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Dedication

For Will, Rachel and Adam, always.




Epigraph


‘It is necessary to see how the end of every affair turns out, for the god promises fortune to many people and then utterly ruins them.’



Herodotus, with an English translation by A. D. Godley. Cambridge.
Harvard University Press. 1920.




PROLOGUE


London, 2050

Stunned silence falls on the city. The last train out has left, the soldiers have been overcome, but Marianne can still hear the machine-gun fire in her ears. Her hands shake and every few paces she jerks around, scanning the road, expecting an attack that doesn’t materialise. Violence has melted into despair.

She takes streets laced with the dead and dying, averting her eyes from outstretched hands and pools of vomit. A small, huddled shape on the pavement catches her eye and she bites down on her lip, fighting the urge to cry. She can still feel the imprint of the last child’s hand on her palm.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers, though they can’t hear her. It’s too little, too late.

Even the military-grade protector she wears over her head cannot mask the smell of death. Only weeks ago, there was still optimism about worldwide scientific co-operation, belief in more stringent measures, an attempt at calm. She was the one who stood at a podium and told the nation the government had it under control.

Sobs hiccough from her throat without warning. When she can’t go further she rests at a bus stop, trying to catch her breath. Buses and tubes have not run for weeks now. Only the trains for the evacuations. The stop is plastered with peeling emergency posters, relics of the government messaging she designed. The word ‘humanity’ snags her attention, making her gorge rise. What have they done?

As she crosses Trafalgar Square, ignoring the stagnant fountains and the rotting shapes in the water, Marianne realises she has come here automatically, like a magnet to metal. Limping down Whitehall, she aches for better times: clipping along in vertiginous heels to a briefing, fired up to spar with the reporters. Those days are already a lifetime away.

When the opening to Downing Street comes into sight, she halts abruptly. Fear sings in her ears. This is the heart of the nation. The control centre.

But the gates are wide open.

Spinning on the spot, Marianne scans the street. Nothing moves. Slowly, she advances to the wrought iron and steps across the threshold, ice fingers on her spine. No birds sing, no security officers shout to her, there is no cat perched on the step washing its paws. It’s a ghost town.

Footsore, she shuffles along the street to the famous glossy black door of Number 10, the hairs on her neck rising. She knows the inside like the back of her hand; as the Prime Minister’s Press Secretary, the protocols and etiquette in this doll’s house of politics are second nature. But nothing has prepared her for this. The iconic door is ajar.

Fingers curling, Marianne peers inside. Blood on the tiled floor, drying at the edges, smeared in a long line. An animal groan escapes her lips. She pushes the door wider. Protection officers lie in pools of blood, the corridors of power soaked with their deaths. One still with the gun in his mouth.

She stretches a hand to the wall, struggling for breath, vision clouding. When her breathing steadies, she sees there is one more horror. Collapsed on the bottom step of the curved staircase.

Helen.

Marianne rushes forward, dropping to her knees in the carnage. The prime minister is grey-faced, her protector ripped away, angular features exposed. Above her, a portrait of the Iron Lady stares down in judgement.

‘Maz?’ Even the deep rasping rattle of breath can’t disguise the prime minister’s distinctive tones. Helen coughs and retches onto the thick pile of the stair carpet. Her lips are cracked and bleeding. Like a slap in the face, Marianne remembers their past softness, her mind thrust into a stolen afternoon in a beam of sunlight on a tousled bed. Where was that? Paris? Oxford? Why has it come to her now? Her hand trembles, snaking to the protector that covers her own face, to the rubber seals, the breathing tube. The air here must be thick with the sickness.

‘Go,’ Helen croaks. ‘Everyone else has.’

‘I’m not leaving you.’

‘Sentimental.’ It isn’t a compliment.

‘Values aren’t the same as sentimentality.’ Marianne feels her anger reigniting, struck hard by the realisation that Helen’s coldness is not the strength she once believed it was.

‘We were never going to be able to save them all,’ the prime minister says, when another wave of spasms subsides, even now unable to abandon the argument that severed them. ‘I had to choose. I thought you would understand.’

Marianne pushes away the thought of the children Helen consigned to death because they didn’t fit her vision of the future. ‘It doesn’t matter now.’

But this is a lie. What is there left, except how we act at the end?

‘Anyway, it worked,’ Marianne adds, biting down the anger she still feels about those choices. ‘The trains. The evacuees. The camps. I don’t agree with the way you did it, Helen, but you succeeded. Some of them have made it. There is hope.’

She is falling into a familiar role. Confidante. Enabler. Now is not the time to mention the collateral damage: train carriages locked and dumped in sidings, drivers fleeing and leaving their infected cargo to die. Children rotting. Others forsaken, waiting at home for help that was never going to arrive. She has a hollowing sensation inside, a terrible bleak sense of responsibility.

Helen shakes her head, the movements violent. ‘You called me a monster,’ she gasps, trying to grip the stair spindle with thin fingers, failing to pull herself upright. ‘You were right.’ A dribble of dark yellow liquid trails from the side of her mouth. Tears draw black lines down her face.

Tentatively, Marianne reaches out and touches her hair.

‘It’s done now. At least they’ll be safe in the camps. That was the point.’ Her mind flits to the last child, to their final moments together, the soft fingers on her palm.

Helen shakes her head. ‘The scientists were right. It wasn’t ready…’

Marianne’s hand stills. ‘What?’ she whispers, somehow knowing but not believing.

‘I rushed them through… the vaccinations.’ The prime minister makes a frustrated gesture at her inability to push the words from her throat. Marianne leans closer, her skin hot. They told her. She wouldn’t listen.

‘I don’t understand.’ Or doesn’t want to.

A moment of silence. Helen’s eyes meet hers.

‘There are side effects.’

Dread bubbles up inside her.

‘History won’t be able to judge me,’ Helen wheezes, gesturing at the abandoned halls, though her arm takes in more than that – a devastated nation, eviscerated world. ‘At least that’s something.’

Her distorted laugher makes Marianne’s skin itch. The years of deferral and subservience grate as they have never done before. When she speaks, she doesn’t recognise her own voice.

‘Tell me. Tell me everything.’

It takes Helen a long time to die. Marianne stays with her. The prime
minister vomits and curses and her lungs fill with fluid until she
stumbles to the open doorway, desperate for air but finding none.

Helen has always been so strong, but no one is strong enough for this. When at last she goes still, night is falling over the decimated city. Marianne staggers backwards, taking it all in, seeing through new eyes.

The corpse is curled on its side, the windows above them are dark. As she lifts her face to the sky, she opens her mouth to scream but no sound comes. It is all trapped inside. Her gaze finds the forgotten Union Jack hanging limply from its pole above, not even flying half mast. There is no one left to observe protocol.





THE END





CHAPTER ONE


Three months earlier

Marianne holds the briefing folder while Helen slides her arms into her jacket, even thinner than usual beneath the grey silk.

‘I know she didn’t need any sleep…’ The prime minister jerks her head towards the forbidding Thatcher portrait, ‘but this is getting ridiculous.’ She presses the skin beneath her eyes, though the dark circles have been expertly concealed by expensive make-up.

‘We’ll look back on this one day,’ Marianne soothes. ‘When you’re writing your memoirs. It will be a pivotal moment. An iconic one.’ She touches Helen’s arm, pressing the vision into her. She likes to ignite the spark, watch the effect as the PM speaks and feel that sense of ownership.

Helen’s lips twitch. ‘I won’t be writing anything. That will be your job. I’ll be lying on a sun lounger somewhere, without this bloody protector on my head. Christ…’ She swivels, trying to smooth the fabric, which is refusing to lie flat.

Marianne sets the folder on the floor and helps arrange the jacket over the filter attached to the back of Helen’s trousers – pointless when the protector is about to be seen by the millions of people she is going onscreen to reassure.

Since the sickness hit Europe, after originating in Australia and seeping across Asia, they’ve been under pressure to put in preventative measures. The government and the military have a handful of Greek-made protectors that connect to an independent oxygen supply. But shipments stopped when the islands were overcome and the factories ran out of labour. There is little sign of production restarting.

While the general population has the less effective air filtration ‘bubble’ masks, the press is clamouring for action, so it’s been decided to promote their use to ensure calm. In the meantime, scientists are working round the clock to find actual solutions.

If only they knew the cause. There are some who believe there is an aggressor. That the chaos is the result of planned viral ‘events’, the silent release of deadly agents into the atmosphere. If so, maybe they will stop soon, or someone will come forward with a cure, will ransom it. Fine. The world will pay. All other avenues have been dead ends.

Alert to Helen’s mood, Marianne keeps her tone light. ‘Are they going to Scotland at the weekend, then? Ian and the kids?’

‘Apparently. Overkill, but it gets them out of my hair. I mean – is this even really fucking necessary? There is no Gradient X in the UK.’ Helen gestures at the protector, batting Marianne’s hand away from the tubing.

She sighs and retrieves the folder from the floor. ‘It’s belt and braces but the Department recommended it. If people see you in one…’

‘I’m sorry. I’m being a bitch.’ The apology is perfunctory, acceptance compulsory.

Helen reaches for Marianne, threading her fingers along the waistband of her trousers and tugging her closer, finding the skin beneath, making her press secretary shiver. ‘I just miss the old days.’

Thoughts of her wife, Georgie, spin through her – she can’t keep doing this. ‘We said we wouldn’t. Not any more.’

‘You say that at least once a year. You don’t mean it.’ The words are like honey.

Helen’s fingers burrow lower and, despite herself, Marianne’s eyes close and she groans. When it comes to Helen all her strength vanishes – she is always on the hook. Little tendrils of self-hatred spread through her. Recently the days have been so long and the hours exhaustive – there’s been no time for anything except scientific briefings with clueless leading minds. Her own mind flashes into the past, waiting in this same corridor for Helen to go out and make her first speech as PM, the rush of power and the feel of Helen’s tongue in her mouth, fingers clenched so tightly in Marianne’s hair she could feel the burn on her scalp hours later.

Now, the frisson is absent, replaced with a baseline of sickness, a constant churning in her stomach. Reports from abroad are bad. In Russia and Eastern Europe the sickness is spreading even more quickly than it had previously, leapfrogging barriers put in its way; in Germany, the population have instructions to remain indoors with the window joins taped; in France they have culled domestic pets in case the sickness is crossing species. Airspace between countries is closed for now, until things are under control.

The British papers are calling it ‘a hysterical overreaction’. But it’s been months now and the advance continues, unstopped by science. In the UK, the buck stops with Helen. Increasingly, Marianne has become aware of her own influence, her responsibility. The eyes of history. And yet, it’s not only the political environment that’s the problem. It’s the personal. She steps back, freeing herself.

‘They’re waiting for you.’

‘You didn’t used to be boring.’

Marianne crosses to the front door and pulls it back. The podium is ready, members of the press are gathered. She spots familiar faces in their usual places. Cameras flash frenetically and, she can’t help it, as she follows at Helen’s heel, all eyes on them, she feels the adrenaline firing shots into her veins, the glow of power and the gleam of desire.

Helen waits for the camera flashes to subside, for the shouts to end. She holds her arms out and she has the country in her thrall, as well as Marianne.

‘We have faced crisis before,’ she says, her words ringing out down the street. ‘And we have triumphed. I am asking you: trust me now.’

As she speaks, Marianne feels the comfort of Helen’s authority cast its web over the reporters in front of them, her words an anaesthetic. She pictures people – voters – at home and work, stopping to listen to her words, feeling the iron strength of the woman they voted for. This is her time. What the prime minister lacks in warmth, she makes up for in fight and fire. If it’s a battle that’s coming then they’ve made the right choice. Even the unions will be silenced. The sickness will not reach these shores.

When Helen finishes, there is a moment’s stillness.

Then the shouts, the calls, the riot of sound. Helen smiles. She turns to Marianne and the knowledge sparks between them, the alchemy and incandescence. Marianne can feel it crackling in the air. The speech of her career. As Helen turns and strides to the glossy black door, Marianne moves forward and holds the edges of the polished wooden podium, feeling the lingering warmth of Helen’s hands.

‘The prime minister has a briefing to get to. I’ll take your questions.’



The next morning, the sparkle disappears like smoke in the air. Marianne has only just reached the office when the call comes in. Her secretary dashes to her with the receiver, mouthing a warning. Marianne takes it still holding her jacket, her stockinged feet pulled from trainers, heels waiting for them to slide into.

‘Maz?’

She knows that second. Helen doesn’t call. She has people to call for her. Marianne stares at an empty coffee cup on her desk, fixes the way it catches the sunlight in her mind. Her thoughts butterfly to Georgie. A desire to run, to drop everything and go to her. Will she always remember this moment?

‘Seven dead. In Norwich.’

It’s here.





CHAPTER TWO


Three weeks later

Marianne stands and stretches, moving to the window. It is not the done thing to wander around during COBRA meetings, but they’ve been here hours now and protocol and etiquette have fallen by the wayside.

The door opens and an advisor scurries in, shoving a note beneath Helen’s nose. The PM slices her hand through the air. ‘Tell the president I’ll call him back.’ The interruptions are endless. They aren’t the only country panicking.

A plummy voice breaks into her thoughts. ‘Are we sure this is necessary? The Project, I mean? It’s a bit of a nuclear option.’

Marianne sighs. The Transport Secretary’s weakness and inability to absorb information at a regular speed is even more dangerous than it is irritating. She resists the urge to ask what a bit nuclear looks like.

‘We’ve been through this,’ the PM says, failing to conceal her frustration. ‘Gradient X has been on our shores for weeks now, Matthew. It’s spreading fast and we need to break the chain. We don’t even know why it takes longer for children to succumb but adults are dropping like flies and if we’re not careful we’re going to have a social care catastrophe on our hands. Someone has to look after the children. And we have to think about the long-term preservation of the population.’

‘But how close are we to a vaccine?’

Helen’s face tightens. Months have been wasted trying to identify the source of the virus, to find antibodies, anything that will help. But there are no antibodies. No one survives, not even children, in the end. Gradient X is terrifying in its unpredictability, spreading from host to host, but not in a linear fashion. Some seem to die instantly, others carry it for weeks and then succumb, as if a switch is flicked or a trigger pulled.

‘We’re close,’ Helen says smoothly. Marianne frowns. Is that true? ‘But even when it’s ready, we’ll need time to roll it out. If we test and evacuate negative children, it buys us some time. The Tomorrow Project exists for this very eventuality.’

‘It’s a worst-case scenario dreamed up by a madman,’ the Transport Secretary spits.

Helen is losing patience. ‘You’ve seen the numbers, the speed at which it hits. If we get children into the camps now, that gives us time to vaccinate. This is the prime window. The only window. You need to have the trains ready. Marianne – we need you to sell the story. To convince people.’

Marianne stares out at the gardens below. The brisk wind that is stirring the rest of the capital hasn’t made it over the high walls so the children’s swing is perfectly still, a reminder of the silence in all the city’s parks and playgrounds. There’s a stillness in her own home, an empty space where a child’s laugh should be, but it’s been that way for a long time.

‘What if the parents won’t let them go?’ She’s lost track of who’s speaking and can’t be bothered turning to look for the source. Her mind swims with tiredness. The swing comes in and out of focus. Then she realises they’re waiting for her.

‘I’m working on it,’ Marianne says, turning and stretching tall, meeting their eyes with a confidence she doesn’t feel. ‘We’ll sell it as a fun summer in the fresh air instead of being stuck in the stifling indoors. It would be cruel to refuse. Good parents will accept.’

She swallows, pushing away the thought that many of the children won’t have parents to return to. Not if things continue this way.

‘I still don’t think we can do it,’ the Transport Secretary says.

Marianne feels frustration erupting like lava. She knows the authorities aren’t doing all they could to prepare. She had a call from a journalist with a contact at Transport for London. ‘Run the trains all night,’ she says, raising her voice. ‘Remove the speed restrictions on the West Coast route. Double the cleaning teams, turn them around faster. It’s not fucking rocket science, Matthew.’

All heads swivel to her. ‘Sorry,’ she says, bowing her head but not before catching Helen’s smirk.

‘I’ll get onto it.’ The Transport Secretary’s voice is tinged with ice. ‘Thank you, Marianne.’ In the old world, that tone would have meant repercussions, consequences, routes blocked to her. She longs for the time when petty posturing mattered.

‘Please do,’ the prime minister says, under control once more. ‘Lives are on the line. Literally.’

The oxygen monitors sound, forcing them to bring the meeting to a halt. Marianne waits until the others have rushed past to leave her window post. The years of history in the room suddenly seem frightening rather than reassuring. She stares at the bust of Churchill that sits in the corner. What would he have done?

The prime minister pushes the door shut, trapping them. Marianne lets herself be pulled into an embrace, aghast at the heat that rises in her even in these circumstances. Helen takes Marianne’s hand and drags it inside her shirt, her breath fogging the Perspex of her mask, eyes closed.

For a moment, Marianne is struck breathless by memories, by the ease they used to have with each other, before it degenerated into sordid trysts.

‘No,’ she says, grabbing Helen’s wrist, falling back to the present.

Helen steps back, running her hands through her hair – still soft though there is grey in it now. It suits her. There is a bleakness in her eyes Marianne has never seen before.

‘There isn’t time, is there? To get all the children out?’

‘Not by a long shot.’

She knew. Of course she knew. The numbers don’t add up. But hearing it makes her chest hurt. ‘So what do we do?’

‘We run a ballot for those who test negative,’ Helen says, shrugging. ‘Get as many out as we can. It’s the fair way. Anyway, the vaccine will kick in and we’ll be fine. The Tomorrow Project is a precaution, that’s all.’

Marianne breathes out slowly. The clamp on her chest loosens a fraction. ‘You’re right. I’m just tired.’

Helen steps forward, taking her hand. ‘The public have to buy this, Maz. You have to convince them. It’s the only way we avoid panic.’ Her voice is soft. ‘It’s all down to you.’



Marianne emerges from the gated enclave of Downing Street into the eerie desolation of Whitehall. It’s a short walk to Westminster tube, but she sees few people and those she does keep their heads down, bubbles on. The integrity of the bubble head covers is starting to be questioned, but they’re fielding the questions successfully for now, shutting down dissent. Marianne knows of a few journalists who’ve been interred. It’s temporary. Hard decisions have to be made.

Safe in her own protector, Marianne bypasses the tube entrance, drawn to the riverside. It is reassuring to look down on the swell of the Thames advancing and receding, revealing mudflats and treasures, slopping its grey waters over the steps at high tide. The foliage in the city has been running riot, trees have seeded in the walled banks and are sending shoots to drink from the water.

She grips the railing, pressing her fingers tight against it, rehearsing the arguments in her head, the reasoning she will give the public, journalists, while they wait for science to work miracles. At least Spanish scientists developed a reliable test and shared the research before their country fell. The UK has been able to put it into production and the first orders are due to arrive from the Teeside factory any day. Testing, isolation, evacuation, vaccination. Steps to the future. She drills the words into her mind. Mentally prepares the soundbites.

In the distance, a woman stops in the centre of Westminster Bridge. Wearing a green coat, she cuts a solemn and melancholy figure. Marianne thinks of Georgie, needing suddenly to be at home, though she almost feels too tired to make her way there. She is still staring when the woman falls to the ground. A moment of utter stillness, and then people around her start running. They don’t run towards her. They run away, scattering like the shards of a dropped glass.

In seconds, the bridge is empty.

Marianne should be running too. And yet she finds it impossible to turn away, her hand fluttering automatically to the seal at her neck. Compelled, she moves towards the writhing figure. By the time she reaches the centre of the bridge, the woman is wracked with shivers. Rolling onto her back, she gasps for air, staring up at Marianne, eyes bulging.

The woman shakes her head, frantically motioning her away. ‘Don’t come closer. I’m sick.’

Marianne jerks back, coming to her senses as the woman starts to retch and vomit. The first sirens sound and the army trucks appear at the bridgehead. She stumbles west, away from the scene, broken by the dying woman’s concern.

She has always been fascinated by people who have these reserves, this capacity for care. Deep down, she does not think she possesses that level of selflessness, the presence of mind, even. She is afraid that, when the time comes, she will run, seeking only to save herself. She is afraid that is what they will all do.

There have been too many horrors to cry over one, and yet as she trudges to the station, Marianne can’t get the fallen woman’s gaze out of her head. She huddles in a corner of the almost-empty tube carriage, cold and shaking, almost missing her stop, stuttering to her feet and tripping over the gap just in time. The door catches her bag and she thinks she might fall. If she does, she knows now: she’s on her own. No one will help her.





CHAPTER THREE

Marianne startles when the light goes on, shaken from her window-gazing reverie. Since she stumbled home, she’s been staring out at their suburban street, watching a cat tiptoe along a wall, an occasional car drift past before curfew, paralysed by the knowledge that the world is failing around them, the future sitting on a knife edge. It’s up to her to find the words to hold back the tide. The weight lies so heavily it’s crushing her.

‘Why are you sitting in the gloom? Maz?’

She forces herself to smile. ‘You’re early.’

Georgina drops her laptop bag. She slides out of her suit jacket and throws it over the back of the sofa, her blonde cropped hair and youthful skin still evident, despite the sadness that has embedded itself in her, the grief that they could pretend has been caused by the sickness.

‘They turned the electricity off. The building was almost empty by six. Orders from your lot. That’s it now.’ She curls her fingers into quote marks. ‘We’re in a “conservation phase”. Go home. Wait.’

Georgie sinks to the floor beside Marianne and buries her head in her lap. Marianne traces her fingers through the soft curls, bending to kiss the nape of her neck. When she comes back from the office, Georgie smells like she belongs to someone else. The deal-making, the scent of other people’s aftershave and ambition, the testosterone. Marianne knows the job has been keeping her wife going through their last difficult few years. Losing it means losing more of herself.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers. ‘So sorry, George.’ The human cost of their political decisions must be playing out in houses across the country now. Isolation, essential trips out only, curfews, troops on the streets. The sounds from the outside are different: the absence of car horns, laughter, normal traffic. Only the intake of breath remains, the stillness before the wave envelops them.

‘Come, sit.’ Marianne pulls her onto the chair, mashing them tightly together, limbs entwined.

‘I’m scared, Maz.’

Georgie is never scared. She is the head of corporate restructuring at a major investment bank; fear is not in her vocabulary. But nothing has prepared anyone for this. Marianne wants to confess that she is scared too. But, if she lets the fear in, it will subsume her. In the morning, she will go on television and outline the government’s plan. She has to be calm, poised.

‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘There will be a vaccine, soon. We just have to hold on, stay safe. I’m going to announce it in the morning. We should have tests in a few days, and we’re going ahead with the summer camps. A summer of fun to help everyone.’

She squeezes Georgie’s hand, making her voice bright as she tests the slogan. Her wife is one of the smartest people she knows. If she can convince her, she can convince the country. But where is this nagging feeling coming from, this nausea? Georgie looks at her steadily. The doubt in her eyes makes Marianne’s stomach swoop.

‘Helen has a plan,’ she adds.

Georgie doesn’t like Helen. She finds her ‘abrasive’ and doesn’t share her politics. Since their first meeting, a disastrous dinner Marianne hosted, where Helen was sneering and Georgie acerbic, she has kept them apart. Helen missed their wedding because of a last-minute trip to Lithuania – and it was a relief.

Marianne has tried to keep the other reasons Georgie should hate their prime minister a secret. For some years she stopped. But Helen is an addiction and, when she and Georgie had their rough patch, she let herself be reeled back in. She wonders how much Georgie guesses, if she has decided to look the other way, or if she truly doesn’t see.

‘Have you thought any more about what we discussed?’

Marianne refocuses. ‘I haven’t had time, George, not with everything…’

‘Don’t use the crisis as an excuse. You were avoiding the conversation before it all went to hell.’

It hasn’t gone to hell, Marianne wants to say, it can’t. Not on her watch.

‘I’m sorry. I just don’t think now is the time to make that decision.’

There is a little girl, Lottie, waiting for them. She’s two years old.

Marianne thinks of the children locked away, waiting for evacuation, the trains shuttling the West Coast, the fact that there may not be time to save them all. Then the home they visited to see Lottie, small hands, sunflower finger paintings on the wall. Georgie on her knees, playing with the child. A look on her face Marianne had never seen before.

‘Now is exactly the time. She’s in a home, Maz. She’s got no one.’

‘You weren’t supposed to fall in love with her, George. She isn’t ours…’

‘Yet.’ Georgie grips her hand, so tightly it hurts. ‘I want to go and get her. She should be with us.’

Marianne feels the familiar sinking sensation. She is used to letting her wife down, but this is worse. Watching the pain that has engulfed her is intolerable.

They are silent, staring at a blackbird that flits from fence to wall outside, the natural world indifferent to the vagaries of the human race. Marianne’s eyes fall on a frame on the sideboard, thoughts turning in her mind. It’s a picture of her brother at his graduation, twenty years ago. His face shining with success. They have not heard from New York for weeks now. It seems unfathomable that things could have deteriorated to that extent. Surely news gets out, unless… Unless everyone is gone.

Georgie is crying softly. Tears slide down the face she loved from the moment she first saw her.

‘Maybe it’s good, then,’ her wife says. ‘Maybe it’s good we lost them.’

Marianne thinks of the tiny booties folded in Georgie’s sock drawer. The failed rounds of IVF. Her wife believes the keepsakes are a secret. In truth, they are the grief that almost severed them.

‘Don’t say that. You don’t mean it.’

‘Maybe, I do,’ Georgie says. Marianne doesn’t recognise the bitterness in her tone. ‘This world is no place for children. Not any more. You’re right not to want them.’

