back, and she asked, as CeeCee had asked her:

‘Does your husband know you’re here?’

CeeCee grinned. ‘He said not to come: my condition. He’s out there somewhere himself, but he told me to stay at home. I was angry about that. I came out anyway, but now I can see, well…’ She took an arm away from herself and used it to pull Bea closer to her. ‘It’s a good thing you’re here anyway, though you think you might be dreaming, I can tell.’

Screaming from up ahead. A loudhailer, and what must have been the voice of a policeman saying, ‘Back up, all you lot, back up!’ and more screaming. The push, the contraction, began to come the other way, towards them, and harder now, and almost all the time.

‘They’re trying to push us back,’ said CeeCee. ‘Bastards!’

The next breadth of time was all confusion – screaming and yelling, and people running back away from the police line, some with blood on their faces and hands, some being dragged by others, helped out of the way. People pushing forward, shouting and throwing missiles. The ludicrous sight of the shining faces of children, teenagers, dashing in and out and in and out, sometimes, it seemed to Bea, actually between the hooves of the horses. She saw a horse fall heavily, a cloud of breath and dust. All of a sudden, the policemen were everywhere in the crowd, on their feet and on horses, holding their batons, laying into those around them, shouting, ‘Back, back!’ They grabbed people seemingly at random. Bea saw the angel appear in the crowd: still and solemn among the rushing bodies; it turned its face to Bea and it was the face of the woman on the marsh, and then, of course, as always, it was gone again.

Bea and CeeCee were joined on either side by others sheltering from the crush. As the crowds got tighter and tighter – and when Bea saw that CeeCee was trying to press herself sideways to shelter the bulge of her body from the crush – Bea gave a great push against the mass of people, pushed out and turned and set her palms on either side of CeeCee against the shop window they were leaning on, held her back against the crowd. They both stood in silence and the crowd pressed in, and they heard the spark of a horse’s hooves against the cobbles, the huge sound of another falling near them, its rider swearing.

Bea felt the danger behind her but she kept still, kept her back and shoulders pressed as far out as she could, her head down. Her hat was brushing against CeeCee’s face, so she leaned so that her head was against CeeCee’s shoulder and they embraced like that, held that embrace, breathing with each contraction of the crowd against them, breathing each other’s breath as the noise swelled around them. Bea felt CeeCee’s belly against her own, its curve slotting into her, and she felt something kick up at her from deep inside her friend and she realised it was true, someone was in there, unbelievable, a miracle. The kick came again as if in answer to her wonder, as if in greeting, and then there was a voice: it was a man against the window beside them and he said, ‘Brace yourselves, ladies, it’s going to give, any moment now,’ and at that moment the glass under Bea’s hands shattered.

They were both, and several others, propelled into the dusty, empty interior of the shop.

‘Are you alright? Are you alright?’ she said to CeeCee in an unfamiliar voice. CeeCee had landed oddly in a strange crouch, trying to protect her stomach.

‘I’m fine,’ said CeeCee wheezily. ‘I’m just a bit winded. I landed funny but I think the baby’s alright. I’ll have some bruises. Oh, Bea, your hand!’

Bea looked at her hand. There was a lot of blood, but the cut was shallow. The crowd was now pouring into the shop front, filling the space like water. Good hand clasped in CeeCee’s, Bea battled out, and together they managed to force their way through the chaos and into a side street, and finally they got themselves somewhere quiet and sat, just as they were, on the ground. Bea couldn’t control her breathing which, even after they’d sat still for some time, came fast and shallow as if she were running. Get ahold of yourself, she told herself sternly, blood from one hand spilling through the fingers of another. Now get ahold of yourself.
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When the boat landed back at East Marsh, Ess made a feeble attempt to find someone, to find Wyatt, to take her home. But the outpost was chaos: the meeting hall assigned to shelter and organise the refugees, the living quarters and some of the labs blazing with light, full of people needing help and treatment, people seeking each other and trying to find somewhere to sleep after giving up their beds. She set herself up behind a table of blankets for a while, then used a wagon to deliver hot meals. She felt herself going into shock as she wandered around, picking up and completing small tasks, tasks that could have been done by anyone. She was cold, and her feet were dragging, and she could barely speak. It was time for her to go to bed.

In the dormitory entryway were heaps of muddy footwear and a battered mobility scooter. She removed her own shoes, added them to the heap and prepared for a night of disturbed sleep, the overlapping sounds of sobbing, shouts, children whining, babies screaming. In fact, the dormitory was very dark and very quiet as she tiptoed across the floor, looking for an empty bed. She had a small torch with her: she tried to keep its beam low and swept it over a camp bed in which a child was lying, black eyes wide open. Ess smiled but realised, as she walked on, that the child could not have seen the smile, only a sudden sharp light. She found a bed by a window, and through it she could see the dark tower, broadcasting news of disaster. There was an animal whirring: Tuna had appeared on the windowsill and was now stepping down onto her bed, purring and stamping firmly over the covers. When she lay down, he moved into a hollow made by her body and covered his eyes with his tail.

She slept long but fitfully, in her clothes. She woke up in the broadest of daylight, hobbled to the bathroom and peed for what seemed like hours. Her hand in the hand of the woman that had died. The body on the edge of the woods. She needed to get home. She put her feet into her boots. She would walk home today if she had to, all day and all night should get her back. She still didn’t have her proper clothes, but she had the coat, and that along with the boots would keep any weather off.

Had anybody gone to check on the garden while she was away? She’d left instructions that it be looked after, that the seeds be watched, but had given no one any specific responsibility. It had been dry these last three nights: hopefully it wasn’t all eaten up. Not too cold or too scorching either. The seeds needed watering. Those dear little trays. The nosing of green through the darkness.

She went to the jetty. Wyatt’s barge was parked, ropes loosely knotted to a tree stump, but there was no sign of him. What did he do when he wasn’t on the boat? His bright clothes suggested he didn’t spend more than his allotted time in the garden, say, or the kitchen. Very dazed, walking among hosts of people who also seemed dazed, failing to navigate around each other on the broad brown paths, she turned towards the tower. Perhaps he was on a video call persuading a foreign government to send them money or emailing militants sheltering in an underground internet café. Perhaps he was embarked on his own secret projects.

When she saw Yew One, she turned and began walking the other way, but he intercepted her and placed his hand on her arm. She felt the vibration of hunger in his grip.

‘Ess, I’ve been looking for you. I’m so glad to have found you.’

‘I’m getting away from here.’

‘Please,’ said Yew One, ‘your feelings are understandable, but please do sit down with me and allow me to—’

‘If you don’t let go of my arm,’ said Ess, ‘I’m going to start yelling.’

Yew One dropped the arm but kept in step with her, too close.

‘Something happened, didn’t it?’

‘You drugged me.’ As she said it out loud, the force of that assault and the awfulness of the previous day suddenly compounded in her throat, and she felt something like tears (but she never cried) working their way up inside her face towards her eye sockets. She put her fists up to her cheekbones and pressed on them. She was still walking, quickly, with no direction in mind, but keeping to where she could see people and they could see her.

‘I promise we didn’t give you anything strong. I would never have done such a thing. I’m afraid your reaction was to the technology itself, probably to the currents of foreign energy moving through you, but I can correct that. It won’t happen in the same way next time.’ He took her arm again. ‘Something happened, I know it did. Please, just talk with me. It need only be for five minutes.’

Her impulse was to punch him in the eye. But she had travelled. Molecularly, she knew it. Yesterday’s tragedies seemed so much more real and urgent than anything that had happened to her in the dome. Yet her atoms thrummed with the vibration of the new: her journey was the most real thing to them. Her atoms were old, unattached to the dramas of her life or even of her epoch. Ess stopped walking and kicked her feet into the mud once or twice.

‘Not in the dome,’ she said. ‘Somewhere in the open, where people can see us.’ She could look out for Wyatt. ‘I won’t go with you into the dome again.’

‘No, no, I understand.’ Yew One pulled at the roots of his beard. He seemed instantly to relax, though they were still walking quickly. This displeased Ess. She realised that she was hungry. She wondered if she was traumatised. Probably, probably she was. But she did not walk entirely away from the man beside her.

‘The greenhouse,’ he said, and he pointed at the one they were passing, long and dusted at its pane’s corners with rust and grime. It was near to several busy pathways. If she raised her voice in there, people would hear her. She listened to one part of her: it told her not to go in. She listened to another: it said, Go in.

There were no chairs in the greenhouse, but there was a wooden soil-covered table that Yew One hopped up onto, planting his hands jovially on either side of his knees. Ess remained standing. She would have liked to examine the contents of the greenhouse properly. She could smell tomatoes and marijuana, which she assumed was growing under the bright lights positioned at the greenhouse’s far end. She heard a miserable little trill – a bird that must have wandered into the warmth had fled from her and Yew, the intruders, and was huddled in a far upper corner. It was an unremarkable little brown bird. Poor thing, she thought.

‘I must confess,’ Yew One was saying, ‘I am glad to discuss things with you without my family, and no doubt they would be very displeased if they knew that I had contrived to do so.’ He smiled conspiratorially at Ess, who did not smile back.

‘They don’t want me telling you tales of the past, especially not poor Vi, who unfortunately heard so many of them as a child. They were keen that we explained our theories and our workings. I think you would benefit from understanding some of the background of our project, perhaps also of us. We cannot expect you to trust us simply because we are Network.’

This was precisely what Ess would have expected of herself before coming to East Marsh.

‘Perhaps,’ continued Yew One, with a performative little sigh, ‘I am less patient than they are. Of course, while much of the true nature of time eludes us, even a young child quickly grasps that it is relative. A single day, proportionate to their experience, can represent a significant interval. The same is true, I have discovered, of a life drawing to its close. I’m sure your Mr J – for whom I have the greatest sympathy, by the way – has found this to be the case.’ Ess remembered Mr J shuffling out of the crowded room that housed his history: People your age don’t know the fucking meaning of ‘too late’. How far into his life had the Yews reached? She felt afraid for him, anxious to see him. It would not be long now, a couple of days, and there he would be, with his boxes of photographs, his carefully prepared meals. And then she would see her mother, just as she always did.

Yew One was smiling at her, a smile that had been carefully prepared for the occasion: ‘To receive a terminal diagnosis, as your old friend has, as I have, it really is quite a radical experience. Of course, I am old. But nonetheless I had expected – I think one always does expect…’ He trailed off. Someone with a heavy load bumped against the greenhouse and rattled the glass. The miserable brown bird gave another terrified trill. Yew One wiggled his shoulders, took three deep breaths, all the while presenting Ess with the smile he had chosen for his news. She understood that the news, like the smile, had been deployed. Nonetheless, it affected her. How sad, she thought. Poor man. Poor Vi and Yew Two. She searched for words to express this sympathy with authenticity. But Yew One did not wait for her to speak:

‘Yew Two and I have been together, in one way or another, since we were very young,’ he began. The life story then, thought Ess. Her sympathy, against her kinder wishes, began to wane.

‘We met originally at a prestigious university and were of broadly the same background – not wealthy by the standards of our peers, but far wealthier than someone with your upbringing could probably even imagine.’ He said this without self-consciousness.

‘Upon graduating,’ Yew One continued, ‘we were both headhunted by the same company overseas, a company which, along with one or two others, essentially ran that part of the world and had great influence in the rest. We were excited by their resources and by what we perceived as a chance to make a difference. We were working in the area of climate change, as almost all researchers not concerned with disease or weapons were at that time. In fact, and this may surprise you, Ess, we were working on precisely what we find ourselves working on now – on time travel.

‘You see, Ess, you End-of-Dayers – forgive me – are not the only ones to have recognised that humans are embarked upon a terminal path. No, not by any means. In fact, there were many powerful global agents who, after exhausting other technological solutions to the problem of the climate and all associated damages, became convinced that, if nothing about the bleak prognosis of the present could be changed – or could not be changed except at a cost that these agents declined to pay, a loss of their own power and influence – then perhaps alteration of the past, or investigation of the future, might offer a solution. And so the great minds of the world, the two of us among them, were bent towards the task of inventing a way to travel though time.

‘Needless to say, we made very little progress. What I had expected to be a stimulating and ultimately hopeful enterprise drained and depressed us both. In fact, we came to understand that the global situation was rather worse than we, as members of the more general population, had been allowed to imagine. The distractions of poverty, propaganda, consumption and conflict had been quite deliberately used to obscure the advanced sickness of the planet. Yew Two and I and our colleagues were given more information so that we might better tackle the problem, a doubtful privilege. Of course, we became disillusioned. We came across the writing of O, her work on time travel, while attempting to broaden our research into more esoteric areas, or that was how we saw her work at that time. We were then exposed to her other ideas, became convinced by her arguments and those of her followers, and defected to the Network at great personal risk. We were not trusted for a long time, we had to earn the position you find us in now. We earned the right to lead, if lead we do.’

He paused for a moment and smiled at Ess. He had crossed his arms and leaned back a little, and his eyes were twinkling. He seemed delighted by the idea that she might disapprove of him. She declined to respond, and after a moment he uncrossed his arms and carried on again.

‘Neither of us were at all interested in continuing to pursue the subject of time travel. We thought we now understood that it was a dead end, like the space colonies, an expensive and wasteful form of denial. Changes had to be made in the present, we decided, and of course that’s true. But over the years a group of us, a small but not insignificant group of researchers, began to turn back to O’s theories, her writing. Oh yes.’ He responded as if Ess had spoken. ‘Yes, there are many more than us three crackpots, and not only at East Marsh. Oh, indeed. We are not quite as numerous as you End-of-Dayers but we are very industrious, and unlike yourselves, we assume positions of influence, are well liked. In fact, your outpost is one of the few where we have not yet found a welcome. Of course, your approach is very specific and, if you’ll forgive me, somewhat cantankerous, even a little inflexible. Well, anyway, there are more of us than you think. And who were we, we thought, to embrace part of O’s teaching, only part, and ignore the rest of it? Clearly it was an important subject to her. Perhaps we had been too hasty in dismissing it. And so, gradually, our network within the Network was born, and there are quite a few of us diligently working away now, researching and building in secret, trying to keep our activities from the wrong parties, bargaining where we need to, protected, at times and in some ways, by governments other than our own. The people at East Marsh understand that about Network activities, Ess. They know that sometimes the best way to speak no evil is to see no evil. You probably couldn’t find even a child in East Marsh who doesn’t know that something had been built in the dome with the locked door. It’s almost a fairy tale to some of them – the lights that flash at night!’

He winked at Ess.

‘So you believe what those companies believed?’ she said. ‘That we have to change the past? Seems risky, even if it were possible.’

‘Not as such, no. Not in the way they wanted it to work – go back, move this, tweak that, everything’s fixed. Causality fantasies,’ he said dismissively. ‘Our primary goal, ultimately, is to preserve the present as it is now. We believe that O’s influence, the founding of this global network, we believe that this is the best possible outcome. Our best hope. Our priority must be that O is supported in her mission to create this future. She as good as left instructions for us – we must follow them to safeguard this timeline. The one in which we devise how to move through it.’

‘Why not leave things as they are, then?’

‘Because that is not the legacy we have been left with! We have her instructions! We have you, we have found you! We must bequeath her own message from the future, and she may have something for us from the past! After that,’ said Yew One, returning to his more normal tone of voice – he had raised his arms up and now he lowered them again, put them into his lap – ‘after that, who knows. Perhaps there will be missions to change the past once we understand the technology better. Perhaps we will visit the future. Our method doesn’t allow it, but perhaps O mastered that as well, or someone ahead of us will. Perhaps there are visitors from the future among us now. But this, you see, is very much the early, the experimental stage. The first few steps, so to speak, on the Moon.’

‘You don’t think it’s a bit dangerous to mess around in time?’

‘Oh, well. The real danger was when we turned the thing on. The kind of manipulation we were doing certainly placed reality – what the layman might call reality – under some strain. But now we know that it can be safely operated well, you yourself represent very little danger by simply moving around or even making contact in the past. You aren’t physically there, you see – that would be impossible. It’s a projection – a kind of soul projection, or more like a story. You’re like a story being told but, instead of something that has happened, you’re a story of what will happen. Influential, certainly, but the damage you could do in that form? Oh, minimal, very minimal.’

‘So you want me to…to what? To hand over some kind of manual, instructions on how to build the thing? Instructions for you to find in the future?’

‘Oh, that’s very literal-minded of you. The thing you have to realise when dealing with time is to keep a bit of poetry in your soul. That’s the best approach. A bit of poetry, and a bit of the spiritual. Making contact, that’s the important thing. Complete the circle. Having said that,’ Yew One added, reaching into a copious jacket pocket, ‘you could certainly prepare yourself for the next journey.’

He handed her a squat ring-bound folder – it was violet coloured, and Ess recognised it instantly. She had her own, equally pawed over, equally scuffed and warped by damp, equally stained, thrust into the bottom of some drawer or cupboard back at the Basin. Everyone did.

‘I will assume that, dedicated as you are to their practice, you do not have your copy of the teachings with you.’

Ess shook her head, took the ugly little bundle from his outstretched hand. It was heavier than her own copy.

‘A few key readings from here can’t go amiss. I never fail to find something in O’s writings to surprise – delight, even. Have a look. I’m sure something will jump out at you. As I said, keep a bit of poetry in it. Keep your comprehension nice and loose and flexible, and it’ll all start to make more sense.’
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I dreamed that someone had trapped me in a room in a tall tower overlooking a great ruined city. Among the old buildings, shining turrets climbed, lights flashing dimly deep within. In the room was a record of everything that had ever happened to me: all the photographs, all the notes, all the receipts and letters, the tickets. I was to organise it all, make something of it all. I wasn’t getting out until I’d done it. I was immensely happy. When I woke up, I still felt immensely happy.
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Cue was busy before the party, so I had to get ready and go on my own. I had a shower and a large glass of wine and a mug of coffee. Then I sat in bed wrapped in a towel and sang along to pop songs while scrolling on my phone. I chose my outfit, an uncertain compromise between tight and voluminous. I rubbed some mud off my boots with a tea-towel in the kitchen while my housemate made cous-cous in his pants and a fleece. ‘You look nice,’ he said.

On the bus I listened to music and looked out of the window and considered what El had told me about their housemate O. She had a regular show on an independent digital radio channel. She was the founder of a book club that had operated out of an occupied police station that had been turned into a community centre. In photographs she was good-looking in just the way El had described. While I found her a delight to contemplate, the idea of meeting her was mildly terrifying. I did not want to let El down. They were putting their best foot forward with me, but that was no great indicator of my quality. El was well liked but had very few friends. Apart from three shrill, clever women who had attended their secondary school, Cue and I were the only ones. It was dark, and everyone on the pavement was washed in the grey of night and the orange of street lights. A fox ran alongside the bus for a while before disappearing down an alleyway.

It was different going to a party on your own, I mused, sipping alternately from a small bottle of vodka and a carton of orange juice. You always arrived in a more open frame of mind, not yet locked into anything, hammered in a more subtle sort of way. I got off the bus and got on the train and forgot to look for time travellers; I was distracted by anticipating the night to come. I got off the train and got on another bus, then got off the bus and followed a blue line on my phone into a council estate. I found the front door, covered in flaking red paint, behind an ominous privet hedge. The front door had two stickers on it: one said ‘Refugees Welcome’ and one had a picture of a swallow on it and said ‘Fuck Borders’. The evening was warm, almost hot. While I waited for someone to let me in, a shockingly large beetle, perhaps attracted to the light from the hallway, zoomed up and hit me in the face.

I was happy with how I’d timed my arrival, in the sense that Cue had got to the party first.

‘Where the fuck have you been?’ she said when I came into the kitchen. ‘I don’t know anybody here!’ She’d drawn electric blue lines around her eyes that made them look vaguely holographic.

‘You know El,’ I said, pouring vodka into a plastic cup I was reasonably certain was clean.

‘I can’t find them, they’re probably having sex upstairs or something. Do you want some cola?’

‘Yes, please.’ She opened the fridge and handed the bottle to me. Her eyes were actually really unsettling. ‘How long have you been here for?’ I asked.

‘About five, ten minutes.’

Time began to slide after I’d finished what was in the plastic cup. I chatted mindlessly in the kitchen and danced thoughtfully in the living room. Despite her earlier claim, Cue knew several people at the party and at one point she and I and two or three of those people piled into someone’s bedroom and gathered ritually around a teeny Ziplock bag before heading back out into the living room and dispersing. El and their boyfriend appeared – we were all sweating heavily. We exchanged some shouted niceties, but I was beginning to slip away from myself and to have a time that I was reasonably confident looked good to others but which possibly was not that good. I could no longer look at Cue directly in her hologram eyes.

I hadn’t forgotten about O and had kept an eye out for her in the journey from the kitchen to the living room to the bedroom to the living room to the kitchen again. El was shouting at me. The dancefloor trembled. A chunk of plaster fell from the ceiling. Shit, I thought, they’ll lose their deposit. ‘She’s not here yet!’ El was saying. ‘She’s coming from another party!’ I nodded and sort of waved my arms around. Whenever I closed my eyes, the backs of my lids projected patterns onto my irises in a wild radium pink. I wasn’t sure now if I really wanted to meet O. I wasn’t at my best. I went to the bathroom and avoided the mirror and tried to get myself together. When I got back to the living room, neither El nor Cue were there, and I danced aimlessly around until someone I didn’t know came and put their arm around me and we danced together for a while before falling onto the sofa. They tried to kiss me and, without being completely sure why (who cared, really?), I wriggled away and came out into the hall.

The air there was cold and awful. Someone was holding the front door wide open and talking to people out on the street. I tasted the strange dreams I’d been having in the back of my mouth. O was wearing a backless shirt and no bra and had cruel set shoulders. I knew it was her before she turned around. Then she did turn, and I looked straight into her face and tried to tell myself that it was no big deal. But the dark line between her upper and lower lip reminded me of the line between the two books, that ravine which had given me a glimpse into time in an unbearable way. The music bleeding into the hallway was too much, and the harsh white light was too much, and as I looked at her face, hair cut to just above her ears, as I looked into her face there was interference in the tender, eroded part of myself. For a moment the hallway became a thicket of trees, and then as O began to walk towards me, I moved too, and with my head down I grabbed my coat from a heap falling from the banister and dodged around her and stepped out onto the street. I got on the bus and the underground train and the bus. My phone was dead. I stared at the threatening pattern on the shirt of a man sitting in front of me, trying and failing to defend myself from its terrible vibes. I got off the bus and took a shortcut through the marsh. Dawn was rising by then, and I felt no relief, only a greater dread.