Marianne feels like she’s been punched in the gut.

She turns, fierce all of a sudden, energised. ‘That’s not true.’

‘It is. Enough. Enough lies.’

‘No,’ Marianne shakes her head. ‘It’s true that I don’t have the same urge you do to be a mother, Georgie. But I want it. I want a family. I want to grow old and be grandmothers together. Sitting on a couple of deckchairs, reading stories…’

They’re both crying now. Maybe it’s the perilous state of the world, the chance that this may no longer be possible. But, for the first time, Marianne can see it. She really can. And she wants it. More, she wants Georgie to have it. To have Lottie.

She tips her head forward until their foreheads are touching, their eyes so close they are like one person again. How they used to be.

‘Okay,’ she says, reckless, grasping for anything to make them whole again. ‘Let’s do it. Let’s make the call.’




CHAPTER FOUR


Sofie

The door to the bathroom won’t open. Sofie feels heat rising and spinning inside her, building until it has to burst free.

‘Craig! Merde! What the hell have you done now?’

She rams the door hard, over and over again, toppling more of what sounds like tin cans, a strange avalanche clattering onto the tiles, possibly chipping them. In this moment, she doesn’t care. Everything is out of control, nothing in the world makes sense.

‘Stupid fucking door,’ she swears. Levering the handle as she shoves hard.

And then he is there behind her, hands closing over hers, dragging her back gently.

‘I’ll fix it, I’ll sort it, love. You’ll see. There’s room, I promise.’

‘You’ve already filled the bath with all these packets and cans. Now I can’t even get in the bathroom. This is madness. Utter madness. You’ve gone crazy.’

She feels the heat subsiding, leaving a dark hole as he draws her to his chest. Tears flow in a pointless but cathartic outpouring.

‘No,’ Craig soothes, holding her in a tight embrace, pressing his lips to her forehead. ‘No, Sofe, it’s to keep us safe.’

‘How can this possibly keep us safe?’

He won’t answer, because he doesn’t know. Nobody knows. He wants to do something and this is all he can think of.

A mysterious illness felling people in clusters. Airborne, perhaps, but no one seems to have any clue as to how it originated. Slaying some, leapfrogging others, popping up in impossible places. There are rumours of dirty warfare, foreign interference. Nothing makes sense, nothing sticks. These weeks of watching other countries topple like dominoes, images of dead and dying people on their screens and then nothing.

She hasn’t been home for months now, France is closed to her, her family behind borders that never seemed to be there before. All she has are Craig and Maia, her entire world reduced to the twenty-second floor flat of a tower block in a city she hasn’t chosen. There is damp on the walls and a green mould she has to keep scrubbing. Their landlord refuses to help.

‘I know. I’ll move the stuff out of the bath. I just needed the space temporarily, you’re right,’ he says as her body slumps against his. ‘And anyway, we may need to keep it filled with water, just in case.’

Sofie’s body stiffens again. ‘In case of what?’

‘I don’t know, love,’ Craig draws back and she sees his eyes, dark with a kind of fear that makes her cold. ‘I’ve been watching the news and it doesn’t sound right. We need to be ready. Prepared. That’s all.’

‘Craig. You’re scaring me.’

He forces a smile onto his face.

‘I just want to protect my girls. That’s okay, isn’t it?’

She uses the heel of her hand to press the tears from her eyes.

‘Yes, mon amour. That is okay.’

Here they are, seven years after Maia’s birth, and their planned move to the south of France has never materialised. There was always one more plumbing job, that little bit more money to earn, that would make all the difference. And now, Maia is supposed to be in school, so moving is a bigger decision. They have left it too late in so many ways.

Craig pulls her close and they cling to each other, swaying in the hallway. There is a rushing sound and thin sturdy arms wrap themselves around their waists. Sofie looks down into serious eyes that are mirrors of her father’s.

‘My little cherry,’ Craig booms, making space for her. Maia’s childish version of ma chérie has stuck. Sofie has already explained that Grand-mère does not see the funny side, but she smiles as their daughter wiggles herself between them, until she realises that there is no knowing when her mother will next be able to see Maia.

‘Why are you fighting?’

‘Because Daddy left all his things in the way,’ Craig tells her. ‘Again!’

Their daughter giggles at his exaggerated tone. Craig kisses Maia’s head and they squeeze together in a tight unit. Sofie allows herself to relax, to think maybe this will be okay. They just have to get through difficult times. That is all.

When they pull apart, she nods at Craig and he smiles, seeing they are back on the same team again.

Maia dodges past them. Presses her hand against the door to the bathroom.

‘Maman,’ she says, her brow wrinkled. ‘I need the toilet.’

Sofie raises an eyebrow at Craig and they both start to laugh. The sound rises in the tiny hallway, already crammed with the three of them as well as Maia’s scooter and helmet, the coat hooks and the shoe rack. Left with nowhere to go, it floats up against the ceiling, trapped like the rest of them.

‘It isn’t funny,’ Sofie wheezes.

‘It is a bit,’ Craig says, his voice muffled as his head and shoulders are stuffed sideways through the slim gap between the door and the frame, pushing back the fallen pile of tins.

They move the cans to the space beneath Maia’s bed. In the evening
she kneels on the floor and stares at them, pressing a finger to the
label nearest her, translating. ‘Pêche.’

‘Now don’t you go eating all this food in the night,’ Craig tells her in mock seriousness. Maia giggles. Despite the fact that she is no longer small, he lifts her up and tosses her onto the mid-sleeper. ‘No midnight snacks. Especially the baked beans. You’ll take the roof off.’

‘Silly Daddy,’ she tells him, lying back on her pillow, Rabbit in her arms, stars glowing in the dark of the ceiling above. Sofie marvels at the joy that still exists in the world, letting the knowledge of it soak up some of the anxiety sloshing inside her. What does it matter if her daughter is sleeping on top of hundreds of cans, the cost of which has taken a chunk out of their move to France fund? The crisis will pass, Craig will take some extra plumbing jobs and they will replace the money. They are together and they are safe.

She kisses her daughter and turns out the bedside light. Her toes touch the metal of the cans beneath.





CHAPTER FIVE

Maia has a temperature. It isn’t the sickness, they are sure, almost sure. It doesn’t manifest this way, as far as they know. There is no vomiting. But they have run out of child paracetamol and she is hot, delirious with fever.

‘I can’t believe this,’ Craig’s voice makes Sofie crease with guilt. Stocking the medicine cabinet is usually her job, but he isn’t chastising her, he’s chastising himself for not thinking of these supplies. His stockpiling is methodical, he has been working on food and water, he has not yet reached the other items. There is no need for medicine when it comes to Gradient X. Nothing works.

‘I can go to the pharmacy,’ she says, pulling her arm out from under their daughter. ‘It will take me two minutes.’

‘Maman,’ Maia wails immediately. ‘Stay, Maman. Don’t go.’

Maia half rises, distressed at the removal of her comfort. This neediness is so unlike her. Her face is flushed, sweat sticking strands of hair to her forehead and cheeks. Rabbit is wet with perspiration too but she’s clinging to him, won’t be parted. Sofie will have to wash him when she is better.

‘I’ll go,’ Craig says. ‘She wants you. It’s fine, honestly,’ he adds when he sees the doubtful look on her face. He hasn’t been out for three days now and she can tell he is frightened by the outside world. They have been standing on the balcony to soak in fresh air, but now he’s talking about nailing the door shut.

‘I don’t mind,’ Sofie says, but he is already pulling his coat on. He ducks back into the room and kisses them each on the forehead before he goes. Maia moans at the movement. ‘Be quick,’ Sofie says.

He isn’t quick. At first, she doesn’t notice the time passing. Maia wriggles in her hot sheets and so she helps her down onto the floor and fetches spares. When she tucks the child into the fresh cool bed, it seems to settle her. Abruptly, Maia drifts into an uneasy sleep and Sofie extricates herself, goes to the toilet. Water, she thinks, as she emerges in the hallway, looking back to see Maia hasn’t woken, is still breathing. She slides across the kitchen floor in her socks, fills a glass. It is then that she glances at the clock. Where is Craig?

He should have been back by now. The pharmacy is only three streets away. Maybe it is closed. With people becoming ill, not all the shops are keeping regular hours. He will have had to walk to the supermarket further away. That’s all. He’ll be annoyed, rattled by the proximity to other people. If only she’d picked up Calpol before.

She checks her phone. No message. Surely he would have texted her? But they’re both tired and he wouldn’t want to wake her or Maia and they aren’t thinking clearly, she reasons. She presses his number and waits. It rings and eventually goes to voicemail, the message he leaves for his customers sounds in her ear. CJT Plumbing is currently taking a break. We hope to be back soon but for emergencies you can try… She hangs up.

When he has been gone two hours she becomes really frightened. She has dialled his number seventeen times. She can see the figure in her call log, mocking her. Mercifully, Maia is still asleep. She is hot, and Sofie will wake her when Craig gets here with the Calpol, but in the meantime she paces the tiny hallway, waiting.

After a time, she opens the door to the main hall and looks along it. Nothing. A few moments later, she wedges the door open with a shoe and walks to the end of the corridor. The lift is still. She opens the door to the stairwell and it is silent. She can hear the solitary sound of a television but otherwise the block is unusually quiet. It is late. She cannot leave Maia. She hugs herself. It is later in France. She will not call her mother. Not yet.

An hour later, Sofie is beside herself. But if she acts, then it makes it real. Five more minutes and she will call the police, she decides, it doesn’t matter how silly that seems. This is out of character.

Her phone rings in her hand and she almost drops it – it’s Craig.

‘Thank God, I have been wondering where you are! Was it closed? Why haven’t you answered my calls?’

‘Sofie,’ he says. And his voice is completely broken.

‘Craig? What’s happened?’ She doesn’t ask if he is all right. She knows, like needles of ice in every part of her body, that he is not.

‘There was a woman, outside the pharmacy. She started being sick. It was so fast.’ His voice is preternaturally calm. Sofie feels the same numb cage descend over her.

‘Oh my God.’

‘I’ve been walking, waiting, away from people, by the river.’

So that is it, she thinks with a rush of relief. He has been hanging on to make sure everything is safe. He will be coming home now. They don’t need the paracetamol, Maia is sleeping, they will manage.

‘I’ve been sick.’

The words spin around in her mind, refusing to stay still long enough for Sofie to grasp them. ‘No! This can’t be right, if it was only a moment it can’t be. It’s just what Maia has… come home.’

Even as she says the words she knows with a dread weight inside her that it is impossible. Craig will never agree to come home. She could not let him in if he did.

‘I’m sure now. I was waiting until I was.’ His voice is composed, bleak, so far beyond everything. ‘I’d heard… in some people it’s instant.’

‘Non,’ Sofie whispers. She sinks to the floor, her back pressed against the front door, as if she is holding the world at bay. From here she can see the lines of cans beneath the bed in Maia’s room.

‘Sofie, listen to me. There’s enough food for a while. Stay inside. It’s going to get bad.’

‘I love you. Where are you?’

‘Is Maia there?’

‘She’s asleep. I’ll wake her.’ Sofie staggers to her feet, lurching against the wall and bashing her shin on the doorway. The pain is excruciating and welcome.

‘No, don’t.’ It sounds like he’s choking and Sofie can’t tell if the sound is Craig crying or something else. ‘I don’t think I can manage,’ he says finally, his voice a rasp. ‘I don’t want her to remember me like this. Tell her I love her to the moon and back a million times.’

‘I’m here,’ Sofie says, trying to keep the hysteria from her voice. ‘I’ll stay on the line. Maybe you can find help. I love you.’ A bird is fluttering inside her chest, hitting the wall, trying to get out. ‘Try and find someone.’

‘I love you, too,’ he says. They both know that there isn’t anyone to find. Armed guards at hospital doors have orders to shoot anyone who approaches without permission. There has been talk of triage areas, sterile and protected, but people haven’t been surviving long enough to need them.

‘I’m so scared,’ he says. ‘There were so many things I wanted to…’

‘I know.’ Tears pour down her face. Maybe this is a mistake. He’s been so paranoid about it; he’ll walk all night and into a better morning and he’ll come home. She wants another child, they haven’t finished yet, they are waiting for France, for the warm salt of the Mediterranean, for the seductive smell of hot pine trees and baked rocks. On the shelf right next to her, there is a picture of them taken on their honeymoon. In the room next door their daughter is sleeping. That’s real, that’s their truth, not this nightmare.

‘Do you remember,’ he says, his words slurring a little, ‘that field?’

‘Yes,’ Sofie whispers. He is talking about a patch of thistles and grasses near Cassis, abandoned and overgrown. The sort of place they dreamed of having a chambre d’hôte one day. Maia running barefoot in the dust, cicadas pulsing around them, Orion’s belt in the hot dark. The taste of salt on his skin in the night.

‘I’m picturing it now,’ he says, a hitch in his breath. ‘I can see it really clearly. Hold on.’

She waits while he vomits again and the sound is so awful it makes her gag and she thinks it might never end, but then he is back on the line, hyperventilating. ‘I’m going to keep it in my mind,’ he says between gasps for air. ‘When it gets bad. After all this, I’ll meet you there. Okay?’ He lets out what could be a shaky laugh, but it turns into a gurgle.

‘Beside the ruin,’ she says. ‘I’ll wait for you.’

He is quiet for a moment, she can feel his concentration down the line, then a noise like him stumbling.

‘Craig?’

‘I’m at the river,’ he says. ‘In our place. If it… when it gets too much. I’m just going to… slide in.’

Sofie can’t stop the sobs from breaking free.

‘Shh,’ he says. ‘The field, Sofie. The field.’

She tries, tries so hard, but all she can imagine is that the man she loves is lying alone by the riverbank with no one to help him. Foolish mad thought. She could go to him, pictures herself flying out of the door shoeless, pelting along the cobbled roads by the Thames, her hair flying free and her breath heaving. Maybe she would make it in time to say goodbye. She can see it all in her mind’s eye.

But then she remembers the small, fevered body in the next room – Maia’s delicate hands and the way each vertebra protrudes from her curled form, her sea-blue eyes and the crinkles of disgust in her nose when she is presented with anything green to eat – and she knows she is fixed here as inexorably as the moon is tethered to the earth. The only person who will ever understand how she feels about Maia, how she would die for her, is doing just that for her right now. He is saving them by staying away.

He isn’t talking any more.

‘I’m here, I love you. I’m here, I love you,’ she says over and over. She listens for the splash, for the moment he makes the decision to go, but it doesn’t come.

Her legs fuse and go to sleep, her shin throbs with pain and her mouth goes dry but she stays there, murmuring into the phone, in a shock so deep there are no tears, until his battery runs out and their connection is dead. Then she crawls to their daughter’s room and holds her tight as the fever breaks and she cools, watching the light come from nothing, the dawn forcing its way into the world.




CHAPTER SIX


Marianne

The days pass in a blur of meetings and crisis talks. Marianne is one of the only people authorised to go into the office. She spends hours briefing journalists, doing interviews. As the mouthpiece of the government, there is no time for her to see Helen or to join meetings. Every day she takes the briefing notes, telegraphing calm, persuading parents to relinquish their children to the state when the time comes. Asking for patience. Promising the vaccine. The tests go out and the streets echo with the stamp of soldiers’ boots.

The first trains of children leave London for the camps, their locations a heavily-guarded secret. Marianne makes the announcements, working later than usual, forgetting to eat. When she leaves the office, she is exhausted, her head hanging heavy under the protector.

Something is nagging at her – Helen has been strange when they speak by video, disconnected and distant. They’ve always shared everything. Friends since their first week of university, they ran the Oxford Union together. Marianne has been by her side for every election. But then, this situation is unprecedented. The list of countries falling into chaos and silence has grown. Even media reports have ceased from most places; communications crackle with static, cries for help quickly fall silent.

Keeping the UK afloat is down to them, the possibility due only to geography and luck. The RAF shoots down any plane entering their airspace, the navy sinks boats attempting to cross. Last week, a swimmer was shot in the water a hundred metres from shore. The Channel Tunnel has been destroyed. It’s not surprising Helen isn’t herself.

Stepping into the darkness, Marianne zips her coat and scans the empty roads. Everywhere is dark. As she walks across the bridge, she tries to focus on flashes of moonlight on the river, desperate to be home, blanking her mind to the bigger picture, doing what it takes to get through this.

Lost in thought, it takes her too long to register the click of footsteps behind. When she does look over her shoulder, a man is right there – barely a whisper away. He is dressed in black, wearing a mask. Fear bursts upwards inside her, erupting from her throat.

‘Get away from me!’

Her mind races to Georgie. To Lottie.

Instead of pouncing, he holds his hands out to placate her. His mask makes her pause, as well as the action, because he has the same kind she does. The effective kind. The ones you only have access to if you’re government, or security services. He is wearing a balaclava beneath it, only his eyes visible in the faint light.

Frantic, she swivels her head, backing away, desperately searching for an exit.

‘Calm down,’ he hisses. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’

‘Why are you sneaking up on me?’ Her words cut through the night air and she readies herself to scream.

‘I need to talk to you about the Tomorrow Project, Marianne.’

She freezes. No one outside of the inner circle knows about the Project. If it was known that the original idea of the camps was about preserving the human race from expected extinction, there would be panic. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘You know there isn’t enough time to get all of them out,’ he says.

‘Do you expect the government to bend time? We’re getting the children out. As fast as we can. That’s all we can do.’

‘On half-empty trains?’

‘What?’

‘I’ve seen them myself.’

Thrown, Marianne gathers herself, pushing down the unease. ‘There will be reasons,’ she says. ‘Logistically it’s a nightmare.’

‘This has nothing to do with logistics.’

‘What, then?’

‘They’re selling the seats to the highest bidders.’

‘That’s nonsense. There’s a ballot, a process.’ Something is crawling inside her.

‘It’s rigged,’ he says simply, as if it is obvious.

‘It isn’t,’ she shouts.

The man holds his hands up, palms facing her. ‘They’re saving the rich and the “useful”, discarding the poor and the weak. Playing God. If you think otherwise, you’re lying to yourself.’

‘That’s not possible,’ she says. ‘There are checks and balances.’

‘In normal times, there would be,’ he says. ‘But we’re about to descend into hell.’

Marianne shivers, though the night is warm. He’s a madman. She needs to get off this bridge.

‘What do you want? For me to tell the PM? I can do that.’

He laughs but it is a mirthless sound.

‘It’s her policy.’

‘No, no way. She wouldn’t do that.’ Marianne thinks of the deputy prime minister and some of the other snakes around Helen. If this is true, it will be them. The Right of the party.

‘She would and she has.’

Marianne pulls away from him, her body flaming with a sudden red heat. ‘This is ridiculous. I have to go.’ She starts to walk.

‘We’re going to get some of them out.’ The man calls and she stops, spinning to face him again. ‘Some of the others.’

‘What? How?’

He shrugs. ‘We have ways. We just need people willing to help us. People with clearance and the proper protection.’ He taps his protector.

‘You’re crazy.’

‘I wish I was.’

‘Even if it was true, the vaccine will be authorised soon. It’s being rolled out. The camps are a precaution, that’s all.’

He shakes his head slowly. ‘There are problems with the vaccine. The scientists need more time to make it safe and we’re running out of time.’

‘I’d know if that was true.’

‘Would you?’

Marianne steps backwards, overwhelmed by the thought of it all. She wants to laugh at the preposterousness.

‘Think about it,’ he says. ‘When it’s all over. In the final minutes. What will you wish you’d done?’





CHAPTER SEVEN

Marianne’s legs move of their own accord, her phone clenched in her hand, her mind a battlefield. There is no way this is real. The vaccine is nearly ready. And Helen has her own children. Matilda and Ben, already spirited away to the north of Scotland with their father. The thought nags: did she already know how bad things would get? No. She would never play God with other children’s lives. There has to be a reasonable explanation.

Marianne’s phone flashes with a message from an unknown number and she jumps in shock.


Think it through. I’ll be in touch.



Feeling hunted, she glances around the empty street. The river swirls beside her. Georgie will be at home, waiting, anxious. But she doesn’t think she can keep her face clear of the thoughts and fears planted in her by the man in the dark. She needs to look Helen in the eye, to be reassured that this is nonsense, a political move by opponents.

She quickens her steps, pacing her way through empty streets until she makes it to the security cordon at Helen’s double-fronted townhouse. The olive trees are going wild, twice as big as the last time she was here; she has to duck beneath the branches. In the hallway, the security detail checks her bag again, pats her down and signs her in.

Helen is at the head of the kitchen table, reading briefing papers, a glass of wine beside her. She looks up and Marianne is shocked to see the shell of the woman she knew, her angles gaunt and her skin grey. She doesn’t say anything. Something passes between them and the ground seems to tilt. Suddenly she isn’t so sure.

‘Is it true? About there being a problem with the vaccine?’

‘Sit down,’ Helen gestures at the table.

‘No. Tell me.’

‘It’s nothing. I’ve been in touch with the head of the programme. I’ve removed the barriers in his way. It’s going to be fine. We’re actually rolling it out to the evacuees now. These histrionics are beneath you, Marianne.’

Everything in this room is familiar – from the trailing plants on a high shelf, to the kids’ artwork on the fridge. There are memories in every corner.

‘I don’t understand. Why didn’t you tell me?’ Her mind flits to Georgie, waiting for her at home, locked in isolation.

Helen’s face is rigid. ‘You have a job to do. We need you to present a calm front.’

‘You mean you need me to lie?’

Helen drains her last mouthful of claret. She puts her hands on the table and pushes back her chair, starts to rise. ‘You’re not lying. It was a small delay, scientists overreacting, that’s all.’

‘But it’s me.’ Her voice rises. ‘We’ve always shared everything.’

A night comes back to Marianne – a bottle of cold wine at this table, strategising with close advisors before one of the elections. She’d stayed on afterwards, Helen had opened another bottle, things had gone too far in the empty house, the euphoric rush of almost-power running through their veins.

‘You just need to do your job. Let me worry about the rest.’

She takes a breath, thinking of the man on the bridge. Is he right? ‘Is the ballot rigged?’

Helen turns her back and carries her glass to the sink. Usually she would just leave it for someone else to clear.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

The air in the room has closed in.

‘I’ve been told you’re selling the seats. Prioritising the people you want to save.’ She waits for Helen to tell her she’s wrong, that’s immoral, she would never…

‘Do you really think this is supportive, that this is the best use of your time, when things are as they are right now? Who are you conspiring with? Is it the other side? Honestly, I thought more of you, Marianne, after everything we’ve been through together.’

She knows now. Helen is attacking, filling the silence with words, creating guilt and doubt, forcing Marianne further from the centre ground. It’s a tactic she’s marvellous at, always has been. But she’s not on the floor of the Commons now.

‘So, you’re leaving some children off the list, then? Which ones, Helen?’ Her voice sounds thready, hysterical. ‘The ones in the rundown areas, with parents who don’t have money and don’t vote for you? The ones in overcrowded spaces, with no gardens, or the children of your political enemies? How about them? What about those in care?’ Lottie’s little face flashes in Marianne’s mind.

‘They’ll get their turn.’

‘No, they won’t! You’re the one who told me there won’t be enough time.’

Helen’s eyes narrow. Marianne has always thought her beautiful in a regal way, but it’s like she is morphing before her – there is ugliness beneath the veneer, just like her critics always said. She shrugs.

‘Decisions had to be made.’

Marianne’s mouth opens and closes, fish-like in disbelief. ‘Make better ones.’

‘It’s done.’ Helen spits the words towards her.

‘Undo it.’

‘Or what?’

Anger surges in her veins. She steps off the edge. ‘I’ll expose it all.’

Helen raises her hands. ‘Go on, then. Try. Let’s see how far you get. I’m warning you, Marianne, don’t push me. Not everyone is going to make it. When all this is over, people will want to come back to a better society. That’s what they’ll care about. I’m the one they’ll have to thank. I’m the one planning for the future.’

‘A better society? What the fuck?’

‘Eloquent, Marianne. Eloquent.’ The colour in Helen’s cheeks is high. Another tactic. Can’t answer the question? Criticise the form of the question.

‘Did you actually just say what I think you said? This is social engineering. You’ve read the history books.’

Helen’s face hardens. ‘This isn’t like you, Maz. You have grit. You understand that hard times call for hard decisions. It’s politics.’

They’ve repeated this to each other so many times over the years. But there are lines, surely? Aren’t there?

‘You’re a monster.’

Helen steps towards her. Marianne can feel the venom, though they are separated by their masks. ‘Careful,’ she says. ‘No one is untouchable, Marianne, not even you.’

‘Are you threatening me?’ The conversation is like a dream.

‘You should go,’ Helen says. ‘I have calls to make.’

Marianne feels tears of disbelief and anger rising, her face hot. ‘Helen,’ she whispers. ‘Please.’

Helen stares back. Her eyes soften, gazing at her down the funnel of so many years together. They are a team. She loved Helen once. Marianne has helped put the faith of the nation with all its shitty hellish mess in Helen’s hands. How can it turn out that was the wrong thing to do?

‘You could stay and help,’ the PM says quietly, the words like poison. ‘I can make sure Georgie is taken care of – that child she’s intent on having, too.’

How does Helen know about that? Her throat closes. Temptation hovers. For a moment she teeters, feeling it all so close, in her reach. But how could she live with herself? Then she thinks about Georgie and what she would say.

‘No,’ she says. ‘It’s not what we stand for.’