I crossed a bridge over the black river and began making my way down the pebbly track past wide green fields. Blocks of grey flats loomed against the flat sky. A heron was slowly walking through flooded grass. I moved my head and the slick gold expanse of water shimmered – invisible one way, a perforated plate of gold the other. The ravine of lips, of pages, appeared against the pale sky.

I continued up the path. On either side of me, great banks of thorns wreathed in white flowers. Ahead of me, the woolly cows who browsed the marsh lying together beneath a tree. They regarded me through the morning mist, maintained their customary silence. Far in the distance, walking across the landscape, were the small figures of a person in a hat and a black dog.

Something at my centre contracted, and I made a sound of pain. The thinness, which I had always associated with the book and the small room in the library, seemed now to assault me, flow into me like drowning from all directions, hugely present in the wide-open space. Ahead, perhaps four metres away on the path, two women materialised. One was clinging to the other: she had a fistful of the other woman’s yellow jacket in her hand, and the hand was clenched tight. The woman in the jacket strained against the force with which her clothing was being pulled. The woman with the fist was wearing a large black coat unbuttoned over a long dress, and a black hat. They staggered together on the path, gasping – then the woman in black let go of the other and they fell away from each other and disappeared.

I stood gawping for a moment, then closed my mouth. I lifted my right hand up to my line of sight and waved it around. Then I walked over to where I judged that the women had appeared and looked around on the ground. There was no mark that they had been there. Then I turned around and looked at where I had been standing. I could make out no mark to indicate that I had been there either.

I tried to remember what Cue had told me about psychosis. She had spoken in detail about her experiences on more than one occasion, and I had listened with both a friend’s sympathy and a salacious interest. I could not remember her ever saying that, as her delusions had begun to take hold, she had doubted them, asked herself, ‘Am I delusional?’

I stamped around the patch where the women had appeared, in a small circle. I held my hand up again in front of my face, as if that would clarify anything. The person and the dog were a bit closer. I ran over to them: it was a man, middle aged, in a baseball cap. ‘Did you see anything on the path in front of me just now?’ I asked. I was panting and could feel a shimmer of sweat on my face.

‘No,’ he said.

‘You didn’t see two women?’ I felt a bit irritated with him.

‘No, I’m sorry.’

‘OK,’ I said. Then, so he wouldn’t think I was in distress (he was looking at me with concern), I said, ‘Nice dog!’, pointing at his dog. The dog did seem quite nice: it was investigating some nearby bushes, keeping a safe distance from the cows.

I must have been in shock, a cold high feeling, as I walked the remainder of the path and up the long lane leading to the main road. I looked at the excess of overhanging green on either side of me, which gave way behind wire mesh to the rectangular pools of a water-processing facility. I let myself back into my flat. It was empty and dark, and there was a musky smell emanating from the kitchen: something awful my housemate must have cooked. I got into my unmade bed and pulled the covers over my head.
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Bea was sitting at a desk before the windows at the back of the house. She had spent the morning reading and was now jotting down some thoughts and numbers in her notebook. She paused for a moment, one hand (bandaged) stretched out across the pages, bathed in dappled light, the other cupping her face as she rested on her elbow. It was in this attitude that Haich discovered her. She turned around in her chair to face him, and as she did so the spread hand moved to the edge of the notebook and closed it and rested upon its closed cover again. He carried a portfolio.

‘I hear you had an adventure the other day!’ he said, coming into the room and sitting in an armchair without ceremony. He rested the portfolio on his knees, hands placed protectively on top. ‘Made your stand against those awful uniforms! Terrible people, quite insane.’

Haich seemed amused by the thought of Bea’s presence there. Ade had been extremely perturbed: ‘At temple they’ve been saying to keep out of it. Said for people to stay indoors, especially women. It just fans the fire, really, this demonstrating. Let them have their silly show and be over with it – soon forgotten. If we’d discussed it, I might have… Well, anyway, you were very lucky not to come to any harm. I must say I’m shocked at CeeCee. In her condition.’

He could not accept that Bea had been there by chance, though he did not go so far as to accuse her of lying. Bea couldn’t blame him, really. She’d have doubted the story too. He didn’t know about the shop window: she’d told him she’d stumbled and cut her hand. Something about the broken glass, the way it had been under her hands, her face against CeeCee’s neck – she thought it might be too much for poor old Ade. Though he might have been gratified by evidence of her protective instinct.

Bea had been thinking of writing an account of the day in her notebook, but it seemed, in a way, too large an event to sit alongside her other cramped little memories. She’d been contemplating this without much urgency when Haich had come in.

‘I meant to go myself,’ Haich continued from his armchair, hands rubbing across the papers in his lap. ‘Mostly as an observer, you know. Thought it might do for the paper, or I could write it up somewhere. But, well, hearing how things got out of hand, how the police had to intervene. Better not to get mixed up in that sort of thing if you can help it!’ He wished he had gone, Bea could tell.

‘That little book of yours must be nearly full by now,’ he went on, nodding at the notebook Bea had been trying to secrete behind her. ‘I’ll have to buy you another, help you keep the habit up! That’s what writing is mostly, I’ve discovered. Habit and practice, yes. Who knows, perhaps one day my book and something of yours might live on a shelf together!’

‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ said Bea.

‘You might consider it forward of me,’ said Haich, leaning towards her. He opened the portfolio, pulled out a mass of loose papers and arranged them carefully. ‘My manuscript!’ he said, and looked down at it quietly for a moment. Bea found his manner disarmingly endearing.

‘Ade’s at the shop still, I’m afraid,’ she said, although she knew Haich must know that.

‘Of course!’ said Haich. ‘In fact, I’ve just come from him. I said, “I shall go and find your dear wife at home, Ade, and she’ll be able to give me sounder advice on this manuscript of mine than you ever could.”’

‘Oh, I’ve no idea why you’d say that. Ade’s wonderfully astute.’

‘Indeed he is, Mrs A, indeed he is! But he doesn’t pretend to a literary sensibility, not at all! Why, it was he who said to me, “Now Haich, you must ask my wife. She’s the reader, she’ll set this book to rights, hoo, you see if she don’t!”’

Bea considered this an unlikely thing for Ade to have said (and a rather unlikely way for him to have said it), though she knew that he did respect her opinions about such things when she offered them. He was proud of how clever she was. Would he really be so dismissive of his own contributions? Perhaps she just did not want him to have said these things, because she did not want to blame Ade for Haich’s presence at the house. She was now angry with Ade almost all of the time in a low, sly, quiet way, and she had been trying to disguise this from herself. She had never written one unkind word about him in the notebook, not one cross word. She thought of him leaning on the counter with his large hair, alone in that dark, silvery little place, or perhaps with that boy, chatting away, or scuffling around in the back, waiting for someone to ring the bell of the door. She was not pleased to see the manuscript. Did Ade really not know the danger? Or did she herself imagine it? What, after all, could books do? Unconsciously, her hands began to imitate the gesture of counting coins, sliding her thumb out of invisible wells and into her own hands.

Haich was sitting quietly, moving the papers around on the little shelf he had made of his lap, apparently waiting for her to say something. She couldn’t tell if it was from her own will or his that Bea finally opened her mouth and said jovially: ‘Well! Let’s have a look at it!’

She almost liked him then, the way he looked up and smiled at her shyly. ‘Well, then!’ he said. ‘For a moment I was afraid you wouldn’t ask, and then how foolish would I look. Alright, then, alright! So, we must begin at the beginning.’

She had thought he would hand her the papers to read, but instead, in a voice that shook a bit at first then grew in confidence, he read it to her. Accordingly, she prepared herself in an attitude of polite assessment. Back straight, arm still on the table, hand near her own small notebook, smiling attentively. However, as he read, she found herself leaning further and further back in her chair until she was pressed uncomfortably against its back.

She was trying to get away from the prose that was turning her husband, in only a few lines, into a city bumpkin, the accent of the old country still strong in his mouth. His business (his wealth, of which they were both proud) was made marked and distinct not by skill or acumen but by extreme avarice. Ade was the most generous man she knew, or he could be, had fits of it. That was how it was: you couldn’t give things away all the time. He wanted a foothold for himself and his family.

His family.

A hardcase father and a bumbling mother and a spoiled, ugly sister whose airs covered up a loveless marriage. She looked at Haich from the top of her eyes and she could see that he was smiling ruefully at some of these stronger sentences, inviting her to share in the boldness of the joke. Bea hadn’t realised how much she liked Ade’s sister: vain, sometimes devastatingly vacuous and often highly acute. She hadn’t realised what a patronising bore she found the doctor husband with his vexing air of endurance. She felt as if it were her own family being lambasted in this way, and they were her family, her only family now. What did Haich think he understood about her?

She had stopped listening – her ears filled with indignant rebuttals. Bea had not yet made an appearance in the story, and there was selfish relief that she was not a part of this humiliating caricature.

‘There is a character who, as I’ve previously confessed, does resemble you, but she’s not in the early chapters,’ said Haich, apparently not sensing the web of agitation tightening around them. ‘I won’t subject you to her unless…unless you would be interested in hearing what I have written?’

‘Oh, no!’ said Bea with unintended force. Haich looked momentarily displeased but swiftly reinterpreted the tone of her reply.

‘Predictably modest. But I assure you, I haven’t grossly overplayed your charms or created a caricature. If anything, I think – and I hope – you’ll accept that this is in service to the overall literary merit of the work. I have occasionally been rather hard! I admit that the similarities between you and my protagonist’s wife are less subtle than I’d hoped, but how can anyone deny me the right to a charismatic and charming heroine? Especially if she’s stared me in the face over innumerable, sometimes interminable, dinners?’

She could feel the heat of redness getting into her face. She saw that Haich saw.

‘You won’t be surprised to hear that I have not chosen to share these passages with your husband. I thought it best, for your sake as much as for mine. After it is published, if it is published – there has been some interest, of course you never know, but there has been some interest – people may think what they like, of course.’

‘What…what will they think?’ asked Bea. She could feel the intoxicating force of her anger, held back so often and for so long, never exposed at its full force, pushing against the barriers she had built for it. She could feel now that it would flood them: it was only a question of at what word or phrase.

‘Well,’ said Haich, smiling coyly. ‘Those who recognise the characters might feel the author held a little candle for the heroine. They might wonder if her marriage is really suitable given the obvious intimacy and compatibility of the wife and the character of the author. The obvious incompatibility with her husband. Yes, they might wonder those things. Of course, I will have a disclaimer on the title page of the book – you know, “Any persons living or dead…” But, nonetheless, I think people will wonder. And I must admit, perhaps I would like them to.’

She supposed he hadn’t said these things out loud to anyone – or even quite to himself – before. Because, whether it was his own voice or seeing his words reflected in her face, he did falter, one of the few times she had known him to do so. Her response was not as she’d imagined. The muscle of her rage had atrophied. A constrained, painful squeak emerged:

‘I would not like that. I wouldn’t like that at all.’ To not be married to Ade? To have to…what? What life could there be after that? With Haich?

‘You mustn’t worry for your marriage. These things come out in the wash. And, anyway, if you’ll allow a man his fantasies, I’m sure Ade could be persuaded to give you a divorce. After all, there are no children.’

Like a blow. And as for a divorce. A divorce!? Bea had barely even heard of such a thing! To hear it in his mouth. A word that would tear her away from any family that she had managed to build and cling to. For what? For him?

‘I. Am. Offended.’ The squeak again. ‘That you imagine…that this is something I would want.’

‘But I know you want it!’ said Haich, and he reared up out of his chair, scattering the papers and the portfolio and grabbing her arms again, pressing them against the chair, and it hurt and it was meant to because already he was beginning to be angry with her for not behaving as his fantasy dictated. ‘You can deny it to me, to Ade, to yourself, but you are too easy to read! Your face speaks volumes, it is a novel of itself, of your boredom and resentment of your situation, how hamstrung you are here, how little of your potential you fulfil! I did what I could to get you out of that poky little shop and into fashionable society but your marriage is the true cage. I know it and I know you know it, and I see, I see those foxy eyes of yours snatching gazes at me and how you blush when I speak to you. And how you try to fight it and be all high and mighty with me like a spoilt little girl!’ He shook her. ‘There are some things a woman can’t disguise, Bea! To a man who knows her, there are some things a woman simply cannot disguise!’

And he pushed forward and crushed his face against hers and pressed his tongue between her lips and against her clenched teeth. Feeling the soft, supple tongue pressing against her resistant teeth, she felt almost sorry for him; she overcame an indescribable urge to let the poor petitioning tongue into her mouth and instead summoned all her strength and pushed him, just as hard as she could, away from her. If she had been surprised at the weakness of her voice, they were both shocked at the force of her physical strength. He flew away from her across the room and became entangled in the rug. He threw himself about in it for a while, bewildered with rage. He came towards her again and she grabbed his manuscript, as many of the papers as she could easily reach, and held them against her as if they might form a kind of armour against him. But as she saw him still coming on, it was clear he still didn’t entirely understand, so she stepped back and held them instead over the sullen coals of the fire. Then he paused, seemed at last to comprehend her thoughts.

‘I want nothing more to do with you,’ she said, and her teeth were clenched but she sounded quite calm. ‘I do not want you to approach me in that way again. Don’t make such suggestions to me again.’

He looked at her hands near the fire. ‘I’ve copies, you know,’ he said lamely. She didn’t move. She saw his eyes rove briefly and settle on her notebook. At first, she thought that he would grab it and throw it into the fire in retaliation, but instead he only picked it up and began to flick through it. She made herself stay still – his hands were shaking.

‘A diary,’ he said eventually. ‘Only a diary… I’d imagined…’ His eyes alighted, she knew at once, upon a mention of an angel, and she couldn’t bear for him to say even the smallest, slightest word about the angel, and so she waved the pages of his book threateningly, and she shouted as you might to an animal, but muffled the shout, for if the maid were to come in at this moment, could you even imagine? So in a muffled sort of way, as she shook the papers, she shouted:

‘Hey!’

He looked up from the notebook, looked questioningly at her hands shaking their load – threateningly, she hoped (he might be bluffing about copies) – and then at her face. She summoned her anger back from behind her teeth.

‘Take me out!’ she said.

‘What?’ said Haich. The notebook, closed now, was still in his hand.

‘The book!’ She took the manuscript away from the fire and shook it at him. One or two pieces fell out, and one landed in the grate and flared up and Haich flinched. Not so many copies, then.

‘Take me out!’ she hissed again, teeth clenched. ‘Take me out, take me out of your horrid book, take me out. I want no part in it, I want no part of you. Do you understand?’

She saw him understand. She threw his papers into his face and at the same time grabbed her notebook out of his hand, a little embarrassed even as she did so – she was reminded of scraps with her brother when they were both young. Her brother would have walloped her, even at the risk of a beating himself, and she saw Haich consider hitting her too. She wanted that. Surely she’d be spared him at dinner if he hit her? She watched the vision of violence flit across his face. Yes, he was considering it, but what price for a moment’s satisfaction? He was too clever for that.

‘I’ll take you out, you mean little bitch,’ he said after a fraction of a pause. ‘Consider yourself erased. Consider yourself nothing.’

‘Nothing is fine with me if something is whatever you want to put down in that stupid book,’ she said. Her anger was looser now, more fluent. She was ready to keep fighting, but he merely picked up all his bits of paper and crammed them with hurt dignity into his portfolio and left the room. She heard him in the hall, gathering his other things, and then she heard the front door announce his exit.

She realised that she had acted only to protect herself. She should have made good on her threat to burn the book. She should have burned up every awful thing that was said about Ade and his family. Her burst of loyalty for them all was coloured sharply with self-loathing.

She waited for Haich to have thoroughly got rid of himself, then got into her own large coat and hat and stamped out into the afternoon. She peered round to ensure he wasn’t lurking in some corner of the driveway, but he was gone. If he’d been lingering, in her current mood she might have gone after him like a dog – she was almost sorry he wasn’t. She positively strode down the street, quite illuminated by the energy of her rage. It was like a golden halo all around her; she felt its animating warmth. As she strode, she felt her body cut through the air – it seemed to be cutting through the very matter of this life, this dimension. The taste of blood in her mouth was stronger than ever, and when she spat on the ground at the edge of the marsh, it came out red – he must have pushed his mouth against hers harder than she thought, or else she had bitten her own tongue or the inside of her mouth at some unknown point on the journey from then to now. The gob of red sat on the grass, and she forged on ahead, into the crowd of wet, black, white-pearled branches, bursting open onto the wide green of the marsh, its encroaching pools lit an alien brightness of orange.

She stamped across the landscape’s tranquil face, sometimes through ankle-deep water, feeling it seep into her shoes, hearing the thump of her heart and the cries of the birds. Flies wheeled and whined in a thick flock all around her. She stamped all the way across to the clump of bushes, new leaves wet and strangely bright with recent rain, found the muddied path into the crossed welter of trees and tore herself into the clearing with its thinning coat of grass, its suspicion of fox dung and its buzzing of insects. She stood there and waited, and once she’d passed the fear of the approaching dark and moved on into some other sensation entirely, the angel appeared again. It seemed frightened and stood up from its crouch in an attitude of self-defence. Bea could see the gleam of its jacket. Its hair was wilder than she remembered, not even clean. A smear of mud or blood at the hairline. Was this how it was with angels when they tore themselves out of the womb of the heavens? Well, she was here now, ready for the message, whatever it was. The angel stood before her, looked her up and down.

‘Hello,’ it said, and its voice was strange, its accent, but not angelic, not supernatural sounding.

Bea was about to reply when she sensed some change, some bend in the air, and all in less than a second she recognised its taste and she was damned if she was going to be left here again without explanation or fulfilment, so without thinking – and yet at the same time knowing that all along she’d had this in her – she reached out for the coat of the angel and, before it disappeared, grabbed it and held on with all her might.
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What was this great wind blowing into her face? What great force was it pushing her backwards? What was that sound of screaming? That machine whirring? What was that great catastrophe unfolding? Would the force wear her away with its pushing? Why must she face the catastrophe as it flew past and ahead of her as though it were scenery viewed from the window of a train at night – the streaks of light? Why must she face what was so unbearable? Where was this unbearable wind, this unbearable force, coming from? Why was the taste of blood so strong in her mouth now, as though her mouth was filled with blood, as though her mouth was filled with flesh, with bodies, as though her mouth was full of hair and ash. Why all around her were there great towers of matter and why, when she looked at them again, had the towers become so much smaller, so few? Where had they gone, the parts of towers, the columns, the spines, the ladders, sliced, some down to their bases, some dug up at the roots? Why this terrible lessening? What was that sound of screaming? Would this wind wear her entirely away? Had it already worn away her skin, her flesh, down to the bone? Was she becoming nothing, less than nothing, flipping over into something on the other side of nothing? Was she being dug into like the earth? Was that what was in her mouth, the taste of iron, a mouthful of earth? Was this a city or was it a human face? Was it her own face, missing an eye, an ear, both ears, the teeth, the lips? Was the whole landscape of the face gone but for a tooth and one roving eye? What was that sound of hissing, as of gas or flames? Had her own eyes exploded into flame? Were her eyes burning with what she had seen? And what had she seen? What terrible things had she seen? And were they printed on her bones? What was that screaming sound? Who was it that was screaming? Whose was this hand that grasped her own so tightly, bone-breaking tightness, body-breaking tightness? Where was this dark pale room that smelled of blood, lit and unlit with a strange amber flame? Whose howl of loss? Was that the face of a child, familiar and yet not known to her, receding? Was that the sound of waves, the foam and hiss of water? Was her hand still holding the fabric of the coat? Would the wind snap her spine? Where was she now? Where had she ended up? Where were they, standing on some stretch of grass among bushes? Was she going to throw up? Who was this woman ahead of them on the path, and did she think she’d seen a ghost? Why was she still clutching this jacket? Should she let go? She let go, and toppled back, and landed on her ass back in the middle of the marsh where she had started, and remembered all that she had seen and let out a howl of pain and fear and loss.
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Ess had continued to search for Wyatt in a desultory, distracted way for an hour or so, offering help where she saw it was needed. When she returned to the jetty, his boat was gone, presumably with him on it: she didn’t want to expose herself by asking anyone.

Despite herself, the urgency of leaving East Marsh had faded since speaking with Yew One. Something – Yew One might have called it poetry – was calling out to her. Yew One’s capacity to irritate didn’t conflict somehow with his ability to persuade and seduce. Or perhaps, she thought, lying down on her bed and staring at the dirt-coloured ceiling (miraculously, she was alone in the bunkhouse), there was something else doing the work of seduction for him. Tuna was still there, a warm bag of sand in the centre of the bed. As she lowered herself beside him, he raised his head and gave her a brief green stare.

It had been a long time, years, since Ess had allowed herself the fantasy of making a difference in any but the most communal sense. Indeed, Ess did not believe that there would be anyone left to remember her at all for long after she had died, not in the way humans remembered other humans. Perhaps the soil would remember her in its own fashion, and she had taught herself to be content with that, or so she had thought. But now time was cracking itself open, and temptations were pouring through. It was her that they needed. It was her that O needed: O had foreseen her coming. She took Yew One’s grubby violet folder out of her pocket and began to read. The handbook was reassuringly familiar. It contained not only O’s numbered teachings but educational digests on various subjects (family, food, incarceration). There were diagrams, meeting plans, recipes, songs. Not only were the contents familiar, so was the thing as an object: the funny outdated font, the durable paper – more expensive than the Network usually used. The institutional smell of the printing ink.

She quickly grasped why Yew One’s folder was heavier than hers. Stuffed here and there among the standard contents were hand-written notecards, pages photocopied or torn from books, newspaper clippings. Yew One had circled pieces of newsprint, some very old, added exclamation marks and arrows. Try as she might, Ess could not understand the connections that a younger Yew One had made – for instance, between a line in O’s essay about the rights of animals and a devastating continental fire seventy years after its publication – but it all looked very fervent. If he had spoken casually about visiting the future, it seemed clear from his annotations that he believed, or once did, that O had managed it, and had returned to her own time with prophetic insight. Ess continued to flick through, but her mind wandered – visions, predictions. There was an itch there which she tried to ignore but which continued to flicker and flash, refused to be put tidily away.

Ess reached down under her bed for her bag and pulled out the red notebook. She had put it back carefully in its wrapping, and it seemed to have suffered no more deterioration after a few days in Ess’s rucksack than it had during the several decades it had spent in a plastic tub.


The more time that goes by since the vision, the clearer it is. Reverse of a dream. More of it comes on, larger parts. A catastrophe. Death, in heaps. Men, women, children. People in holes and tunnels and between walls. Buildings and streets on fire. A hand crushing my own hand: I feel that one too. An ordinary room that makes me afraid, the white bed. Face of this child who I don’t know, but I know I will come to know. I see and hear the waves crashing between us. Just appearing in my memory as if it had all happened, and I’m afraid of more. Great lost feeling, like a gulf or a tear through my whole insides. But I know it hasn’t happened yet, but I know it will. I know it’s the future because I was pulled through time on that woman (devil?). I looked back and I saw a smouldering ruin, fire and smoke everywhere, bodies everywhere. A tear. I feel the loss, the child’s face, the other face with almost all its features missing. I don’t understand any of it. I know it is all to come. All that wreckage, ruins, that pain. Is the angel there to guide me, but why then doesn’t it say anything? I’m not so sure now that it is an angel. Prayer is the answer?



Ess flicked back a few pages and found the distressing vision described again, or one very like it – a great ruined face, again the vision of smouldering rubble, a great wind, the waves, grief. They were the longest passages in the diary by some margin. You couldn’t help but feel sorry for the writer. She flicked back to a dated entry, looked at the year. Well, yes. There was certainly disaster ahead. She felt a brief shock of connection.

As she was reading, two young children and two adults entered the dormitory. One of the adults was Vi.

‘Oh sweet, he gave it to you?’ she said, after peeling away from the group. She sat heavily on the bed (Tuna, disturbed, jumped up silently and disappeared), gesturing at her father’s violet folder. ‘You’ve been honoured. I’m pretty sure I’ve lost mine.’ She was wearing a zip-up fleece in pink and black cow print and formless brown trousers. She looked tired, but her gaze was as penetrating as ever.

‘I’ve not really had a chance to look at it properly.’

‘I saw you talking to him in the greenhouse. I shouldn’t tell you this, but he’s not very well. He isn’t going to get better either. I don’t know, maybe he wouldn’t like me to say. But we’re putting all this trust in you and I just wanted you to know. He’s taking it well, but of course Dad, my other dad, he’s distraught. They’ve never done without each other. Anyway, I don’t know if you needed to know but I wanted to tell you. I hope that’s OK?’

Ess nodded. ‘I’m really sorry to hear that,’ she said. She felt a bit less sorry than when Yew One had told her. But why shouldn’t you use your own death, your father’s death, to get a bit of what you wanted?

‘It’s OK,’ said Vi, lying back on Ess’s bed. ‘We’re dealing with it.’

Ess lay next to her and put her hands behind her head. She looked at the brown ceiling. She’d been so afraid of Vi when she woke up after travelling – her captor: she’d seemed so monstrous. All that was gone, for now.

‘Did he talk to you about the machine, the mission?’

‘He told me a bit about him and Yew Two, when they were younger. Yes, he talked about the mission.’

‘He’s not giving you his wishy-washy bullshit, is he?’ said Vi. ‘I get so irritated when I hear them talk like that. These old people – they’ve been at it so long they don’t have any risk left in them. They spend their whole lives fighting, and then it’s like they run out of steam. They get afraid of the hard stuff.’ Vi leaned forward. Ess could sense her trying to marshal the considerable powers of her personality in the service of her delivery:

‘We are trying to avert catastrophe. To change the future. I’m not an End-of-Dayer, but I see the facts much as you do. Ecosystem – fucked. Resource management – non-existent. Human and non-human rights – thing of the past. The only difference between us is that I’ve known, nearly all my life I’ve known, there’s a solution. We can fix what we have done. We can undo the mistakes our ancestors made. We can set right what has been done wrong. We’ve already built the machine. We just have to begin working with it, really working with it. You are the first step. We can come back from the brink. We can reverse this apocalypse.’ Vi, who had said everything she’d said very quickly and quietly, took a deep breath. ‘So don’t take Dad that seriously when he makes it seem like this spiritual enterprise, this kind of zen balance thing. The stakes are high. Higher than we can probably even contemplate.’

Ess knew she was vulnerable, fragile in a way she hadn’t been since arriving at the Basin. She didn’t feel fragile in the same way – no one could return to the electric fragility of adolescence. But if her younger self had felt unmoored, Ess felt a little…thinner than she had the day before, psychically. As though part of her soul had recently been pared away. Perhaps it was because she’d seen someone die. She was not surprised when she found herself agreeing to accompany Vi back to the dome. Nor was she shocked when Yews One and Two materialised and joined them without comment. She realised that she had been the victim of a psychological pincer movement but was nonetheless elated to be returned to the machine.

Yew Two spoke:

‘All our measurements showed temporal progress. You made the journey.’

‘You gave me a strong, probably unsafe dose of a quick-acting hallucinogen.’

‘It wasn’t a strong dose of anything,’ Yew One said. ‘It shouldn’t have induced those unfortunate convulsions, and there’s no way it could have given you a vivid, delusory hallucination.’

‘How long was I unconscious for?’

‘About a minute. That was after your return. We couldn’t detect your absence with the naked eye. Human eyes can’t detect temporal frequencies, only their effects. Movement, light, distance. Not time.’

Yew Two’s spidery hands were twisting and untwisting in his lap. He pressed them between his knees. ‘What did you see?’

‘I was in a wood,’ said Ess. ‘I saw a woman.’

‘What could you tell about the wood? What was the climate? What was the woman wearing?’

‘It was colder than here. Long, dark clothes.’

‘Do you know when? When where you? From the clothes?’

‘I couldn’t tell,’ she said. ‘It looked old-fashioned but…’ She plucked at her sleeve. ‘I’m wearing clothes from fifty, sixty years ago myself.’

‘How long did you feel like you were there?’ asked Vi.

‘Less than thirty seconds.’

‘Could you smell anything? The air might have smelled different. Worse, considering the air quality.’

‘Leaves, mud. I could hear a lot of birds and bugs. She smelled a little of sweat, I think, or it might have been mine.’ Almost without thinking, Ess stood up (she felt each of them repress the urge to call her back) and approached one of the many plants arranged along the work benches under the dome. She had seen one with reddish dead leaves among its green ones. Some kind of sage. Perhaps it had recently been repotted. She ran her hands gently over the stems: the reddish leaves came easily away. Yew Two was talking:

‘There are parameters we can set for the next experiment. You won’t be so disoriented. I suspect this will help to keep you in place – in time – for longer. There is a force – like gravity – pulling you back to your own point in linear time, but I think we should be able to counteract it. Perhaps you yourself could resist it.’

I’m not going back, it occurred to Ess to say, but she did not. She was a bit afraid of the three of them, for one thing. They had made it clear that they had influence here. Still, she would have refused if she had really abhorred the idea of travelling again. But she did not. She was excited and curious.

It was the same curiosity that, during her year of medical training, had led her down the shadowy path of obsession with the workings of her own government, with the fate of certain species and the loss of certain languages and the damming of rivers. That curiosity that had driven her eventually into a deep depression which prevented her from continuing her studies – or really from continuing with anything.

And it was curiosity that had brought her attention to the Network, and had eventually drawn her back into a life, and a vocation. She could not bear to leave the stone unturned. And now she had travelled in time – and how could she bear not to travel again?

The universe had opened its mouth to her: she had seen its wet and shining insides. She rubbed the rough, spear-shaped leaf between her finger and thumb, and it exuded its scent, its greenish blood. They sent her back again, and she went willingly.
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In the days after the party and the apparition on the marsh, I mostly lay in bed and stared at my phone. Mackerel lay near me, curled into a circle, barely moving. I got up and went to work one day, called in ill the next, and the next, though I couldn’t afford it. Fear had gotten in again and was eating my brain. Fear kept me awake, so I spent the nights reading on the internet about how the world was going to end. During the day, tiredness sat on my head like an iron hat. I briefly relived the moment I’d seen O and tortured myself with how embarrassing it all was, but my heart wasn’t in it. I was too concerned for my sanity and convinced of the imminent end of the world for the encounter to matter all that much.

I found five pounds in the toe of an old boot. Mackerel had run out of food. I had a panic attack in a gigantic supermarket, next to the frozen desserts. I received a letter saying my next cervical colposcopy was booked in two weeks’ time. I realised that I was going to cry in the examination room again, that the consultant would once again be unable to disguise his distaste, that I would never have sex with anyone ever again. I looked online for more jobs. I watched three romantic comedies. I went to my grandfather’s for dinner with a seeping dish of carrots, and one of my aunts said, ‘You look well, darling,’ and my mother’s glance conveyed that this was untrue. I lay in bed and watched videos on my phone about how to clean the hoof of a cow, or pack the lunch of a child; I watched videos of teenagers doing rigorous critical analyses of their favourite childhood films, philosophical seminars illustrated by surreal skits, famous men being interviewed while they played with about twelve kittens, a woman who never showed her face who got up at 6 a.m. and cooked perfect omelettes. Mackerel got up, stretched, left, returned. He looked at me and sighed deeply. I ignored Cue’s messages, and I ignored El’s messages, and ignored three phone calls, and eventually Cue turned up at my house and said, ‘We thought you might be dead, but we could see you online.’

Cue was not one to appear unannounced, and even on this errand of mercy her discomfort was palpable. She looked, in her careful, shimmering outfit, as though she had appeared in the flat from a different dimension. What little light there was in my bedroom seemed to recede from her shining aureole of hair, her glinting contact lenses, the blaze of her blue silk shirt. My housemate had let her in, presumably from his accustomed position on the sofa next to our pile of abandoned clothing. She disliked my housemate for being slovenly and handsome. She’d never recovered from the information that he drank a bottle of full-fat cola for breakfast every morning.

She sat down on my bed – it was the only place to sit.

‘Go and have a shower,’ she said. By the time I returned, she had stripped my bed and put everything into the washing machine.

‘Where do you keep your spare bed linen?’ she asked.

‘What?’ I said. I looked at the stains on the mattress without self-consciousness – Cue, despite her customary prudishness, was a prolific bleeder. She went out dancing in stained shorts. ‘OK,’ she said after a moment. ‘Let’s go downstairs and watch a film.’

At some point Cue emptied the washing machine and spread its contents over chairs and doorways and the edge of the kitchen table to dry. Twenty minutes before the film credits rolled, she gave me a sleeping pill and watched me fall asleep on the sofa.

After two more blissful nights of pharmaceutical sleep (‘No way, have a chamomile tea,’ said Cue when I asked for more pills), the crisis seemed to have passed. I tried not to think about the apparition on the marsh, and my concern about it had receded considerably. Sure, what I’d seen, or the fact that I’d seen it, was alarming. But it didn’t seem to be manifesting in my life as an actual problem. The longer I went without hallucinating again, the safer I felt. After a few weeks, I returned to the marsh, although I avoided the spot where I had seen the two women.

The strangest legacy of the event was that I stopped drinking, and as a result went out much less. I shouldn’t have been shocked to discover that sustained sobriety and regular hours of sleep stabilised my mood, and I regained control over my habit of vomiting. I was under no illusion that the change was permanent, and my days were still governed by fear. But that had been true for as long as I could remember, and I assumed this was the same for most people.

It did not take me very long to return to the library, even though what had happened in the reading room had perhaps precipitated everything else. The red notebook’s relationship to the green novel seemed significant, and I clung to that significance. It’s hard to set aside a sense of purpose once discovered, whatever the risks. So I packed up the notebook and took it back to the library and up the wide white stairs to the reading room, and laid it once again beside the mossy green book.

Was there anything worse than to be written out of the story? In those days, if you weren’t part of the story of your husband’s life, what story were you in?

She obviously wasn’t completely indifferent to the author’s opinion. She had detailed H’s absurd comment about her hands in a record which, aside from the baroque inclusion of the angel, was habitually sparse. Perhaps the comment meant something to him too, as he had put it into his book. They must have shared a kind of intimacy, especially if he was the same H that had taken her by the arms near her house. In the green book it said: ‘She took him by the arms and regarded him with a brimming gaze, her evident intent to inflame his desires with frank appeal. After a moment of temptation, he shrugged her off.’ A love affair gone wrong? I wondered, idly turning dry pages, if they’d known about HPV in those days.

The library was crowded – it was the summer term, students and schoolchildren all studying for exams and working on final papers. Even my small and tranquil room was busier than usual. The light, white at this time of day, streamed lazily down from skylights in the wooden ceiling. I enjoyed watching the people come and go. My life hadn’t become lonelier – I had precisely as many friends as before – but without the constant human infusion of night-time crowds and the irritability of hangovers, I was a bit more interested in people.

I examined myself for psychic tremors; there were none. The thinness still accompanied me when I read the book, and it was with me now, but it had receded back to its original intensity, a flow of sensation in which I could now detect a faint rhythm, a pull, tide-like. Another sensation come to join it, a different kind of imperative. I got out my phone and saw a text from El:


We r in the café if u wanna join.



I’d met El’s boyfriend several times by now and continued to be struck by his benevolent normality. It wasn’t that I considered him too normal for El, whose ample silicone breast sheltered plenty of conventions. It was, however, surprising that you could locate this type of boyfriend at 4 a.m., checking an app for proximate people to fuck. Em favoured colourful cardigans, white T-shirts and blue jeans. He had nocturnal-looking glasses and a sensible haircut. He was a generous laugher and, according to El, so sexually experienced that he had developed a zen-like lack of judgement, a kind of potently neutral libido which could accommodate any proclivity. ‘If I told him I wanted to have sex with a horse, and I could prove that the horse had consented,’ said El, ‘he would show up to the paddock with a gift of especially nice hay and help me take my clothes off.’

El waved languidly as I approached their table, littered with cardboard coffee cups. Today Em’s cardigan was a rug-like texture in deep reds and purples. He stood up from the table to give me an expansive hug. (El and I hadn’t hugged since I’d had to hold them up after a particularly taxing gig left them too inebriated to clamber off the stage. It had made us both emotional and we didn’t want to do it again.)

Over his shoulder I looked straight into the face of the woman sitting between them. Her eyes met mine, and her gaze cut me like a knife.

Em pulled away and introduced us. Of course, it was O. I recognised the ravine of her lips and all the rest. Again, that sense of interference, and for a moment I thought I could hear the rustling of trees in that dark thicket again, but this time I was ready and held my nerve – why worry if destiny had found me at last?

‘Nice to meet you, Kay,’ she said. She did not look as though it was, or wasn’t. Her face barely moved, though the sharpness of her gaze did not diminish. Maybe it never did. I wondered if she could feel something like I felt. Doubtful.

‘You too,’ I said, smiling a lot. Be cool, I said to myself as I sat down with them. This time, just be cool.

‘You were very quiet,’ said El after Em and O had left together.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I was trying to be kind of withholding in an intriguing way.’

‘It was intriguing,’ said El admiringly. ‘I was intrigued. You seemed sort of distant and like you were thinking before you spoke.’

‘I wasn’t,’ I said. ‘I was just pretending.’

‘Well,’ said El, ‘that didn’t go badly at all.’

I thought about O all the way home on my bike. I’d asked her a few questions, the answers to which I already knew. When she mentioned that she had been to art school, I asked if she still made art, and she said, ‘I try to when I can. But I used to make films, and that’s time-consuming and you need equipment, and usually a lot of money.’ I’d asked what she was doing at the library, and she said she was working on an application for an archival residency (whatever the hell that meant). She’d asked what I was doing, and I said, ‘Researching some family history.’ I didn’t elaborate. I was concerned that, to O, the project of the book might seem a bit singular and self-involved. Certainly, in my approach, it was all those things. ‘Family history’ seemed broader, and the bland lack of detail was also deliberate. I didn’t expect O to dwell on what I’d said. If anything, I’d hoped to make the vaguest of impressions – better to assert myself vaguely and positively at first than create a strong, negative introduction to my personality.

An invitation to dinner at Em’s house with all his housemates soon followed.

‘Any dietary requirements? It’ll be vegan – I hope that’s OK,’ said Em kindly.

‘You don’t have to bring anything,’ said El. ‘In fact, please don’t.’

Cue came too. We arrived together, and the hedge was not nearly so threatening as I remembered from the party. Either Cue hadn’t received the same instructions as me or she had disregarded them, bringing with her an extravagant cake that she seemed embarrassed by and a bottle of wine. The kitchen was hot, and people kept coming in and out of it. Em was making an elaborate sauce for pasta, and El, in an attitude of surprising domesticity, was making a salad. O was sitting at the large kitchen table, which had a pink and orange plastic cloth on it, and chopping an onion. Another housemate beside her was rather awkwardly trying to cut up a cucumber on the same board. I sat down with them at the table, and Cue went and started opening all the kitchen drawers, looking for a corkscrew.

‘I didn’t realise it wasn’t a screw top,’ she said apologetically as first El, then Em, then O were drawn into the search. Eventually someone produced one. Cue poured out some glasses and gestured to me with the neck of the bottle.

I was nervous being around new people and bored of my sobriety. ‘Yes, please,’ I said.

The wine, predictably, hit me hard and, less predictably, rendered me effusive and charming. As sometimes happens, the faces around the table – which at first had appeared closed and stony – opened up to me and shone out a golden light. They all struck me as exceptional people, and they laughed at my jokes, and I laughed at theirs. O shone from across the table like metal, like a star. I drank up the mild regard of her and her friends. Cue giggled, and at one point she took my hand in hers as we went to the garden door for a cigarette. El looked at both of us indulgently. Em’s hand was in their lap.

Someone’s friend was hosting a night round the corner – just a bus ride away. Should we go? Should we? Of course we should. As we walked to the bus stop in a straggled crocodile, O and I dawdled at the back. I had on a strange long dress that belonged to Cue. She had lent it to me because it didn’t suit her, and even though it didn’t suit me either I felt like a million dollars. I felt O’s eyes branding my memories, not of that night, but of everything. The brand of her eyes burned into everything that had ever happened to me before then, and everything that could. We sat on the top deck of the bus, at the front, and put our feet up in front of us: both of us had black boots on – I remembered that afterwards, and the careering orange lights shining in on us, and the ghosts of the leaves of the trees rushing past the window, all of it framing our two sets of feet, companions already, lined up there beside each other.

By the time we got to the club (which was a black-painted basement and a makeshift cash bar and, inexplicably, the remains of a small vegan buffet), I had abandoned doubt, or it had abandoned me. I put my hand on the small of O’s back as I asked what she wanted to drink. This part was familiar to me and under my control. It was one of the few natural psychological gifts I had, this inner sexual confidence, and alcohol amplified it, allowed me to act slightly outside of the bounds of natural caution. The music swelled and O and I were crushed up against the wall beside a speaker and making out.

Once making out happened, I often lost interest. Not intellectually, but electrically. The spark of possibility would be smothered by physical connection, by reality, and I would begin to ease myself out of the moment and to tell myself a story about what was happening and what would happen next, where we would go, how we would get there, what El and Cue would think of it all. I assumed most people did this. I knew that El and Cue did. But with O the severance never occurred. I couldn’t describe what I felt – as her tongue pushed against mine, as her breasts rubbed against my body – as animal joy, because it was so intense and annihilating as to be almost unphysical. It was more like…atomic joy. It was like becoming the vacuum of space. I opened my mouth and darkness poured into it. My body was completely numb with arousal. I did have a thought, and it was singular and did not repeat but remained: I will never be unhappy again in my whole life.

We got the bus home to hers. Sometimes we made out, but sometimes we just held hands and chatted. On the lower deck, silent men and women, coats done all the way up, some drinking cans of energy drink or watching films on their phones, made their way into early morning shifts at work. On the top deck we were sweating; people were leaning into the aisle to shout at each other, and a couple started a tearful argument. A young man, almost a boy really, eyes like garden ponds, came over to try and talk to us, but one of his friends fetched him back. ‘Come on, mate,’ his friend said, ‘leave the ladies alone.’

She let us into the house, and it was all the same as it had been hours before, but so different, unattended in the dark, mysterious, like an exhibit. She got us both a glass of water without turning on the lights in the kitchen, and we went up the stairs. Her bedroom was beautiful: the plants, the green lampshade, the books and all her clothes piled up on a wooden chair. The room smelled strongly of her perfume. Her bed was tiny, like mine.

We were both drunk and sort of rolled around for a while. We were still fiercely making out and I felt that impatience I always did to get to the next thing, whatever that meant, but I knew that on the other side of that sensation was a frightening and mysterious wall.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I might have to… Can we stop for a minute? I really want to, but.’

‘It’s OK,’ said O, leaning away. I made a pathetic kind of shrugging motion and she put her hand on my chest. I thought maybe I would cry, but that was obviously too much. ‘I don’t mind,’ said O.

‘It’s an issue I’m trying to work through,’ I said, hoping the formulation would harden the edges of my soft, sad problem.

‘That’s OK,’ said O again, unsmiling. ‘I don’t mind. I’m happy you came home with me.’ I believed her.

‘I’m happy I did too,’ I said. And I was. I was really, really happy that I had. I wanted to explain everything to her, and I would have if I had been able. But, of course, I couldn’t explain, because I didn’t know. We lay together and then we fell asleep. Neither of us slept well – you never do.

When I dreamed, it was only of her, that she’d woken up and opened the curtains, or that she had gone downstairs and come back with an army of people who all crowded into the bedroom with her. Around dawn we woke up facing each other, and started kissing again, and we had sex. It was easy, and so hot I thought I was going to die. I crawled up her and lay back against her shoulder and her arm encircled me. This person, I thought, is going to solve every single one of my problems. I wanted to tell her everything about myself immediately, I was so impatient for her to know me, for that part to be over and to be entirely seen, entirely transparent all the way through: a glass girlfriend. We were both silent for a while; she had her hands in my hair. After a while I got bored of the silence. I wanted things to happen, and to keep happening. I didn’t want to go back to sleep. I wanted to be here, with her. I dared to think of the first time I’d met her at the party, the line between her lips that had seemed so deep and cosmic. The thinness at my centre writhed and boiled.

‘Hey,’ I said into her skin. ‘Do you ever, like, think about time travel?’
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Bea lay on the ground for several hours as the sun crawled, beetle-like, beneath the horizon. She understood (though she would later doubt this) that she had travelled in time. She understood (though she would later be less certain) that she had seen the future. She knew (though she would come to doubt this also) that she had not gone mad, and she wished (although, of course, she would later wish the opposite) that she had. It was because of the angel her mind had not snapped. The angel had already stretched the ligaments of her sanity.