‘Then you stand alone,’ Helen says, snapping as she pivots away, her words the slice of a knife.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Marianne stumbles from the townhouse, blundering into the darkness. When she reaches home it’s late, and her feet are throbbing, her mind still revolving. She takes a bottle of whisky from the cupboard and throws herself into the armchair, running through her conversation with Helen again and again. Occasionally, a car alarm punctuates the silence in the street. No one turns it off; it just cries itself to sleep and then begins again.

After a while, there are footsteps on the stairs and Georgie appears in the doorway, her hair tousled and her arms wrapped around herself. Stepping forward, she lifts the tilted glass from Marianne’s fingers, sniffing disapprovingly at the scotch in the bottom. Georgie’s father was an alcoholic. She lives in fear of the same thing happening to Marianne.

‘I… just feel tired, that’s all.’ She can’t find the words to tell Georgie what she knows. Has she done the wrong thing? Should she have bargained for their lives instead? The whisky burns inside her.

‘Come to bed.’

‘I will. In a bit. Just thinking some things through.’ She accepts a kiss but her mind skips over it. ‘You can turn the light off if you like.’

‘You know,’ Georgie says, slamming the switch, her voice needled with repressed anger and pain. ‘We may not have that many nights left.’

Marianne listens to the reproachful footsteps on the stairs. She rises to follow, but flops back down as more thoughts pummel her. What if Georgie’s right? What if this is all there is, a handful of moments to decide what to leave behind? If mass production of the vaccine doesn’t start soon…

Georgie isn’t the only one waiting. So many families putting faith in their government, holding tight and staying calm, following the rules because they’ve been told the process is fair, is working. Why do they think that? Because Marianne told them. Anger boils inside her. She’s been used as a pawn by the woman she’s loved and idolised her whole adult life. But what can she do? Parliament isn’t sitting, the legal system has been shut down. Helen has the army, the police, the security services. The lack of control is suffocating. She stills. There is one power she still has, but Helen would consider it the ultimate betrayal.

Digging her phone from her bag, Marianne scrolls through her contacts, looking for the best journalist to break the story. Jake at The Telegraph has always been fair – and it needs to be a right-wing paper to seem most credible – they’ve backed Helen at every election. This is career suicide, but she cannot be a part of Helen’s plan. She needs to speak out. But as her thumb hovers over the number, Marianne’s mind whirls through the other consequences.

She’s paid for her quick brain and her ability to think three steps ahead. If this comes out, there will be panic. As she sits in her chair by the window, she can see it all: riots, looting, death. At the moment there is relative calm. How can she puncture that? Putting her head in her hands, she lets the angry tears fall.

On her lap, the phone shows the message from the man on the bridge. That text he sent as she walked away. How did he have her number? How did he know so much? Wiping her face, she stares out of the window for a long moment. Then she presses the phone to her ear.

‘You checked.’

Marianne exhales, her breath warm with whisky, her cheeks wet. ‘I did.’

‘It’s hard. The moment you realise the fucked-up intention behind it.’

She says nothing, catching her shadowy reflection nodding in the dark glass.

‘I’ve tried to persuade her.’

‘She won’t change now. You know her.’

‘I thought I did.’

The moment hangs between them. Marianne almost wishes she could look the other way. It’s perplexing, finding this fibre of morality inside her. It’s so definite. She cannot ignore it, not even for Helen when, until today, she’d have followed her into hell itself. She trusted her.

‘We’re going to locate forgotten children that test negative and try and get them to the camps,’ he says. ‘As many as we can.’

‘But how?’

‘For the names, we have system access. Better you don’t know how. When it comes to transport, we’re looking at buses, maybe,’ he starts. ‘Though the road blocks…’

‘Will it be enough? Isn’t this a drop in the ocean? There are so many people waiting. What if the camps don’t let them in? There are armed guards.’

‘I think you might be overestimating the number of people who are going to test negative,’ he says. ‘The intelligence I have is that more are infected than we know. That it’s already waiting inside us.’

Marianne shudders. She wonders who he is, this man, what’s driving him towards justice when they’re toppling over the abyss. It’s all too much to take in – to think about the bigger picture is to risk paralysis. She needs to focus on the details.

‘No,’ she says, forcing her addled mind into action. ‘Not the buses. Hide them in plain sight. Get them on the trains. There will be spaces. Parents change their minds when the collectors come, others… it’s too late for. Like you said, it’s chaos.’

‘Can you get us passes, clearance for the stations?’

Marianne thinks of how she left it with Helen, how she will need to grovel on her knees if she’s to be trusted. The idea makes her throat stick. But the alternative… that’s worse.

‘Yes. I’ll do it.’

‘We’ll be in touch.’

The line goes dead. What has she done?

She pours herself another whisky and watches the streetlights through the window as she swirls it in the glass. Memories flood her. A sultry night in Soho, people jostling in the night-time warmth, the stench of rubbish wafting not unpleasantly in her nostrils as she passes Frith Street. A tiny table for two on the pavement, endless drinks and Georgie’s warm hand on hers, their feet tangled together beneath the table. No hurry, no timetable for anything. The desire between them swelling.

On impulse, she rises from the seat and takes the stairs to their bedroom. Georgie is asleep on her side, hands tucked under her head, no sign of the stresses and strains of the world on her face. She stirs when Marianne lowers herself to the mattress.

‘Maz. What’s going on?’ Georgie’s face is tight again – Marianne can feel the tension resonating between them as she leans down to kiss her on the forehead. ‘Tell me.’

She takes a breath. Pitches them over.

‘It’s moving too quickly now. We aren’t going to be able to get all of the children on the trains. Not nearly all.’

‘Oh God.’ Georgie’s eyes fill with tears and Marianne knows she’s thinking of one child in particular. Their paperwork to adopt her stuck in a clogged system.

‘It’s worse than that. I found out… we – they – are cherry-picking who to save. Deciding which demographics they prefer. The ballot is rigged.’

Georgie sits up fast. ‘What? I don’t understand.’

‘That’s where I’ve been. I went to see Helen. I had to be sure it was true and it is.’

‘That’s barbaric.’ Her eyes accusing.

‘I didn’t know. I swear.’ Marianne takes Georgie’s hands. ‘You have to believe me.’

‘You need to stop it.’

Marianne feels her chest tightening, her head getting light and woozy.

‘I can’t. I’ve tried.’

‘You’re part of this regime, Maz. You’re responsible. She listens to you.’

‘She’s not listening now.’

Georgie makes an angry sound in the back of her throat. ‘I’ve never liked her, you know.’

‘I know,’ Marianne says, relieved at the shot of honesty.

‘And not just because of you and her,’ Georgie says, her eyes bright.

Time stills. She knows. Of course she knows.

‘I’m sorry.’

Tears slide from Georgie’s eyes.

Marianne presses down the pain, lowering her voice to a whisper, though no one can hear her. ‘If I expose this, there will be panic. Everything is about to collapse, George. But you’re right. I have to do something. I’ve spoken to someone. I can use my clearance to get more children out.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t want to put you at risk, but I can’t do nothing, I just can’t.’

Georgie leans towards her, searching her face. Surprise dawns in her eyes, along with a swirl of other emotions Marianne can’t interpret. Silence hangs between them for a long moment, before her wife lets out a laugh.

‘Christ, Maz. Why do you have to pick now to become the person I always knew you could be?’

She feels her heart rate slow, the air soften. ‘Is that a compliment?’

‘No.’

‘It sounds like a compliment.’

Marianne reaches for her hand. Georgie holds her fingers for a moment before she pulls away, turning and curling on her side, spine pressed to Marianne.

‘It fucking isn’t.’

But when Marianne lies down beside her, she presses closer.




CHAPTER NINE

Marianne sends details of the trains to her contact and waits. She sends Helen a heartfelt apology, handling all her tasks as if she’s the same person she was yesterday, trying to ignore the guilt of what she is doing, a feeling that lodges like a pain in her ribs. When she thinks of the children, her resolve hardens. As far as the public know, the evacuations are fair. They’re waiting patiently for help that will not come, not knowing that there won’t be nearly enough time to get them all out.

In the evening, an address is sent to her phone: a flat in Stockwell, across the river. The phone beeps again as she stares at it.


Go now. A car will meet you there.



She sets off at a fast pace along the deserted roads. On the street there is a brisk breeze and a thin rain chooses that moment to fall, but she keeps on, her stomach churning as she crosses the throbbing vein of the Thames and follows the river until the route takes her to Vauxhall and along South Lambeth Road. Her feet are wet and her left heel rubs in her shoe as the warm rain mists her hood and the pavements shine in the streetlights.

She finds the block of flats and pauses. This is her last chance to walk away. Marianne takes a deep breath and adjusts her protector. Then she pushes the door, which is wedged open with a piece of brick. It smells musty and damp inside.

When she finds the apartment and knocks softly on the door, it opens immediately to a man’s haggard face.

‘Come in,’ he says, and she steps into the small hallway.

A mother is kneeling on the floor, her children pressed to her – a boy of around nine and his younger sister.

‘I don’t want to go.’ The boy shakes his head. ‘Please let us stay. I’ll help out, I promise.’

His mother sips air as if in physical pain. She looks up at Marianne, who stands helpless. Years of debating and posturing and political statements haven’t prepared her for this. She needs Georgie here with her – she’s a natural with children.

‘You’ll be going on a big train,’ Marianne says. ‘We have to go quickly.’

‘Be brave for your sister,’ the boy’s mother tells him, and they all hear the dreadful lurch in her throat. Their father reaches for them, pressing them close.

‘You’ll be back before you know it,’ he says into the little girl’s hair. ‘I promise, beti.’

The child starts to wail and he places a hand over her mouth, fear in his eyes. ‘Shh, Diya, remember what we said. How important it is to stay quiet?’

The girl nods, sucking in air like she’s drowning beneath his palm. Her brother steps forward and takes her hand and Marianne feels the enormity of it engulfing her, making her head swim.

I can’t do this, she thinks. She’s fucked up, should have whisked them out of the door so they didn’t have time to think about it. There is no way to make this better.

The children are mute, tear-stained as she guides them in front of her. She takes the little girl’s hand and steers them down the stairwell, a glance at her watch telling her the prolonged goodbye has made time tighter.

Out on the street, the rain is still pattering. She looks down at the small faces and forces a smile. Across the road, a car starts, headlights flicker on and the engine revs in signal.

The driver, protected by a sealed cab, gestures to the back door and the three of them tumble in. The children look terrified, pale and small against the big back seat.

The girl buries her face in her brother’s side. ‘I want to go home.’ Her wail is muffled but even so, Marianne can feel the driver’s gaze on them in the rear-view mirror.

‘I know, I know,’ she says, rubbing the girl’s back. How can they have got to the point where this is the right thing to do? She tries to envision turning the car around, taking the children back, but she knows she cannot. It is done now.

She fires off a quick text.


On our way. In the car.



It takes only a moment.


Red coat.



She doesn’t have time to think what this means before she is helping the children out of the car in front of Victoria station. The rain has stopped and there are armed police and soldiers stationed every fifty metres. Marianne is cold with fear, left with no choice but to brazen it out.

‘Dropping or accompanying?’ One asks her.

‘Dropping.’

‘Straight through, then out the other door please. Quick as you can, the train is about to leave.’ This is part of the plan, to put them on in the final moments so there isn’t time to query it.

The station is almost empty, except for a train at a far platform, engine already running. Holding hands with the children, one on each side, Marianne hurries towards the train, their small footsteps echoing with hers on the polished floor. She will just have to put them into a carriage, she decides, and hope for the best.

But as she nears the platform, a woman steps out from behind a shuttered food kiosk, its walls decorated with smiling sweets. She is wearing a red coat. She doesn’t speak, but her eyes meet Marianne’s through layers of Perspex as a mirror of her own resolution.

The woman crouches so she’s at the children’s level. ‘Come with me now and let’s see if we can find you something to eat.’

‘We want our mum and dad,’ the boy says. ‘When are they coming?’ Marianne feels his hand tighten around hers.

The woman glances at Marianne. The last people on the platform are shoving into the train, they’ll soon be the only ones in the open.

‘Soon,’ Marianne says, ‘really soon.’ With a rush of breath, she relinquishes the boy’s hand. The woman in the red coat whisks them away, footsteps echoing as she trots along the platform, urging them on. Watching them go, Marianne has the ridiculous thought that she didn’t get to say goodbye. Then the boy looks back over his shoulder and their eyes meet. She wonders if he knows she was lying.

A pigeon flaps to the roof above her, its wings sounding harsh applause in the false light. Startled, Marianne stumbles towards the main door, past the soldiers. The car must be waiting around the corner. As she stands beside the road, her fingers cold and shaking, she senses a commotion behind her. Turning, she sees a soldier pointing. All of a sudden she is acutely aware of his finger on the trigger of a gun so large it looks like a toy.

‘Wait!’

She turns her head away, as if she hasn’t heard, starting to walk, the blood humming in her ears, her palms sweating.

‘Oi! Wait!’

She can’t look back. If she looks back, it’s all over.

She reaches the corner, forcing herself to walk calmly, hearing footsteps behind her. The second she is round it, she starts to run. The car is pulled up on the other side of the road and she pelts towards the vehicle, wrenching the handle and tumbling into the back, crushing her face against her protector. ‘Go,’ she shouts, reaching out to slam the door as the first solider rounds the corner. ‘Drive!’




CHAPTER TEN


Sofie

Sofie is sinking. Some days, she feels her feet must be melting into the carpet, dragging her underneath. It is a surprise to look down and see herself on solid ground. Maia’s questions become unbearable, they make her skin itch and panic pulse inside her.

‘He isn’t coming back, chérie,’ she tells her daughter. ‘He wishes he could but he can’t. He got sick. He loved you so much.’

‘We could look after him.’ Maia’s small face, the same eyes as her father, tilts up to Sofie in censure. ‘Like you looked after me. He can have my bed if he likes.’

Sofie’s heart threatens to split with pain; an overripe fruit, bruised by the fall. She sucks air through the edges of her lips, holds back tears.

‘It was a different kind of sick,’ she tells her. ‘One you don’t get better from. I’m sorry.’

She reaches for Maia but her daughter is gone, dissatisfied with the answer, her small face pinched into a frown.

It worries her that Maia doesn’t cry. The girl retreats to her room and regresses, playing with dolls and teddies she had abandoned, tucking them into beds she makes on top of the cans. Sofie wishes for tears, for outrage, anything to break through the numbness that has descended over them both.

Then Maia starts having nightmares, waking calling for Daddy. Sofie both fears and craves these moments, for they are the only times Maia bends completely, curling beneath the covers of Sofie and Craig’s bed in misery, her chest heaving and her head buried in her mother’s stomach, too sad to fight her.

Sofie’s mind engages in its own delusions. Craig strides into her dreams, his eyes full of possibility and promise – the future they planned together tantalisingly within reach while she slumbers. In one, she tells him she is pregnant with their second child. His face lights up and she feels bubbles of happiness like champagne, only to wake empty and cold in their bed, his hoodie clutched to her chest, wet with her tears.

Underneath the grief, there is something else. A fear so big it can’t be mastered. She watches the news online obsessively, darts to outdoor markets for essential supplies, leaving Maia locked in the apartment, alone, terrified that she may not be able to return. It is up to her now. She has to make sure they get through, she cannot let Craig down.

She takes the home tests they are sent, her fingers fumbling the plastic packaging, then submits the results and prays they are negative. Sofie waits for the call they are told they will receive about evacuation, unsure if she will accept the offer. How can she let Maia go? The thought spears her. She wishes she had Craig to talk to, that they could decide what to do together.

Maia’s behaviour worsens. She is almost rigid with unspent energy, desperate for fresh air and the chance to run. She pings from wall to wall, using her scooter in their limited space, crashing into the kitchen cupboards, a hard and angry look on her face. Sofie keeps the television on as much as possible, tranquilising her with garish cartoons and American high schools, poor replacements for her friends and rundown primary.

Outside, the sound of sirens, the noises of discontent, unrest.



‘Why is that man sleeping there?’

Maia has to ask the question three times before Sofie pays attention and tunes into what is happening. She crosses to the window, looking out over her daughter’s head into the courtyard below. At first, she sees only the empty playground and the plaintive graffiti – memories of discarded needles, beer cans, shattered glass, shit-smeared slides and looped swings hitting her in a blast of perverse nostalgia. It takes her a moment to realise that Maia is looking out at the body of a man sprawled on the tarmac, his arms splayed in such a way that you can tell so easily he is dead. Unless you are a seven-year-old child.

Sofie swallows the gag reflex as she watches a crow hop close to the man. Even twenty-two storeys up, she can see the head-tilting curiosity of the carrion feeder. The jubilant hops. Knowing what it means.

‘I don’t know,’ she tugs Maia away from the window. ‘Maybe he can’t help it. Maybe he is sick, chérie.’

The fair head tilts to her, beady eyes a pastiche of the bird below.

‘Like Daddy?’



No one moves the man that day. The next morning, he is gone.

‘The man woke up, Maman,’ Maia squeaks, her face pressed to the glass, uncertainty in her voice.

Sofie remembers the crows, wonders if they found Craig by the river, what happened to his body. Is he buried in one of the mass graves being dug in the city’s parks, or did he slip into the Thames and sink to the muddy depths?

‘Come away from there. Now.’

Maia’s face blanches at her tone, then seizes in resistance.

‘Why?’

‘Don’t ask why. Just listen for once.’

Furious, Maia takes herself to her room and Sofie lets her go.

She sniffs the milk carton, notes the sour tang, pours the last drops down the sink and gags at the yellow lumps that spill from the upended carton. Her coffee is strong and bitter without it but she will drink it anyway. She manages two sips before the tears start.



They have a night without power that makes Sofie shake with fear. The block has dodgy electrics at the best of times and this is not the best of times. What if there is a fire, what if they are trapped up here? No one will help them. No one will come. The old-style news programmes cease, replaced with front-line ‘reporting’ and commentary that lurches between derision and hysteria. She dreams she is standing on the beach, below the barrel of an enormous wave. It is going to sweep them all away but all she is doing is watching it, frozen.

She will let Maia go, she decides that night, as she holds the girl after another crying fit, though the thought tears holes in her and forces the breath from her lungs. Craig would want Sofie to keep her safe. For a few months she will relinquish Maia, for her own protection.

But when it is over, they will leave the bleak greyness of London. They will go to France, to the fields of lavender and the startling blue of the Mediterranean. That is where they will heal, where they will start again. It is up to her to make things better.

It is a choice but not a choice. Not really. Sofie feels better for making the decision. At last, pressed against her daughter’s small, angry body, she sleeps.

But the call for evacuation doesn’t come.





CHAPTER ELEVEN


Marianne

It doesn’t get easier. In the following days, Marianne conducts more extraction missions – a single child before dawn, twin boys under cover of darkness, others. Sometimes they flit through the streets hand in hand, pressing against the shadows when a military patrol passes by, at other times she bundles them into a waiting car with a silent driver.

Her feet throb and she feels perpetually anxious. She learns the entrances and procedures at Paddington, Euston, Waterloo, Victoria. At each platform, a figure steps forward and she passes her charges to them without question, existing on blind faith.

She gets used to living on the edge – anticipating every moment to be stopped, shouted at, called to explain. One night, a soldier grabs her arm, throws her against the wall so hard she is winded. This is it. Helen will know. She will be vengeful. Then: gun shots and screaming in the distance. The haunted face turns to look and she wrenches free, running, running, waiting for a bullet that doesn’t come. More days pass and she keeps going, extracting children in the chaos. Animals entering the ark.

In between, she races back to the office, concealing her absence and appropriating more oxygen from the stores. No one questions her. She’s known to be close to the PM, is assumed loyal. She is the ultimate turncoat.

Marianne sits in the next communications meeting, treachery flowing through her veins, wondering that no one can see the difference in her. Things with Helen are tentative, fragile, but their strangeness goes unnoticed as the world dips deeper into disaster. News from France is that the measures there have failed, the dead are piled in the streets.

‘Sorry?’ She jolts back into the present. Helen is looking at her with displeasure. ‘I’m sorry. I missed that.’

‘We can’t send the test results,’ Helen says, her face greyer by the day. ‘We need you to reassure people. It’s imperative there is no panic. You need to tell them there’s a system bug, a delay.’

Marianne’s neck prickles. ‘And is there?’

The chief medical secretary and Helen exchange looks.

‘Patrick can make a statement if you need,’ Helen continues as if she hasn’t asked.

‘What’s happened?’ The air in the room is air-conditioned and cold. Nothing moves except the fan. ‘Helen. It’s me. You can tell me.’

Helen chews bloodless lips beneath the Perspex of her mask. ‘You don’t want to know.’

She looks at Patrick.

‘The test results are… perplexing,’ he says.

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means many more people have the sleeping version than we realised.’

‘How many more?’

‘Up to 70 per cent of the population could already be infected. If it triggers…’

‘But people are isolating, waiting for the vaccine… there are families almost starving to stay safe.’ The words pour out as she struggles to comprehend. ‘They’re hanging on for the vaccine, a cure… a rescue.’

‘These things take time,’ Helen snaps. ‘We just have to manage this now. As best we can.’

Patrick shakes his head, looks down at the floor.

The children she has extracted tumble through Marianne’s mind. Small hands, tear-stained faces, trembling lips.

‘The children in the camps… if we can’t save their parents, what will they have to come back to?’

Helen’s eyes are glassy as she looks at Marianne. ‘The scientists are working on it. There have just been some teething issues with mass production, that’s all.’

‘And if that fails?’

The prime minister grits her teeth. ‘It won’t.’



She arrives home at midnight, bone-weary and still disturbed by the stoic silence of the children she has just deposited at Euston station. Taking them from their parents was even harder than it had been before. Georgie is waiting at the table, dimly lit by the glow of a candle burning low.

‘We need to talk,’ she says, before Marianne even has her coat off.

Heaviness presses down on her. She’s been shutting herself off, she knows she has. If she lets any feelings in, it will all be too much to bear. But she doesn’t want to push Georgie away. They used to talk about everything. Their connection is one of the last things holding her together, without it, she will dissolve like paper in the rain.

‘It’s getting really bad out there, isn’t it?’

Marianne nods. Since they closed the office, Georgie hasn’t left the house. Marianne won’t let her, clinging to the hope that, somehow, against the odds, she can evade this. She doesn’t tell Georgie about the people she sees crumpled on street corners, that she has stepped over dead bodies and looked the other way. That it has gone past bad.

‘Maz,’ Georgie says, her frustration sighing out of her. ‘I know there’s something you aren’t telling me.’ Of course she knows. Somehow Georgie has always been able to get past her shell, since the night they met at a lobbying party, when she wasn’t sure if she was imagining the intensity and sparkle of the looks between them.

In the here and now, Marianne studies those eyes. The sparkle is gone but the same patient knowing is still there. Georgie has always seen things quickly. It’s her intelligence, yes, but something else too – a sort of sixth sense. She takes a breath. There is no going back after she tells Georgie this.

‘Gradient X is a lot more pervasive than people think,’ she says and her eyes swim with tears and tiredness. ‘The sleeper variant.’

‘How bad?’

Marianne has to push the words out. ‘Really bad.’

She sees the moment of recognition in Georgie’s eyes. The confirmation.

‘So what are you saying? That we’re not going to make it?’

‘Maybe some will,’ she whispers.

Georgie’s mouth drops open, her features twisting unrecognisably.

‘That’s why the camps matter so much.’

Marianne nods, closing her eyes as Georgie pulls her close. They are quiet a moment, wrapped tightly together, the flat, the street and the city silent around them.

She thinks of small legs trotting down dark streets, of tear-stained faces pressed against the windows of trains, of others still hiding in their flats and houses.

When Georgie relinquishes her, something behind her eyes has changed. It hurts Marianne to see it. But you can’t be the same person when you know.

‘We need to go and get her, Maz.’

‘Lottie.’

She nods. ‘I spoke to the foster carer and they’re freaking out about the virus. People are starting to feel it… they’re going to save themselves. They’re saying things that worry me… I don’t know what they might do. Social services are suspended.’ Georgie’s voice is tight and filled with tears. ‘She’s got no one.’

‘But what would we do?’

‘We could take her to my mother’s. I don’t want her to be in the city. I want her to see the waves, feel the sand between her toes. If—’ she sucks in a breath. ‘If we’re not going to make it, then that’s where I want us to be. For whatever’s coming.’

Marianne pictures Georgie on the beach where her mother lives on the east coast, the way the lines on her face smooth out when she looks at the ocean, how a laugh bubbles up so easy in her throat. She wants that for her as well as Lottie. So badly.

Before she can stop herself, a sob breaks free, an inadequate sound. Georgie squeezes her hands so tightly it is like they are fused together. When she can speak, Marianne pushes out the words.

‘It won’t be easy to get there. Not any more.’

‘I know.’

She stares at their hands, joined so perfectly. Her nails are chewed and chipped. Georgie’s hands are smooth.

‘Okay.’ She nods, her mind already racing through the practicalities, the favours she is owed, the debts she can call in. ‘Let’s do it.’

‘Thank you,’ Georgie says, pressing her lips against Marianne’s, speaking the words into her mouth. ‘We can make it there. I know we can.’

Marianne draws back. Something cracks inside her.

‘No. George, I…’

She watches her wife make the connection. Her face fall.

‘You’re going to stay here?’

Marianne tastes the salt of the tears that are streaming down her cheeks. ‘I have to.’

‘For Helen?’ Georgie lets go of her hands, pressing her palms to her eyes, holding everything in. Marianne’s fingers feel numb with her absence.

‘No!’ She can’t bear causing Georgie more pain. Should they leave together? She knows if she cuts and runs she is betraying everything, but the choice feels impossible. ‘I have to get more children out,’ she whispers. ‘There are more. More like Lottie, George.’

She’s terrified of this decision. Everything inside her is cracking in two.

Georgie wipes her face, sitting back so that she comes back into focus. She stares at Marianne, her eyes raking every feature. When she speaks, her words sound from under water. ‘Come for us. When you’re done.’





CHAPTER TWELVE

The roads are clogged and in some places impassable. The trains are all requisitioned. But an old friend has a motorbike, and Marianne uses her contacts to find enough fuel to get Georgie to Norfolk, or most of the way. She will strap Lottie to her and, if it isn’t enough, they’ll have to walk the final stretch.

Marianne watches as her wife throws things into a bag. She has cried all the tears she has left. Now there is just the weight of dread sitting on her chest, pressing. Everything is happening too fast. She wishes they could slow down and think. But outside, the streets are filled with the dead and dying, the world is falling apart.

‘How will we find each other? After?’ Georgie is watching her.

Marianne shakes her head. ‘I don’t—’

But Georgie won’t let her finish. ‘If everything fails and there’s no way to get in touch, we will need a plan that doesn’t rely on technology.’

Marianne shakes. This is all they have to cling to. No one knows who will be left, what will still work. ‘I don’t know.’ Her voice so weak. It’s like the moment they met – Georgie has to be the strong one.

‘I won’t go anywhere,’ she says. ‘We’ll sit tight. Or if we have to move, then I’ll leave a message in our bedroom in my mother’s house. There’s a loose floorboard under the bed.’ Though Georgie is frightened, there’s a purpose about her, a glow that Marianne finds intoxicating.

She seizes Georgie in a tight embrace.

‘What are we doing?’

‘Come with me.’

She will. This is crazy. Marianne opens her mouth to agree but then she remembers. She is due to meet another child in only a few hours. If she doesn’t, they will almost certainly die.

Georgie sees the indecision. It seems to bring her to herself. She sniffs, rubs Marianne’s shoulders, her chin tilted up as if leaning back will hold in the tears.

‘I have faith in your bloody-mindedness, Marianne. It’s the thing that will keep you alive.’

‘Like a cockroach.’

‘Be more cockroach.’

For a second, they almost smile. But the parting is a shooting pain inside her.

‘You have to go. This is too hard.’

‘I know.’

‘I love you Georgina,’ Marianne says. ‘I would choose you all over again. I’m sorry I have not been—’

Georgie leans forward and silences her with a kiss so long and bruising it feels like they’re melting together. When they part, her wife spins away and Marianne feels them sever, like a rip in the universe.

‘Don’t stop the bike,’ she tells her. ‘Not for anything. Go get her.’

Georgie opens the front door and swings her leg over the motorbike, where it waits hidden by the hedge. Marianne has a sudden flash of Thailand a million years ago, riding pillion – her arms tight around Georgie’s waist, the sun on her face and the wind in her hair. It would be so easy to go with her.

But she doesn’t. She watches her go. Outside the world is dark. There are no lights in the city tonight. You can taste it – the end rushing towards them.



Marianne doesn’t sleep. Just paces the house, wishing she could cry and let out some of the razor-sharp pain that is whirling around inside her. Just before dawn, a cat, a white and tortoiseshell beauty, approaches the patio doors. Its mouth opens in a silent mew. Marianne watches, waiting for it to get bored and leave, but the animal lifts a paw and presses it on the glass, persistent.

She crosses the room and opens it a crack.

‘You can’t come in, puss, time to go home.’

This time, when the cat wails, she hears its plaintiveness. She shouldn’t let it in. But the cat is pawing at the crack between door and frame, so she rolls it back and it squeezes past. Now she’s done it. Being inside doesn’t seem to make it any quieter. The yowling continues in earnest as it weaves around her legs.

It does look thin. Maybe its owners have left, maybe they’ve died, or maybe it’s just chancing its luck for a second breakfast.

‘Go on then,’ she says. She opens a can of tuna she finds at the back of a cupboard and scrapes half of it into a bowl. The cat devours it, purring loudly when it’s finished, rubbing gratefully against her legs. So she gives it the other half, then makes a cup of black coffee and watches with misgivings as the animal eats. She has never been soft in her life. Can you be lonely in an instant? Yes.

‘Fuck,’ she tells the house.

The cat jumps onto the sofa and curls in a ball just as Marianne’s phone trills, making her jump. She snatches it up. ‘George?’

‘It’s over.’ She hasn’t heard his voice for a while now. It is strange to know he is real. That any of this is.

‘What is?’

‘Everything. It’s collapsing. Now. The story leaked. People know the vaccine is a failure. That there’s no hope. They are panicking, destroying everything.’

‘Oh God.’

‘Most of the army is deserting. There’s looting starting across the city. There’s one more train and that’s it. It’s leaving earlier than planned then no more.’ He sounds exhausted and emotional. That night on the bridge when she was afraid of him feels so far away. ‘Thank you,’ he says, formally. ‘For all you’ve done.’

‘But there are so many left.’

‘London is falling, Marianne. The rest of the country too. It’s over. We can’t hold it any more.’

Blood pounds in her ears. She looks at her watch. Four a.m. Three hours since Georgie left. In the nick of time or at the worst possible moment? How has everything disintegrated so quickly?

‘There is time, surely. For one more. When’s the train?’

‘Six thirty. But you won’t get near it. It’s going to be chaos. It’s time to stay inside.’

She thinks of Georgie speeding away from her. If she hides now, it has all been for nothing.

‘I have the address already. I’m leaving now. Call them and tell them to expect me.’

She hangs up before he can disagree, pulling on her trainers, grabbing her coat and slipping on her protector. Everything rational leaves her. Her heart is thudding, adrenaline firing. She forces herself not to think of Georgie riding through the breaking storm. She presses her feelings into the corners and steps out into the dawn.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Sofie

The persistent trilling of her phone wakes Sofie from a dream of normality. She groans, rubbing her face to try and wake herself. Is it Craig, coming back late from a night out? Then Maia, furled in the sheets by her belly, stirs, and she remembers everything. She grabs the handset quickly, afraid it will wake her.

‘Are you ready?’

The voice makes her cold with realisation.

‘What?’

‘For evacuation. There is only one chance. It’s the last train. Are you ready?’

Sofie clutches her chest to stop the wail that rises. A thousand thoughts fly through her. Maia. Her girl.

‘I’ll call someone else.’ He sounds impatient, broken.

‘No.’ She can barely choke out the words. ‘I’m ready. She’s ready.’

‘Forty-five minutes.’

‘What—’

But the man is gone.

Sofie stares at the tuft of hair that is all she can see of her daughter. Forty-five minutes. She can feel the warmth of her in the sheets, the comfort of her baby breath, her smell. Forty-five minutes. She cannot do this. She cannot give her up. ‘Maia,’ she whispers. Forty-five minutes to drink her in, to say everything she has to say. She cannot.

But she thinks of Craig. She thinks of the man in the courtyard.

She slides from the bed, easing herself out from under Maia’s arm. Staggers to the lounge, where she paces for a moment, chewing her lip, then drops to her knees on the colourful rag rug, discarding a lifetime of atheism. She presses her palms so tightly together it hurts.

Please. Please.

But what is she praying for? If she keeps Maia here she cannot keep her alive. This is the chance she wished for, the chance for Maia to live. She does not have the courage to take it. She can’t. Maia will stay. They’ll die together. But what if she dies first? What then? Would she know in time… Could she… act? So that her daughter wouldn’t be left alone?

Tears run down her cheeks and she starts to shake, feeling colder than she has ever felt. Five minutes have passed. Forty minutes.

She can’t live without her child. She cannot. She will shrivel up and die first. But, Maia is Craig’s child too. This is what he wanted. He made Sofie promise. Is it what he would do? She needs to ask him, she can’t be sure, she can’t make this decision on her own. But she has to. Thirty-five minutes.

Sofie draws in a lungful of air, scrubbing her tears away with a fist. She stands, painfully. Forces herself to walk to the bedroom. She stands for a moment longer, then she makes herself into steel and stone and love, reaching for her daughter’s sleeping form.

‘Maia, chérie. Time to wake up.’





CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Marianne

There is a door open, down the street. A man lies half in, half out of the house. He stares at the dawn without seeing it, his features twisted. Underneath his arm, a small motionless bundle. In the streets around her, she can hear movement, screaming, engines. People are acting, roused by the truth.

She starts to run. Feet thudding like her heart, she forces herself towards the hazy streaks of light in the sky, away from the death spilling onto the pavement and into her thoughts. She will run to the river, follow its curves. She will not think and she will not let herself stop until she has done every last thing she can. Scenes and memories from the past torment her as she breaks onto the river bank and pauses for breath, fumbling for the outline of London in the sky ahead. Marianne’s perspective twists and it stutters; she glimpses her home as a relic, a mirage of the past.

Were there meetings, moments when she could have routed Helen towards their salvation? They cut health budgets, she put spin on plans to slash social support, reduce public research, so convinced of her rightness in forcing people to be self-sufficient. She can see the person she has been now. The terrible inevitability of it all.

She has to get to a tower block near Elephant and Castle. She sees the towers long before she reaches them – a dark hulking cluster. Failed architectural experiments. There have been debates about demolition – the balconies have been declared unsafe – but the cost of relocating the residents and their relative lack of importance and consequent lack of voice left the issue languishing at the bottom of the agenda.

As she draws closer, she smells smoke in the air, tastes the acrid stench of burning rubber. There are voices too, but it is no relief to be reminded of humanity in what previously felt like an empty world. She rounds the corner and sees a burning vehicle, another toppled with what looks like people inside. There are groups of people jostling, a man on the ground, someone kicking. Desperation in the faces of those driven mad with survival. She can feel the lurch in the air even before she skids to a halt and they turn and see her.

The air stills as they take in her protector. A woman close to her snarls in desperation and she freezes for a moment in terror before coming back to herself, turning and pelting the way she has come, round the corner and along a cobbled side street, her breath tearing. She can hear footsteps behind her.

She hasn’t sprinted like this since she was a child, arms pumping as she raced her brother to the stream through the fields, grasses long and tickling her legs. Breaking from memory into another street, she feels her limbs and lungs burning, knowing they will fail her soon. Frantic, she strikes out across the road, a car screeches and she prepares herself, but it halts before she hits the bonnet. A distorted face within turns to register the pursuers. He cracks the door.

‘Get in!’

The man from the bridge. His face no longer covered by a balaclava beneath the protector – she sees pale chiselled features and grey eyes.

Crying, Marianne tumbles into the front passenger seat and the car wrenches away before she can shut the door, fists and bricks slamming the roof and windscreen, shattering it. She struggles to pull the seatbelt over her shoulder, adrenaline and escape making her shake. There is glass on her lap, in her hair.

The man accelerates away at a terrifying speed.

‘How did you find me?’

‘You’re fucking lucky I’m still tracking you,’ he says. ‘Word is out that the trains are stopping. Soldiers are under orders to kill anyone who tries to rush them but they’re abandoning their posts in droves. It’s going to be carnage. This is it. We’re done.’

He sounds almost relieved. As if even this is better than the waiting of the previous weeks.

‘But the vaccine…’

‘It doesn’t work,’ he says. ‘It’s never worked properly. The trials showed the flaws and the PM fast-tracked it anyway.’

‘That’s not true.’

He laughs. ‘How can you be defending her even now?’

‘It’s that way,’ she yells, conscious that he is taking roads that lead west, away from the tower block.

‘No,’ he brakes and turns a corner. ‘It’s over.’

‘But they’re waiting for me.’

He ignores her.

‘I mean it. Deep throat, shithead. Whatever the fuck your name is.’

When he doesn’t respond, rage surges inside her. She stayed for this. She abandoned Georgie for this. She reaches for the wheel. He bats her away with his left fist, the car lurching from side to side. ‘Let me out.’

‘What the hell?’

He loses control for a moment and the car veers left, scraping a wall with a long sound like metal tearing. He has to take his hand away, fight the steering wheel into submission. Marianne drops her head to her hands, bracing for impact. She feels the car turn abruptly, the wheels on her side lifting. Waits for the hit and the pain.

It doesn’t come.

She raises her head, slowly. The car is inches from the wall of a glass-fronted office building. The man is breathing heavily, gulping in air. He tilts his head back, thumps it against the headrest, cackles and whoops. Watching someone so controlled unhinge himself is unnerving.

‘Stop,’ she whispers. ‘Stop.’

But he’s beyond caring. She pulls at the door handle, can’t get it to open.

‘It’s Dillon,’ he says, when he’s stopped laughing.

Marianne stares. ‘What?’

‘My name is Dillon. You need to give up, Marianne. It’s over. We did what we could.’

She shakes her head. ‘I can’t.’

How to explain that she can’t just cut and run without doing every last thing she can. This is not an argument that would have made sense to the old her. The real one.

He stares at her as she wrenches open the door.

‘You’re crazy. It’s one child.’

‘This was your plan to start with.’

‘It isn’t about the individual. It was about the system. We’ve done enough.’

She swings her leg out of the car.

‘I can’t wait for you.’

‘Fine.’ She pulls herself out, her legs wobbling with shock and her ears ringing. She can’t run yet so she settles for walking, easing her muscles back into motion. As she reaches the corner, three men step round it, so fast they almost collide.

One is carrying a piece of metal that looks like a tyre iron. When they see her, their faces harden in preparation and she knows. She staggers backwards. One of the men lurches forward. She feels his hand on her wrist, a bracelet of thick fingers.

‘Hey!’ A voice from behind. She swivels, trying to pull her wrist free. Dillon has hoisted himself half out of the battered car. He pauses for a moment and she thinks he’s going to leave her but she can’t speak, and then he strides towards them and she registers the size of his arms, the military conciseness of his movement.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

The authority in his voice makes them stop for a moment. The man lets go of her wrist. It aches where he grasped her. Dillon gestures to Marianne to get behind him. She takes small steps until she is close.

‘Get in the car,’ he orders.

It looks for a moment that it is going to work. But then the men seem to calibrate the strength of their numbers and it all shifts again.

‘They’re protected,’ the fair-headed man with the tyre iron puffs out his chest. ‘Let’s take them.’ There is a scar on his face, angry and red, running from temple to jaw.

‘Back off. Go and spend some time with your families,’ Dillon shouts.

‘They’re dead, arsehole. Didn’t have the equipment you have.’

‘We’re government workers, you need to back away.’

With a roar of anger, the man dives forward, swinging wildly. Dillon deflects the intended blow and the man and metal go flying, landing hard on the road.

‘Dillon! Come on.’ Marianne edges closer to the car.

But the other men stir from paralysis and plunge after their friend.

The world flickers out of focus, back in. A fist meets his jaw. He’s fighting back, the fallen man again on his feet, coming for him with the others.

Dillon’s obviously trained. There’s a second when all three men are down, when he turns and she thinks he’s going to run towards her. But he doesn’t. Instead, he anchors both feet and raises his fists. There is blood running from his temple, his protector is dangling useless, ripped aside.

When he glances back at her, she sees him properly for the first time. His face is hard.

He wrenches the protector free and throws it towards her. Marianne scrambles to catch it and then stands, dumbfounded.

‘For fuck’s sake, go!’

She falls into the driver’s seat, fumbling for the power button, missing it, swearing and shaking. When she looks up again, Dillon is wrestling two of the men. She sees him torn down, his hands over his head as they kick. She falters, but the fair-headed man turns towards her like an animal scenting weakness and she yanks the gear, reverses, spinning the wheel, turning, fleeing, leaving.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Marianne abandons the car on the green in front of the tower block, heaving herself into the lift and doubling over as it creaks to the twenty-second floor, the smell of piss in her nostrils. Everything hurts. She can’t tear her mind from the memory of Dillon lying on the street. She walks the landing to the thirteenth door, everything calm around her. How many people are alive behind these doors? She knocks. The door opens a crack and she sees the pale face, elfin chin, blue eyes.

‘Sofie?’

In answer, the woman pulls the door wide to let Marianne into the small hallway.

‘She won’t come out.’

Sofie points to a closed door that must be the bathroom. There isn’t time for this. The lock has a groove on the outside.

‘Do you have a coin?’

The woman strides to the kitchen. Marianne hears a drawer, rifling. In a moment she is back holding out an old two pence piece. They’ve been out of circulation for years and seeing one in her hand creates a burst of nostalgia. Marianne slots it into the groove, clicking the lock open and pushing the door.

The girl sitting on the edge of the bath tilts her head to look and Marianne sees the reflection of her internal turmoil. She watches as the woman pushes past, dropping to her knees and taking the girl in her arms, wishes there was someone to do the same for her.

‘I love you,’ the mother says. ‘You know I love you. We have to do this. You will have fun with other children. Like a holiday. And when you come back I will be here.’

‘Do you promise?’

‘We promise,’ Marianne says quickly, not wanting the mother to lie.

The child gazes up at Marianne through wide mistrustful eyes.

‘I don’t want to go,’ she pleads.

‘We need to put this on.’ Marianne holds up Dillon’s protector. ‘Just for a little while, to be safe.’

The child looks at her mother. ‘I don’t want to wear it, Maman.’

‘Maia, chérie, you have to. Just for a little while. Please.’

Marianne can tell from the shake in her voice that the woman is close to losing control. From her vantage point she can see down the hallway to where crafts are laid out on a table, a soft dragon tilted drunkenly to the side on a small chair. All her usual resolve to be formal, distant, dissolves. She misses Georgie. She wants her own mother. It is preposterous. How many years since she longed for her? She places her hand on Sofie’s shoulder, crouching next to her in front of Maia.

‘My name’s Marianne,’ she says. ‘Look, I’m wearing mine.’ She pulls a face, pressing her nose against the Perspex to squash it. One side of the child’s mouth twitches before she frowns.

Her mother grasps the moment, draws the straps over the girl’s head quickly, fits the seal, pulls tight. She presses a kiss into the child’s hair, inhaling as if in pain. Marianne makes more faces, trying to distract, but she cannot raise a smile.

Sofie stands shakily and Marianne pulls herself up next to her. Without speaking, she folds the smaller woman into her arms, holding on as if this can stop the world from spinning. She doesn’t know what has possessed her. She has always been cold, unemotional. Has made a career out of those qualities. Sofie squeezes back, pressing her head onto Marianne’s shoulder, whispering in her ear.

‘Please take her, I don’t know if I can…’

She nods, drawing back and reaching for Maia’s hand. There is nothing left to say. As she tugs the child into the hallway, Marianne glances back. Sofie has her fist in her mouth, tears and snot streaming down her face. Something passes between them. Something old and almost forgotten. She tries to tell her, without speaking: I’ll look after her. But the door closes.

Marianne tows Maia down the hall to the lift. Silently, they watch the red floor numbers on the screen above rise until the car reaches them. They step inside, still holding hands. The last thing they hear is a wail, long and low and pain filled. It lodges in Marianne’s throat. The girl’s fingers tighten around hers and the lift doors slide shut.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Emerging from the building, Marianne sniffs the air for trouble as she ushers the little girl into the front passenger seat, brushing the glass crystals into the footwell and tucking the small rucksack in at her feet.

She glances at Maia’s face as she fastens the seatbelt for her. There are no tears, only a pinched, desolate look.

‘Right,’ she says, aware that she sounds like a teacher announcing a field trip. ‘Let’s get you to your train.’

Maia says nothing, just stares straight ahead.

She drives carefully but quickly, looping around the obstacles scattered in their way – cars, bodies – not sure what she will do if they are ambushed. But when she reaches London Bridge, she sees it is hopeless. There are cars and buses strewn across it, abandoned, bodies on the ground where the drivers have fallen from their vehicles, gasping for air in the characteristic way the end comes, pools of vomit beneath fallen faces.

She unbuckles her seatbelt and stands on the door frame of the car to get higher, to see properly. Her heart stutters; time is pressing on. There is no way for the car to go through. It’s not fair. None of this is fair. She thinks about giving up, taking Maia back to her mother on the twenty-second floor. She can’t do it, can’t take away the final hope. Not knowing what she knows.

‘Right,’ she says. ‘We’ll walk from here.’

Maia turns to look at her and Marianne sees the tears waiting to be shed. She holds her hand out and the child grips her fingers tightly. ‘It’s okay,’ she says, though that isn’t true. ‘Don’t look at the road,’ she tells her. ‘Look at the river.’

The girl looks out across the Thames and Marianne guides her as they hurry onto the bridge. As they pass one of the cars, she sees it is packed full of possessions: kitchen utensils, camping gear. None of it can help the occupants now. She focuses on one step at a time. When they are halfway across, the sun clears the horizon and hits them in the face; a heron flaps from a perch on the muddy shore, drawing a line down the river.

Marianne’s chest heaves as she shuts out the groans she can hear, the people crying out to them. They make it over the bridge, their hands fused in the tightest grip. She looks at her watch: only an hour until the train leaves from King’s Cross.

‘Come on,’ she says, squeezing Maia’s hand. ‘We have to be quick.’

The girl doesn’t complain. Even when she trips on a kerb and falls, grazing her knee, she barely cries. Some people would say that’s because children are resilient, but Marianne thinks that’s a load of horse shit. Children bend and break like anyone else. The things we do scar them forever. She crouches by the kerb and ties strips of a tissue from her pocket around the girl’s small shin. It will have to do. Then she lets her clamber on her back, lace her hands around her neck, cling until she is ready to slide to her feet again.

Bloody-mindedness. That’s what Georgie calls it. Both her best and worst characteristic. It’s compulsive. Marianne is not going to give it up now. Miraculously, they make it, step by painful step, until they are within hundreds of yards of their destination. Even before they see the building with its arches and clock tower ahead of them, they hear the hum. Maia lifts her head at the sound.

The station is barricaded against them. A horde of people have massed there, pressing, calling, moaning. There is no clear path through.

Maia draws close to her side. She looks down at the small face. Will she have to take her back? The thought of the journey overwhelms her, the look on the mother’s face when she realises the failure and its cost. Turning back to the station, she considers. In the far corner, there is a cluster of soldiers on a makeshift barricade – cars piled together to prevent access. None of the desperate crowd are trying there – it is too high, too effective.

She clutches Maia, digging in her pocket with her other hand for her Downing Street clearance. If she can just lift her up. Maybe one of them will take her.

She takes a deep breath. ‘Stay close.’

Marianne turns down Belgrove Street, looping around to approach from the corner with York Way. As they pass, a fallen man stretches a hand to them and they break into a jog to get away from him. Maia is so tired that she has to drag her, desperation making her harsh. ‘Hurry.’

Then they are there, by the barricade, the guns pointing down at them. Marianne shoves Maia behind her back, holding her pass high above her head. She inches forward.

‘Get back!’ She can hear the threats, the fear in their voices, pictures the fingers on triggers, ready to kill, but she keeps walking, Maia pressed to her. She holds her pass higher, prays they’ll question, not shoot.

‘She’s supposed to be on the train,’ she shouts, stepping to the side to reveal Maia.

‘It’s leaving in five minutes, everyone else has boarded,’ one of the men calls down.

Some of the crowd have noticed the conversation. Marianne glances to the side and sees desperate faces turned to them, curious, angry.

‘Please! She has to be on that train.’

Maia is shaking. Marianne sees the doubt in the faces above her. She grasps at the indecision, turns to the girl. ‘I’m going to lift you.’

Maia shakes her head.

‘We have to. Quickly.’ Marianne tries to grip her, but the girl squirms, clinging to her, starting to scream. Now the people are drifting closer, hunger in their eyes. The protectors they wear make them targets, they mark them as connected – responsible. She’s been banking on it helping with the soldiers, but one man starts to run, his face twisted in a snarl, his hands reaching forward. I’m sorry, she wants to shout, I’m sorry, I didn’t know. But the words don’t come. The crowd is closer now, a collective pain madness in their eyes that cannot be stopped. She backs against the barricade, pulling Maia between her arms, gripping her, holding her tight, silently saying her goodbyes. She closes her eyes when the first man is two steps away from them. Then the gun goes off above her.

When she opens them, the man is at their feet, a bullet hole in his head.

The rest of the mob pauses, for a fraction of a second. Then there are hands from above, a dangling soldier grabbing Maia, wrenching her up and over and safe.

‘Oh, thank God.’ Relief and exhilaration ricochet inside her. She has done it. The last child.

But before she realises what is happening, the arms come for her, too. She is lifted, hauled up and over into the calm beyond, deposited shaking and sobbing on the paving slabs of the old world. Behind her she can hear the mob surge, the roar of fury.

‘Go!’ The soldier closest to her drags her up. ‘Platform four, love. They won’t wait.’

Marianne thrusts Maia, driven by adrenaline for one last push. ‘Run,’ she cries. ‘Run, Maia.’

From the top of the barricade they hear shouting, then the cars start to rock with the anger of tens of hands on the other side, desperate to break through. Gunfire from above, a moment’s pause and then another roar and assault. There are too many, it isn’t going to hold.

They are running.

Their footsteps echo in the cavernous hall; she grips the small hand; sees the train, the empty platform, no one left to board; prays Maia won’t fall. Behind her, the sounds of panic, screeching metal. The doors are open. A woman turns and sees them, just as a beeping starts up, warning they are about to close. Marianne and Maia are too far away to make it.

‘Wait!’ The word is a high-pitched, breathless shriek. ‘Please.’

The woman stares. Marianne sobs in agony.

At the final moment the woman steps forward, bracing herself in the narrowing gap, stretching her arms to them.

‘Quick!’