Eventually she picked herself up and began walking home, back through the cold water of the marsh, the indifferent roar of the wind in the trees. She wasn’t in any physical pain, but she felt something like the aftermath of physical pain. She took the same route as she always did, back to the large unfeeling house that she lived in, coat still bound tightly around her, hat pinned safely onto her head.

She got into the hall and looked at the flowers on the table: anemones, an unreal orange, heads drooping. Something for the eye. She bent over and, to the dismayed wail of the maid, vomited onto the herringbone tile of the hall.
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A chair, a table, a lamp, a window with the blind drawn, wooden slats. The pleasant, characterless room. There was the some-sort-of-fern. There was the collection of cacti on the window. There was the pink flower. Hello again, flower, thought Ess.

So she had travelled again. And so, with the indescribable pull, the indescribable tearing, she had returned. Oh god, she thought.

‘She’s awake!’ said Vi.

‘What happened?’ said Yew Two. ‘What did you see?’

‘Water,’ said Ess. Nothing that had happened had made any sense at all. Certainly, she had not delivered any kind of message. The drink was fetched, and she drank it all. There was rain pouring down outside, and she thought of her poor plantlings at home, crushed into the mud. It was hot in the room; the window was open but it was still awfully hot. ‘Water,’ she said again. There was a smell of foul breath – was it hers?

‘What did you see?’ said Yew Two again.

Ess looked at each of them in turn and didn’t say anything.

‘Can she talk properly?’ asked Yew Two, turning to the others. ‘Has it affected her brain?’

‘She’s alright,’ said Yew One. He tugged at the roots of his voluptuous beard. ‘She’s just taking her time. Aren’t you, Ess?’

‘I saw a forest, and the woman in the dark clothes, the same woman as before,’ Ess said tonelessly. ‘And I began to feel that I was being pulled back and she grabbed me and we…travelled together…to another place. The other place was wide and green too. The air was thicker – I mean it smelled worse. There was someone else there, who saw us both, and then the woman in the dark clothes let go of me and I came back here.’ She did not add that it felt as though the woman had taken a sliver of her back to wherever she came from, that parts of her were peeling off and gliding away.

‘Another place?’ Yew Two was attempting to look concerned but instead looked irritated. Of the three of them, he was the least seductive; he hid his feelings the least well.

‘Fragments are always hard to interpret,’ said Yew One bracingly. ‘What we need to focus on is keeping you there longer. Long enough for a conversation!’

‘With who?’ said Vi. ‘She encountered two people on her last journey – it sounds like she made two stops.’ She turned to Ess, and her attempt not to sound accusing was only partially successful. ‘Next time, we need to establish your position. There are methods we’ve been developing that will allow you to orientate –’

‘She may not have that chance,’ Yew One cut across. ‘Listen, we aimed for ideal conditions but we all understood those might fall short, no? As for going anywhere else…well, it seems impossible to me. The path to this part of history is clear, she’s forged it herself.’ He seemed to have tuned out Ess’s presence. ‘We calibrated the route to her specifications, to the journey she has plotted out through time. I had thought…’ He recalled Ess to his sphere of attention, looked at her sharply. ‘Have you been taking an interest in history on your own account? Some family history perhaps? Going through your mother’s old things? Telling old stories? Have you encountered anything that might…undermine the structure of your passage, weaken its parameters?’

‘It sounds like that could be anything,’ said Ess irritably. She felt like a dog accused of going into someone else’s garden.

‘No, no, it couldn’t be anything,’ said Yew Two, hot and frustrated. They were all getting frustrated now. ‘Your work on Mr J’s archive is singular – a study made only by you. Between your attention and what we can do at the systems end, the path to O’s contact is very specific. It’s a brief moment in even her own history – they were only involved for a short time. That’s why we chose it. Historically, it’s a pinprick, insignificant! There should be no interference! Unless you’ve made a serious study, really scrutinised something that might interfere…’

Ess immediately – unaccountably, really – thought of the red exercise book and dismissed it. She wasn’t eager to submit to Yew Two’s accusations. ‘No!’ she said.

It was true, she thought. Apart from the work with Mr J, which was certainly satisfying in its way, she rarely thought about the past. She was jealous of her mother’s generation and the one before. The abundance of the earth they had lived on, the euphoric excesses of their economy. Oh, she envied them too much to look back, at least free of charge.

‘No,’ she said again. They all sat for a while in frustrated silence. Yew One eventually got up, muttering to himself.

‘One has to expect setbacks,’ he repeated more than once. ‘This is the experimental stage, but we have made great strides…’ He might have been rehearsing a speech: Ess wondered if, for all their talk of influence, they were beholden to other backers, people higher up. Would failure have consequences? Would she suffer them too? Of course, the time he had to secure his own legacy was limited.

‘I want to go for a walk,’ she said. ‘We can talk again later.’ Again, she thought of her mother, not only at the horror she would feel if she ever learned about the last few days, but because her own sullen monosyllables reminded her of life under her mother’s roof. This was the problem with family, she thought, looking at Vi and the Yews, all looking with a strange beseeching appeal back at her. It begets family.

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Vi, jumping up. She looked ill – possibly she hadn’t slept since Crooked Mile.

‘No,’ Ess said. ‘I want to go alone. I won’t go anywhere, I promise.’ She was so fucking tired, it was hard to imagine going anywhere far.

‘Please,’ said Yew Two, beseeching now. ‘Keep what’s been happening to yourself. Remember what we’ve said – sometimes information is a danger to those in possession of it.’

Ess did not reply, and none of them stopped her as she walked out of the room. The ground was still wet but the rain had stopped, and the sun had come out so bright and hot she could smell the steam coming off the earth and glass and plastic all around her. She started walking towards the river.

It was loud. There were still plenty of refugees from Crooked Mile, and loved ones who had turned up to collect them, comfort them and mourn with them. The main building was crowded – long shifts for the cooks and washers. She continued down the crowded central path, wishing she’d brought a hat with her. Then she saw, at a rickety table under an awning, boxes of clothes, and a basket labelled ‘Hats’.

‘Can I take one?’ she asked someone standing nearby. ‘I’m not from Crooked Mile. Are there enough?’

‘Oh, plenty,’ they replied. ‘Take one! But if you have any spare shoes or baby things, we need those.’

‘I’m just a visitor,’ said Ess apologetically.

She found Wyatt on the deck of his boat, turning off the engine. He had only just moored. He looked exhausted. ‘I’ve been ferrying here and back for two days,’ he said. ‘I looked out for you when I was here, but everyone’s been so busy. No one knew where you were.’

‘I was at Crooked Mile for a while, the night of the eviction. Then I was helping the Yews.’ She thought of telling him about the time machine, but he looked so tired. Her impulse faded, absorbed by the crowds of refugees, the fear and loss, the need for clothes for babies.

‘Have you got any spare shoes?’ she asked. She was still on the shore. ‘Or baby things?’ She had spoken only for the sake of speaking, but Wyatt looked thoughtful.

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘I think there are some old toys and baby blankets somewhere inside. I’ll look in a second. I need to sit down first. Is it urgent?’

Ess shook her head. ‘May I come and sit with you?’

‘I’d like that. I don’t have much talk in me right now, but I wouldn’t mind a quiet sit if you wouldn’t.’

She stretched a leg up onto the edge of the boat, pulled herself on, sat down as he was sat, straight down on the damp deck, back against the sides, legs straight out in front. They leaned into each other in silence. Above them a tree she didn’t know the name of, its leaves’ pale undersides and the dark glossy green of the tops flashing as they interchanged. There was nothing in the sky but blue. The partial shade of the tree would be no protection against the high, bold sun, and she knew that they should move into deeper shade. But she could tell by the weight of Wyatt’s head that he was beginning to drop off, and she let him. It was easy to have him there, unspeaking, nearly asleep.

It had not been long, but she missed life at home in the Basin more than she would have thought possible. She missed Zizi. She missed them all. She wondered what they were doing for Crooked Mile, for word would surely have reached them.

She shivered as she felt another layer of herself peel off, disappear into that vacuum of time which the woman in dark clothes had opened up. Ess could make no sense of what had happened on her recent journeys. But she could feel their impact quite clearly: pieces of her history were coming away from her, being thrown back into time. What was the woman in dark clothing doing with these pieces of her, these fractured shadows? And what would become of Ess if layers kept peeling away? Would there be anything of her left before it stopped? The strange sickness she had brought back through time, it might kill her. It might kill other people.

She had no idea who the third of their strange trio was – the one staring gormlessly a few feet from where they had arrived. The woman, in her odd, untidy costume, had not seemed to be expecting them. It had occurred to Ess, in a vague way, that the woman in dark clothing might be O. There was something in the authority of her manner, a certain gravity, that made her wonder. But then she had to remind herself that O was not a god, whatever the Yews might think. She was an ordinary woman, of vision, who had died cruelly, and relatively young, and left a legacy behind. She was not a mistress of time and space, to reach out and pull herself across the ages. Ess looked around at the life, the world, that she was a part of, that O, in some ways, had made. Or, Ess thought, perhaps she was. Perhaps that was exactly what O had done.

She looked away from the movement of people and stared across the water, whose undersurface was beginning to green with plants. She did want to travel back again. She could not explain her desire, but it was there, growing, gleaming, like the weeds beneath the surface of the river. In some ways, it was like the urge which had taken her from her family home into the Basin and even the makeshift operating theatre. Then it was also a little like what had come over her under the tree with Wyatt – was that only two nights ago? She could tell, in a place deeper than marrow, that damage had been done to her, that she was fractured now in time, and that with repeated trips the fracture might grow wider. Up ahead, a flash of blue shot from one bank to another. She waited, eyes in that spot, for a few moments, and the blue flash came again. A kingfisher. She had never seen one before, they were so rare. Her eyes filled.

Wyatt had woken up. ‘How long was I asleep for?’

‘Look, look – a kingfisher! If you wait, look just in that spot.’

They stared, silently, for a minute or two. The kingfisher did not reappear. Wyatt said eventually, ‘Shall we get something to eat?’

They checked the inside of the boat first and did find baby blankets, as well as tubs of dried formula, still within their use-by date, and a bassinet.

‘Why do you have this stuff?’ asked Ess.

‘If I see it, and I can have it, and there’s space for it, I grab it,’ said Wyatt.

How wonderful that Wyatt did this, thought Ess. How wonderful that he rode around collecting useful things. She resolved to enjoy this uncritical appreciation while it lasted. Someone was calling her name. It was coming over the water, ‘Ess! Ess!’

Ess and Wyatt both craned their necks around, looking for the source of the sound. Wyatt saw first and pointed: ‘Your friend?’

It was Zizi. The blue flame of her shone brighter than ever from the prow of a green boat painted with irises. She was standing very straight and waving hard. Zizi had come! Happiness tore through Ess. She shouted back, waved back:

    ‘Hi, hi, hi!’

‘I found you!’ said Zizi, radiant with triumph.

Once the boat was moored, Zizi came to join them on the bank, and they were introduced. Ess warily watched Zizi get the measure of Wyatt, taste the flavour of the air between them. She and Zizi had been both together and not for a long time, kept close by the legacy of their first sharp passion. Ess was naturally suited to the fluid nature of most outpost romances. She was proud, not to say smug, about her ability to take and relinquish sexual partners without the interference of jealousy. The same was not true of Zizi, who was possessive and occasionally vengeful.

‘May I speak with you in private?’ asked Zizi, and Ess’s heart sank. The last thing she needed at the moment was a bollocking from Zizi, and she didn’t deserve it either. Zizi had other lovers that she made no effort to hide. Her unreasonableness was a large part of her sexual charm.

‘I’ve got some things to sort out on the boat,’ said Wyatt. ‘I’ll see you later, Ess.’ He nodded at Zizi: ‘Nice to meet you.’ He seemed unconcerned by her hostility. This was probably quite displeasing to Zizi. He stepped out over the water, ducked his head beneath the boat’s roof and was gone.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ said Ess. She and Zizi had taken a seat on the bank several metres away, placing a little distance between themselves and the dock, all the comings and goings at the entrance to the outpost. ‘I don’t deserve a telling off from you every time I –’

‘I’m not concerned about that,’ said Zizi abruptly. ‘Though, no offence, he does seem kind of stupid. What’s he wearing?’

‘Don’t be a bitch. Of course he’s not stupid, and you couldn’t possibly know if he was. You’ve not said a single word to him.’

‘It’s the way he walks,’ said Zizi. ‘Listen, I’m on my way to Crooked Mile and then back to the Basin. Whatever they wanted you here for, are you finished with it? You could come with me. Come home with me.’

Zizi, the promise of home. Escape. She looked around: the Yews and Vi were nowhere in sight. It wouldn’t take long to fetch her few belongings.

‘You don’t look well,’ said Zizi. ‘No offence. You look a bit…worn down.’

‘I went to Crooked Mile that night. It took a lot from me, from everyone.’

First Wyatt, then Zizi, this reticence. She should tell her at least about the machine, even if she didn’t go with her (and why would she not go with her?). She thought about what Yew Two had said, the danger of information. She felt that what he said was wrong, ethically, but the words had impact. To speak of the deranged project was to spread some kind of disease. Telling Zizi that she had travelled in time would also initiate a sequence of events which would take Ess away from the dome. Never again would she ride the waves of the universe.

Zizi was looking at her. ‘I thought I’d been clear before,’ she said. ‘I thought you would understand that I was warning you not to get mixed up with East Marsh. But it seems I wasn’t explicit enough. Well, I wasn’t sure how explicit to be. I’m still not sure. Even now, it feels like a risk. To you, I mean.’

This was so close to Ess’s own thinking, she was taken aback. ‘What were you trying to tell me?’

‘I should have said not to go, but that seemed…uncongenial. I didn’t want to prejudice you against another outpost. And I didn’t know what to say, really. I was ashamed, basically.’ Zizi sounded very pissed off. Her face was screwed up into a mask-like cast. Ess had used to believe, when she knew Zizi less well, that these indicators meant Zizi was angry with her.

‘The art project I told you about, I wasn’t here only for that purpose. It wasn’t even my main reason for going. I knew you would be appalled – I’m appalled at myself in a way. At the time, I had been convinced that kind of work was necessary. I know no one would ever have convinced you of that. I don’t do it anymore for what that’s worth. Its compromises outweighed its value.’

‘You were a spy.’

‘For a few years, yeah. For the Network, I mean, for our side!’ She looked angrier than ever. ‘I didn’t do anything internal, not usually. East Marsh was the only one, and it was my last. It was a long time ago. I try to keep an open mind about East Marsh now. Try not to think, really, about any of it too much. Then, all of a sudden, they ask for you.’

‘What did you find here?’

Information, an easily contracted infection. At last Zizi spoke, and it was one of the few times in their lives that Ess could not even begin to guess if she was lying or not: ‘What I found was that there was nothing to find. That was what concerned me the most. So many silences. I heard all the justifications, the research, the sensitive projects. I was a fucking spy, I got that. But there were so many secrets. Not only that, the silence was organised. The Yews, they conducted all of it. Every piece of information, I knew it came from them. Every barrier I encountered, they erected. The Yews ran East Marsh, and from what I can tell, they run it now. How such a state of affairs was allowed in the Network, I never understood. I assume you’ve met them?’

‘What did you do?’

‘I made my report and went back to the Basin, and I quit spying. I don’t know what came of my report, I don’t know what the consequences were, if any, for anyone. That’s one of the problems with that kind of work – you’re divorced from its outcomes. Anyway, the Yews are still here. If the extent of their influence is as it was, that’s concerning.’ She looked around, as if expecting to see one of them standing directly behind her. You did start to feel that way about them. ‘Look, I’ve said what I came here to say. I don’t know why I didn’t say it before you left, and I’m not sure why, when you’re here and all seems well, I’m talking to you about it now.’ After a pause, she said: ‘Are you going to tell me what they asked you here for?’

Ess had the lie prepared. It had been there since she saw Zizi there among the painted irises. To work on their gardens, she would have said, to dig. They wanted to show me the hives, the greenhouses. They’re forming a foreign delegation of growers – they want me to join them, travel overseas, Zizi! But, oh, what was the point of all that?

‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s, like, a confidential project. You know I don’t believe in any of that, Zizi, but, you know, in someone else’s…’

Zizi looked angrier than ever. Maybe she was a bit angry at Ess now. ‘I don’t know if you’re in any danger. I just had a feeling that you might need a bit of help…disentangling yourself. That was all.’

Ess started to reply, because of course she had already made up her mind, but Zizi spoke over her:

‘There’s something else. I’m sorry, my love. The garden. It’s gone. Well, destroyed. Vandalised. They came at night. We were afraid it was like Crooked Mile – it still might be. There have been similar incursions at other outposts, so of course everyone’s talking about a crackdown. They might have destroyed the garden to intimidate us, or to try and starve us out, I don’t know. Of course, we won’t starve. We’ll have help. But, still, it’s…it’s violence. And I knew you’d be upset.’

‘I’m OK,’ said Ess, who in that moment did feel alright. Then she would start to feel a little worse and a little worse, and in an hour or two her pain would be hard to bear. ‘It’s early in the year. We hadn’t planted all the new things out yet. Of course,’ she said, realising, ‘they might come back.’

‘We’ll work something out,’ said Zizi, who did not normally offer platitudes. ‘I was told not to tell you, actually, until you got home. I’ll be bollocked at crit for not accepting consensus. But you should know you’re needed.’

Ess wondered how much more Zizi knew about East Marsh than she had said even now. She wondered if Zizi knew that, despite what she’d told her, Ess’s decision remained the same. She knew that she was making a mistake. She’d never, in fact, been so conscious of making the wrong choice. But the dome compelled her. Her garden was gone. One of the Yews would be dead soon anyway. And, well, there was Wyatt. He was an ally of sorts. And what if, even as things seemed to be coming so undone, everyone could be saved?

She told Zizi, ‘I’m OK. I think I will stay another day. I may as well. I’ll catch a boat back tomorrow, or the day after, latest. Don’t worry about me. I love you.’

Zizi only said, ‘Fine. Well, I hope you’re alright. Don’t forget you’re due in the city the day after tomorrow. If you need a deputy to go to the NC, you’ll have to send word. Your man too, Mr J. He’ll be expecting you.’

‘I’ll be back by then, in time for the NC and everything.’

‘Don’t fall for that Wyatt guy. You can tell he’d be absolutely no help in an emergency.’

Ess laughed at her. ‘And how can you tell that?’

‘Like I said, his walk. No backbone!’

They hugged on the jetty as Zizi prepared to board again. Ess felt the strong tug of home: the familiar smell Zizi carried with her.

‘Well,’ Zizi said, ‘I said what I came here to say. That’s all I could have done, I think. I hope so. Bye then.’

‘Love you.’

‘Yup.’
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I dreamed that I was in a glass house, surrounded by people who could not hear me. It was beautiful in the glass house, and it was plastered in green creepers, and after a while I realised that it was floating on the water. I was on the sea, and a blue woman was waving at me from the bank as I floated away. I told O about the dream as soon as I woke up.
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CeeCee was kneading dough at her kitchen table. Bea sat watching her. She was here to tell CeeCee that she had seen the future, and that it contained something so terrible a word terrible enough had not been invented.

For a few days she had been almost blind with loss. Her vision with still impeded by flashes of fear and grief, and through them she looked at CeeCee. She saw how her friend’s access to the table was impeded by the size of her stomach, and how, at times, CeeCee would have to heave up and get it almost on to the table to allow her to lean further forward, a widening stripe of flour building up across her pubic bone.

It was rare for them to be alone in CeeCee’s house: her husband’s mother was usually bustling in and out, her husband often enough home from the shirtmaker’s for a meal, one or another of his younger siblings coming to and fro. Bea suspected that CeeCee had contrived things so that they would not be interrupted, but not because she suspected Bea’s purpose. In fact, CeeCee wanted to talk to Bea about the local rent association, and despite her tidings, Bea was trying to approach this fact with forbearance.

‘We often talk together, you know, in the road or on the way to and from temple, especially the women, about the conditions in these flats and houses.’ CeeCee looked up at Bea, perhaps to see if she was attending, and Bea nodded, and so she moved on.

‘Well, one of the women who works at the school, she knew from her sister further out in the borough about a local association. So we needed a representative to go and talk to them, and that was me.’ Her face bore an expression a little like the one Bea had seen briefly when CeeCee first spotted her in the red-bannered crowd. The expression was a slice of something CeeCee did not normally reveal to Bea, but Bea could not tell what that thing was.

‘They must think a lot of you.’

‘Well, I don’t know.’ Now CeeCee looked bashful, but Bea couldn’t imagine why. ‘People did want someone older. But if anyone’s going to be made to feel a fool, it might as well be me, no?’

Bea knew why they had chosen CeeCee. She would draw a line and hold a line; she was clever and got things done. People had seen that in her when she helped to organise against the fascist march. She tried to express as much to her friend, who did not nod or look up but stopped pushing dough with the heels of her hands.

‘It’s good you were there, Bea. I’m glad you were. You understand what’s happening over the water?’

Bea nodded her assent, a little affronted: yes, even she knew that. As Ade said, people were always putting madmen in charge somewhere or other.

CeeCee waited a moment, apparently to see if Bea would speak. When Bea did not, she continued. ‘Well, we don’t want that coming here. And we’re not the only ones. People understand, you let the fascists through our streets, soon it’ll be other streets. People are frightened and they’re right to be frightened.’

Bea was frightened; she was frightened all the time now, in a blind, sluggish way that had nothing to do with CeeCee’s hard, strong voice. Bea admired the type of fear that seemed to animate her friend. She had become something on a larger scale. She loomed across the table now, and the poor dough was powerless as she pounded it, flattening and turning and flattening again.

‘Well, anyway, I went and spoke to the association,’ she continued, ‘and some of them are a bit, you know. Talk down to a woman. But mostly they were sensible and helpful, and they told us what we’re supposed to have and explained the best way to get it.’

‘You’ll march?’ CeeCee had already proudly showed her the black and white sign, ‘PAY NO RENT’, nearly as tall as she was.

‘That’s added pressure. The rent strike is the thing. They can’t kick us all out.’ Here CeeCee gave the dough she was kneading a satisfied little pummel, caught it up and lobbed it into a bowl. ‘You might speak to Ade, you know, about what’s been going on.’