Marianne throws Maia forward, propelling her into the woman’s arms. She sees the child tumble to the carriage floor with the momentum. There are people streaming into the station behind them, the dam broken, soldiers overcome. The blocked door’s beeping is furious; the train starts to move. Marianne jogs a few steps, trying to see Maia, to make sure she is okay. The woman reaches for her, impatient. ‘Come on!’

Marianne hesitates. For a moment.

The woman pulls back and the doors slide shut. As the train picks up speed, Marianne is denied one final glimpse of the girl. She is gone.

The crowd from outside is moving like water, desperate people pouring
into the cracks, flooding towards the train. As the last carriage passes
him, a man jumps and tries to cling on, but falls to the track, smashing
his head on a rail and writhing once before lying still. There are
people all around her, screaming. She knows she has only a moment before
they turn on her.

Marianne scans the station, spotting a side exit a few platforms away. Without thinking, she slides down onto the tracks and runs, exhausted and jerky, hauling herself up onto the adjacent platform only through the power of desperation.

Head down, she hastens for the station’s side exit, that too torn open by the desperate crowd, fighting her way now against the flow. There is the sound of gunfire and several people near her go down. Thrusting past, away from the station, she waits for the hit, for the pain, but it doesn’t come. She staggers down the street, away from the madness and the chaos, the imprint of Maia’s hand still in her own, the image of the child’s frightened face in her mind.

She rounds the corner and collapses, pressing her hand against a cold wall for support, fighting the tears and the panic.

She is done. Marianne’s whole body shakes with the realisation that she walked towards death and it missed her. That she could fight that hard and not give in.

And then she sees it. A fireball in the distance, the boom of explosion, smoke tearing into the sky and spelling disaster. The world finally disintegrating around her. She checks her phone, tries Georgie again, sends a text that fails to deliver. I love you. She is lost. All of her purpose is gone.

When her heart rate steadies, she pushes away from the old stone. Her hands are shaking. London’s streets open before her: strewn with the dead and the desperate. As she walks, she keeps her eyes fixed firmly on the horizon. Tries not to look.




THE MIDDLE





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Maia

The protective shell that has formed over her like a crust shatters. The woman’s grip, so tight and then thrusting, releasing like panic, and she is flying, alone in the air for a moment until she lands in a new reality. When she hits the floor, her nose is crushed by the Perspex and tears form in her eyes.

She rolls over, frantic to see the woman she’s been clinging to like a barnacle, but the doors whoosh shut and instead there is another frightened face, a stranger with greying hair and round glasses. The threads that tied her to home are stretching so tight that they’re going to snap if the train doesn’t stop. It keeps going faster and faster, speeding past everything, away from everything.

Right now, the person she wants isn’t even her mother – that feels like too big a thought. Instead she longs for the tight grip of the woman with the sad eyes who battled everything to get them here and then left her.

Something inside Maia curls in on itself. She closes up, feeling a blankness force itself down on top of her feelings. The air is different in the train. The woman from the doorway is saying something as she holds onto a yellow metal pole and sways, reaching out her hand, pulling Maia to standing. But she cannot hear the words for the rushing in her ears.

The woman guides her to an empty seat opposite two other children, a table in between. She helps her take off the protector and slide her arms from her backpack.

‘I’m Jane, one of the teachers,’ she says. ‘Don’t worry, we’ve got you.’ Maia smells the purple flowers the bees love at her grandmother’s home in Provence and feels strong fingers on her shoulder. She closes her eyes for a moment.

Then the woman is called away. Afraid to look around her, Maia stares instead at the little gap where the zipper joins her backpack together. She wiggles her finger into the black hole to feel the soft fur of her toy rabbit. A storm blows inside her – she wants her mother, but how could Maman do this?

When she forces her gaze upwards, the boy opposite is watching her, his face creased in worry. It smooths when she looks at him and a smile dawns. He looks about her age, his sandy hair sticking up in tufts, his eyes the same deep brown of the dog from the corner shop. She can’t help smiling back. But then her attention is drawn to the older girl beside him. The girl places a hand on his arm and glares at Maia. The boy’s gaze shutters. He presses his head against the window and watches the blur of life pass.

After some time, Jane and two other women hand out bags of colouring things. Maia unwraps the pad and takes the small set of pencils from their cardboard box, holding them in her palm as the others bend over their scribbles. She’s too old for tiny pencils. They all are. But there is nothing else to do. She looks out of the window at the small houses rushing past, the fenced yards.

As she watches, the landscape alters. There are fields and trees and winding roads without cars. They are in the countryside. She remembers her parents taking her on a walk up a hill one afternoon years ago, swinging her in the breeze, one on each side, her legs kicking up and into the sky, laughter spiralling around them. Misery lodges in her throat; a tiny gurgle of pain escapes and the boy opposite looks up at her, his eyes grave.

They are allowed to go to the toilet one by one and then lunch boxes are handed out: a sandwich and a biscuit, an apple and a carton of juice. At one point the three adults leap to their feet and begin telling jokes to amuse them. Something about the way they move makes Maia think of puppets being jerked on strings. The excitement doesn’t reach their eyes.

She doesn’t join in with the laughter. The bubble in her throat won’t let her. As the train pummels the rails, she glances to her right and sees what they are all missing: great holes in the ground, filled with white cocoons, frozen diggers above them. She thinks of the chrysalis her teacher showed them at school, wonders if the white grubs the machines are moving will transform into huge and beautiful butterflies. But no, that’s not quite right. They look more like the mummies they saw in the museum. What’s the word? Shrouds.

The women stop their efforts so suddenly that Maia glances over, surprised. A tear rolls down the younger woman’s cheek and Jane gestures at her to wipe it away. When Maia looks back out her window, the cocoons have gone, there are only green fields dotted with sheep.

The train stops between one of these fields and a brown wasteland for what feels like hours, little to see around them but sky and earth. The children are restless. The women try to keep them entertained. Maia slips inside herself. Her legs ache from running and her palms are sore from where she landed on the train floor; her knee stings where she grazed it and the early start has made her eyelids heavy. She leans her head against the glass and tries to reduce the activity around her to a background hum. When she startles awake, the sky is darker, the rain has come and they are at a tiny station.

The three women are huddled together, close to Maia’s seat. ‘Is this it?’ The younger woman whispers to Jane. She has dark curls piled on her head, secured by a pencil. One or two strands have escaped and Maia is fascinated by the way they bounce like springs when she moves.

‘I don’t know. Let me go and see.’

Maia tries to angle her head against the glass so she can see along the platform but it isn’t possible. Acid stirs inside her stomach and her fingers worry at the zip on her bag.

Eventually Jane returns and whispers to the other women. Maia can just hear what she says.

‘There’s no one to collect us. The driver wants everyone off but others are refusing to go.’

‘But weren’t they supposed to send buses?’

‘They haven’t arrived. No one can contact anyone who can help.’

‘What’s their plan?’ The young woman sounds scared.

Jane shakes her head. ‘I don’t know. Things seem to be getting worse out there. We really need to get to the camp.’

‘But what can we do?’

‘Look.’ She holds her phone up in front of them. ‘I spoke to the driver. He told me which direction the camp is. There’s no reception so we can’t use a maps app, but…’ She sniffs, then clears her throat. ‘I think we should walk.’

‘How far is it?’

Jane’s voice drops again. Maia strains to catch the words. ‘I think it’s at least a couple of hours by foot. Maybe more. I still think we should go. Now. I have a bad feeling. Things are edgy out there. The driver says everyone has to get off as he’s got to take the train and dump it. London isn’t safe – nowhere is – he says we can’t go back.’

The third woman, an older lady with hooded eyes and a red face speaks up. ‘We could wait in the station?’

‘There’s no one there, Sandra. It will be dark soon. I don’t think we should wait. No calls are going through. Everything has gone down. This could be the last chance to get to safety.’

‘Maybe we should just do what everyone else is doing?’ The young woman grips Jane’s arm.

‘No.’ The older woman shakes her head slowly, looking at Jane. ‘I’ve worked with you a long time. I trust you. If you say we should go, I vote that we go.’ She rubs the younger woman’s arm. ‘We’ll be fine.’

Jane nods. ‘Right. I’ll tell them what we’re doing and see if anyone else will come.’

Maia glances at the children across the table. The boy is asleep, a pencil still clutched between his fingers. The girl looks bored. She catches Maia looking at her and widens her eyes fiercely. Maia drops her gaze.

A few minutes later, Jane returns. Her face is grim. But when she strides to the head of the carriage, it changes – her features become bright and reassuring. Maia is confused, but then she sees that the smile is too tight to be real.

‘Listen up, everyone. We’re going to have a little walk to the place we’ll be staying. It will be refreshing after all this time on the train. Do you remember your groups?’

Maia looks around, panicked, as everyone else nods and murmurs assent. Has she missed something? Did they allocate groups while she was sleeping? Should she ask? But then everyone is standing, searching for belongings, gathering them. She slides her arms into her coat, slipping the straps of her rucksack over her shoulders, suddenly afraid that if she isn’t ready, they will go without her.

They file out of the carriage and onto the platform where fat cold drops of rain are striking the body of the train sideways and bouncing off again. Jane stands by the door, guiding them out. Maia hovers by her side, then tugs on her sleeve.

‘I don’t know my group.’

Jane’s brow crinkles in understanding. She’s the one who caught Maia, who held the door she came flying through. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Maia.’

‘Just come with us,’ she whispers. ‘I’ll tell them you’re from our school for now. We’ll sort it out later.’

‘Are we in Scotland, miss?’ A boy asks. ‘My dad said we’d be going to Scotland.’

‘No, not quite that far,’ Jane tells him. ‘But almost. Do you see all the hills?’

‘Why is no one else getting off?’ he pushes.

Faces pressed against the windows follow them as they walk in a crocodile to the end of the platform.

‘They’re going to follow soon,’ Jane says. ‘We’re going first. Aren’t we lucky? Maybe you can choose the best bed before they get there.’

The boy grins and turns and jabbers to his partner. Maia watches Jane blow the breath from her lips in a long exhale.

By the time Maia remembers to flip up her hood, her hair is sodden and water runs in rivulets down her face. She trots after the others, trying to keep the boy who sat opposite her and his sister in her sights. Finding a position behind them, she watches the boy’s heels splash in the puddles.

They walk for a long time and quickly Maia is drenched – the water squelches from her shoes, drips running down her back. Her teeth chatter and her hands are numb. At one point they halt and the younger teacher trots to the front of the line. She comes back sheet-faced.

‘We’re going to climb the fence into the field and go around,’ she announces, no trace of brightness in her tone.

‘Why?’ A girl asks, but the teacher acts like she didn’t hear her.

The women help them through the wires, then push them forward at a pace, but not fast enough that Maia cannot see the bus back in the ditch at the edge of the road, rolled on its side like a beached whale. She takes in the body of a man, the driver perhaps, spilling down the steps, a pool of green vomit by his head. She stumbles and her chest tightens.

Maia scrabbles to catch up to the boy, afraid that if she loses him, she will lose herself. As she falls back into line, she reassures herself that it is the mist and the rain that means she cannot see properly. The foot of the broken man, caught on the folding door, did not twitch. If he was still alive, someone would help him.

They regain the road, but the walk seems to last forever. The clouds
press down on them and the rain splatters so hard it bounces off the
tarmac, drenching them twice.

A girl in front stumbles in the mud and goes down on her knees, wailing. Other children walk round her but the younger teacher bends and grips her arm, hauling her upright. The sight makes Maia’s heart race and she quickens her step to keep up with the boy. Once, he turns and stretches a hand out to beckon her closer, but his sister drags him forward, the knuckles of her hand white.

The older teacher is dropping further and further behind. Maia sees Jane and the younger teacher looking behind them, worried. She feels a horrible sort of weightlessness, a lurching that comes from seeing their fear. The children are silent.

In the distance, a small concrete shed with an open front appears. It has a bus stop sign but it doesn’t look like the glass shelters at home. The teachers bring them to halt in front of it, clustering together around the phone until the older lady staggers into the shelter and collapses onto the bench.

She shakes her head and bends forward, gulping air. Her grey hair sticks to her scalp in strands, Maia thinks she looks like the Day of the Dead skeletons in the Mexican restaurant her parents take her to on special occasions. Her face is pale, thin so you can see the bones.

‘I can’t,’ the woman says, shaking her head. ‘No more.’

Jane crouches in front of her. ‘Sandra, we can’t stop now. We need to get them to the camp. We need to keep going. I’m sure it’s close.’

‘You go on,’ the woman wheezes. ‘Send someone back for me.’

‘It’s cold, and you’re soaked. We must be nearly there. Please try.’ She grips her hands.

‘I can’t walk any further,’ Sandra says. Her mouth purses and Maia, peering round the side wall of the bus shelter, can see she isn’t going to change her mind. There is no sign of the other groups behind them. She pictures the warmth of the train, the dry seats and comforts.

‘I can’t leave you. Please.’

‘You have to.’

Jane swivels to look at the bedraggled crowd behind her, indecision on her face. But at that moment, lightning illuminates the sky and some of the children start to cry. They are all shivering. The sight seems to bring her to her senses. ‘We’ll send someone straight back,’ she says.

In response, Sandra closes her eyes and leans back against the wall. Maia watches as Jane exchanges a look with the younger teacher, before stepping out onto the road again.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

There is no one at the entrance. Just lines of children before lines of wire. The rain hangs from the fence like beads on an abacus. There is a second fence fifty metres behind the first. A weird gap in the middle, like a running track. Maia tilts her head back and the rain strikes her face, but through it she can still make out the circles of barbed wire above them. It doesn’t look friendly.

She peers out from under her hood, water trickling down her neck and back, feet sodden, hands cold, anxiously watching the adults for a sign of what will come next. The children shuffle closer, like chicks to bedraggled hens, seeking warmth and comfort.

‘Miss Lucy, I need the toilet.’ A girl tugs on the arm of the youngest woman. The woman’s face is pale and she is chewing her fingernails.

‘Just a minute.’

Maia can tell by the girl’s face that she doesn’t have a minute. Maia needs it too. Her bladder is bursting from the second carton of juice she had on the train. Maman never lets her have two. A blade of sadness cuts around her. She thinks about the train instead. Her seat, where it was warm and comforting. She dropped a red pencil underneath it, she remembers now. All of those other faces onboard watching them as they passed.

‘Jane,’ Lucy calls. ‘Are you sure this is the place? What do we do?’

‘This is it.’ She points to a sign by the side of the fence. Maia mouths the letters silently. The boy she has been following is watching her.

‘Canningfield Camp,’ he whispers, stepping closer, and she smiles at him. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Maia.’

‘I’m Finn and she’s Polly.’

‘What happened?’ She notices he’s holding his arm. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘It’s still pretty sore. And we had it three days ago! Did yours bleed a lot?’

‘My what?’

‘Your injection.’

‘I didn’t have one.’

‘You’re lucky.’

Before she can ask any more, Polly turns and beckons him back to her side. She doesn’t look at Maia, just stares at the fence, her mouth set in a line.

Jane is holding her phone in the air, moving it from side to side. ‘No reception.’

Beyond the second fence is a small hut, and behind that, trees. Through the drizzle, Maia sees a man emerging – no, she realises as they detach and become distinct, two men.

‘Look,’ she points.

The adults have already seen the men, they’re waving.

‘About time,’ Jane says in a normal voice so they can’t hear. Then she shouts: ‘Over here!’

They all watch as the men come closer. They’re moving strangely. One of them keeps pulling the other back. The first man wrestles his arm away and keeps plodding towards them. Maia can hear the shouting now, drifting on the wash of the sky falling to earth.

‘Leave them.’

‘They’re children, I’m not leaving them.’

‘You’ll kill us all, you fucking bastard.’

Someone whimpers, but the rest of them watch silently as the second man launches himself at the first, dragging him to the floor. The pair writhe and wrestle in the mud, an explosion of heavy breath and grunting. The first man rolls to the top, coated in dirt. He raises his fist and punches the other man in the face. It looks like the first man has won but there is a surge from the mire and the second man jerks upwards, arms flailing, hitting and kicking.

‘I’m not going to let you, Nathan. My girls are in here, dammit.’

He lands punch after punch on the first man’s head.

‘Oh God,’ Lucy murmurs.

Maia smells the hot stench of urine from the girl who couldn’t wait.

Then a sound so loud it cracks the air. The second man scrambles away from the first. Nathan is holding a gun in his hand, sprawled back in the mud, his arm stretched and shaking.

‘Don’t look,’ Miss Lucy murmurs. But they’re all staring and no one moves to shield them.

The second man glances up at their group. He holds his hands in surrender, shaking his head.

‘You’re cracked. You’ll kill us all.’ He turns and runs away from them, a wincing stride each time his right foot hits the ground. That leaves the first man, Nathan, bruised and bloody in the mud churned from bare ground. Maia is glad the other man has gone, though it still takes Nathan a moment to get to his knees and then his feet. He puts the gun back in his belt and stands for a moment, looking back at the runner. Maia has a horrible feeling that he won’t let them in after all.

‘Hello!’ one of the boys shouts from the front. Another child giggles. It’s a slim shaft of light through the clouds.

Their voices seem to bring Nathan to his senses. He looks about her father’s age, with warm brown skin and black hair that is stuck to his head by the rain so he looks like a seal. He collects his protector from the floor, wiping the mud from the front of it with his jumper. Then he slides the strap over his head and trudges towards them, shaking free a bunch of keys from his belt, fitting them into a series of padlocks that hold chains. It takes him a while to slide each key into its hole. His hands are still trembling.

Lucy and Jane press themselves forward, their voices low.

‘Thank you. There was no one at the station, we’ve been walking for hours. We haven’t seen anyone else.’ Maia thinks of the toppled bus.

‘Didn’t you hear?’ The man, Nathan, draws the gate back and waves them through, his movements urgent and jerky. He doesn’t look at the women, instead scanning the horizon anxiously as if expecting something terrifying to appear.

‘Hear what?’

‘It’s too late. That’s it. They’ve closed all the camp doors now. Anyone who’s not in…’ he looks in the direction the other man limped.

Lucy gasps and clamps her hand to her mouth.

‘But there are others on the train. They stayed to wait for the buses,’ she says.

Nathan shakes his head.

‘But…’

‘Right, children,’ Jane calls in a brisk voice. Maia catches the frown the older woman gives Lucy, the slight shake of her head and tilt of her chin, like when Maman is telling her to be brave. ‘In you come, soggy things. Let’s get you out of these wet clothes.’

Nathan bows his head. Through the mist of his protector, Maia can see mud across his cheeks and blood coming from his nose. As she squeezes in past him, staying close to Finn and unfriendly Polly, she catches his eye.

He smiles, a tight sad smile, and they file through.

Up the long driveway is a huge house – a mansion of wet yellow brick
with wide steps up to enormous doors. Despite the weather, Maia tilts
her head back to look – there is no way she could count all the windows,
even if she had more time. Their feet crunch on the gravel, and lawns
with fishponds stretch down a gentle slope.

But instead of going to the big building, Nathan leads them down the lawns. In the distance they can see the huge fence running as far as the eye can see; in front of it there are rows and rows of cabins. From this viewpoint they look like toys.

‘So many,’ Jane breathes.

‘Too damn late.’ Nathan says. ‘We have only two hundred in a camp built for thousands.’

‘But more will come, surely?’

‘Not now,’ he says. ‘The last message we had was the order to seal, then comms went down. We’re hoping they’ll come back later but it’s chaos out there.’

‘But the people waiting on the train…’ Lucy’s voice is higher than it was earlier – she wafts a hand at the bedraggled pack of them. ‘What will you do? Just leave them?’

Nathan stops. The whites of his eyes are bright in the gloom.

‘Yes.’

Then Lucy grabs the other woman’s arm.

‘Oh Jane! What about Sandra?’

Maia pictures the little shelter, the way the old lady sank to the seat. The promise to go back for her.

‘There’s another teacher,’ Jane tells Nathan, jogging a little to keep pace with him as he lengthens his stride. ‘She’s older, she couldn’t manage the walk. We left her in a bus stop, said we’d send a car for her. It’s not that far. It’s not like going to the station.’

Nathan shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, shortly, like he can’t let any more thoughts in. ‘I’m really sorry about your friend.’

Lucy comes to a halt and some of the children scuttling behind her crash into her legs.

‘But, we can’t. We just can’t.’ She looks back at the gate as if planning to return, herself, now, then pleadingly at Jane. ‘Jane, tell him. All of those people. Sandra.’

‘If you have a vehicle, I can go for her. I won’t be long. Please.’

‘It’s not possible. I’m sorry. If you leave you can’t come back in.’

Jane opens her mouth and a second later there is a flash of light that spotlights the terrible mask of pain on her face. When the thunder comes, some of the children squeal. Maia gets a bad slipping feeling, like she’s falling.

‘There must be something you can do?’ Lucy rushes forward and takes Nathan’s arm. ‘Please.’

There are tears in his eyes as he stares at Lucy and shakes his head.

‘I’ll take you to one of the unused huts,’ he says. ‘Quickly, before the other guard comes back. We’re the only two guards left – the head of security and the rest of the team deserted a few days ago. You aren’t safe yet. I have to talk to the other adults here. There will be some limited supplies in there for now. You need to stay in there. Don’t come out.’

Jane nods, though Lucy’s brow furrows. Nathan takes them to a long wooden cabin set far away from the others and opens the door. He gestures for them to hurry. ‘Stay put.’ Maia hears the seriousness of the warning in his voice, like Maman telling her not to touch a sharp knife or a hot pan. ‘I don’t know what they’ll do when they find out I let you in.’

He takes Jane’s arm as she passes. She flinches so he drops it. ‘Don’t come out.’

She nods, a tight simple movement, and then steps over the threshold.

The children are too tired to push their way in; they wait their turn, stumbling sore feet and shocked feelings making them slow. When she follows the others, Maia sees they are in a lobby with lines of pegs. In front of them, a door leads to a long room filled with bunk beds.

‘We need to get them dry,’ Jane says, looking at Lucy, who is shaking and sniffling as much as the children. ‘Go and see if you can find towels.’ She turns to the rest of them. ‘Right, everybody, choose a peg. Coats off and shoes off, hang them up so they can dry. If they’re wet, take your trousers and jumpers off too.’

Maia scans the area, sees Finn and Polly over by the wall. Before she takes her things off, she squeezes her way through so she’s standing next to them, choosing the peg next to Finn’s. Her hands are cold so it’s hard to get out of her things. As they strip down to their T-shirts and pants, puddles form on the plasticky floor around them. No one complains.

Lucy returns with a pile of towels. ‘There’s a cupboard down the end with towels and sheets,’ she tells Jane. They pass them round and Maia rubs her wet hair, trying to squeeze out the water first like Maman does at home, but her cold hands aren’t strong enough.

Jane comes back from looking around. ‘This way.’ She takes them down a side corridor past a tiny kitchen to some toilets. ‘Take it in turns, wash your hands please.’

From there, the two women spirit them into a room that looks a bit like a classroom. Lucy has found blankets and they wrap them up and pack the children tightly into a group on the floor.

‘Let’s get you warm,’ Jane says, crouching to switch on an electric radiator attached to the wall. It doesn’t come on and she thumps it in frustration. Maia burrows into her little nest of blankets and squishes in close to Finn.

The teachers find some food in the kitchen, bringing through long-life meals that taste like cardboard. There are bottles of water too – Maia needs help getting the lid off hers, and she gulps the water, suddenly aware of the raging thirst and the long time since they ate and drank on the train. The liquid sloshes inside her, enhancing the empty feelings and the wave of exhaustion.

‘Let’s get you all into bed,’ Jane calls softly, and the children stagger to their feet, taking their little bags with them into a big room with bunk beds. Finn waits for Maia and she picks the bottom bunk next to the one Polly has chosen for the siblings, spreading out her blanket and curling beneath it with Rabbit, trying not to think of Maman and if she will be lonely. She doesn’t have anyone now, Maia or Daddy. She must be sad. But then a hard feeling pushes through. Maybe she deserves to be: she sent Maia away.

At least Maia has Rabbit, even though she had been thinking she was getting too old for him. But that was then. She buries her nose in his damp fur and smells home. As sleep falls over her, she relives the morning. The woman in the mask and the guns. As she drops under, she remembers the feeling of being lifted, strong arms pushing her upward. She tries to forget what was below.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

In the morning, Maia wakes with tears on her face and the boy – Finn’s – hand on her arm.

‘We have to get up now,’ he tells her. ‘Teacher says.’

‘Hurry up.’ His sister tugs his sleeve, but he smiles and stretches a hand to Maia, beckoning her to follow. She lays her rabbit on the pillow and then changes her mind, snatching him up and tucking him under her arm.

‘Come on.’

For breakfast they have rolls with jam or honey spooned over them. They sit at a long table with water jugs and plastic glasses. Maia thinks of school. It feels like that. Finn is on her left and their arms are pressed together. She feels safer this way, Rabbit hidden on her lap. What is Maman doing now? Her stomach clenches and she welcomes back the hard, cross feeling.

Jane walks along the line checking they are all eating. She keeps yawning and her eyes are red, as if she’s been rubbing them, but when she stops at Maia she frowns a little, her brow furrowing.

Lucy stands at the door, her hand on the lever, but she doesn’t go outside, even though the sun is shining and the trees are waving their leaves at them.

‘No one’s coming,’ she says. ‘I can’t see anyone.’

‘It’s still early,’ Jane tells her, distracted from the problem of Maia.

Maia stares at a cluster of oak trees – longing for the chance to run and play beneath them. It is so different here. There are no tall buildings, the sky seems even bigger than it does in London, and it’s quiet. She is used to the rhythmic hum of traffic – the sirens and the blaring horns punctuating the mornings, drifting up to their flat.

Here, the air feels different, even inside this cabin. It’s like being in a storybook. She wonders if there are farm animals here too – cows and goats and sheep like the ones in the city farm, but with green fields to run around in. All the while she thinks about these exciting things, there is a base layer of weight inside her, like sadness poured from concrete. She shifts on the bench, tucking her cold hands under her legs.

Finn looks at her. ‘Do you want to see what there is to do?’ he asks, his face serious, brown eyes intent.

He points at an area on the other side of the room. It is stocked with books and toys, some beanbags. Maia nods. Without consulting each other further, they lift their legs over the benches and squeeze out. His big sister is chatting to the girl on the other side, telling her about the horse riding lessons her father is buying her, so she lets him go with barely a glance.

Together, they sort through the boxes of toys, which are filled with train tracks, model figures, puzzles and tea sets. Gradually other children join them. It doesn’t matter that the toys are old fashioned, or too young for them. When they find a circuit game, Finn spreads tiny wires and connections across the floor and pieces them together until lights flash or a buzzer sounds. Maia watches, mystified, laughing at the result. Every time she laughs, he beams and redoubles his efforts.

The women leave them to it and stand sentry at the door to the cabin. Keeping their promise to stay within these walls.

‘I can see someone,’ Lucy says, after the children have been busy for a while. ‘Look!’ She raises a hand then takes it down again, seemingly changing her mind about waving. ‘He’s wearing a bubble. Wait. Nathan is there too. Just behind him.’ Lucy’s voice calms when she mentions their saviour.

The first man, tall and rangy, is carrying a whiteboard and pen.

He props the board on the ground fifty metres away and crouches to write in large letters. When he has finished he swivels it.

You must stay inside. Jane reads.

‘But we know that,’ Lucy says, sounding like she’s going to cry. He holds the sign still until Jane gives a thumbs up, then he turns the board and continues.


In two weeks we can let you out.

You will find supplies in the cabin.



Each time, they give a signal that they’ve understood. Jane sighs.


Do not come out before then.

If anyone suffers symptoms

Hang a sheet in the window.

Do not come out.



The man underlines this phrase several times. The violence of his movement infects the cabin with unease. He turns the sign a final time.


We will take action if you do.



‘What does that mean?’ Lucy says.

Jane shakes her head. ‘I don’t think we want to find out.’



If the children press their faces to the windows, they can see figures in the distance, watching them. There might be the flash of binoculars or, at night, the flare of a light. But no one comes close. Jane and Lucy sift through all the cupboards, dividing the spoils they find – children’s clothes, old but clean, a bumper pack of toothbrushes and small tubes of toothpaste. Maia is fascinated by hers.

The women spend a long time in the kitchen and storeroom, counting out the tins and packets, working out meals. Maia stays with Finn and the others, only crying at night when the dorm is quiet. From the muted sounds, she is not the only one who saves her tears for the darkness. In the morning they all pretend they didn’t hear the others.

They shower in shifts, dry themselves with towels that they hang on the end of their bunks. In the mornings, Jane runs a kind of school, reading from the books in the toy area, writing lessons on the board, passing paper and pencils out. She doesn’t check on their progress or chastise those who doodle houses and families, just gently guides them to lunch. Maia finds it hard to think about Maman. She misses her, but she hates her too.

While Jane forces herself into the day with some cheerfulness, Lucy seems to slip further from herself, standing at the windows and staring out as the children run and shriek around her. ‘Were we wrong to leave her,’ Maia hears her say to Jane one day as she charges past.

‘We did what we had to at the time,’ Jane tells her, and Maia remembers the tired face of the old woman they left in the bus stop, wonders if she is sitting there still.

‘I wish I could let my parents know I’m okay,’ Lucy says. ‘They didn’t want me to do this but I thought it was a good thing to do. Just for the summer.’ Her lip wobbles.

‘It is,’ Jane tells her. She wraps her arms around the younger woman and pats her on the back. ‘I’m sure we can contact them soon.’ But her face, which Maia can see over Lucy’s shoulder, doesn’t match the upbeat sound of her voice.



Maia isn’t sure what wakes her. Whether it’s the sound of screaming or the taste of smoke in the air. At first she thinks it’s a dream. An ashy fug is filtering through the walls, slipping into the cracks between the planks of the cabin.

She turns her face into the musty pillow, pressing herself deep into its damp staleness. The smoke is in her imagination. It must be. Maman always says it is overactive. But then there are more sounds, different ones, like the wrenching of falling trees. Rubbing her eyes, Maia swings her legs over the side of the bed, and tiptoes past the still shapes of the sleeping children into the hallway.

Jane is standing at the window beside the door. The world outside is aglow. Beyond the line of oak trees, Maia sees the sun coming up; bolts of red and orange light illuminating the horizon, bathing Jane’s face in gold, reflecting off her glasses. But as she looks, the orange light becomes fire, flames stretching the width of the camp. Through a terrible roaring in her ears, distant screams filter. She shudders and Jane swivels to see her, a pale ghost in the darkness.

‘Maia,’ she whispers. ‘You should be in bed.’

‘What’s happening?’

‘It is nothing to worry about.’

But from the way Jane presses her close, so tight she can hardly breathe, Maia knows that isn’t true. They stare out together, watching distant shadow-shapes dart between patches of flame. Maia’s feet are cold on the dusty floor. After a few moments, Jane takes her hand and leads her back to the dorm. One or two of the children stir as they pass, but stay sleeping.

Jane tucks the covers around her and the two of them stare at each other in the darkness before Jane touches the tip of her nose and glides away. Maia knows she is there, down the hallway, standing watch.

The screams have died out now, but the memory of flames through the screen of trees follows her into sleep, dark moving shadows at their edges. She drifts off with the ash floating in the sky, like a little illuminated particle rising on the hot air then falling down to earth.




CHAPTER TWENTY

It is the first day they are allowed out of the hut. Everyone is restless, yet quieter than usual, listening for a signal or call to freedom. Maia sits with her nose pressed against the window in the dorm, her breath fogging the glass. There are trees and fields as far as she can see and she wants to stretch her legs through the tall grasses and run from trunk to trunk in the bright green. She’s been watching for days now, waiting for the chance.

Lucy and Jane keep checking their watches and Maia wonders what will happen if no one comes. There isn’t much food left. After the night with the fire, the ovens and the lights stopped working. She wants to go outside. She can’t breathe in here any more. There isn’t a balcony, not like at home.

But at ten o’clock a small party of people detaches itself from the butter yellow walls of the stately home in the distance, proceeding to the huts in a line, like worker ants. Lucy clutches Jane and the children all stare, silent, waiting. As the ants get closer, Maia can see Nathan, the man who let them in. She’s glad he’s okay.

When the group reaches the hut, one of the men steps forward. It’s the tall, rangy man with the whiteboard. He’s wearing khaki shorts and a polo shirt, holding a clipboard under his arm. This is as close as anyone has got to them since they arrived. An older man with tattoos on his arms carries a box forward. He puts the parcel on the porch and then retreats.

The women look at each other uncertainly.

Then Jane turns the key in the lock and reaches out for the box.

‘It’s a testing kit,’ she says, opening the flaps. ‘There’s a note. It says we have to keep the door locked. Someone called Bart will watch us do the testing through the window.’

‘Why?’ Lucy steps back as a man in a protector approaches.

Jane looks at her. ‘So we don’t fudge it.’ She turns to the children. ‘Right, everyone, this is going to take a little longer.’

Lucy and Jane put on gloves and follow the instructions on the box, pricking each child’s finger under the watchful gaze of the man at the window. The same one who wrote so angrily on the whiteboard. The completed tests go onto a tray that they slide out of the door. Then they are left to wait.

The children peel away, bored and restless. Jane paces the hallway.

‘I want to go out now,’ Maia tells her. ‘They said today.’

‘I know, but you have to wait.’

‘Why?’

‘Because there are rules.’

Maia feels the unfairness boil over inside her. She hits the wall with her fist so hard it jars down her arm and makes her cry out. ‘I hate rules. I hate you.’

‘Maia!’ Lucy emerges from the kitchen.

‘It’s okay,’ she hears Jane say as she runs away from them. ‘Leave her.’ A little hard knot sticks in the middle of her chest. Maia wishes she hadn’t shouted. There is nowhere to run to. She goes to her bunk and curls up, letting the anger swirl around inside her. Hating them all, especially Maman for giving her up, sending her to this place.

It takes more than an hour until there is a knock on the door.

Everyone freezes. Too curious to keep sulking, Maia rolls from the bunk and goes out to the hallway, where they are gathering, squeezing into any little piece of space they can find.

‘Er… Come in,’ Jane calls.

The door swings back and the sun-leathered man with tattoos on his arms looks in at them.

‘Well,’ he says. ‘I guess you made it. I’m Mick, the camp caretaker and odd-job man. Would you like to come out and look around?’ His words are short and his face is fixed into a tough expression, like he’s holding it that way on purpose. Maia marvels at the width of his shoulders.

No one moves. All of the children wait for Jane.

She swallows. Nods once. ‘Okay, then.’

A second’s hesitation and then the two boys nearest the door edge towards it. The man stands to one side. Maia looks at Finn, but Polly places a restraining hand on his shoulder and she decides she can’t wait for him, she has to be out there.

She steps onto the wooden decking outside the hut. In the sunlight, the world seems bright and almost too much. Part of her wants to go back inside and hide in her bed. But then there are steps beside her, a rush of air, and she looks at Finn and his smile is wide. She feels happiness floating up inside her like lemonade.

Together they step onto the grass. Her legs are wobbly, not as strong as they were when they walked here, but after a few steps she can’t resist.

‘Catch me, Finn,’ she calls, and she is off, hair streaming out behind her. She has to get to the trees in the distance. They take a frustratingly long time to move closer.

‘Maia, not too far,’ she hears Jane call.

The little knot at the centre of her chest tightens.

The trees aren’t too far, she reasons. She won’t go any further.

A few breathless strides more and her feet sink into a deep carpet of grasses. She tilts her head to look up at the blue sky and the bright green of the branches above. Stretching out her arms, Maia spins on the spot, laughing until she is too dizzy to stand and she falls, welcomed by the big grassy bed. There is a muffled crash as Finn plunges next to her, sinking beneath the surface. She sits up and when he emerges, they throw handfuls of grass at each other, delighted and breathless with freedom and air.

For a few moments, the sickness is far away. The train recedes, the frightened faces, the man lying on the step of the bus. The air is warm, like a bath, and yet fresh and fulfilling.

But when they stop their game to catch their breath, Maia turns to look beyond the trees, at the vast expanse of cleared ground. She halts, shocked and confused. Where there were lines and lines of toy huts like building blocks two weeks ago, now there is pile upon pile of grey sooty ash, a forbidding landscape where nothing moves, nothing breathes.

She runs back to the grown-ups, her heart jumping inside her.

‘The huts,’ she tells Jane. ‘They’re gone.’

‘There are more over there,’ the tall man, Bart, says, pointing in the other direction to the oaks. His voice is dismissive and he carries on speaking to the others.

‘No, I don’t mean them,’ Maia pushes forward, interrupting. ‘I mean the ones we saw when we came.’

‘Maia,’ Jane’s voice is a warning. It makes the little knot pulse and burn.

She stamps her foot on the ground, hating this caged feeling like when she was in the flat with Maman. Why do people treat her like she can’t see what’s going on?

‘I just asked a question! What’s wrong with that?’

‘Maia. What a lovely name.’ Bart bends so he can look at her. It doesn’t sound like he thinks it’s lovely. ‘I’m Mr Holmes. But you can call me Bart. I’m in charge here. Questions are a wonderful thing when they’re asked at the right time. But we also need to learn when to be silent. Don’t they teach you that at Holly Lane School?’

‘I don’t go to Holly Lane School,’ she says. Jane’s hand lands on her shoulder, squeezing gently. What has she said that’s wrong?

Bart frowns, looks at Jane. His voice is sharper now, the honey coating Maia knew he was putting on has vanished. ‘All of these children are supposed to be from the same school. A boarding school. So there was no outside contamination. That’s how they were able to be moved so late on.’

‘She was an extra,’ Jane says, softly. ‘It’s fine. Maia tested negative just like the rest of us. She’s healthy.’

Bart shakes his head, his face purpling. He stares at Maia, as if he’s seeing something distasteful, like gum on his shoe. ‘She might have to be sent back.’

Jane moves in front of Maia, right close to Bart.

‘No,’ she says. ‘She’s not going anywhere. I take responsibility for her.’

Bart is silent for a long moment.

‘Very well.’

But as she runs back to Finn, Maia can feel the man’s eyes on her. Watching. His dislike fills the air between them.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

After the children have raced around the grass, they follow the adults to the big house and into a hallway lined with long tables and benches, lit by candles. There are other people here – a few men and women, but mostly children – and Maia doesn’t like the eyes on them, watching and assessing as they file into the room.

She returns the stares, noticing two girls giggling at her and Finn walking together. Huffing her cheeks and glaring at them, Maia sits on a bench. The people bring out plates of food, their faces tight and drawn. A woman ruffles Finn’s hair and another embraces Jane at the end of the table.

‘We’re glad you’re here.’

‘What news is there?’ Maia hears Jane’s whisper and she strains her ears for the answer.

‘You should eat.’

‘This doesn’t look like two hundred people. Maybe half that? Is this everyone?’

The woman nods.

Jane pushes. ‘What happened the other night? With the flames?’

The woman’s face contorts with a pale sort of pain and she shakes her head. ‘An outbreak. Things got out of control. Bart doesn’t want it discussed in front of the children. Let’s talk later. First you must eat.’

‘Why is there no electricity?’

The woman’s face pales. ‘The fire took out all of the solar panels too. It spread faster than anyone could handle.’ She shakes her head, a sob escaping her throat. ‘Please don’t ask me.’

It is strange, but here in the confusion of camp, away from home, Maia’s memories feel blurry round the edges, like she has imagined them. Still, she sees them: the playground, the lift, the twenty-second floor, her unicorn bed and her purple rug, all the cans her dad left. The pictures turn her empty inside. She shakes her head to make the thoughts stop and the plaits Lucy braided in her hair fly out and back again.

The people bring them plates of stew and great hunks of bread, served with pats of butter that she is allowed to dig her knife into the middle of. There are glasses of squash and platters of fruit. Polly lifts a mouthful on her fork and lets the stew tip back into the bowl in a spatter, her face screwed tight. ‘We’re used to better food than this,’ she says.

Maia can’t help reaching for the perfect yellow curve of a banana, breaking into the end like a baby monkey at the zoo and devouring it at the same time as her stew. Polly rolls her eyes in disgust.

‘Miss Lucy, make Maia stop, she’s disgusting.’

But Lucy shakes her head in a way that shows she doesn’t mind. ‘Don’t be stuck up, Polly,’ she says. ‘This is good food that we’re lucky to have.’ When Maia grins at Lucy, her mouth full of banana and meat, the ghost of a smile traces her features.

When Finn goes up for seconds, Polly leans towards her and hisses. ‘You’re weird. You weren’t supposed to be on our train. I don’t like you.’

Maia loses her words in a hit of surprise and unfairness. By the time she catches her breath, Finn is back and Polly smiles sweetly at her, holding out the fruit bowl, her eyes like ice. ‘Another banana, Maia? I can tell you really like them.’



They are going to stay in their hut for now. Jane and Lucy have decided. It takes all afternoon, clearing out the dirty washing, replacing the towels and soap and sheets. They open out the windows wide and let the sweet air clean out the last two weeks of living in close proximity. Maia and Finn work as a team, figuring out how to tuck the sheet over each corner of their mattresses. Polly watches them. ‘That’s not how you do it,’ she says.

‘It’s fine,’ Finn says. ‘Leave us alone, Pol.’

The other girl stares at them, chewing her lip. When she speaks again her voice has changed. It’s softer, wheedling. ‘You can have the top bunk for a bit, if you want,’ she says to Finn. ‘I don’t mind.’

Maia holds her breath. She doesn’t want to sleep next to Polly.

Finn glances at her. ‘I’m fine here.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Polly jumps down so unexpectedly that the floor shakes with her weight and Maia startles, dropping Rabbit among the dust bunnies.

They finish sorting then return to the hall for more food. By the time they’ve eaten it is getting dark outside. The adults pass out blankets and they wrap them around their shoulders and trail out behind the house to a patch of ground where someone has built a fire.

The children crowd around, the ones from the hut sticking together, huddling close to get near to the heat. Maia feels the flames hypnotising her, making her yawn. A man with a guitar starts playing songs she doesn’t know; the food and the warmth make her sleepy. Above them, some of the clouds move apart and the stars look down with bright friendly eyes. In the distance, the lines of the fences are invisible in the darkness. You could almost forget they were there.

When they return to the dorm, the air is soupy and warm, like
welcoming arms. Now that they can leave it, the hut feels less like a
prison, and more like home. Maia is tired; her legs stumble a little on
the step and her eyes are drooping. She follows Finn into the room and
they all file through to their beds by the low light of the wall lamps.
She is desperate to crawl under the covers. But when she looks at her
bed, something is wrong.

Rabbit isn’t there.

She lifts the cover, expecting to be able to pull him out up onto the pillow. He is always sliding under the covers at home. Maman jokes that he likes to burrow. But he isn’t there. She moves the pillow, panic licking at the edges of her body, then sets it down, whipping back the duvet.

Maia lets out a whimper and drops to her knees to peer under the bunk. Nothing.

‘What is it?’ Finn squats next to her, his round face creased with worry. ‘Have you lost something?’

‘My rabbit,’ Maia says. ‘He’s gone.’

‘I’ll help you look.’

Finn does all the same things Maia did, while the others troop off to the sinks with their toothbrushes. There aren’t that many places to search.

‘He isn’t here.’ The sound of tears in her voice make Maia feel even worse. She wants Maman.

‘Is something wrong?’ Lucy’s face is pinched and tired. She looks older than only two weeks ago when they walked through the rain. Her hair is tied back, the curls pulled off her face.

‘Maia can’t find her rabbit,’ Finn says.

‘Oh dear. Well, where did you leave it?’

‘I didn’t take him anywhere,’ Maia says. ‘He stays in my bed…’

Fat tears trail down her cheeks. Finn looks so worried. That must be how she looks too, but she feels the strange urge to comfort him.

‘Now don’t worry, we’ll find him,’ Lucy says. ‘Show me your bed.’

For the third time, the covers are pulled back, the pillow moved, the floor checked with no success. Lucy makes a frustrated noise, the kind of noise Maman makes when Maia spills milk or upends her pencil case on the rug.

The other children are finishing up in the bathrooms and snuggling in now. ‘Has anyone seen Maia’s toy rabbit?’ She asks the occupants of the surrounding beds in a low voice. At the other end of the room the children are tucked up, eyes closing. Everyone shakes their heads. A couple sit up to watch but most are too tired.

‘I think we’ll have to look for him properly in the morning.’

‘But,’ Maia whispers, ‘I need him now. To sleep.’

At that moment, Polly comes back from the bathroom, putting one foot on her stepladder and leaping up onto her bunk so the frame wobbles and the mattress heaves with the motion.

‘Polly? Have you seen Maia’s rabbit?’ Finn tilts his head and waits for his sister to reply.

She sticks her head over the edge and watches the scene below, an interested glitter in her eyes. ‘No, I haven’t seen that disgusting rabbit.’

‘It’s not disgusting.’ Maia feels even sicker.

‘What’s going on over here?’ Jane whispers. ‘It’s time for bed, lights out.’

‘Maia’s lost her soft toy,’ Lucy explains.

‘Well, we’ll just have to look in the morning. It’ll turn up. We won’t find it now in the dark.’

Lucy looks at Maia’s face.

‘I’ll tuck you in,’ she says. ‘We’ll find him tomorrow, okay?’

Maia wants to cry, but something inside her is shrivelling and she can’t make a sound. She lets Lucy help her into bed and tuck the covers around her. But she won’t be able to sleep. Her arms feel empty and wrong. She can’t smell home. Maia curls on her side and hugs her body, trying not to feel the void where Rabbit would usually be.

‘Good night,’ Jane calls softly from the door. ‘Sleep tight.’

She can’t sleep. She lies in the semi-darkness and finally the tears come. Her pillow turns wet and cold. Every night until now, she has buried her nose in his fur and dreamed of her room at home. She wracks her brain for where he could be, feeling around the edges of the mattress just in case, but there is nothing.

Opposite her, Finn doesn’t shut his eyes either. When everyone is still and breathing evenly, he keeps watching, waiting for her to fall asleep. When, a long time later, she is still awake, he folds back the cover of his bed and slips over to Maia’s. Wordlessly, she shuffles back and he scoots in beside her.

‘We’ll find him tomorrow,’ he whispers. ‘Promise.’

Only then, with the warmth of him next to her and their two heads on the pillow, does she sleep.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Maia wakes to the sound of an argument. It makes furrows in the air around her head, sending little darts of fear into her body. She reaches for Rabbit, then remembers.

‘Give it back, Polly.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Yes, you do.’

She reaches out and pushes Finn’s shoulder, hard. ‘Take it back.’

Finn cries out.

‘Stop being a baby.’

‘What happened?’ Maia sits up, sleepy and confused, looking at Finn for an explanation. Others around them are doing the same. This is the first argument there has been since they arrived, no one is used to raised voices.

Polly turns to look at Maia, her eyes wide, and just for a moment she thinks the older girl is going to say something. But then Polly rolls her eyes and stalks from the room. Maia wonders why Finn’s sister has disliked her from the start. Polly is snappy with lots of people but worst with Maia. Maybe it’s more to do with Finn than her. Every time Finn stretches away from his sister, she pulls him back, like she’s snapping a rubber band.

Maia doesn’t know what it’s like to have a sibling. What it would be like to feel someone is taking them away from you. Maybe they should try and involve Polly more. It’s like trying to be nice to the cactus her dad used to have, though – it looks okay but if you touch it the spines stick in your skin, making you itch. Maman made him throw it away.

Finn’s face is folded into an origami shape of worry. He makes an obvious effort to smooth it flat and she pushes the thoughts of Polly aside for now.

After breakfast, even Jane can’t find Rabbit. Maia had been holding onto the idea that she can solve any problem. The chasm inside her gapes wider.

‘Right, for now we’re all going to go for a walk and explore,’ Jane says, a firm hand on her shoulder. ‘That’ll take your mind off it for a little while.’

But nothing will take Maia’s mind off it. As they tour the grounds, the woodlands and the farm, half her mind is on Rabbit. There is a lurching pain of homesickness when she thinks of the softness of his ears and the squidge of his belly against hers.

She can’t bear it. Maman shouldn’t have sent her here. This is all a big mistake and she needs to leave. When they walk within sight of the fence line, Maia decides. She abandons the group and walks towards it, searching for a gap or a hole she can squeeze through. She hears Finn call her name, but she keeps walking.

At the fence, she runs her hands over the wires but they are tight and so closely netted she cannot get more than her fingers through. Jane is calling her now, but she starts running along the fence, searching, hoping, until her eyes are blinded by tears. When she can’t go any further, she takes the fence in both hands and shakes it as hard as she can. It barely moves.

‘Let me out!’ Maia screams. ‘I want to go home!’

Then there are arms around her. Strong but gentle. Unhooking her fingers and dragging her away as she fights and flails. Maia battles as hard as she can but the arms don’t let go. She can’t hear anything but the sound of her own voice, sobbing and shouting. She keeps going until she is exhausted.

She finds herself held on Jane’s lap, tangled together where they have sunk to the ground. Her chest heaves and her breath hitches. The red fury and pain are leaving now, but what is left is like falling down a well.

‘Let it all out,’ Jane is whispering in her ear. ‘Let it out.’

When Maia is quieter, her body slack, Jane releases her. The rest of the children have moved on with Lucy. They are alone.

‘We can’t leave,’ Jane says, turning Maia so she can look into her eyes. ‘I wish we could. You must miss your parents.’

‘There’s only Maman now.’ Maia feels the heat rise. ‘She sent me away. I hate her!’

‘Maia, listen.’ Jane’s voice is so serious, though kind, that she is shocked into stillness. ‘You mother loves you so much. It is the hardest thing to ever do to send your child away. Almost the worst thing in the world.’ She squeezes her words into Maia’s shoulders. ‘Do you believe me?’

Maia looks into her eyes and nods. She does.

‘She did it to keep you safe because she loves you. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ she sniffs. ‘It still hurts.’

Jane pulls her in for a hug. ‘I know,’ she says. ‘I know it does.’

Jane keeps her close at her side when they rejoin the others. Workers
wave at them from a shed where they are forking vast heaps of hay. Maia
shades her eyes against the brightness to see better. They are still hot
and itchy from crying.

Gradually, she feels calmer, her breath stops hitching. The sheep and cows here are different than she is used to. They skitter away from the children, not like the ones in the petting farm near home that will nuzzle you with their soft wet noses. Maia likes the goats though. She and Finn hover at the fence as the creatures with eyes like marbles thrust their noses through the wire and nibble at Maia’s cardigan.

As they walk, Maia notices Polly is glancing at Finn, trying to attract his attention. She nudges him to look, but he stares the other way, so she leaves it. She has never seen him like this before – it is usually he who follows Polly around, smoothing over her moods and making peace, like Polly is in some way broken and it’s Finn’s job to fix her.

As she promised when they walked back from the fence, Jane asks everyone to look in their things again in case Rabbit has fallen in anywhere. Maia stands anxiously in the middle of the room, scanning the activity for signs of success, but one by one the children shake their heads. Finn doesn’t pay any attention to them. He sits on his bunk with his knees clutched to his chest.