‘Why might I speak to Ade?’ But she did know, of course she did. He had even showed her the rather ugly building, parts of it still being renovated, not long before they were married. She had been bored by it, his talk of speculation and borrowing from his father and the bank, and had forgotten it.

‘Bea,’ said CeeCee, who had dusted the flour off the table and was sitting down now, hands clasped across her enormous front. ‘Use your common sense! Do you really think you live off the income of that little shop down the road, with the cowshed two doors down? Come on, now.’ She laughed, and the laugh had love for Bea in it, was not meant unkindly. ‘I know you’ve never thought about it at all. You’ve got your preoccupations, and this isn’t one of them.’

She’d had the big book, her sums, ingoing, outgoing. But that had just been the daily coming and going of money, candlesticks out and herring in. It was true, she’d seen nothing of the quiet pile of wealth which had slowly grown and carried her off and away to the house with the lovely windows overlooking the lovely garden. She felt CeeCee’s gaze searching her face for offence. But her friend needn’t have worried. She was barely interested by what they were talking about. Rent this, strike that. She needed to speak of what she had been shown.

‘CeeCee,’ she said. ‘I have to tell you about something. I’ve seen something and I don’t understand what it is, or even how I came to see it. But it’s very important.’

The stripe of flour on CeeCee’s pubic bone rose up and stretched, and CeeCee winced as the thing inside her turned. It was monstrous in a way, thought Bea. She’d hoped, really, that CeeCee might speak again. But she didn’t. She just sat with her hands on her floury stomach and waited, and so Bea took a deep breath and began.

When it actually came out of her mouth, it didn’t amount to much, though more of the vision had come to her since, appeared in her mind as if it had always been there, a memory coming in backwards. The angels and the visitor and the awful vision of catastrophe had been large inside her. The visions of war. Of lines of people disappearing, whole worlds of people disappearing. Of mud, and poison in the mud and in the air. The face of the child floating away from her. The sound of the sea. She didn’t speak of the hand in hers, the pale and burning room – something prevented her. Spoken aloud across the floury table, the whole thing seemed to diminish. She tried to deliver the premonition as it had been delivered to her, though she couldn’t imitate its form.

‘I think it’s a prophecy of some…some annihilation to come. What do you think?’

CeeCee laughed. ‘Oh, Bea, how can you ask that? How can you tell me this story of angels and visitors and this creature with its limbs gone and all of it, and then sit back and say to me, “What do you think?” I don’t know! You sound mad!’

Bea smiled and waited. She knew that just because CeeCee was laughing at something did not mean that she was not considering it seriously. She also knew that it was funny, the way she’d asked. In fact, she could laugh a little herself. She did. Bea laughed a little. Then the catastrophe bore down on her and clotted up her mouth and she stopped. CeeCee stopped too.

‘Let me think,’ she said. She replaced her hands, which had flown up towards her face while she laughed, back onto her belly. They had picked up flour too, and now the pale stripe was smudged and smeared with cloudy handprints.

‘I think it’s possible that you are going mad,’ CeeCee said eventually. ‘That you’re not well. Did you know I have family that aren’t well from time to time? My aunt has bad years sometimes. My grandmother died that way, she hanged herself. Now, you didn’t know that. Don’t you tell anyone either. I was afraid that you were getting ill the same way. But then I gave you that talking to and it seemed to work. But, still, it is certainly possible that you are mad. That is one possibility. It’s not the only possibility.’ She paused. ‘I’m thinking how to say what I mean,’ she said, and paused some more. Eventually she went on:

‘You know, I really believe in it, what we say at temple. The words we bring home with us. How we speak to God. I know you don’t, Ade doesn’t, my husband doesn’t, really. You all just do what we all must do. Light the candles, say the prayers. Look out for each other, do a little study. That’s fine, that’s good. But I’ve got faith. Real faith. I’ve always had it. I believe angels spoke to us in ancient times – I know it. And I’ve always known that they might come again. Especially…’ She swallowed. ‘Perhaps especially if it’s the end of the world. God has tested us before. Beyond what could be considered reasonable.’

Bea knew then that she would have preferred CeeCee to think she had lost her mind. She also wondered a little, on hearing her talk of faith and angels and tests, if CeeCee had lost hers.

‘But why?’ she asked. ‘Why would I be shown something like this? What good is it to know that something is coming if I don’t know what – or what can be done about it?’

‘I don’t know,’ said CeeCee. ‘I can’t say. You don’t need an angel, do you, to tell you that something terrible is going to happen? Terrible things have happened, and they keep happening, in the real world. Real people, doing it. There was a war when we were children, soon there may be another. You only need to read the paper. These are bad times. Maybe not as bad here as elsewhere, but they could yet be. We’re on the edge of something. What were we out against the other week if it wasn’t evil coming closer? So, I don’t know.’

‘You think it’s true? Something terrible is going to happen.’

‘I thought it was true before you told me your vision. I’m afraid. I’m afraid for my child, I’m afraid for myself. Didn’t your mother and father run here from where they were? And didn’t mine and Ade’s and everyone’s at some point along the line?’

CeeCee was speaking to Bea as though she assumed that everyone felt this way. That no one, if you came and sat at their kitchen table and foretold the possible end of the world, would even really be surprised.

CeeCee stood up, walked to the other side of the kitchen and was abruptly sick into a basin. She took the basin out of the room, presumably to dispose of its contents, and then returned. ‘It’s been a while since that happened,’ she said. ‘The first month I was pregnant, it happened all the time.’

‘CeeCee, what should I do? Surely I’ve seen this vision because there is something I must do!’

‘Maybe you weren’t supposed to see it at all,’ said CeeCee. ‘It sounds as though you went on that journey uninvited.’

‘Do you think it was a punishment?’

‘Did I say that? I don’t know. I don’t know, Bea! What do you think?’

‘I think…’ Bea recoiled from the largeness of it. ‘Like you said, I don’t think I was meant to see what I saw. But…well, seeing it, how can I do nothing? Knowing what I know?’

CeeCee was up again at the table, brushing, tidying, sweeping the flour off herself. She looked larger and busier and more frightening than Bea had ever seen. ‘How can any of us?’ she said.
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O and I were swimming under an orange sunset, high-rises stretching up around us. At the edge of the water, a little concrete jetty boiled with people.

I had no idea what function the Basin was meant to have as a body of water, but swimming in it was forbidden, and every year one or two people drowned there in the middle of the night. It was situated in a crowded residential part of the city, was very dirty, very deep and surrounded by chained-up fences and signs prohibiting entering the water. Once you hopped over those signs, the atmosphere at the Basin was always great: partially dressed people lounging around and rolling in and out of the polluted black-green water, which at that time of day reflected a shimmering pink-orange-gold against the silhouettes of flats. Two or three different sound systems mingled in the air above our heads, along with the smell of several kinds of smoke. The water itself smelled of traffic, pondweed and cold mud.

O was swimming in the same dogged, efficient way that she walked. We got to the edge of the jetty and she hauled herself out, pulling herself up by the arms, then hooking a foot up onto the concrete. I watched her thigh flex. When she was out, she turned around and offered me her hand. Accepting her help meant being dragged against the sides of the jetty on the way out. I reached up. We had been involved with each other for two months and saw each other every day. I had never been so happy.

We lay down on a sparsely grassed area a few steps from the jetty, on top of a green and blue shawl that had come out of the bottom of one of our bags and smelled of sweat and perfume. O rolled me a cigarette and then one for herself, and we waited for the last of the sun to dry us off. People came over to chat with O. She was known by people almost everywhere she went – by neighbours and anyone who worked in any of the businesses on her local high street and by anyone who was part of any regular passing by of where she lived. In the places that we went together, she was approached by her many friends, and by people who had worked with her in various capacities, either while teaching or organising or at this or that camp or workshop. Not everyone, especially in the latter group, necessarily liked her. Even if they appeared friendly, once they had moved on, O would tell me about some bitter fight or disagreement, usually ethical in nature but aggravated by more petty misdemeanours (in O’s case, it often had to do with sex). But even those people seemed to respect her. She never introduced me and I never chose to mind.

I knew deep down (and not even very deep) that I existed at the outer moral limits of someone O felt it was reasonable to date. I had no illusions about the fact that it was principally sexual attraction that fuelled her interest. I believed she thought I had potential though, and through her, I had come to believe the same. I knew that, by being with her, something of my true purpose was being fulfilled, and I had faith that she too understood this.

So we lay there slowly drying and people came and went and came and spoke to her, and I, like the dumb, hot sidekick that I was, didn’t think of anything much at all until it became clear that the sun had gone and we were as dry as we were going to be, and it was time to go. O rolled over against me, and leaned back a bit, and propped herself up on one arm. She looked at me, her assessing gaze. She spoke:

‘What should I cook tonight?’ she said. ‘Em and the others are in.’

‘Cue’s coming too,’ I said. Cue would still not countenance impromptu visits from El or I, but she had started to accept Em’s dinner invitations. ‘What about what we made at the weekend? That was nice.’ I was buttoning one of O’s shirts up over my damp swimming costume.

O narrowed her eyes. ‘It was nice,’ she said. ‘A crowd pleaser.’ We walked back to our bikes, holding hands. Riding back, I felt my hair drying in the wind, and watched her, always a little ahead on the canal path, leading me along the roads of black water.

O and I had some shared heritage, and when I tried to explain to her about the fear which inhabited me like a parasite, she told me that this was its source, at least in part. Exclusion and persecution were very alive to O – she was vigilant about them and fought against their perpetration. The past felt real to her, on a continuum with anything that might happen now. It was natural therefore that the dreads and tribulations of my ancestors should express themselves through me.

I wasn’t so sure. It was true that, as a child, I’d often frightened myself by cogitating on what might happen to me if an unfriendly regime took over, or by wondering what I might do faced with the order to kill large groups of people, or how I might hide my mother, or how I might avoid losing my mother if we had to escape together or separately. I would imagine long periods of confinement, starvation, torture. But these fantasies had not been especially dominant among a thousand other neurotic hypotheses, which included exploding volcanoes, wolves, the accidental death of my mother by poisoning, my mother’s defection by night and the possibility that I might accidentally get locked out of the house.

Of course, I had shown O my great-grandmother’s notebook. Like me, she was fascinated by the angel. One evening at my flat we had both drawn what we thought the angels looked like, though my great-grandmother had never described them. O, predictably, could draw brilliantly, and produced a geometric monstrosity that was all wings and eyes. I drew an outline of a funny little person and shaded it in lightly. It looked mostly like the eerie doodle in the front of the exercise book, though I had no idea if that was meant to be an angel.

‘Where are their wings?’ asked O.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. O kept my picture of the angel; she pinned it up next to her bed.

I watched her bike ahead of me along the water. The wind was still catching her hair, and the sky was getting very dark: not just the dark of evening, but the dark of heavy storm-clouds gathering. Here and there I could see the sun struggling through them, a fluorescent orange seam. Then the clouds closed against even that, and it was really dark. I didn’t have bike lights, but O’s red tail-light continued to glow ahead. She did not look back at me. Rain started coming down, first in a light patter, then in a clattering shower. It swept in wide, hissing ribbons across the canal towards us.

‘Let’s stop and see if it eases off!’ yelled O. We dismounted under a thick-crowned tree and pushed our bikes up against the undergrowth beside us. We’d both still been damp from the swim; now we were wet through. Normally I’d have hated being so wet. I’d have been self-conscious about my hair, about my clothes clinging to me. But with O none of it worried me at all; hardly anything did. That morning I’d opened my phone to another headline about the threat of nuclear war. I’d turned my gaze to O’s head on the pillow, her expression resolute even in sleep, and dismissed my fears. Just let me be with her when it happens, I thought. Whatever it is. We leant against the trunk and made out for a bit. Our mouths were hot, but I could feel that O’s lips were getting cold.

‘Look, Kay!’ said O. It was a kingfisher, huddling on a sheltered branch. I couldn’t believe it: I’d never seen one before. It was almost illegally blue. I felt tears in my eyes, I couldn’t help it – how could the world end when something like a kingfisher lived in it? We looked at it; it looked at us. Eventually it ruffled deeper into the feathers of its chest, as if to say ‘Enough now’, shook itself off and flew away.

We got tired of standing under the tree and sat awkwardly among its roots, legs sticking out into the downpour. I was still thinking of the picture of the angel up by O’s bed. The notebook was in my rucksack in a plastic wallet that O had found for me. ‘You should keep hold of this, look after it,’ she’d said. ‘It’s got powerful vibrations.’ She was half joking when she used the word ‘vibrations’, but I felt the strength of what she was trying to convey. I carried the notebook everywhere with me now, like a talisman. ‘It’s funny that my great-grandmother thought an angel used to visit her, and now I imagine that time travellers come to visit me.’

‘You don’t know that she imagined the angel. You don’t know that you’re imagining the time travellers.’

‘Yes, I do! I do know. Well, not about the angels. You’re right, they could have been real.’

‘They used to visit all the time.’

‘Sure,’ I said, as though either of us believed in any of that. Rain was dripping from my hair and into my mouth.

When I’d rolled over in the dark that first morning and asked if she ever thought about time travel, she’d replied immediately: ‘All the time.’

I was satisfied with time travel as a fantasy, but O read books about it, and if she ever encountered anyone in a relevant field, she would quiz them on theories of time, soliciting their help as she did plenty of others with more obviously practical projects. ‘If the technology were there,’ she was saying now, raising her voice slightly over the roar of the water (sheets of rain were still streaking across the river), ‘then, you know, anyone could have those visitors. People might be visiting for all kinds of reasons. Or maybe,’ she said, holding on to me even tighter and arranging her wet feet so that they criss-crossed with mine (the grit on the soles of her shoes rubbed against my ankles), ‘maybe they can only get to you. I’ve never seen a time traveller. Maybe there are only certain people they can reach.’

‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘They want to see me specifically because I’m so special. I’m very important in the future.’

‘But if you were a person they could time travel to, the person, if your personal timeline was a place they could reach, then you would be important in the future. Really important!’

This wasn’t the kind of important I wanted to be, and O knew that.

‘Why would it be me?’ I said. ‘What are my qualifications? I feel like you would be a better rendezvous.’ O did not attempt to disagree with this.

‘Maybe your existence is your qualification,’ she said, pushing her heel into the wet dirt, making a black trench that instantly filled with black water. I said nothing. I hoped that in the vacuum of my reply, a compliment might appear. ‘A link…a carrier…a sort of vessel? Something that completes a circuit?’ I continued waiting, feeling myself briefly invisible, and then O turned and looked at me and there was the atomic joy again, and her eyes were at once painfully sharp and painfully far away, as distant as the stars. ‘Perhaps some souls have a way of making themselves into being,’ she said. ‘Like events have their own ways of making themselves happen. Perhaps some people make themselves be born.’ She did not elaborate.

‘If you were a tourist,’ I said, ‘a time-traveller tourist, I mean, one of mine, what would you say when you got to me?’ I knew O had considered this at length; it wasn’t the first time we’d discussed the possibility. I think she liked the thought of it, inhabiting, as she did, a world of hard graft and compromise, just travelling back and getting to tell people what to do.

‘I’m from the future in this situation?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, it would depend on the kind of future we were dealing with, I suppose. Not to be negative, but I think I’d probably be travelling back with a warning. Or, at least, advice. Maybe some instructions, you know, a road map of some kind.’ She sighed. ‘That would be nice. Even just a bit of encouragement, like, “Keep going!” Maybe something like that.’

‘That would be nice,’ I agreed. ‘Just, like, find the good people and say, “Yeah, you’ve got the right idea. This is the way to go.”’

‘Hmm, yeah,’ said O. I could feel her heat against me. ‘Time travel should be simple,’ she said. ‘Everything that’s ever happened, happened here. Not like, here here.’ She gestured at the tree, the path, the water. ‘Well, some of it. But here in the space that we occupy in the present. It’s the same place. It should be easy to reach out – if we could find a way through.’ I did not think this sounded very easy. I wondered if we could manage to have sex there, on the side of the river. There was no one around, but it was very gravelly.

‘How often do you get to use the time machine?’ O asked. ‘If I’m one of your tourists, I mean. Because, you know, thinking about it now, I’m even thinking, like, why not go back to our grandparents’ time, or our great-grandparents’ or however far. And be, like…“Run!” Or, I dunno, even, like…“Get organised. Resist!” Maybe you could go back far enough that they wouldn’t even need to run.’

‘You can’t interfere too much in the timeline,’ I said. ‘That’s the cardinal rule of time travel. That’s why my tourists have to be so careful with their disguises.’

‘I don’t like that. What’s the point if you don’t get involved?’

The rain slowed, drizzled, stopped. The heat of the evening kicked back in. We picked our bikes up and swiped at the wet seats with wet hands, trying to get the worst of the water off.

‘Are you coming to the demo tomorrow?’ asked O as we got on.

‘Of course!’ I said.

If this was a test, then I was determined to pass it. I was nervous, though, because we were leaving the city in coaches to go to the middle of fucking nowhere. I knew that, practically speaking, the demo posed little risk for me. I was anxious about it, though, and O must have known this or she would not have asked: I always turned up to anything she did. We made for home through the street-lit oranging dark.

Back at O’s, all was the bliss of knowing and being known. There was the scene as I had first seen it only a few weeks ago: kitchen glowing gold in the dim light from the expiring bulbs in the kitchen. Pink and orange plastic tablecloth, a pattern of grapefruits and oranges. Its uneven coverage of the round table, where I now sat in a proprietary way, chopping mushrooms and drinking a glass of beer. The people of the house came in and sat companionably with me. Em took a spoon from O and stirred what she had in her pot. Cue came in, took off her office jacket and hung it carefully up on the pegs beside the kitchen door, rearranging the other clothes so that her jacket had a peg all to itself. El wandered around behind Em, hugging him from time to time: a sight to which I had now become accustomed.

Em and El and O and I spent quite a lot of time together: Em and O were not just incidental housemates, but close friends who had lived together for nearly a decade. I liked the vision of my relationship with O refracted through the eyes of another couple, especially this one. Em was so urgently nice that you wanted him to see everything which was special to you, because his kindness towards it was a sort of blessing. I felt warm and loved and sentimental and slightly crazy over how pleasant it all was.

We were talking about having children. This was something I’d never given any thought to, and I knew myself well enough to accept that I would never ever think about it, right up until the time when I found myself pregnant by accident, at which point I would allow the people around me (who I hoped would be O, El and Cue) to decide whether or not I should have an abortion.

‘I can’t wait to have kids,’ said Em.

‘Well, maybe not just yet,’ said El. ‘But yes, in a little while, that would be nice, wouldn’t it? A family.’

‘What about the fame?’ said Cue.

‘I’m going to Have It All,’ said El. ‘Anyway, Em will be the primary caregiver, won’t you? All that lovely parental leave you get with your job.’

Em seemed perfectly content with the possibility of raising El’s progeny. ‘And it’s all part of the plan,’ continued El. ‘For my legacy, you see. I need offspring to carry on my legacy.’

‘That is a very gross reason to want children,’ said O, not unkindly.

‘I am gross,’ said El. ‘Anyway, that’s why everyone has children. The whole enterprise is gross.’

‘That’s true,’ said O. ‘That’s partly why I don’t want any. My ego’s too big. I’d find it really hard not to see them as another project. And what if they disagreed with me?’

That settles it then, I thought. No kids.

‘How will you have them?’ said O.

‘I shan’t bear a child,’ said El.

‘We talked about surrogacy actually,’ said Em. ‘I mean, of course it comes with all sorts of complications…’

‘Moral complications,’ said O, leaning forward. I moved her plate away from her elbow. ‘You want to use another human being as an incubator?’

‘We would ask a really, really big favour of another human being, a consenting one.’

‘How would you know they’re consenting?’

‘Well, because we would talk to them and find out whether they are or not.’

‘Oh right, in that case...’

‘Don’t decide what you think before you’ve even really considered it, O!’ Em was unusually peeved. ‘And don’t act as though I would consider this without thinking about it very carefully, because obviously I have. And it is something I would need to navigate with care, yes, but ultimately it is a gift that someone can choose to give. It’s like sex work – there are wrong and right ways to engage…’

I could see, we all could, that O was riled – people rarely contradicted her, and Em allowed her to dominate most of the time. But she appeared to decide either that there was some value in what Em said, or that she cared about him enough not to start an argument.

‘I would do it,’ I said. ‘I would be a surrogate for you.’

Em looked at me with shining eyes. ‘Oh, Kay,’ he said. ‘That is just so, so kind.’

‘You haven’t really thought about it at all,’ said O. ‘Don’t make promises you can’t—’

‘She’s not making a promise,’ Em cut in. ‘I won’t treat it like one. I just think it’s a nice thing to even think about.’

Cue was silent and waxy. Cue had been present at the birth of all three of her older sister’s children, which had obliterated any desire she might have fostered for a family of her own.

‘It’s tough on your body,’ said O. ‘For some people, really tough.’ Even as she said this, though, I thought I could see her face rearranging itself. Perhaps, in making this offer, I was revealing hidden depths.

‘Oh my god,’ said El, and at first I thought they were just moved by what I’d said, but then I looked across and saw that Em was crying.

‘Pull yourselves together!’ O said, because then, of course, I was crying too.

Later, in bed, she turned to me and took hold of both my arms. ‘That was a stupid thing to say to Em,’ she said.

‘What was?’ I said, though I knew. She’d been cold and off after the surrogacy conversation, ignoring me when I spoke, resisting my small touches. I was used to this sort of treatment and tried to stay calm.

‘Telling Em you’d have his baby,’ O said. ‘It’s irresponsible. You haven’t thought about it at all.’

‘I didn’t say I had,’ I said evenly, thinking to myself the word ‘evenly’.

‘You have to be careful what ideas you plant in people’s heads,’ said O. ‘You don’t even know if you can have children.’ She rolled over in bed and showed me her cold, wonderful back. I had the rest of the argument with her in my head, in the softening silence of the dark bedroom. After I’d calculated enough time had passed, I shuffled over and put my arms around her.
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The meeting space had been filled up past its considerable capacity, its doors flung wide open – the weather was hot, and groups of people had hastily spread blankets outside. Speakers stood in the doorway, trying to address the people inside and out. They tried to keep the tone of the meeting light and welcoming, but the brutality of accommodating so many newcomers threatened this positivity. So too did the unsettling news from other outposts. More threats, more threatening uniforms and acts of vandalism. Ess, who burned with misery about her poor garden, could not accommodate further bad vibes, and her mind drifted. She could see a mess of young children playing on the fenced mezzanine of an open-sided barn nearby. The buzz of the meeting crowd was so loud that she couldn’t hear the children, but she watched them running and squatting and rolling over. One tapped the others on the head: And you are…and you are…and you can be… She knew several came from Crooked Mile and had one or both parents missing. One of them raised her arms above her head, swooped down into a handstand, came back up again.

She saw Vi eyeing her as everyone drifted away after the meeting, and she met her eyes and shook her head firmly. Yes, Ess felt the dome’s pull more strongly now, but she still had the sense to be afraid. Zizi’s visit had unsettled her too. She had never trusted the Yews but had not quite considered them enemies either – it was hard to seriously think of anyone in the Network that way. She got to Wyatt, who said hello comfortably and took her hand.

It was several hours later: they were lying on top of the covers on Wyatt’s bed, and the window was open. Neither of them had any clothes on. At that moment, they were not touching anywhere on their bodies. Ess moved her foot, and it was against Wyatt’s foot. He put his hand on her thigh. Tuna had appeared at the window moments before, batting at the pane and making strange crowing sounds. Wyatt let him in, and he stalked around a while, checking all was as he had expected. Then he jumped on the bed and lay down. With the window open, the smell of night, sweet with the fragrance of spring’s new blossom, wafted in. Ess felt a part of herself peel off and helicopter away from her down the years, like a sycamore seed whirling from the branch of a tree. She was torn in an invisible place.

Wyatt said: ‘Regret is a right we all have. Everyone has the right to regret, even the things they would never take back.’

Ess laughed. ‘Is this about us sleeping together?’

‘Haha. Never! Everyone knows men never regret sleeping with anyone. No, I was just thinking about your scar, and the way I argued the toss with you about it, and it wasn’t OK. If you’d spoken that way to me, I’d have written you off completely.’

‘Well. I didn’t write you off, because I wanted to have sex with you.’

‘You’d sleep with someone who didn’t respect your life choices?’

Ess laughed again. ‘Obviously I would.’

‘Oh, well. Well, this person you’ve slept with does respect your choices.’

‘Thank you for saying so.’

They kissed, in a happy, perfunctory way, and were quiet again. Ess realised that she was ready to tell him about the dome and to ask for his help, and her heart sped up in anticipation. Wyatt’s head was on her chest and he heard it. He lifted his head up: ‘What is it?’

She wouldn’t ask for much. Just the option of a discreet exit, a lift. The option only. You wouldn’t even call it an escape.

‘I need to tell you what’s been happening with the Yews,’ she said. ‘They asked me to keep it a secret. But I need to tell you.’

Wyatt propped himself up on his elbow and looked at her.

‘They asked you to keep it secret?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I’m not sure I want to know.’

‘Oh.’

Wyatt sat up and crossed his arms. She saw him look at a pillow, thinking of putting it across his body as well, then decide against it.

‘We spoke about secrets here,’ he said. ‘You know that I believe they’re necessary sometimes. I’ve known Vi and the Yews all my life.’ (He’s said that before, thought Ess.) ‘If they want something kept a secret, I respect their wishes.’

Respect, respect, respect. She had been amused by the way Wyatt used it with such sincerity, was hurt by his invocation of it now. She wondered if he knew Yew One was dying.

‘What if I told you,’ she said, already realising that she was not going to be helped in the way she had hoped she would be, ‘that I thought I might be in danger?’

‘Are you in danger?’

‘I think I might be. I’ve felt as though I’m in danger.’

‘But you’re not sure? You don’t have evidence of it?’

‘What do you mean? Evidence of my feeling?’ She had no evidence of anything. Even inside the dome, she could not have pointed at something and said: There it is.

‘If you say,’ said Wyatt, visibly trying to wipe the discomfort from his face and look purely reasonable, ‘that you are in danger, that something has happened to you, then I will believe you, and if you telling me this thing will help take you out of that danger, then I want you to tell me. But if it’s something you’re not certain of, and it concerns the Yews, then I can say from my own experience that I know that they would not willingly put you in any danger. Any danger that was not for the greater good. I know them.’

‘You know them better than you know me.’ Ess got up and started picking up her clothes and putting them on.

Wyatt said, ‘But if you tell me that you are definitely in danger –’

‘OK, OK, I get it,’ said Ess, and she left. Tuna zipped out of the door as it was closing behind her. She thought he might walk with her, wherever she was going, but after a peremptory bump of his head against her calf, he bolted off on some mission of his own. She would have to find another boat. There were plenty coming and going at the moment: she didn’t need Wyatt’s. And if she had to – if she had to – well, she would walk. She should have gone with Zizi. The conversation with Wyatt had made that much clear: she had no allies here. She stopped and held on to the branch of a tree as another layer of her peeled away. She felt it more now, the feeling was worse as the peeling cut deeper and deeper into her. To get ill all at once like this, could anything be less fair? In this of all places. There was nothing safe here, and no one here cared about her.

Ess rarely felt physically unsafe, and the night-time was not a zone of fear for her. There was violence and assault in outposts, as there was anywhere else, but there was much less of it, and it multiplied less insidiously. Of course, when outside agents entered, as they had seen at Crooked Mile, anything could happen.

But Ess, walking angrily but perhaps a little aimlessly away from Wyatt’s room, did feel frightened. The fantasy of Wyatt’s support had evaporated, taking any other fantasies she’d harboured about him with it. Through him she had seen the dangerous nature of loyalty in East Marsh.

There were plenty of people around, though the daytime crowds had dispersed. As she rounded a corner between two buildings, she glimpsed the lights of the hall and heard more clearly the strains of music that were coming through the doors, thrown open for the heat of the spring evening.

She was standing at the entrance to a narrow street, although, like all the streets of East Marsh, you could barely call it that. Old buildings, put up haphazardly but sturdily at the beginning of things, the backs of them crowded up against each other. One or other of the Yews might have hammered the nail working its way out of this plank themselves. They had built this place, and now they ran it. For a moment, Ess felt exhausted, and then she remembered how nothing lasted, how the end of the world would soon come, and she was relieved.

It occurred to her that she might be being watched. She retraced her steps until she found an opening into the surrounding woodland. She walked far enough into it that she could not be seen from the lit buildings nearest to the edge of the woods, but not so far that she was engulfed in darkness. The moon was still nearly full, and the night was slightly illuminated by its glow.

There was not much deep woodland at the Basin, mostly scrub and small clusters of trees which, except in the greenest months, could always be seen through. The wood at East Marsh was, by comparison, deep and dark. Ess put her hand on a tree, running her thumb along the diamond patten of the bark. Briefly, a clear and awful vision of the dead person she had found at Crooked Mile presented itself. But that person could not hurt her, she knew that. She was frightened of what had happened to them, but that was not happening now. She walked, and the leaves rustled beneath her feet and little animals moved around in the canopy above her and an insect whined close to her ear, and she kept walking, always keeping the lights of the buildings in sight, until she heard and saw that she was nearing the river, and it was time to decide on the route she would take away from here.

Until now she had really been playing a kind of game with herself: Imagine you were trying to get away without being seen – how would you do it? But now she had to decide what she was doing. There might be a boat, but if not, she could walk. Yes, she could begin to walk back now, alone, in the dark. It was not an especially dangerous stretch along the water. She supposed she would get quite thirsty, and her feet would hurt and she would get tired. She wasn’t well. But she would be away from here, and Vi and Wyatt and the dome, and the air of fear and defeat that had come in the boats from Crooked Mile. Something itched at her. Her bag, back in the dormitory, it contained nothing of importance – but the red notebook, something not hers, something that needed to be returned. It was her day with Mr J tomorrow.

She pushed her way out of the woods and stumbled slightly onto the cleared ground. There was someone on the riverbank looking out along the path, and as she got closer, she saw that the person was smiling at her, and she saw that it was Vi.

‘Hi,’ said Vi.

‘Hello,’ said Ess. Perhaps, after all, it was no problem. She would announce her intention to leave and she would leave. ‘I’m thinking of heading back to the Basin. I was thinking of getting on a boat tonight.’

‘I thought you were working with us.’

‘I don’t think I can help you anymore,’ said Ess. ‘Something happened to me on the last trip, maybe even before. I’ve got some kind of problem. It’s making me sick. Maybe the pathway’s corrupted. You said yourself it shouldn’t have happened the way it did last time.’

‘Growing pains.’ Vi leaned forward and took Ess’s arm. ‘Please,’ she said, and her voice was low and intense. Ess did not like the tone at all. ‘You know how much the project means. You know what this could be the beginning of.’

‘For god’s sake!’ said Ess, using an expression her mother had got from her own mother, evoking a deity that meant nothing to any of them. ‘I don’t know anything! Either something’s gone wrong or it won’t work the way you think it will. The woman in black, she recognised me, travelled with me! That wasn’t supposed to happen, and nothing’s come of any of it.’

‘That remains to be seen.’

‘You all knew when I woke up this time something’s gone wrong with me. You need to find someone else.’

Vi was still holding on to Ess, her grip both gentle and assuming. Ess was so tired, and she didn’t want to look at Vi anymore; without shrugging her off, she turned towards the water, black and indigo and orange, moving restlessly along at their feet. She imagined what was under there, wriggling and swimming and crawling along down there. Vi looked too. Possibly she was imagining something similar. After a longish silence, she said:

‘We did seriously consider other candidates, you know. We spread the net very wide, we used resources in and outside of the Network to locate suitable individuals. My fathers wanted this PhD candidate in queer performance. Not Network, but susceptible. We found you by chance, really, a chance conversation with a rep at the NC, someone else we were considering as a matter of fact, who knew a little, not much, about what you were doing with Mr J. As a lead, it wasn’t even very promising. But I had a strong sense, even at that point, that it should be you. So we spoke with Mr J. He’s a lovely man, isn’t he? A little lonely. He let us have a look at his archives, you know, your research area. Very interesting, especially to us, of course. We were careful. We didn’t want to pollute your entry point with too much examination. But as I began to get a sense of what you were looking at, how narrow your field of vision really was, I started believing in earnest – it had to be you, you were the one. When the time came to choose our first test subject, I fought for you.’

‘How did you know?’

‘Well, apart from the path you’d been forging with your work, I had a lot of confidence in your…well, you might say “character”, but I’d think about using the word “soul”. We invested a lot of time in these investigations. You might not feel you know me, but I feel I know you, by now, quite well. You have a sense of things greater than yourself, you know? You have an immense capacity for self-sacrifice – maybe you’re even a little too puritanical. That was all in your favour. And then there was compatibility with the machine itself. You see, I know the machine. I grew up with it, we were built together. As a matter of fact, it killed my mother. I can’t prove it, but I know it’s true. Even so, my fathers tried to forge a path for me and send me back when I was a child, but it didn’t work – I didn’t travel anywhere, it just made me ill. But it made contact. I know you’ve made that contact. You know now the pull it has. It won’t let you go. If we move on to someone else, you’ll just find yourself back here, hanging around the dome.’ She smiled. ‘Like me.’

Ess was not too troubled by what Vi said: she already understood that this was true. She did feel some sadness for the child Vi. She entertained a brief fantasy of jumping into the river. Her brain had been sorting quietly through her memory as they spoke, occupied and preoccupied. Vi, in silhouette, standing on the jetty in the gathering dark. The figure on the edge of the reservoir.

‘Did you come to the Basin?’ she asked.

‘Many times,’ Vi replied. ‘Not always in secret, although my true purpose always was. We’ve sat next to each other in meetings, at dinner. I always thought my interest would give me away, assumed you knew me by sight, at least. But then when Wyatt brought you to us the other day, I could tell you thought you’d never seen me before. So funny. Wrapped up in yourself. Moody. As I said, my fathers didn’t favour you.’

People walked back and forth behind them, talking in low night-time voices and with occasional alcoholic loudness. Somewhere out on the water, an invisible fish or animal splashed. Ess shed another layer: it peeled off and away into the dark.

‘I understand what you can’t understand,’ said Vi. ‘This is new to you. But to me…years of meaning…something so much larger than all of us. And you, the path.’

Ess did not want to be on a path. Or she did not want to want it. But she understood that she would travel again, even if it killed her, which it probably would.

‘I want to go home,’ she said, and it was half true.

‘You’re free to do whatever you want,’ said Vi. ‘But, please, I just want you to consider, really consider, all that you’ve seen. You’ve travelled in time. How can that fact, which I’ve noticed you no longer dispute, not have changed your perception of things, your priorities? Your own experience proves what we have told you.’

They stared out together over the water, further than the treeline, out towards the banked lights of populated areas, the roaring neons of commercial districts and the harsh, flame-stabbed darkness of abandoned zones. Overshadowing it all were the red eyes that topped the obelisks on the city outskirts, leviathan slices of shadow.

‘You know,’ said Vi, putting her arm around Ess just as she felt a great exhaustion threaten to overcome her, ‘my dads have always said those things aren’t for storage at all, or not like we’re told, old data centres or whatever. In wealthy circles, you know, the really rich people they used to work with, everyone said they were weapons. Weapons for the end of the world.’

Ess leaned into Vi as the weakness in what was left of her seeped into her legs. Vi supported her and they turned together away from the water and back towards the low, warm hubbub of East Marsh. As they moved slowly down one of the warped little streets, Vi moved her head sharply, and Ess thought this time she must have seen it too: another part of Ess, vital and invisible as oxygen, vanishing into the past.
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It had been anxious work waiting for the coaches to pick us up. I’d slept badly and had broken, unsettling dreams, flashing up and darting away again like fish. Children tumbling in a fenced room. A tangle of orange flowers. Walking through a dark wood, water through the black trees.

The coaches eventually arrived and we piled on. Then a group of teenagers bussed in from somewhere else showed up, and we got off the coach to make room for them. We were walking towards the train station when someone got a call about another coach, and we trooped back and got on and set off.

First we were beetling through familiar parts of the city and dense traffic, then through the anonymous streets of suburbia, then whizzing across flyovers and onto arterial roads, and then it was fields and verges and the passing of other, smaller vehicles. I knew the name of the place where the detention centre was but had no idea where we were going. I got very car sick. Someone kind sitting near us got the driver to stop for a minute so that I and a pregnant woman could wobble into some bushes on foals’ legs and throw up, while people streamed out on either side of me to wee in the undergrowth and smoke cigarettes. Some people on the bus sang songs, gossip was exchanged. Then we reached our destination and the coach stopped and we piled out onto a long dirt road. We got out various signs and banners: ours was a picture of a swallow, wings raised in flight. Under the swallow, in large letters, it said ‘Fuck Borders’.

As we walked down the road, more groups, small ones from cars, and other coachloads and a big crowd from the nearest town, flowed together until it was a great, long procession snaking from the huddle of coaches all the way down the brown-clodded road, and then people began to raise their signs and chant, and one of the speakers started up. O took my hand for a while then let it go. I saw the detention centre: a vast dull rectangular building covered in tinted windows that reflected the pale white light of the day. I felt my heart begin to speed up; everyone’s hearts must have been speeding up. There were police now, in helmets and large-shouldered jackets, lining the dirt road and standing at the top of the great hollow that the building stood in. I was holding one end of the swallow sign: I shifted my hands, which were starting to ache.

Then we were at the edge of the strange pit into which the building was sunk, and we ran down into it and the noise began. We shouted and we shouted and we shouted.

We said, ‘No justice, no peace!’, we said, ‘You are welcome here!’, we said, ‘We know you are there, we know you are there, we know you are there!’ And we took it in turns to go up to the great metal wall in front of the building and bang on it and kick it and make as big a mess of noise as possible, and when any of us got tired of kicking the wall and pounding the wall, we pulled ourselves up out of the pit again and unfurled a banner and yelled and just were there, part of a crowd that said, ‘We know you are in there!’

We couldn’t see into any of the windows – they only reflected the pale sky – and at first it was only a building that we could see, a building full of people who had travelled great distances to be locked up in it. We knew that there were people there, and that the people knew we were there, but the building was only cold and silent, with its blind windows. But then we saw movement, a shoulder or an arm or a face pressed up, shadowy, and then strange, inhuman fluttering movements, and we saw that out of the tiny openings of the windows were unfurling strips of paper, some of them stiff and seeming to have pale colours, and some of them white trailing toilet paper that was picked up by the winds, and the strips of paper seemed to express their own volume on their own frequency, and here and there you would see what might, might, be the edge of a hand or the small wiggling ends of fingers, pressed, as the paper had been, out of the merest edges of the windows.

And the howling of the crowd outside might have been overwhelming the sounds of the crowds inside – if they were able or trying to make any noise at all through those tiny openings. Then someone stood on a crate and held up a megaphone to her mobile phone – it was a woman’s voice; it was a woman inside the centre, and she was shouting into the phone, words rushing to join the crowd outside. She said, ‘You guys, you guys out there! We have been locked up! We are locked up in here! We feel like we’ve committed crimes – we have committed no crime! Thank you for coming, god bless you!’ We tried to get her to shout in unison with us, but either she couldn’t hear us properly or she simply did not have time for chanting. Instead, she (or had someone else taken the phone?) said, ‘They always watch us. We don’t know what to do, we are stuck! We ask for justice!’

Then people on the outside started shouting ‘Shut it down!’, and we couldn’t hear the woman anymore, or she hung up the phone. We stayed there for a time – it didn’t seem a long time – shouting and banging and chanting. And then we climbed back up out of the hollow and walked away from the centre and got back on the buses again.

On the way home, O sat with a woman who had spent three months in the centre. At first, I tried to join in their conversation, but I had nothing of use to say. After a while, I sat back and listened to their now disembodied voices, but something had drained out of me, and I watched the electricity pylons rushing by, and I fell asleep.
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Bea sat in her window seat and dozed like a cat. Only her hand, which held a pencil, moved jerkily, as though she were taking notes upon the air as well as paper. She had written out the details of her prophecy several times, for it kept changing and more hateful information kept arriving. She wasn’t sure of the reason for the writing: it provided no relief. The exercise book was nearly finished, and she sensed that she was nearly finished with it. She still kept up her listless record of days but had ceased to do any accounting: it felt like children’s scribblings to her now, playing house. She no longer bought anything for the household but gave the maid a set allowance for it. She chose the number almost at random and never thought of it again.

The quality of the food remained the same as far she could tell; there were flowers in the hallway as there had always been. Instead of numbers, she now took notes from books she was reading, mostly religious theory. She had read so little of any of it before that every text seemed to her useful and revelatory. She was full of a feverish purpose, but it had no set direction. She could not share CeeCee’s strange, calm certainty in the face of disaster.

Ade was in the house, upstairs, pottering around. There was a new coolness between them, different from what had gone before. Bea knew her revelation was part of it, but he did not, as she could not bring herself to tell him anything about it. She had meant to. After the vision, that evening in the hallway, spewing onto the tiles, she’d felt desperate for his homecoming. If he had appeared at that moment, she’d have told him everything. More, perhaps, than she later told CeeCee. But when he did return, hours later, something in her had flattened and she knew she could not tell him, then or ever. Ade would either disbelieve her, which of course would be awful, or he would believe her, which would be worse. The implications and the scale of the disaster which she had foreseen would be much, much too much for him. He was a practical man but sensitive. He would not cope with doom, and the news that his wife was regularly visited by an angel would not be welcome either. If he had been paying attention to her (and she couldn’t really tell if he was or he wasn’t – he was certainly sensitive to her moods but did not seem to understand her anymore), he might have guessed that something significant had happened. But if he did, he never spoke of it.

The prophecy stood between them, and so did her new secret resolution against children, and so, too, did her newfound frenzied religious observance. Ade had not changed: he said prayers when he had always said prayers, and half listened in temple, ate certain things and avoided others, upheld holy days and such traditions as he had always done. Every week, she looked down upon him from the women’s gallery and saw him, a head in a wavering sea of dark heads; she saw to his left an older version of him and to his right a younger, all mouthing the same words. His religion was what it was: everything, and no more. Nothing in the world could be like that for his wife.

Sometimes now, Ade would come home to find a new household rule in place, an obscure observance he might not even notice for several days until he found himself in conflict with it. He would wait in embarrassment after temple as she consulted with men who did not wish to be consulted, especially by a woman. Ritual meals took longer. On the occasion of a minor religious holiday, Ade arrived home to find his wife fitfully engaged in the preparation of several traditional dishes which neither of them had ever eaten before and which, he thought, tasted very bad.

There were plenty of couples where one was more religious than the other – indeed, until recently, Ade and Bea had perhaps enjoyed an unusual degree of harmony in that regard. But harmony was what it had been, and they were used to things that way. Ade was not accustomed to this new awkwardness, and he resented it. He saw that Bea was too preoccupied to care for his resentment, and of course he resented that too.

Bea, in turn, saw all of this, and in seeing it, imagined of her husband a further grievance: she thought Ade was angry that she had not yet had a baby. There was no way, with what was coming, that she would bring a child into this world if she could help it, and she could not pretend that there was no relief in cauterising that desire, a wound which had been weeping all this time. Sex had been rare before, but she had determined that if he tried to come at her now, she would fend him off. The face of the child in her vision haunted her but did not re-awaken maternal longing. She only feared the pain of watching it recede into the distance; nothing could be worth a pain like that.

So, as evening drew in, Bea sat on the ground floor, preoccupied with her thoughts, and Ade paced around on the floor above, distressed by his home life but valiantly imagining himself not to be. Some unhappy households are filled with guests to distract its inhabitants, to shield them from each other. Then, thought Bea, there are houses like ours, where the joy ebbs slowly out, followed by the people. She hadn’t understood, rocked by grief, how much joy there had still been in her marriage until what was left drained out of it. Now everything she turned to might become part of a wall that she could build between herself and her husband.

How he must hate her, she thought. She had driven everyone away. His family came less and less frequently, and so did their friends. All, that is, except Haich. Ade was at that moment making his way down the stairs towards her. She knew it was to make an announcement. She knew that there could only be one:

‘We can expect Haich at dinner tonight,’ he said, standing awkwardly in the doorway on the other side of the room.

Ade had not failed to notice that relations between Haich and Bea – which, he now allowed, had always been tense – had deteriorated. He felt guilty about it. She saw his guilt. Why, then, did he not care enough to relieve her of Haich? It was enraging that she even felt these petty grievances, that vision and religion had not purged them. Her own triviality disgusted her.

‘Alright, husband. Well, we’ll see him soon then, I suppose.’

‘Yes, I suppose we will. I’ve told—’

‘I heard you telling her.’