For the second night, Maia has to go to sleep without the toy. Some of the other children have photographs of parents and pets to look at. Maman didn’t pack a picture. All she had was Rabbit. She’s frightened she will forget what home smells like. The thought keeps her awake, turning in her bed as she tries to exactly picture the flat: her bedroom, the small hallway and the kitchen-living room with its balcony and view of the city. Twenty-second floor, she thinks. She can find her way back if she needs to. If the woman who collected her can’t meet them at the station. Or maybe Maman will come.

She’s still focusing on remembering when the cover rustles and Finn sneaks in next to her. He’s warm and she feels safe again. As she goes to sleep she thinks about taking him to see her flat, showing him the view. Maman will give them brioche and hot chocolate the French way in bowls, and they can go down to the playground and spin on the roundabout – so fast they can’t walk when it stops. She’ll ask her, she decides. Just as soon as she sees her.



The next day, Finn is still refusing to talk to Polly. Everyone has started to notice that something is wrong. Maia sees Lucy and Jane looking at each other when he turns his head away from Polly at breakfast and shuffles so she can’t fit onto the bench.

Maia feels sorry for Polly, which is a strange feeling.

‘Finn, maybe you should let her sit there,’ she whispers.

He shakes his head, his mouth fixed in a line. ‘No.’

Maia looks over at Polly, who is sitting further down the table opposite them. The other girl glares at her but then the intensity fades and Maia can see from her eyes that she is lost too. Polly shrugs and looks down at her plate, untouched food congealing before her.



That evening, Maia finds a lump at the bottom of her bed.

Hardly daring to hope, she pulls the covers out from where they are tucked in tight against the frame. Grey fur.

She snatches Rabbit from the sheet and clutches him tight against her.

‘Lucy, Jaaaane,’ one of the others calls. ‘Maia found her toy.’

The words drag Jane in from the kitchen, where she has been washing up cups.

‘Oh, thank goodness for that,’ she says. ‘Where was it?’

‘He was in the bed. At the bottom,’ Maia says slowly, puzzled now the overwhelming relief is subsiding. ‘But he wasn’t there before.’

‘Oh, wasn’t he?’ Lucy laughs and tousles Maia’s hair.

‘It must have been,’ Polly’s voice intrudes on the reunion from above. Maia hadn’t realised she was up there, lying still. ‘You just didn’t look properly.’

‘She did! She looked there five times!’ Finn’s voice cuts in.

Maia looks up at Polly. Her face is tight and her lips pressed into a thin line, like when you’re trying not to cry. Finn and Polly are the only children who don’t have soft toys with them.

‘It’s fine,’ Maia says. ‘He’s back now. It doesn’t matter.’

Lucy steps forward through the friction in the air. ‘Thank goodness for that. Come on, time for teeth please.’

But when she snuggles into bed and buries her face in the toy’s fur, Rabbit doesn’t smell of home any more. She turns him round, tries as hard as she can, but there is a new scent on him, the smell of someone else. She can’t close her eyes and conjure her bedroom. Something big has been lost and it isn’t coming back.

The next day, Finn is speaking to Polly. The girl even smiles at her. Maia decides not to tell him about the smell. She doesn’t want them to fall out again. But even though she says nothing, it’s different between the brother and sister now. There’s a gap between them that wasn’t there before.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

She still wishes she was home, but Maia loves the fact that they are allowed to roam. In London, she was tied to her mother’s side, escorted from flat to the school, playground, park. Here, when their schoolwork is finished and their chores are done, Jane lets them out into the grounds and they are free to explore as long as they come back before dark. That isn’t a problem – they are always hungry by then.

With the help of some of the farmhands, Mick the caretaker has built a tree house and there is fierce competition for time inside it, but Maia has noticed how uncomfortable Finn seems with noisy, unpredictable groups. He startles if someone shouts too close to him. So instead, she persuades him to explore the jungle of ferns and woods with her. The fresh green fronds have bent to the ground, forming tunnels and hidey holes that are just as good as a tree house. Some of the cover is so dense that it’s bone dry beneath the foliage. They like having this world to themselves.

Today they hustle in next to a fallen log and Finn produces three custard creams from his pocket. The corners are crumbled.

‘Where did you get them?’

‘Lucy,’ he grins, handing her one.

They munch in companionable silence, splitting the third biscuit between them. Maia eases the top off with her teeth and scrapes the creamy middle from the bottom. She had these at home sometimes. Her mother would roll her eyes when she saw her eating them this way. ‘Arrêt.’ She doesn’t hear French spoken here, what if she forgets it? What if they can’t talk to each other properly when Sofie comes to get her? The thought makes her feel queasy. She dusts off her hands and scoots onto all fours.

‘Let’s follow the tunnel.’

Finn crawls after her as she leads them along the carpeted forest floor under the fern canopy. They twist and turn but she doesn’t worry that they won’t be able to find their way back. If they get lost all they have to do is find a border fence and follow it home.

Finally, they can go no further: a thicket of brambles blocks their way. Maia rears up from their trail and bursts through the cover, spraying bits of fern and dust into her hair and eyes. She splutters to get the bits out of her mouth.

‘Look!’ Finn sounds excited, but she is too busy wiping her eyes to register what they’ve found. She hears the discovery before she sees it, cheerful water having a conversation with rocks and pebbles. In front of them lies a stream of crystal-clear water running over a series of tiny falls, forming still and deep pools in the shadow of the trees. Finn is already wading through the bushes towards it, but he stops and waits for her, his eyes shining, hand outstretched to pull her through.

‘This is so cool!’

They crouch on the mossy velvet bank and trail their hands in the flow. The water is deliciously cold and Maia touches her fingers to her lips, sucking the moisture from them. When he sees her, Finn does the same.

She’s never had a friend like Finn before. There were play dates with school friends or children of her mother’s friends but it wasn’t like this. Those involved endless debates over the right or wrong way to draw a panda or build a rail track. She and Finn just seem to think the same way, like their brains have the same things inside them.

They lie on their bellies, faces hovering over the clear water, ripples distorting their reflections and the world beneath the surface. ‘A fish!’ Finn points, but when Maia looks, it darts away, a flash of silver in the light.

‘It was big!’

‘Maybe we could catch one and eat it.’

‘If I put my hand in…’ Finn tries, but he can’t keep it in long enough – the water chills his fingers, turning them red when he yanks them out again. Not that it matters. The air is warm, warmer than the adults say early summer should be.

Finn rolls onto his back and looks up at the trees above them.

‘I bet we could catch one if we had to.’

‘Why would we have to?’

Maia has seen the food storage containers at the back of the big house: lines of metal containers like you see on ships. She helped Jane fetch some pasta one day and the whole thing was lined with shining jars and bulging bags of food. Some of them had things floating in them.

‘I don’t know,’ Finn shrugs. ‘Just if we had to.’

‘We could sleep in the fern tunnel,’ Maia says, catching onto the game. ‘And drink water from the stream.’

‘Then if anyone came, we could prod them with sticks,’ he says.

‘Like Polly.’ Finn is silent for a moment. ‘Sorry,’ she says.

‘It’s okay. She used to be better, but since they sent us away to school…’ his voice fades.

They amble back towards the house, grazing on strawberries they find on the way. When they arrive, everyone is already sitting at the big table, spooning sticky rice into their mouths.

‘There you are.’ Jane bustles over to them. ‘Go and wash your hands and faces. Why are you red?’

‘We found strawberries,’ Finn beams. He holds a hand out to Mick, who has followed Jane over to them. There is one plump strawberry left on his palm. ‘You can have it.’

Mick’s face turns the same colour as the strawberry. Maia has rarely heard the man speak, is a little afraid of his gruff exterior. ‘Oh. I dunno…’

‘Go on,’ Jane urges.

He takes the sweet fruit and his face softens as the sweetness explodes in his mouth.

‘Thanks,’ he says, rubbing his hands. ‘That was good.’

Finn beams.



The next day, Jane hands them each a container with a lid, a paper packet of sandwiches and a bottle of water.

‘Right, explorers,’ she says to Maia and Finn. ‘You have a mission to complete. Go back to wherever you went yesterday and fill these tubs please. If you’re going to come back all sticky you can bring some back for us too. We used to—’ A spasm crosses her face, like she’s just remembered something she’s forgotten to do. She clears her throat. ‘If you can bring enough, we can have strawberries and cream for tea.’

They tuck their supplies into Finn’s rucksack and take turns carrying it. Maia feels a sense of purpose flowing through her. As the youngest, they are rarely given any tasks and when they are it’s never anything important, more distractions designed to keep them out of the way.

‘Let’s go to that massive patch,’ she says as they set off along the woodland track, looking for the place they left the path the day before. ‘It was covered in them.’

‘I reckon we can find it,’ Finn says. ‘We’ll have so many.’ His eyes shine at the thought. ‘I love strawberries,’ he says. ‘At home we have them with ice cream, but we probably can’t have that here.’ His smile fades a little.

‘I miss ice cream,’ Maia says in solidarity.

‘I miss chocolate.’

‘I miss red buses.’

‘I miss going to the shops.’

They carry on along the path listing all the little things they miss. They steer clear of the big ones. The things they really miss are too painful to consider.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Maia kicks her legs in a cartwheel across the grass. It’s washing day and all the sheets from their hut are piled on the ground, waiting their turn to go through the huge tubs and mangle the adults have appropriated from the stately home’s museum. Bart was furious when Nathan and Mick appeared with the items, but Mick had squared up to him.

‘I don’t think we need to fucking worry about preserving history for future Sunday afternoon cream teas and museum tours, do you?’ His face, right up close to Bart’s, was bleak and angry, his body cobra-tense. Maia watched Bart’s fingers curl into fists then go loose as he backed away, shaking his head. Somehow, days have turned into weeks and months. Nine months. No one has come for them.

Maia flips up into a handstand, floating for a moment, her arms stronger than ever. As she sways and overbalances, she thinks she hears a voice. Upright, she shades her eyes and strains to see or hear more. In the distance, through the trees, there is a figure at the fence. She wonders who is over there, avoiding their chores. Why would they be waving and drawing attention to themselves? And then she realises. The figure is on the other side.

She takes a couple of steps forward and then stops, looking back at the others who are still cavorting and cartwheeling around the lawn. Even Lucy is trying to do handstands. She’s happier than she was. Her hair is untamed now, a riot of curls and tangles that she lets loose. She’s persuading Nathan to have a go, her hands on his arm, pulling him to the grass.

‘Look,’ Maia calls. ‘Look!’

None of them pay any attention. Finn is the first to see. He frowns as he follows the line of her pointing arm and then his eyes widen. He runs to Jane and tugs at her arm, and then everyone stops.

Maia finds that her legs move of their own accord, obeying the fascination she feels. There is someone outside the fence, calling to them, like the pied piper. They all start to run towards him.

‘Wait,’ Jane calls, confusion then desperation in her voice. ‘Wait, it might not be safe.’

She and Lucy dash after them, until they all arrive raggle-taggle, by the inside boundary. Wordlessly, the children halt a few metres before the enclosure. The man’s face is red and peeling, like he’s been left out in the sun too long. Beside him lies a large rucksack. Weathered and frayed, it has bits of rope holding it together.

‘Oh, thank God,’ he says.

A girl a few yards from Maia gasps, then lets out an anguished sob.

‘Dad?’

‘Anna! Anna, yes it’s me. How are you sweetheart?’

‘Dad!’

Maia and the others watch in envious amazement as Anna, a quiet girl with thin blonde hair who rarely says more than two words at a time, throws herself at the inner fence.

‘You came. Dad, you came.’

‘I’m here, sweetheart.’ Tears are pouring down his face and hers. The man and Anna both grip the wires of their fences, separated by rolls of razor wire and long grasses between. Maia feels a lump travel down her throat and nestle in her ribcage.

‘Where’s Mum?’

Anna’s dad doesn’t reply. He shakes his head at her and Maia sees Anna’s fingers tighten on the fence, knuckles white and afraid. ‘You’re alive. I can’t believe you’re alive.’

‘You’re here,’ she says in echo. ‘You’re here.’

He looks up at Jane and Lucy as the only adults present. ‘Let me in. How do I get in?’

Jane opens and closes her mouth. Looks at Lucy.

‘Come on. I want my daughter. Let me in.’

At that moment, a shout goes up from the lawns and they turn to see others running towards them.

At the sight of them Anna becomes frantic, her voice hysterical. ‘No, no, no. Don’t shoot my dad. Please. No!’

There were people, in the early days, who approached the fences, begging for help. The adults tried to keep the children from it, but they all knew. They heard the shots and the silence after. It’s one of the reasons Nathan is here – to protect them. But no one has come for months now.

Lucy steps forward, trying in vain to calm her, Anna sinking to the ground, the fence a death-grip in her hands. ‘No one’s going to shoot him, Anna. Calm down, stay calm.’

‘What’s going on here? Let me in.’

‘Stand back.’ Nathan has his gun on his hip and though he doesn’t draw it, Maia can’t take her eyes from his side, memories of the night they arrived flooding her. But it’s different now. The man who tried to keep them out is gone. She never saw him again because he died in the fire. Things are different.

‘I’m here for my daughter, that’s all,’ Anna’s dad raises his hands in surrender. ‘I’m Connor.’

‘How did you get here? What’s going on out there?’ Mick calls.

In the silence that follows, Maia can hear pigeons cooing on the barn roof almost a mile away.

Anna’s dad looks awkward. He gestures to the children. ‘It might be better if we talk more privately.’

‘Not fair,’ Finn whispers. Desperation to know seeps through Maia. If Anna’s dad is okay, then maybe…

‘You’re too much of a risk, Connor,’ Mick shouts. ‘We can’t let you in. How did you even know where to find us?’

The man gives a hollow laugh. ‘Lots of time to track down records. Try the different places you could be. No one to stop me.’

‘We’ll need to discuss what to do. You’ll have to wait here.’

‘But the sickness has burned itself out,’ the man argues. ‘We had the second wave six months in. Everyone…’

‘Everyone what?’ Jane’s voice is a tremulous thread.

The man gazes at them in assessment. ‘What do you know?’

‘We lost communications months ago. Last June.’ Mick’s voice wavers a little. ‘We don’t know anything.’ Maia thinks of the way Mick sits with a radio in the evenings, eking out the batteries they have, tuning the channels, finding only static or recorded announcements.

‘You’re kidding.’

No one answers, the whole group still and staring. It should be very clear that they are not joking. Not even close.

‘Oh man.’ Anna’s dad shakes his head, stretching a hand to steady himself on the fence. His arms are like the wires, twisted and thin. ‘This isn’t… I don’t know… I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.’

‘How many survivors are there?’ Lucy pushes herself forward, pressing her body against the fence. ‘What does the government say about us opening up?’

‘Government?’ The man barks a laugh that sounds like he has earth in his throat. ‘There is no government.’

‘But the other camps, the protocols?’

The man raises his hands. ‘It was too late. The evacuations. Last I heard, most other camps fell. Some to the sickness, they couldn’t keep it out. At others there was panic, people trying to get in. Then the broadcasts stopped. I’ve been working my way round the country looking for you. I’ve seen some terrible—’ He bends over double and coughs.

Maia stretches her hand to Finn’s, rooting herself in his grip. If she doesn’t hold onto him, they might just slip off the edge of the world. What about London? What’s left in London?

Connor braces himself on the fence. ‘I need water, food, please. I’ve been camping and foraging. I’ve not been well. Not the sickness,’ he adds, seeing the alarm on their faces. ‘I drank some contaminated water, that’s all. I didn’t think I was going to find you.’ He looks at Anna again. ‘I assumed the worst but I had to check.’ A grin splits his face for a moment. ‘My girl.’

‘We need to talk this through,’ Mick says once more, resolute. ‘You can pitch your tent over there and we’ll get you some supplies.’

‘Dad!’ Anna is crying, a thin plaintive sound that breaks into Maia’s heart and makes her feel things she thought she’d forgotten. The soft touch of her mother’s hand on her forehead, arms around her. She shakes her head a little.

‘Come on, Anna,’ Jane says, helping her to her feet. ‘Let’s go and get your dad some food, shall we? Maia, help her up.’

Anna looks up at her, tear-streaked, and for a horrible second Maia hates her so much she wants to strike her. Then the snake-flash feeling passes and she stumbles forward to Anna’s other arm, covering her envy, helping her walk. Her own legs feel shaky and more than anything she wishes she could hide from the shock of her feelings, the well of want that exists inside her. She wants her mother. So badly.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Everyone piles into the main hall. There is uproar. Even the farm workers have heard about it and all the grown-ups are talking at once, faces flushed with heat and fear. No one tells the children to leave, so Maia and Finn slide onto the same chair, pressed together. Soon Polly and her friends find their corner, their faces wide with questions.

‘What’s happening?’

‘Anna’s dad came. He’s outside the fence,’ Maia tells her, enjoying the rare moment of positive attention from Polly. The girl squeezes next to her on the chair.

‘What did he say?’ One of the farmhands shouts at Mick, and they all freeze, waiting for the answer. ‘What’s the news of the outside world? We need to hear what he has to say, get him to talk.’

‘Yes,’ another yells. ‘Did he say the danger has passed? Can we open the gates?’

‘We need to be careful,’ Lucy interjects.

‘To hell with careful,’ the farmhand snarls, and Nathan, seeing Lucy’s face crease, takes a step towards her. Maia can tell he longs to touch her; he looks at Lucy like she has the answer to every question he might ever want to ask.

Then Bart steps up onto a chair and holds out his hands for silence. Maia shudders a little when she sees him. Since he discovered she wasn’t supposed to be on the train, he’s treated her differently. Less than the others.

‘We are here,’ he says, ‘because we made a promise to humanity to keep these children safe until the danger has passed. We need to remember that vow.’ His words should be reassuring but they only seem to stir everyone more.

The room is fiery. It’s only now that everyone is talking at the same time, that Maia realises how quiet it usually is. This makes her belly tumble and swoop, but in a small way she likes it too. Nothing ever happens. Now something is happening. As the room erupts in babble, Maia sees Jane closing her eyes as if in pain.

Mick holds a hand aloft and waits for silence. Over time, his role has morphed from just caretaking and odd jobs. He’s strong, dependable. Recently people have been turning to him for more general direction and leadership. It’s clear to Maia that Bart loathes this.

‘We will talk to him, of course we will. But we have to be cautious. We need to protect the group. Remember the huts, the burning.’ A shadow crosses his face.

‘What do you have in mind?’ When Jane moves to Mick’s side, the room settles a little. Everyone trusts them individually; together they are powerful.

‘We’ll get him some food and water. Ask him to quarantine for fourteen days. He has a tent he can sleep in. Then, when that time is up, if he doesn’t have any symptoms, we let him in.’

‘I think it’s overkill,’ one of the farmer’s sons says. ‘It’s been months. The danger must have passed. Don’t you want to know now?’

‘You just want us off your land,’ someone behind Maiamutters.

‘Too effing right.’

‘You’re alive because we’re here—’

‘Enough.’ Bart steps forward and Maia catches a glimpse of a cold hardness in his eyes that makes her shiver. Ray, the old farmer, puts a hand on his son’s arm. After a moment, the younger man steps back, though his face is like the purple clouds of a thunderstorm.

Maia imagines the gates thrown wide, the children running out across the grass. In her vision, the roads and the bus stop and the old woman will still be sitting there, waiting for them. The train at the station, the doors slick and sliding open with a whoosh, ready to take her to a home that hasn’t faded. She could see her mother. She looks at Finn: his face is white and his smile crooked.

‘Maybe it is overkill,’ Mick concedes, his reasonable tone smoothing the static in the air, glossing over Bart’s anger. ‘But we know the consequences if we get it wrong. We can still talk to him in the meantime. Through the fence.’

‘I want to see him now,’ Anna wails.

‘I know,’ Jane crouches beside her, taking her arms and looking into her eyes to press the point inside her. ‘You will get to be with him really soon. I promise.’

Anna sniffs but nods, her fists gripping the fabric of her dress. She has no choice – rumbles of agreement are now passing between the adults. Maia tries to feel sorry for her but it’s hard. Too hard.

‘Maybe we’ll get out of here. Finally.’ Polly grins and Maia feels the contagion of her excitement. She whirls around to look for Finn.

‘Back in a minute,’ he says, already turning and retreating in the direction of the bathrooms. Maia hugs her arms around herself, suddenly full of what her dad used to call jumping bean energy.

Mick suggests everyone disperse, but no one listens. They’re all greedy for more information, the sight of a new face, a glimpse of hope. Jane and Anna fill a bag with supplies and the crowd heads outside towards the gate with Mick and Nathan in the lead while everyone else watches from further back. Maia trails behind, waiting for Finn and kicking dust, a little ball of hot unfairness churning inside her.

When Mick explains the plan, Anna’s dad folds in two – then sinks to his knees in the grasses. Maia remembers he had trouble even walking to the gate, one of his legs dragging a little behind him. It’s like he’s used himself up. Then, Mick draws his gun and gestures to Anna’s dad to move away to the trees.

‘Pitch your tent where we can see it,’ he yells. ‘Don’t try and come closer. Once we’re back inside you can collect the supplies.’

‘I just want my girl. You have no right to keep her.’

‘We’re doing what we promised to do, Connor,’ Mick shouts out. ‘Keeping everyone safe.’

‘This is bullshit. After everything I’ve been through…’ He doubles over, hacking and coughing. Maia feels everyone around her recoil.

‘Can you tell us more about what’s going on, out there?’ Mick calls.

Anna’s father gives a bitter laugh. It’s a desolate sound now the sun has sunk behind the trees. A few bats are flashing their way through the dusk. Maia tilts her head to their freedom.

‘You don’t want to know.’

‘We do. We have other children we need to get back to their homes.’

‘Put it this way. You’re better off in there.’

Mick makes a noise of frustration.

‘I’ll tell you,’ the man says, his voice clear and calculating in the stillness of almost-night, ‘when you let me hold my daughter.’

‘You know we can’t do that,’ Mick says. ‘Not yet.’

The man just shrugs and the crowd murmurs in anger and distress. Anna looks round, the whites of her eyes making her seem like a hunted deer.

‘Who does he think—’ Bart starts, but Mick raises a hand to stop him.

‘You’d do the same,’ he says in a low strained voice. ‘We have what he wants, he has what we want. We can wait.’

Maia looks at the keys sitting in Mick’s hand. The chance to know, the tiny slivers of metal all that stands between them and the truth after all this time. Need pulses inside her. She looks around for Finn but he still hasn’t joined them.

While Mick holds the gun on the man, Bart unlocks the inner gate and passes the key to Jane, who locks it behind them. Now the two men are in no man’s land, a place rabbits and other small mammals travel, making tunnels in the long grass, safe from human reach. They cross to the outer gate and Maia holds her breath. It makes her jittery to see them on the other side, like they might not come back, could walk away and leave them all. They have the keys and they could simply vanish.

Bart unlocks the outer gate and Mick steps through, training his gun on Anna’s dad. It doesn’t seem necessary. He sits on the ground by the treeline, watching.

‘I just want my girl,’ he says. ‘Just my girl.’ Bart sets the bag of food and water down on the ground, his silhouette tall and dark against the trees. There is a blanket on top.

‘He doesn’t need that. He’s been sleeping rough for God knows how long,’ Mick said when he saw it in Anna’s arms, but Jane had insisted.

‘I sent her for it,’ she said. ‘Let’s not forget kindness. Human decency.’

Maia, who was lolling in the doorway, watching with jealous fascination, saw shame come over Mick for a moment and he tucked the blanket on top without saying anything more.

Connor doesn’t move even when Mick and Bart step back into the channel between the fences and close the padlocks, cross the grass and wait for Jane to let them in.

There’s nothing to see now it’s getting dark, so everyone starts back to the house. Maia stays at the back of the group, dragging her feet, turning to watch Anna, who has settled herself cross-legged on the dust in front of the fence. It hurts to see and yet she cannot look away.

‘You need some sleep,’ Jane murmurs, the faint remonstration filtering through the dusk.

Anna shakes her head. ‘I’ll come soon.’

Beyond the fences, her father struggles to his feet, takes halting steps towards the bag. He stares at Anna when he reaches it, lifting a hand and holding it steady. She presses her own against the fence. Then he takes the strap and starts pulling it across the ground towards his own bag, ragged movements and heaving breath.

Maia can’t help glancing back at the small figure keeping vigil. What would it be like to have someone come for her? She pictures her mother, slight and blue-eyed, wills it as hard as she can. It’s only a matter of time.

In the distance beyond, the man is slowly erecting a weather-beaten tent, its yellow body forming a novel splodge against the familiar backdrop of green trees and ferns. The next time she looks back, she can no longer pick out the silhouette of Anna waiting there. The yellow dome is the only thing she sees. It takes the borders of her world, her imagination and pushes them outward.

She can’t find Finn. He isn’t on the low rock near the fire where
they always sit. She checks the dorm, just in case, but he isn’t in
there either. Maia’s brow creases with concern. They are never apart for
long and this makes a strange and shuddery feeling run through her, a
foretaste of life beyond the wires.

She traces their familiar routes around the buildings, eventually finding him in the barn. He is sandwiched in a small gap between the hay bales and she has to climb up and over to drop in beside him. ‘Here you are.’

He doesn’t say anything.

‘Budge over.’ She wriggles until they are sitting side by side, shoulders pressed close together. It is warm and tickly in the hay – the quiet scratching of the mice that live in the bales the only sound. Maia doesn’t mind them.

She waits for Finn to speak but he doesn’t say anything.