‘Well…’ said Ade, turning away, and as he did so, Bea was suddenly filled with a resentment so electric that she gave a physical lurch, and several of the books that had been balanced on the window seat fell to the floor. Ade turned back, wary. ‘What?’

‘Oh, nothing!’ said Bea angrily. Her heart was beating hard. There is still time, she thought to herself, to divert this fight. But then another voice in her said: What does it matter? What does it matter if he even turns you out of the house? (And she knew he wouldn’t do that.) So she said, ‘Oh, nothing.’

But she said it so angrily that even mild-mannered Ade must understand that she did not mean nothing, and he had pride of his own and he said, ‘What, Bea?’ quite sharply.

‘You know,’ she said, in pain, staring out of the window at the quiet lawn (a gardener, in fact, was pottering across the it – when had they hired a gardener?). ‘How can you ask me that when you know. You are forcing me to fight with you by continually putting him in my way!’

Ade walked into the room towards her so fast that, for a second, she was afraid. Then he sat down on the sofa as though someone had kicked his legs out from under him. He put his head in his hands. ‘Oh,’ he said sadly. Then he said ‘Oh!’ more angrily, and said into his hands, ‘He’s my friend. Mayn’t I have a friend, Bea?’

‘Of course you may have a friend. You have plenty! But only one of them is at the dinner table every night of the week, talking nonsense. And he doesn’t like me at all, Ade, doesn’t respect me! Don’t you see that?’

‘You never gave him a chance! You always looked at him funny, rolling your eyes. Bea, I know you think you’re cleverer than me, and I’ve never minded’ – Bea stung at the injustice of this: despite the difference in their education, she had always strictly, in her mind, thought them equally clever – ‘but the way you would sit at the end of the table and…and…and look at him. He has been very good to ignore it, I’ve often thought. Very decent of him not to take offence.’

‘I liked him very much at first,’ said Bea. ‘But things changed. Ade, he…he looks down on…on me.’

‘How could he look down on you? Why would he come to a house where he looks down upon the people? What pleasure could that give him?’

‘But, Ade…and then the book, you know. I really don’t think… Have you read it?’

‘I have not. I don’t think I’m qualified. I said to him, “Haich, I trust you. I know you’ll write a good book and it’s an honour that our – my – little life might strike a literary chord with you.”’

‘Ade, that’s naïve!’

‘Well, you’re just being stuck up, assuming it’ll be bad and something to be ashamed of!’

Bea was getting ready to tell him; she just needed to build up a big enough head of steam and she would tell him about what his friend had written and ruin the friendship once and for all. Ade had no idea how restrained she’d been. No idea at all. What did it matter now anyway? She could see that Ade’s temper was roused, and any minute now he might say something cruel, the first really cruel thing he’d ever said to her, and when he did, she would strike him back.

But to her surprise and annoyance, Ade sat down and covered his eyes for a long moment. His hair covered his hands, and his fingers moved restlessly about. He stayed like that for so long that Bea wondered if he was crying.

‘Bea…’ he sighed. ‘I’m sorry.’

No, she wasn’t ready for apologies yet. He continued:

‘I’m sorry for… I understand why you must dislike him so. Of course I do. It’s wrong of me to…to make you feel as though it’s your…as if it was your doing.’

Perhaps, thought Bea, he has read the book after all.

‘I don’t… I can’t ask you to forgive me,’ he went on. ‘But you must know that…that I have done nothing and said nothing and that Haich, he…he thinks of it only as a friendship, I’m sure of that. He knows nothing of how I feel.’ He was still speaking into his hands. He took them away from his face, and it was as if there was a great force trying to keep them there. He wrenched them from his face and looked at her, and she had never seen her cheerful husband look so haunted. But she didn’t understand him.

‘For a long time I thought, just, admiration…admiration… It’s natural to feel that, a man feel admiration for another man.’

She didn’t understand him. But she did wish he would stop talking.

‘It’s natural to admire, and to, well, to love, really. But…over time I’ve come to understand it’s not…it’s not love as it should be. It’s not love that’s fair to you, my wife. But, you see, I do love you! I do love my wife, you must know how…my best… I’ve been so happy with you! We understand each other, you and I, or at least we always used to. But then, meeting Haich, I saw that there were other…other ways…you see? And for you is one way, and for him is another.’

He looked at her hopefully, and his hope made her recoil. He wanted her, somehow, to absolve this mess he was describing. Love someone else, did he? Well, that wasn’t so surprising. But love a man? Love Haich? It was…it was despicable to her. He was abhorrent. Hope rendered him all the more abhorrent, like a pleading worm.

‘Bea…’ he said. ‘Please…’

She couldn’t bear the sight of him anymore, and she turned and walked away, and went out of the room and up the stairs and sat on the bed and put her chin in her hands.

For a good part of the rest of the evening, she seethed. She sat there and did some of her most serious seething. She seethed so hard she boiled over intermittently and cried. Haich did not appear at dinner time. Ade must have found some way to reach him. She wondered: was it true that he did not know? It seemed impossible that he should not. Perhaps they had been making a fool of her. A fool of themselves, really, she reminded herself. She knew they had ways of communicating that she knew nothing about. Was it not because of Haich that Ade’s days were now, to her, a mystery? Or perhaps, she thought, Ade had lied to her, and the thought to send her away from the shop had been his alone. For so long she had blamed Haich for the circumstances of her life: lonely, away from the neighbourhood and work which had given her life meaning. And all along it had been Ade’s machinations to get her away, to buy himself more freedom. She tortured herself thinking of how he must hate her, how the marriage was a sham. He did not come upstairs, and she did not come down to eat. She lay and seethed, and then she felt sorry for herself and lonelier than she ever had in her life. She waited for an angel, but none came.

But something did come at last. Or…a thought arrived. A kind of clarity. Why, she thought, should she be so angry? Why was she upsetting herself with how he loved her when she knew with certainty that love her he did? How, when she thought about it, did she love Ade?

Was it – she allowed herself to think the thought in its entirety for perhaps the first time in her life – was it the way that a woman was supposed to love her husband?

No, she thought. It was not. She had never loved him in that way, though love him she did. Of course, there was no way to know for certain how other people loved. But, as with so many things, it was easy to tell when you were doing it wrong. Ade had known he was doing it wrong, and so, now, did she.

Understanding this strengthened Bea. She sat up again. The horrible feeling of unevenness drained away. No, he had done nothing to her that she had not done to him. Well, he had fallen in love with a fool whom she hated. That much was true. But really, in the scheme of things, was that not a problem for him to resolve, and nothing to do with her?

Indeed, the more she thought of the whole thing, turned it around in her mind as she ran her hands back and forth across the smooth bedspread, the more she felt a kind of freedom from him, from the marriage as she had seen it: both of them connected, entwined, dragged down by each other’s failures. Irreparably connected. Of course, they would remain married. There was no question in Bea’s mind that things might be otherwise. In any case, as Ade had said (if she believed him, and she did, she thought) he had done nothing. And it would be better this way, their friendship protecting them. They would be so…so connected by their new understanding! It would be a new phase for them.

She was so excited by this that she almost forgot that something terrible was preparing to come upon the world. She almost forgot that they were on the cusp of disaster. She remembered, but also there was something…something she was learning about herself, or allowing to come into the light, something that she could not help but feel some sort of delight about it. How pleased Ade would be to know! To know what exactly, she wasn’t sure, but she was sure at least that he would be pleased that she forgave him.

As if on cue, she heard Ade’s footsteps on the stairs. She felt uncharacteristically girlish as she stood up and came to meet him in the doorway, sounded strange to herself as she said, ‘Oh, Ade! It’s alright, listen, it’s alright and I don’t mind at all, because—’

‘Bea,’ said Ade, and his voice was so serious and he never cut her off. Had he decided to leave her after all? That had not occurred to her. ‘CeeCee’s mother-in-law rang up. She’s in labour. It’s not going well. She’s asking for you, and I said, because I knew you would, I said you’d come right away.’

‘Oh god,’ said Bea, and she turned, grasping almost at air for what she might need to bring – what should she bring? Would CeeCee die before she arrived? Would Ade come with her or would she go alone? She was spinning, confused, and then she turned into the air as if around a corner and disappeared.
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When we got off the coach and unlocked our bikes, I wanted to talk to O about the demo. But she rode on ahead, further than usual. It was night as we crossed the marsh on the way back to my flat. I followed her light in what was otherwise pitch darkness.

I was mulling over O’s coldness to me. I looked, in a half-assed way, for reasons why she might have withdrawn. Perhaps the way I had been at the demo was incorrect. Or maybe some error of mine before today was still on her mind. Her occasional cruelty to me was part of her charm, and I would have put up with it entirely if I could have been certain she wouldn’t break up with me. I’d indulged in the fantasy that O and I would one day get married, and simultaneously tried to protect myself by thinking of our liaison as provisional. The understanding that O might not always be available to provide my life with meaning, that for her this association was probably a sort of novelty holiday from interactions of greater purpose, wrestled with my conviction that, in loving O, I had manifested an important destiny.

When we got to my place, O seemed to have shaken off the coldness and was affectionate again. We had sex that night and I found myself slipping away a little, but perhaps that was good. A bit of space, I thought. A place of safety. Mackerel slept between us, against my side. When I eventually fell asleep, I dreamed of birds.

The next morning, I woke up with O’s arms around me, and her hair in my hair. It was a good feeling, that physical warmth, the total acceptance of a sleeping person. I found myself remembering all the times I had woken up in Cue’s bed, her neat form beneath her bedclothes, pristine white except for the faded bloodstains on the mattress cover. Her soothing, chemical smell, a perfume containing absolutely no fruit or floral notes or natural scent of any kind. Once she was awake, Cue would always get up almost immediately and make us coffee, very strong in her silver pot, the way she liked it. And then we would huddle up by the window together in her duvet and smoke a cigarette and recount the events of the evening. It was never easy to tell what Cue thought of anything we ever did – she usually described the evening as boring and sometimes, for emphasis, as ‘nightmarish’, but to me she had almost always seemed happy when we were out together, radiant, arms above her head in the crowd, or nodding sagely in the middle of a group, or consoling someone weeping after a fight with their boyfriend, or consulting an acquaintance (and I never had any idea where she met these people who ran up to her, screaming, wailing, so delighted to see her) about their horoscopes. I loved her so dearly. I disentangled myself from O and sat up. I was already holding my phone. I had grabbed it in a state of semi-consciousness, as I always did on waking. I texted Cue:


I love u bb.



Moments later (Cue was good that way) she replied:


Babe! I love u too!

♡♡♡♡♡♡♡

R u ok r u dying?

No. I just felt sentimental for a mo xx



I imagined Cue reading this and probably wincing in reaction to the word ‘sentimental’. Then a flurry of emojis appeared on my screen, not only hearts but flowers and stars and corals and a chick and the dancing women, more hearts and flowers. I could picture her face as she had typed them all, a half-smile, tongue poking out from between her teeth.

O was stirring, pulling me into her. We had sex again, and then she got up and had a shower and put on her clothes and went to work. I decided, for the first time in a while, to take myself off to the library. As I was packing my bag, my eye caught on my great-grandmother’s notebook. It was out of its plastic wallet on O’s side of the bed, in worse shape than ever. It had a ring on it from a mug of coffee, and the front cover was coming away at the top. It was not unusual for O to get the notebook out and read it, and while her interest in anything of mine continued to delight me, I did find it hard to understand. The contents of the notebook were intriguing but repetitive, not a compelling read at all. I found some Sellotape and stuck the front cover back to the fragile spine.

At the library, all was calm and peaceful, as it always was. I made my way up to my reading room and there was my green book, waiting for me behind the counter, just as I had asked. My hand brushed the librarian’s as he passed it to me. I smiled at him. My hair was dirty, which helped it to stick up in quite an appealing way. I sat down at the desk that I liked and regarded the green book for a while without opening it. Something about it seemed lesser, its object charisma depleted. The red notebook was in my bag, by my feet.

I didn’t want to lose my mind again, but I wanted back some of what I’d been given that time – the vertiginous glimpse (did I believe this?) of the infinite ways things could happen. Surely some of it, my visions and the conflicting accounts of the red book and the green, the visiting angels, even the time travellers, belonged in my reality, in the reality that I lived in – or could be conjured into it. I stood up, picked up the green book again and went back to the librarian. I ran my hand quickly through my hair.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Can members withdraw books from this library?’

He smiled at me then looked at the book I was holding. ‘Some books. Not that one, I don’t think. Do you want me to check for you?’

‘Yes, please!’

He took the book, hefted it gently in his hand like a fruit and typed the number on its spine into the computer. After a moment, he sighed regretfully: ‘No, sadly not. It’s not part of the collection that we loan out, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, I see. That’s a shame. I’d only really need it for a day. I need to make a comparison with another text – a really rare work, definitely can’t leave the archive.’ I hoped he wouldn’t ask me what archive.

He winced. ‘I couldn’t even register the loan. There isn’t even a button on the system for it.’

‘Maybe I could just borrow it informally? Like, just make a note somewhere?’

I couldn’t say how I knew he would do it. Sometimes one unexpectedly becomes a powerful person. He flicked back to the title page, where an ancient piece of paper, pasted in, showed a record of two loans in black stamped dates. The most recent was decades ago.

‘I’m here all the time,’ I said when I judged the best moment to speak.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘Oh, go on then. Look, I’ll stamp it out for a single day loan. But if you don’t bring it back, it’s my job on the line, OK?’ I thought this was a bit strong, but I was going to bring it back, so whatever. Maybe not tomorrow, but I’d bring it back.

‘OK,’ I said. He stamped the date underneath the others, in red ink.

Back on my bike, I could feel the books pressing against my back through the fabric of the bag, pressing down on that thinned out part of myself, the hole that had been made somehow in or through me. I went back to the part of the marsh where I had seen the two women. I’d been avoiding it since then. It had been hot for weeks now; there was dry ground and the sound of crickets. I found the right spot and threw my bike down and my bag down and sat down myself, cross-legged, on the grass. All around me, sprouting through the grass, were tiny yellow flowers, petals tipped with red.

I took out the green book and put it on the ground. It made a soft crushing sound against the dry stalks. I took out my great-grandmother’s notebook and placed it next to the green book – it was lighter and made no indentation in the grass. Its dusty, faintly carbonate smell mingled with the hot, wet scent of the marsh. I felt an indefinable vibration in the air as they neared each other – two separated histories being pushed close again. For the first time really, I reflected on the fact that only a few years after the notebook’s entries ceased, this woman of the angels and the little number columns would put her daughter on a boat away from encroaching war, the threat of extermination. A daughter this notebook knew nothing about. Had she imagined the threat before it was realised? I opened the notebook at random and read, without much surprise, the words written there:


The more time that goes by since the vision, the clearer it is. Reverse of a dream. More of it comes on, larger parts. A catastrophe...



I read the whole entry; the page steamed with fear. She had more than imagined it, then.

I considered my great-grandmother’s angel. Perhaps it had been some kind of blessing. After all, she and her daughter had survived, and had daughters in turn, and here I was. She had managed to be in the right place, or a right enough place, at a bad time and so had lived.

I pushed the books towards each other again so that the raw edges of the notebook buckled slightly against the green spine. Without my being even really aware of it, the thinness had begun to creep across me again, and I felt the beginnings of that terrible pressure pushing me down towards the covers of the books. I only half believed in it. And so, against that pressure, which felt both real and unreal to me, I lifted up my head and looked across the marsh. I saw a flicker up near the treeline. Then I heard the cries, and the flicker became a flash, a flash of green, and I saw that, swooping low across the dry glass, there was a flock of parakeets making their way towards me. The flock was coming not only near me but quite definitely at me, and just as it would have flown directly into my face, I threw my hands up to protect myself. The amber drops on my grandmother’s ring flashed. Then I disappeared.
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Consciousness had seeped out of Ess as she and Vi wound their way back to the dome, and now she found that she was moving awkwardly this way and that. It took her some time to establish that she was being manoeuvred into a sitting position, and that this was being done by the Yews, one on either side of her. They were trying to use cushions to prop her up.

One of the Yews – she couldn’t remember or understand which was which – was saying, ‘We have to get her upright. She might choke lying like that.’

And the other was saying, ‘She won’t choke lying down. People don’t choke in their sleep.’

‘That’s exactly what they do! We don’t know what’s wrong with her. I don’t know if we know if she’s ever going to wake up…’

Vi’s voice from across the room: ‘She’s opened her eyes.’

Ess had opened her eyes. She saw the opalescent roof of the dome, and she saw Vi, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor a few metres from her, rolling a cigarette.

‘She’s awake,’ said Vi. ‘Can you speak? You didn’t seem to be able to when I walked you back here.’

‘Yes,’ she said, or had seemed to herself to say, but she was not able to give voice to the lie – she opened her mouth but no sound came out of it.

‘You will soon,’ said Vi confidently.

‘How do you know?’ exclaimed Yew Two. ‘She may never regain –’

‘Dad, stop being dramatic, you’re stressing me out.’

Yew One and Two had both come into Ess’s view, which was still hazy. Her eyes must have looked unfocused, because Yew One waved his hands in front of them a few times. ‘She looks absolutely dreadful,’ he said, and as soon as he said this, Ess managed to get her head to the side and finally something came out of her mouth.

‘Oh, for god’s sake!’ said Yew Two. ‘Look what’s happened!’

‘She’s just a bit travel sick,’ said Vi. ‘Chill out.’ But she sounded on edge.

Yew Two wiped her mouth and gave her a glass of water. He made fluttering gestures, afraid, Ess presumed, that she would throw up again, on him. Then he retreated to another part of the dome, moving busily in a way that Ess could not interpret from the corner of her eye. He might have been calibrating some instrument, or making tea, or watering the plants. Vi stayed where she was, regarding Ess from a few metres away, smoking. Smoke crept slowly up and out of her mouth, collecting in a lazy pool beneath the dome’s ceiling. She seemed to have retreated from the intimate way she had spoken to Ess before.

Yew One settled down closer to Ess; he waved his hand impatiently in front of his nose and squinted back at Vi, who ignored him. He then turned back to Ess and smiled at her. It was a regretful smile, but not one without gratification. He didn’t look at her while he was speaking, instead staring up and slightly to the left.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘I’ve often thought the End-of-Dayers have a great deal of respect for life, more so than you are ever given credit for. What you all lack is a vision of its continuity. The rest of us seem to have more of an imagination in that regard. Perhaps you consider us naïve.’

Yew Two brought over tea, handed a cup to his husband and sat down silently beside him. Yew One took the mug without thanking him, blew on it. He placed his other hand on Yew Two’s knee and continued:

‘You know, Ess, you and Vi, you’ll never know what it was like back when we joined the movement. The struggle then. East Marsh was only bones – it made the Basin as it is now look like a palace. We all slept on these filthy bunks and we made the most awful food. Everyone thought we were crackpots. It’s not like now, when, well, some people might think we’re eccentric but we’re part of the landscape, we’re a viable option for people. But then! We had nothing to offer, really, except a general set of ethics, a way of doing things which we could not always agree on. And we were infested, absolutely infested, with spies, and people would disappear all the time, and you never knew if they’d been arrested and disappeared into some black hole in detention or if they’d simply finished their assignments and gone home. People had children with spies, can you imagine? And then one day that person would be gone, and you wouldn’t know whether to mourn, or to fear your imminent arrest or having your child taken away. Yew Two and I had a third for a time, before Vi’s mother. He disappeared. We believe he was arrested. I don’t know what I would rather believe, that he is alive somewhere, his betrayal complete, or that he was who I thought he was and he’s dead or serving a lifetime in prison somewhere. For a couple of decades, I thought he would pop up, but he never did.’

Ess was staring at the smoke coming out of Vi’s cigarette. She tried to open and close her hands: she could do it, but they felt like machine parts which she operated from a distance – unfeeling, artificial, not her own. Yew One was speaking:

‘You got so tired of it all. It was boring. The meetings, the infighting, the mistrust. Building in the mud. Building in the heat. Trying to work with people. Trying to live alongside people who thought you were crazy. Being hopeful. It became so dull and so thankless and all I wanted in the end was for something to happen. A sign that we were right, the signal to move forward. Some respite from the relentlessness of the practical and the impractical. An end to the endless struggle. And then, well, one day, or I should say over the course of many days, we developed our theory of time, and it became clear that we had been right! And eventually we had our dome, our history machine –’ he waved his hand across the room ‘– and you. You see, I built it, I know. It brings forth what it needs. It’s an extension of the will of O, and it brought you into her following and it brought you to us.’

Ess replied: ‘You cannot wish for the end of the struggle, only for that struggle to be a dignified one, the one you chose, in pursuit of a just purpose. That is all that O or anyone like her has ever offered.’ Or she would have replied as much, or she liked to imagine she might have, but she still couldn’t speak. None of them were listening to her anyway. Yew One might have intuited something, because after a few quiet moments he said:

‘You’ll understand when you’re as old as I am. When it’s gone on for you as long as it has for me.’

She wouldn’t live to be as old as Yew One anyway.

The three of them shuffled off and reformed a little way from her, sitting on chairs angled away, as if the sight of her was distracting or unpleasant to them. She could move more of her body now but only slightly, weakly. As she moved, she felt a lump in her pocket brush against her: the pebble. Half of it was still at home in the barren little garden. Her poor garden. It was so hot in here. Springtime was working up to its boiling midpoint, and the dome was hermetically sealed. She could feel sweat in her hair and where skin met skin, and in the fabric of her dirty clothes. The three having their meeting were sweating too, and all looked visibly uncomfortable. Yew Two had removed his upper clothing, and his bare torso shone: there were drips emerging from under his hair and creeping down the back of his neck. She strained to focus on what they were saying. Yew Two was protesting:

‘…so sick, look at her.’

‘Dad. Stop being pathetic.’

‘Vi, will you please not talk like that.’

‘She’s right, love.’ That was Yew One. ‘We chose not to disclose the risks.’

‘And now look at the state she’s in!’

They did: Yew Two screwed up his face. ‘Nonetheless,’ said Yew One, ‘we choose to continue, yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘…Yes.’

Yew One spoke more loudly than the other two. He was not afraid for Ess to hear and understand. ‘Then let us accept between ourselves that we consider her sacrifice to be ultimately worth our cause. She has offered no actual resistance.’

They all looked over at Ess again, who had slid from the pillows and was lying awkwardly, breathing shallowly, and who couldn’t imagine what resistance might look like in this moment.

At dawn, they left her alone in the dome. She knew it was dawn because she saw it through the doorway as they gingerly unlocked it. The dawn sky was washed out, but the air was on fire: she felt it as more heat poured into the dome. She saw their sweat in the pale light.

The hours passed slowly, and she drifted in and out of something like sleep – a non-consciousness which might have been sleep if it hadn’t arrived so abruptly and receded with such violence. She watched the shadows which appeared on the roof of the dome. An unusual number of birds appeared to alight on it. When the sun was fully up, she saw the unmistakeable silhouette of a heron, full and long. It didn’t move, but remained in total outline, still and silent. Then she blinked or lost herself for a while, and when she returned the heron was gone. Leaves patted against the frosted glass, their shadows coming closer, then further away. A small bird with a confidently protruding beak came and took the heron’s place after a while. It, too, hardly moved. After looking at the robust little shape for a while, Ess became convinced that she was looking at a kingfisher. She couldn’t remember when it left, but she missed it. A busy moorhen chucked its way across the dome’s curve, making its little honking cry: ‘Get up! Get up!’ Then the parakeet. Its green didn’t bleed through the glass, but something about the parakeets screamed green, even their shadows did – you just knew, thought Ess, staring at the roof, you just knew, looking at a parakeet’s shadow, how green that bastard was. Green as hell.

One by one, birds came and paraded themselves before her. Maybe they were saying goodbye. Then she felt a small, sandbag-like weight against her and looked down at it. Tuna was there, purring, busily kneading. How had he found his way in? He rested against her leg, one paw over her proprietorially, purring. His attitude was without curiosity, without urgency. She fell into what felt like a real sleep and had a real dream: she was swimming in black and orange waters, surrounded by tall, youthful flats. She dreamed of the photograph she had seen at Mr J’s, the crowd of people and their sign, ‘Fuck Borders’. In the dream, the faces in the photograph belonged to Zizi, and Wyatt, and the woman in the black coat and hat, and the other woman she had seen on the marsh. The bird in the picture was no longer black and white; it was not a swallow but a green parakeet, and it peeled itself away from the sign and flew towards her, and she jerked away from it and woke up.

It was dark now and she was ragingly thirsty – had they not thought she might need something to drink? To eat? They couldn’t have forgotten about her, but Ess suspected that the Yews had lost the ability to find anyone but themselves quite real for some years now. Perhaps they would let her die of thirst before they remembered to come back for her. The darkness stretched and spread like time. She dreamed that on the other side of the window was a quiet residential street, a row of large and identical houses. She dreamed of bright electronic symbols in uninterpretable sequences: a heart, a wave, an ear of corn, a skull, a peach, a crystal ball. Then she dreamed of her mother in her broiling conservatory, stripped almost naked, tying vines to lines of twine. A child of about eight was passing her a glass of water, and Ess watched her mother drink the whole glass in one long draught. In every dream now she wanted to drink, and when she woke up, she thought only of drinking.

It was dawn again, and she was alone, abandoned even by much of herself. Tuna had disappeared. It occurred to her to pray, but what was the point of starting on all that now? She lay and watched light travel across the ceiling. She was not dead yet.

She started to understand that some of what she had seen and heard in the previous hours might not have been real. She thought of women who, hundreds of years ago, had locked themselves up and prayed for visions.

Vi came back, and she brought water, which she held up to Ess’s mouth. She was so thirsty that the water tasted sweet, as though laced with sugar. When Ess had finished drinking, Vi moved her around, solicitously adjusting the cushions on the floor, before settling down next to her companionably, complacently, much, in fact, as Tuna had (all trace of him was gone, of course).

‘Can you really not talk anymore?’ Vi asked. ‘Or are you sulking?’ She’d only lit one of the lamps. Even in the dim light Ess could see that Vi looked unwell. She had eczema clustering at the corners of her eyes and on the backs of her hands. She smelled of cigarettes.

Time was moving slowly for Ess now. She had so much time to think and reflect between each moment. She was spread so lightly over the surface of this reality.

Ess was convinced now that to travel again would result in a kind of death, maybe a sort that hadn’t yet been invented. She knew that they meant to send her back again; that was inevitable. She was still capable of fear: she was afraid of Vi. But she did not feel afraid to die, only a kind of wistfulness.

The Yews arrived, and Vi got up and began to move between the mysterious switches that operated the history machine, crossing back and forth across the space. The Yews nodded vigorously as they flitted around each other. They seemed cheerful as they attended their instruments, relieved even of the burden of yesterday’s concern for her. They were happy in their work, in their shared purpose. They had very different ideas from Ess about how to save the world and what was worth saving. Ess tried again to curl and uncurl her hands. This time, she could not do it.

‘Ess! Are you there?’

A voice, very faint, burst into the space. Her own name, followed by dull thumping. It was Zizi. And there were other voices calling the names of the Yews and Vi, entreating them to open the door, and more thumps. She could hear Wyatt calling: he was calling her name. He and Zizi both had such loud voices. She strained her throat to call in reply, but she could not make it do as she asked. She felt terribly afraid that she was imagining the sound. The Yews and Vi did not react, and she felt terribly afraid that if she did not make herself heard, they would give up and go away. The present moment briefly gave way before her eyes, and she could see her garden, huge, abundant, and herself and Zizi walking through it, winding their way between fruit-bearing trees and bushes laden with berries. She saw other things, strange flashes, hard to understand: a weeping woman she did not recognise, a room she had never been in, her own hands cutting through clear water. Flashes of a life, good and bad, her own lost future which had come away from her in layers. Then the sound of voices was cutting into the room, quite clear – they must have made some breach or gap in the doorway, or perhaps Wyatt or one of them had found a way in – and amid other yelling, Ess could hear Zizi clearly: ‘Ess, we’re here! We’re coming for you! Hold on!’ Vi and the Yews still seemed not to be able to hear them, but now Ess understood that it was only because they were so intent on attending to the history machine, which was beginning to emit an ominous and unfamiliar hum. She understood that they meant to turn it on whether her rescuers broke in or not; she felt a final urge to ensure that Zizi, and Wyatt as well, however many people were out there trying to get in, should at least know that she was there, and that she had heard them, and perhaps, after all, did want to be rescued. And so she filled her lungs and she shouted:

‘I’m here! I’m here! I’m here!’

I’m here! I’m here! I’m here!

And she didn’t know if the words came out as sound or not: she had forgotten what it felt like to make a sound, what it might be to hear oneself. She felt a sudden urge to recite a poem, or comment on the stifling heat, or relay a list of her favourite foods, anything to demonstrate that she was here, not only in this place but in this life, if only for a short while longer, and perhaps she did say these things.

She heard the door giving way, and as Zizi rushed into the room ahead of the others, they looked into each other’s faces, and she saw the register of shock on her companion’s face. She looked at Zizi’s true, real features, so familiar, which she had known now through several kinds of life. At the same time, more vividly than ever, she saw Zizi’s crown of blue fire roaring its intensity out into the room, throwing back all opposition, all intervention, in her purpose. Wyatt was close behind her, sweating and confused, blinking as if he had come into and not out of brightness, making his way over to the Yews at their work and trying, failing, to interrupt them or even to gain acknowledgement from any of them. He grabbed Yew Two by the hand and they both staggered. Yew Two freed himself and returned to a bank of flashing switches. Vi swiped angrily at her face with the back of her hand: her nose was bleeding, blood scattering over the instruments before her. But it was Zizi who Ess was looking at, Zizi who was making her way towards her and whose presence filled Ess with a bliss and relief so strong that tears started to pour down her face, even as she felt herself disappearing, perhaps forever.
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It was winter on the marsh when the three women assembled there, and none of them could account for the change in season. Bea and Kay were cold: their clothing was unsuitable for the weather. Ess could not feel the cold.

It was not yet dark: orange dusk was coming down over the yellow-silver sky. Parakeets wheeled, screaming, in a great arc above them, and flew off between the trees to roost. Their bright green disappeared into the dim green of the mossy trunks, the evergreen leaves that remained on the trees. Here and there, among the thickets of dead asters and ferns, were heaped mounds of frost-touched vines and bramble, dying back but with some strands still living, crawling over themselves like snakes. The three women found themselves assembled on deep wet grass. They were standing up to their ankles in cold water.

Bea said, ‘What? What has happened?’

Kay said nothing, because she was too scared and stunned. The red notebook was in her hands. She had creased it by grasping so hard; it was faded and bent; it was the reddest thing in the landscape.

Ess said, ‘I have travelled in time again, I suppose. I think I have a message for you. For one of you or both of you, I don’t know.’

‘Are you going to tell me…?’ said Bea, but she did not finish the question. She didn’t know what she wanted to know, or she didn’t know if she really wanted to know what she wanted to know. She did not like that her book was here with them all; it made her feel dead. She wondered: was she in heaven? Her angel was here. She would have been relieved to discover that what she had foreseen was only her own death, but of course she knew that was not it. In this place, with these two, she could feel the weight of the long, busy life she was to live. Besides, she looked around her at the heaps of dying vegetation: this did not look like the garden of paradise. Those curious green birds.

Kay said, ‘Whose time are we in?’, and they both looked at her with surprise. Then none of them spoke, and the wind made a silvery sound among the trees and the long, silvered grass. They started to walk towards each other: they had arrived in a scattered shower, several metres away from each other and facing in different directions. They’d had to pivot to see each other and to realise that they were assembled. Near them, up in a tree out of the way of the water, was a sand-coloured cat, watching them silently. All three of the women saw the cat at different times, and were glad to see him, and none of them said anything about seeing him to the others.

Kay would spend her whole life trying to make sense of what happened on the marsh in that strange twilight. She returned there many times, countless times, to draw some coherent meaning from the encounter, but for her there was none to be made. Incoherent meaning, yes, but that is something life always provides. She would confide in O that she was sure that she had travelled in time as they had often discussed, and that moreover she had seen something, or somethings, like her great-grandmother’s angel. She would give O as much detail of the encounter as she could in an attempt to pull her closer, but their brief relationship was already ending. It did not appear, at least at first, that O even believed her account of the journey through time, and Kay could hardly resent her for that. Never again would she fantasise about being visited by time travellers, though she believed that this was exactly what had happened.

Bea, in the years to come, tried to think as little as possible about the meeting: there never seemed to be much use for the memory in the time that followed, which was full of pain and action, and then a long list of other, more subtle things. Only when she was old – and she did live to quite a great age, lived long enough even to know briefly her great-grandchild (though neither of them realised that they were meeting for the second time) – did she properly reflect on this meeting on the marsh. Age does to people what the Yews and their device had done to Ess: one’s attachment to the present, to the linear path of time, wanes. With the knowledge of her long life behind her, none of what had happened on the marsh seemed so frightening. She couldn’t tell why she had been shown what she had been shown, or why she had done what she had done. But by the time she reached the end of her life, it did not seem as necessary as it once had to know those things.

Ess, of the three of them, understood the most about what was happening, but that wasn’t much. She understood nothing of the science which had catapulted her to this spot. She suspected that the Yews knew less about their own invention than they thought. They believed they had created something which was under their control, but in fact they had found a way through history as humanity had once found a way to make fire: by chance, and the application of dim logic to chance. Ess felt no instinctive connection with the women who were standing before her. She recognised them both, though she might not have recognised Kay if she hadn’t been wearing the same clothes as before. She had looked longer at Bea, and more closely, and would have recognised that drawn face anywhere: it was a strong, plain face, and it bore the stamp of horror. No, she felt no special connection to them, but she felt the imminent end of her own life, and the painful mortality of everything that surrounded them. She felt that at least she could help them understand how such things could have come to happen, insofar as she understood them herself.

There was a squelching sound as three pairs of feet pushed their way in and out of the water lying thick over the ground. They came together, but they seemed to know not to touch. But they were very close to each other: they could smell each other, as well as the cold, slightly smoggy air around them and the tang of disturbed marsh mud and grass. There was a smell coming from the ground too, of rotten leaves and other undergrowth which had been decomposing beneath the water. Bea reached her fingers towards the cover of the notebook but did not touch it – possibly such a thing wasn’t possible. They were very close to each other for an interval of time: it might have been minutes (surely it was longer than seconds) but it was still a short interval of time. Only Ess spoke, and very briefly.

Perhaps the revelation that the Yews had hoped for came, and she closed the circle, sealing the future to the past.

Perhaps she told them that the end was very near to her time, that she stood on the brink of it, and that they should do the best they could.

Perhaps she said something in a language which can only be understood if you have travelled in time, and perhaps Bea and Kay understood it and perhaps they didn’t.

Perhaps she told them something that Bea wrote in her notebook, and perhaps Kay found the page and showed it to O before they parted.

Ess’s voice was so quiet, perhaps Bea and Kay might not even have been able to hear her. Bea and Kay watched as Ess seemed, amoeba-like, to divide into two slices of herself, wafer-like, waif like: less than the sum of the person who had stood before them a moment ago. The setting sun shone through the slices until they were like slivers of amber, so thin as to be nearly invisible. Then, as unceremoniously as they had appeared, they vanished from each other’s sight.
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Bea stared around. The marsh was blazing, the sky was a shade of pink she’d never seen before, and the other two had disappeared. Sardine was still up in the tree, fixing her with his solemn gaze and showing no inclination to jump down onto the wet ground. The green birds were gone. Her feet were wet, but the inches of water she had been standing in were gone: the earth was solid, not quite dry but not soaking either. The frost was gone, though the chill in the air remained. She felt by the smell and feel of everything that she was back in her own time. She looked ahead of her and thought she saw white sky through bracken where there should have been ground. She moved her head and it all flipped: it was a muddy puddle, the sky in its reflection.

When things had righted themselves, and after she’d stood for a moment rather senselessly, she remembered CeeCee. Oh, CeeCee! She was in labour and had asked for her, and what had Bea been doing? She would have to run off the marsh and keep going till she was on the right streets to catch a cab. She lifted up her dress and dashed across the grass, throwing off the chill with the pumping of her legs. She had never run this fast in her life; her feet had never hit the ground this hard, never sounded so loud in her ears. She hopped a fence, and then another, and then finally, finally, there were the streets and streets and streets of houses, and there were the dull wide roads that connected them, and here was the way by which she could make her way to her friend.

When it reached the narrow, cobbled streets of the neighbourhood, the cab stopped; it could go no further. As she reached into her pocket, counting with her thumb into her palm, something heavier, an odd shape, slipped between the coins. It was an ordinary grey stone, but only half of one, deep blue and shining on its cut side.

Only once she had paid the fare and swung her feet out and hurried down the familiar, crowded-together streets to where CeeCee lived did she realise that, for the first time in her adult life, she was out without a hat. Even in this state of panic it was disturbing to imagine what her mother might have thought of this. The small house, squeezed up between its neighbours, looked different. She had set foot in it only a few short weeks ago to talk to CeeCee in her kitchen. But then, though it was true Bea had felt burdened by her horrors, it had been a familiar place, a place of refuge. Now it was a container for the pain of her friend, a place where Bea might experience another unbearable loss. She loitered by the door, sweating even as she felt the cold air on her hands. She thought of turning and running away down the whole unlovely street, back to her own dull house. But then the door opened, and Bea’s mother-in-law appeared in the doorway. She looked drawn and tense; but she always did. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed. ‘We didn’t think you were coming. She’ll be glad.’

‘How is she?’ said Bea as she followed her into the kitchen.

‘She’s tired,’ came the reply. ‘It’s been days, and she’s barely slept in all that time. Neither have I. The midwife says we should have called her earlier – she’s sent for a doctor. CeeCee’s a strong girl, but she’s laboured a long time and now she’s had a fever come on. We gave her something to eat, but she brought it up again when the contractions got stronger.’

As she spoke (in a low voice, whether from tiredness or caution, Bea didn’t know), she was leading Bea up a thin staircase to the top of the little house, the part of a house where the bedrooms and the secrets are, and there was a door opening and a woman Bea had never seen before coming out of it. She supposed that it must be the midwife, and the second she laid eyes on her, she thought, She’s come to tell us that CeeCee is dead. But the woman did not say this.

She smiled and said, ‘Is this her? She’s been asking for you the last few hours. It might be time soon. It needs to be, she’s running low. See if you can cheer her up – you’ll stay with her? Alright. I’m going to see if I can manage a few winks – good idea if you could do the same.’ She nodded at Bea’s mother-in-law. ‘We’ve sent for her mother, but we don’t know where she is. Maybe she couldn’t get away.’ She sounded disapproving, and Bea felt very glad not to have run away down the street herself. ‘Husband had to get himself to work. It’s better that way anyway, the man out of the house. Now, if anything starts to happen – if she starts to push or to bleed a lot – you wake me up, alright? I’ll be just here.’ She indicated a chair in the tiny hallway. ‘It won’t be long now, I’m sure.’ She said this last almost to herself as she wiggled past them and settled in the chair.

Bea’s mother-in-law smiled, and shrugged, and turned and went back down the stairs. Bea, full of fear, pushed the door open and went in.

It was a small room and the bed seemed large in it. Bea had been bracing herself for bloodstained sheets, all kinds of sputum and evidence of violence, but there was just CeeCee, pale under a pale bedspread, lit with pale light through the window. The pale hemisphere of her belly under the sheet, like a moon, like something that didn’t, could not, belong to her. She turned to Bea; her eyes were very deep in her sockets.

‘Bea,’ she said, and she smiled very wide. ‘Thank god you’re here!’

Then her whole body seemed to brace as though against a wave, and she was quiet – Bea thought she could hear the creaking of clenched teeth, although it might have been the beams of the wooden bed.

Bea saw a chair by the bed and sat in it. Neither of them said anything, but she took CeeCee’s hand. For a while they breathed together as one of them shook, intermittently, with pain. They didn’t know how much time passed, but the shadows lengthened – there was no sound from the hall. Bea supposed the midwife was asleep. She realised, eventually, that the angel was in the room with them: one of the slices that had peeled off on the marsh must have followed Bea, as the others had, down the path back to her own time. Bea had never seen the angel in someone else’s house. The angel looked the same as she always did, except that the orange which had filled her in the setting sun was still there, shining through her, lighting her from within with that amber fire. Bea wasn’t sure if CeeCee knew that the angel was with them. CeeCee spoke:

‘This is hell,’ she said. ‘If I go through much more of this, I’m going to lose my mind. I can’t bear it.’

Bea didn’t say anything. She doubted very much that she would have been able to bear this. Her friend looked worse than she had ever done in her life: her hair was wild and full of sweat. She smelled, the room did, of labour, of physical labour and the tang of the deep and secret parts of the body. Bea had been tempted to open the little window, but she thought the midwife might have it closed for a reason: she didn’t dare make even the smallest change in case it hurt her friend. She was afraid to pull the bedspread back over CeeCee from where it had fallen away and uncovered a part of her leg. She was frightened, and that was another reason she didn’t say anything. But it occurred to her that CeeCee was probably more frightened still. So she spoke.

‘It looks awful,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if I could bear it.’

More silence. CeeCee breathed a bit convulsively for a moment and then said, ‘Yes, if it has to be one of us, it had better be me. I’m made of stronger stuff.’

‘Oh, Ceece! I’d go through it for you if I could, I really would!’

‘Hah! That’s an empty offer!’

‘Squeeze my hand when it hurts! Crush it to bits! We’ll share it!’

‘I would have to put your hand,’ said CeeCee, ‘into an industrial mangler.’

‘I’d do it!’ said Bea. ‘I’d do it! I would!’

‘Alright, alright, I believe you.’ CeeCee was too tired to laugh. She huffed a bit, and the moon under the sheet jiggled slightly. Bea could see something – someone – move inside. It rolled like a wave, like something beneath the surface of a wave, under the sheet, under the skin.

Bea, her hand in CeeCee’s, lay her head down on the bed next to her, body bent awkwardly in the chair. They breathed together.

CeeCee said, ‘Don’t leave me.’

And Bea said, ‘I won’t.’ And she thought, Of course I won’t. I couldn’t. It’s you who mustn’t leave me. It’s you who mustn’t die and leave me here with all of it alone. But telling someone not to die seemed…well. Bea knew that CeeCee wouldn’t unless she really couldn’t help it.

‘Another thing,’ said CeeCee. ‘If I die, take the baby. Look after it.’

‘You won’t die, Ceece…’

‘I actually might. I might. This fever, it’s not good. I don’t want my mother-in-law raising it – she’s stingy and bitter.’ Bea wondered if the mother-in-law was near enough to hear this, and also if this was quite fair. But CeeCee was in pain, probably close to the end of her patience for mother-in-laws or anything else. ‘I’d rather a child of mine goes to you, that’s all. You know me.’

‘You’re going to raise your baby yourself,’ said Bea, squeezing CeeCee’s hand, ‘and I’ll help you as much as you—’

‘Promise me that you’ll help me. If I die, promise me you’ll take the baby! Keep it safe from whatever, from what it is you saw. You had the vision, you’ll know how to keep it safe! I’ll get someone to write it down,’ CeeCee said, casting about as if for something to write on, ‘so that people know that’s what I asked for. No one will argue with it. I just need…promise.’

‘Alright, CeeCee, of course! I’ll do as you ask, OK! I promise. I’ll do everything you ask. I’ll look after the baby.’

It was getting darker in the room. The angel was still there, her burning glow illuminating nothing. Still, Bea was glad of its presence. As soon as she feels a little better, thought Bea, as soon as this moment passes, I’ll go and get us a lamp, and I’ll fetch back the midwife and she’ll tell CeeCee – I bet she’s attended a million births like this, a million. I just have to keep her spirits up, keep her strength up, and the baby will come and –

The angel was falling, lying, laying herself like a sheet over CeeCee, over her stomach, bending over inside its own orange nimbus of light, bathing CeeCee in something like light which cast no light and—

‘Something’s happening,’ said CeeCee in a strange, moaning voice Bea had never heard, and then, ‘Somethings happening!’ – louder, and she was sitting up and her legs were moving hard under the blanket, which fell off, and her bare, wet, gleaming legs were there and the smell of her was stronger than ever, and she had hold of Bea’s hand, and Bea was planning that second to call out as she had promised, to fetch who needed to be fetched, and CeeCee called out, and suddenly Bea felt, she felt, it was as though all her bones were coming down, squeezing and bearing down between her thighs, bearing down and bearing down, her whole skeleton was being pushed through the eye of a needle. She had always thought so few things were going to happen to her, and yet things kept happening and kept happening and something was happening now alright, something was definitely happening now.
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