‘What’s wrong?’ She whispers, though she knows what it must be and her heart sinks. ‘Do you miss your family?’

It is dark but she feels him turn to face her, his breath touches her cheek.

‘That’s not it.’ His hand finds hers and their fingers twist together. The man at the fence has changed everything, like a serpent slithering between them.

‘What then?’

‘I don’t want to go home.’

Maia is silent a moment. There is a small part of her that feels the same, but when she thinks of their flat in the sky, her mother’s arms and the lilting love in her accent, she is riven with need.

‘We’ll still see each other,’ she says. ‘All the time.’

‘I like it here,’ he says, his voice shaking. ‘At home, no one cares what we do. My dad… he likes Polly, but not me.’

She takes a moment to digest this, finding it hard to imagine how anyone could dislike the mild Finn with his thoughtfulness and kind nature. He’s never in trouble. Not like her.

‘You didn’t tell me.’

He shrugs. ‘I didn’t want to think about it. Here we’re allowed to talk at meals and play and… and I’m not a sissy.’ There are tears in his voice and Maia wants to blot them dry. Finn tips his head so it is resting on hers. ‘I didn’t know it could be like this.’

His body shakes with silent sobs and Maia pulls him close, kneeling in their secret space between the bales.

‘You don’t have to go back,’ she promises. ‘You can live with me.’

‘They won’t let us, Mai. They know where we came from so they can put us back. Jane told me.’

Now it’s her turn to shake her head in the darkness.

‘It’ll be fine.’

‘I don’t think so.’

She drops the secret she has been carrying so carefully without a moment’s hesitation. ‘They can’t put me back.’

‘What do you mean? Of course they can. They have all of our addresses.’

‘No,’ she whispers. ‘I’m not supposed to be here. A woman put me on the train. She came and got me from my flat early in the morning and took me to the train station. Jane knows I’m not supposed to be here.’ Her face darkens. ‘Bart too.’

‘How will you get home?’

‘I don’t know. I remember our building. I know what floor we lived on.’ She shrugs, hiding the fear that feeds her veins. ‘I’ll find it. You don’t have to go back. You can come too. We’ll find Maman and she’ll help. I know she will.’

Finn takes a long shaking breath in – Maia feels the air between them hollow.

‘Really?’ His voice quivers.

‘We’ll stay together,’ Maia promises. ‘Always.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The next morning, Anna is beside the fence before it gets light. When they go to breakfast, the girl’s slender figure is hunched on the ground. Mist rises around her as the damp earth steams under the sun’s attention. The jolt of envy is like a bolt of lightning inside Maia.

Finn is in the dining hall before her, chewing on flat bread smeared with the jam they made over the summer from the fruit they foraged. The jars are stacked in the cellars of the old house where it is cool and eerie. When they have finished eating, the hall is alive with the sound of voices, morning murmurings increased after the excitement of the day before.

‘I can’t wait to get out of here,’ Polly says, sneering. ‘So sick of this place.’ She slops her porridge from spoon to bowl. ‘Maybe then we can have a decent meal.’

Maia glances at Beth, the woman who does most of the cooking, to see if she’s heard, but the adults are engaged in their own excitement. Fragments drift to her.

‘…just to walk through those gates.’

‘I know. And, I’ll be honest, I was starting to worry about food. It’s not going to last forever.’

‘Tell me about it,’ the farmer’s wife, Eleanor, is speaking now. She rarely joins them for meals but the arrival of another human has changed everything. ‘We’re one crop failure away from starvation. There’s only so much these fields can yield. It’s a weight off my mind.’

‘And you’ll be glad to get rid of us,’ Lucy nudges her.

‘Well, yes, love, I won’t tell a lie.’

Maia frowns, but they all laugh, even Bart. It makes her realise how quiet and flat things have been. For the first time in a long time, people are singing as they go about their chores.

Polly leans over, her mouth full. ‘You two won’t be joined at the hip any more,’ she says. ‘We’ll be going back to our nice big house and you’ll be in your tower block.’ She says the words like they’re diseased. ‘There’s no way our parents will let him visit you there.’

Maia glances at Finn, whose face is tight and miserable. ‘Finn’s going to come with me,’ she blurts.

Polly stares for a moment. Then she tilts her head back and laughs. ‘Don’t be stupid. Like anyone would let that happen. And why would he want to live in your slum housing estate with your stupid Maman?’

Finn’s face twists and he erupts with an anger Maia has never seen from him before. ‘Shut up, Polly! Stop being a bitch!’

The dining room immediately falls silent. ‘Finn,’ Jane exclaims from the next table.

Polly’s face is white. She’s used to needling and controlling him, she expects him to tolerate it. Finn lifts his leg over the bench and storms from the hall and Maia glances at Jane in question. The woman nods. ‘You go, Maia, see what’s got into him.’

As she rises, Polly hisses. ‘This is your fault. You lied to him. You made him think he could go with you.’



It gets hot. The closeness strikes Maia in the face when she emerges from their lessons, making her stop for a moment, consider the best place to be. Finn is still finishing up but when he’s done she’ll suggest they go to the stream. If she milks and mucks out the goats now they can go sooner.

But as she sets off across the grass, she hears a faint noise. Anna is there in the distance, heavy clouds and coils of barbed wire over her, clutching the fence with both hands. She’s calling to her father.

Maia pauses, unsure suddenly. Reluctantly, she changes direction and tracks her way to the edge. Where is everyone?

‘What’s wrong?’

Anna turns to her, dread pooled in her eyes.

‘He went for a rest and he hasn’t come out.’

‘Maybe he’s still sleeping? He walked a long way. You could do something else and come back in a bit?’

The seething insects around them are incessant, the heat an assault that makes it impossible to think clearly. Anna has been out here for hours – she’ll be ill if she doesn’t take shelter. The tent too, is no longer in the shade of the woodland. Now that the sun is high overhead, it’s scorching the zipped canvas.

‘Let’s ask Mick,’ she says, trying to stem her jealousy and be kind. ‘We should get you some water anyway.’

Anna shakes her head. ‘I need to stay here. Just in case.’

The girl’s skin is red, her hair plastered by sweat to her head. ‘Anna, I really think you should—’

‘Just go away, Maia!’ the older girl shrieks, and the sound startles birds that have clustered in the trees above the tent. Three large black forms flutter upwards then settle back on a branch, hopping and croaking with displeasure. ‘Stop pestering me!’

Maia steps back and stumbles on a rock submerged in the ground. From here, it looks as if the birds are staring at the tent.

‘Fine, have it your way.’

She walks away from Anna, something warping inside her, mingling with the heat and sending the urge to run coursing through her limbs. She lets the fury drive her forward until she’s sprinting to the main house, her hair streaming out in the syrup air, her heart thudding.

Mick is in the workshop, carefully refitting the leg to a broken chair.

‘If Bart sees this, we’ll never hear the end of it,’ he mutters, his gaze still fixed on the carved leg. The chair is another artefact illegally appropriated from the big house. The prospect of leaving has all the adults in a frenzy of activity and energy, as if they’re going to be held to account. When he does look up, he frowns at the sight of her.

‘What is it, Maia?’

Maia’s chest heaves. Her limbs tingle with the urge to keep running.

‘Anna’s dad. He hasn’t come out. For ages.’

‘He’s probably asleep.’

‘She’s freaking out and she won’t come out of the sun.’

Mick sets down his tools. ‘I’ll take a look.’

She follows, jogging to keep up. When he reaches Anna, the girl looks both relieved to see him and annoyed with Maia.

‘He was really tired,’ she says, which doesn’t make sense because that’s what Maia said and she bit her head off for it.

Mick stares at the yellow tent and the waiting birds. ‘Hello! Connor? Can you come out?’ He bellows the words but there is no response.

‘Should we go and see?’ Maia asks.

‘No.’ Mick’s face is hard to read. ‘Anna, go with Maia please. Make sure you get food and water.’ She opens her mouth in protest. ‘No arguments. You’re no good to your dad if you’re ill.’ He turns to Maia. ‘Go and get Nathan for me. Ask him to bring the binoculars.’

Anna’s father doesn’t come out of the tent.

‘He’s playing a trick,’ Bart says. ‘He wanted in here sooner and this is his way of making it happen. We’re not falling for it.’

‘What if he’s sick?’ Lucy’s eyes are wide, her voice a tremble.

No one answers.

Mick sets a watch. He and Nathan take shifts by the fence, their eyes never moving from the tent. They sit for a night and a day. The wind blows hot and Maia tastes something horrible on the air, a scent she’s smelled before but buried where she can’t reach it.

‘Have you seen him?’ She passes Mick the bottle of water Jane has sent her down with.

Mick shakes his head. He groans as he unfolds stiff limbs. ‘It’s getting dark. I’ll come back up.’

The adults talk in low tones over the table, hunched and serious. Maia and Finn have crept close to them so they can listen, making themselves small in the shadows cast by the candlelight.

‘He was exhausted when he got here. It doesn’t mean it was the sickness,’ Jane says.

‘I know,’ Mick says. ‘But we can’t take that on faith.’

Finn’s eyes meet hers. Maia finds herself holding her breath.

‘Someone has to go out there,’ Nathan says, ‘if we’re going to be sure.’

A chorus of objections drowns his words.

Mick nods. ‘We can’t just leave him.’

‘I disagree,’ Bart says. But his words don’t stop the chatter. Maia notices the others don’t follow his orders as much any more. It makes her glad. Sometimes she catches him watching her and her skin crawls.

‘Let’s vote,’ Mick says, his eyes a challenge. ‘All those in favour of going out to check?’

He raises his hand and Maia watches as Nathan follows suit, then Jane and some of the other adults. Lucy and Bart vote against, but they don’t have the numbers.

‘That settles it,’ Mick says.

‘Well I’m not going out there,’ Bart spits. ‘Forget it.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Nathan says. His words fall onto the polished oak table. Everyone stops to look at him.

Lucy places her hand on his arm, her face pale. ‘No,’ she whispers.

‘I’ll be fine,’ he tells her, his voice soft as he clasps her hand.

Lucy shakes her head. ‘I don’t like this.’

‘Have a hut ready for me to isolate in,’ he says. ‘If… well, if I need to, I’ll go straight there and wait it out.’



They wait until dawn to investigate. In the meantime, Lucy and Jane furnish a distant hut for the isolation period. Lucy’s eyes are red and swollen. Maia, concealed in the bushes, sees Jane embrace the younger woman, patting her back in comfort. When she pulls back, her eyes are troubled. ‘I think Nathan has people, love.’

Lucy shrugs like she doesn’t care, but Maia can see her eyes swell with more tears as she turns away, busying herself with a pile of sheets. ‘I know.’

The whole community gathers at the top of the lawn to watch Nathan leave the camp. Ray has even allowed the farm workers to down tools for this moment. The old farmer stands with his arms folded, heavy brows failing to hide his concern.

Anna has disintegrated before them, lurching from insane hope to claw-fingered despair. Her eyes are hollows in her face and Jane is holding her upright.

Nathan and Mick approach the fence. It’s been agreed that Mick will have the gun. Nathan is going out unarmed. It takes them an age to undo the heavy padlocks on the inner gate.

Lucy’s knuckles are in her mouth.

‘They’ve done it,’ Maia squeaks. She grips Finn’s hand and squeezes.

Nathan is between the fences now. The pair of them work on the outer gate. When it swings back, they pause. Then Mick claps Nathan on the back. As the younger man walks towards the tent, Mick draws the gun from its holster. Lucy gasps.

‘He’s covering him,’ Jane soothes. ‘He isn’t going to shoot him.’

It seems to take forever for Nathan to reach the tent. They can hear him calling out Connor’s name, drifts of sound in the quiet.

Eventually, he reaches the yellow canvas. Stops, looks back at them.

Anna whimpers.

Then he crouches and unzips the tent.

The answer is immediately clear from the way he recoils, falling back and then scrabbling to his feet. He runs away from the tent, his hand over his mouth. They watch as he vomits in the grass. Beside them, Anna is inconsolable, crying for her dad. She sinks to the ground, weeping. Maia’s stomach swoops.

When he has collected himself, Nathan moves towards the gate, tripping over his feet. Mick opens it wide and retreats towards the rise of lawn where they are clustered. He keeps his hand on the gun as Nathan follows the fence line in the direction of his isolation hut, his shoulders shaking, head bent. In moments, he has vanished, Mick has relocked the gate and it is over.

‘What does this mean?’ Lucy sounds almost hysterical.

‘It means we can’t leave,’ Bart says. ‘Not yet. It’s not safe out there.’

‘He could have died of other causes,’ Jane says. Tears are running down her face.

‘Maybe. But we swore an oath to protect these children. We can’t take the risk.’

Mick’s face is still, almost unrecognisable. ‘If what he said was true then we’ve survived where other camps have fallen. Our caution has taken us this far.’ He looks around at the other adults. ‘Does everyone agree?’

‘We made a promise,’ Jane sighs. ‘To keep them safe.’

‘We go back to the previous plan.’ Bart’s voice makes Maia turn. What plan? ‘In a year we send out a scout.’

‘We said a year from arrival,’ Jane replies. ‘That’s only three months away.’

Bart shakes his head. ‘No. This restarts the clock.’

Frantic, Maia looks from Bart to Mick to Jane to Lucy. But for once they are all in agreement, united by the fear and the smell of death in the air.

She reaches for Finn, needing someone to tether her to reality. Her heart is fluttering like a moth inside her at the thought of a full year. A year! Already, Maman is like a dream to her, by then she will have faded even more. Maia turns to see the distant gate, the world outside locked and forbidden.

‘We should have asked more questions when we had the chance,’ she hears Lucy whisper. ‘Now we’ll never know.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Canningfield Camp, 2060

It has been ten years since the End, but it feels like a lifetime. The question of what to do has risen between them all so many times, but now it has withered and subsided. Nearly nine years have gone by since Connor’s unlikely arrival, and rapid death. The scout they sent out more than eight years ago didn’t come back. So they waited and waited. They sent another the following year, one more two years after. They’re still waiting. Paralysed. There aren’t enough adults to keep losing them.

The foliage in the woods has thrived and soared and twisted. Periodically, Mick gathers a party to hack back at stems of ivy as thick as Maia’s fist. Today she has offered to help.

Mick shakes his head at the vines climbing the trees. ‘Plants didn’t used to be like this. I swear.’

‘It’s the climate,’ Bart says. ‘It’s warmer than it used to be, more humid.’ He is even thinner but stronger than he once was, flesh chiselled by time and their physical lifestyle. He still likes to tell everyone how much he knows. Bart looks at Maia differently now, still critical, but also like he’s assessing her, his eyes raking her slim frame. She wouldn’t have volunteered today if she’d known he was coming along.

‘Like the jungle,’ Mick says.

‘Yes,’ Bart nods.

‘Have you ever been to a real jungle?’ she asks Mick as he steps forward and slices the artery of a vine. He shakes his head.

‘I have.’ Bart’s nasal tones insert themselves between them. ‘Cloud forest in Costa Rica. On a gap year.’

Mick snorts.

‘What’s a gap year?’ Maia asks, despite herself. She follows Mick into the cleft he has made in the foliage, reaching down and grabbing armfuls of the branches he is cutting back in great slashing sweeps, stacking them on the wild lawn for another team to carry to the bonfire. In the time she’s known him, Maia has watched Mick change. When she was small it always seemed to her that he was wearing invisible armour, waiting for a knife to strike him between the ribs. Now, he looks over his shoulder less.

‘A year between finishing school and starting university,’ Bart says, struggling to keep up with Mick’s machine-like advance into the wood but clearly thriving on the curiosity she cannot hide. ‘Young people used to go and see the world, maybe get involved in teaching abroad or a conservation project before getting back into their studies. When I was head of geography at Harrow, I always encouraged the boys to consider it. It is – it was – a way to broaden your horizons.’

‘Yeah, rich kids maybe,’ Mick growls, though his barbs lack their usual sharpness. Even he can see that Maia’s question has sent Bart into a memory spiral.

So many of the adults have these – moments the younger members of the camp can trigger without intending to, as if they are stumbling across a field of mines, bound to detonate one no matter how carefully they step. Bart’s face is slack, vacant with memory, his jaw held at an angle to stop the sadness. Perhaps he is in the cloud forest in Costa Rica, seeing things Maia cannot fathom.

Sometimes, she envies them these memories, the time they had in the world before things came crashing down. There are days when she longs to see the ocean, or fly on an aeroplane or have a purpose and plan a career. But other times, she shudders to watch the haunting in their eyes, the echoes of missing lives and people. They remember everything. Her memories are blurs and half-truths, mythology she spins from the pieces. Maman.

They spend some time releasing the older trees from the plants that are swamping them, tearing down vines and ivy, slicing ferns that are ten feet high. It makes Maia sad to damage them, but they need access to the beehive clearing where they make honey, and the river that is thick with fish and clogged with weed.

Ultimately she knows the endeavour is fruitless, as the plants only bounce back stronger. Over the past years, they have forged pathways to the fences and cut vines that have shot up the wires, reaching thirsty leaves to the sky and coating the barriers in green, shutting them in, keeping them safe.

She vaguely remembers her mother reading her a story about a castle with a sleeping princess and slumbering courtiers inside, the thorns surrounding the castle and hiding them for a thousand years. At some point, a prince cut back the thorns and woke the princess, she is sure.

As the years have passed by, the impetus the adults felt to fight their way back to life as it was seems to have diminished. They have settled into pairs or groups and their relationship with the children has altered as they become young adults: custodial rather than parental. They no longer talk of returning them to their families; instead, they scratch their heads over the viability – or legality – of anyone leaving the nest. No one finds the energy to seriously consider it though. A sort of stasis has fallen, like a spell.

Sometimes, Maia and Finn let themselves into the green corridor between the two fences, startling the wildlife that lives there. The two of them have cut windows into the wall of green so they can peer out. What used to be a plain of grass, where Anna’s father camped, is now thick with saplings and thronged with birds.

It’s safe inside the fences and Maia likes it there, but parts of her slide through those windows into the outside world and she loses those parts of herself, those myriad thoughts, to a world she cannot remember and that has, at any rate, changed beyond recognition. She wonders what it would be like to explore new territories, to seek out the roads they trod, the station, the people.

Things have been awkward between her and Finn. Their bodies are growing and morphing, her thoughts sparkle with possibility and her hands tingle when he passes; she feels the urge to reach out and touch him all the time.

They used to undress by the river without a care, leaping into the water and splashing, but now she’s so conscious of her body and of his – his torso is harder when she hugs him and his arms strong and muscular, more like the men in the camp than the boy she knew. Gazing at him is becoming an obsession.



These days, people come and go, taking their meals when it suits, but once a week Jane and Mick insist that as many come together as possible. In the past, a woman called Beth, who now runs the kitchen, co-ordinated readings and comedy sketches, but in the last few years they have diminished. People just eat as quickly as they can, the conversation low and the faces dull. Essential discussions – what crops and vegetables they are growing, how the chickens, goats and pigs are doing, which to breed and which to kill – no longer raise the enthusiasm and debate of the early years. Instead of collaborating, they sit and listen to Bart ordering people around, setting his own priorities.

For the last two harvests, yields have been down. Ray, the old farmer, says the ground is tired, drained of all goodness. It seems to Maia that the adults are the same. They no longer have the strength to pretend that everything is going to be okay. She is frightened of what comes next, but longs for something to break the monotony, the creeping sense of doom.

Increasingly, it seems that the status quo is lurching around them. All the adults are changing, reverting to type. Mick is tight and quiet, more how he used to be. Bart talks loudly and too much as if he is trying to emphasise how much more knowledge he has than everyone around him. ‘You’d think he had the last brain in the world,’ Maia hears Nathan mutter. Even Lucy is more tearful than she has been since they arrived all those years ago. Several times over the years, she has retreated to the hut, unwell. It took Maia a while to realise she was miscarrying, her blood a shocking red on the sheets.

‘Maybe it’s our turn to take the lead,’ she suggests to Finn after another lacklustre meal. ‘We’re the youngest. We have the most energy.’ The two of them are piling dishes in the sink, washing the goat stew from the plates and putting them back in the cupboards. The light is fading and if they don’t hurry they will be working by the glow of a beeswax candle, spluttering in its smoke. Finn is cutting corners as a result.

‘What do you mean? To lead what?’ He pauses to glance at her, his hands in the water are wrinkled and red, the fat they smear on cracked flesh only helps a little. Their skin is tough and calloused.

‘To entertain them. Cheer everyone up.’

‘Maybe,’ he sounds doubtful. ‘What do you have in mind?’

She frowns at his lack of enthusiasm.

‘We could do a reading? Act something out? That might make Jane happy at least?’

Their reading progress is a constant source of worry for Jane. She is desperate for some of them to sneak paperbacks from the old library, to write their own stories. Maia is one of the few that does, but her fantastical tales and creative grammar make the older woman wince. None of it seems relevant to Maia. She needs to know how to look after goats and bees, grow vegetables and slaughter pigs. She needs to sew, cook, dress a wound. Books act as a conduit for the information they need; enjoying stories feels like a frivolity.

‘We could do something traditional,’ she says.

‘I don’t know, Mai. I don’t think people are going to be up for this. Don’t we have more important things to be doing?’

It’s rare that Finn stands in opposition to her. Maia purses her lips, trying to keep her disappointment from flying out. Her body prickles with heat.

‘We’ll see,’ she says in the end. ‘I’m going to ask around.’

Finn makes a non-committal sound and they finish the dishes in silence.

Maia is sure he’s wrong. Once it starts, things will snowball, she’s sure of it. She realises with a sudden burst of oddness that she’s never actually seen a snowball. Well, she doesn’t think she has. It’s a saying that she has picked up. She can’t visualise it at all. There hasn’t been snow in all their time in camp.

But when she tries to gather some of the others, no one is keen.

‘I don’t think it’s a good idea,’ Anna says. She became colourless when her father didn’t come out of the tent. Her movements are heavy, her face set in a blankness that makes Maia shudder.

‘It is,’ she insists. ‘We just need to get everyone going.’

Memories of the earlier years, when the cabaret performances lasted hours, move her to try. She used to sit with her knees tucked in tight, spellbound by the transformation, the laughter in the air. They need that back again; she can feel everyone slipping.

She’s determined that at least Finn will go along with her scheme so she finds an extract from a Shakespeare play Jane was trying to teach them. Romeo and Juliet. They can use the gallery at the end of the hall. Finn could stand on the ground floor.

‘Please,’ she begs him. ‘For me?’

‘I’ll look stupid.’

‘No, you won’t. Or… if we do, then at least people will be laughing.’

He’s looking at the floor so she contorts her body until her head is stretched beneath his, trying to make eye contact. Finn’s mouth twitches.

‘You’re not going to give up on this, are you?’

‘No.’ Maia shakes her head.

He sighs. ‘Fine.’

But when they sneak into the hall in the middle of the day to practise, it goes terribly.

‘“What light through yonder window breaks?”’ Finn intones. ‘“It is the east, and Juliet is the sun…”’

‘Come on, Finn. You’re supposed to be in love with me,’ Maia calls down.

He reddens and drops his copy of the play. He’s often clumsy these days, almost as if he doesn’t know where he begins and ends.

‘I told you I don’t want to do this.’

Maia puts her hands on her hips. ‘But then you agreed to try. There’s no point if you aren’t actually going to try.’

‘Fine. There’s no point, then.’

Her eyes smart. Once, it would have been impossible for them to bicker like this. It felt that Finn would follow her into the jaws of hell if she asked him to. But he’s different these days, angrier somehow, less malleable. It makes the ground beneath her lurch. The thing that scares her more than anything is losing him.

She holds the rail as she descends slowly from the gallery, past paintings that have hung in the gloomy passageway for hundreds of years. People used to pay to come and see these images and now they barely glance at their dusty, neglected faces.

Maia looks up into the eyes of a young woman in a white hood, her gaze impenetrable and calm, captured in strokes of paint. Are these thoughts and feelings swirling inside her timeless experiences, linking her with the girl immortalised on this wall? Did she feel this too?

She slows her steps, tilting her face to the picture, wishing she could reach back through the past, talk to someone new, someone with a different perspective. Just for a second she has the overwhelming urge to run and escape her cage, but then it passes. Like it always does.

‘Where have you gone?’ Finn’s voice startles her. ‘Have you fallen asleep up there?’ He sounds so tightly wound.

‘Coming,’ she calls, touching the ornate frame, her fingers making an imprint in the dust.

When she reaches the hall floor, Finn is standing with his arms folded. She pauses, but before either of them can speak, Lucy appears in the doorway.

‘What are you two doing in here?’

‘Oh great,’ Finn moans. ‘This is so embarrassing.’

‘Finn, you were going to do this in front of other people, that was the whole point.’

‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

‘It’s stupid,’ Finn warns her. ‘You’ll laugh.’

‘That’s a good thing,’ Maia says crossly. ‘We’re trying to cheer people up.’ She turns to Lucy. ‘We – I – thought we’d start doing the readings and things again. Like we used to do.’

A look of surprise crosses Lucy’s face, softening lines that Maia hadn’t noticed before. Watching her in this unfamiliar space, she sees now that Lucy looks thinned out, transparent in the light flooding the doorway. Despair seems to float around the adults like a sickness.

Lucy’s laugh is like music in a world that’s forgotten it exists. Finn looks up, surprised. His gaze flicks from Lucy to Maia.

‘I think that’s a wonderful idea. Do you need some help?’

Finn sighs. ‘God, yes.’

‘I can’t stop now, but how about we practise in one of the huts after dinner tonight?’

‘Perfect,’ Maia bounces on her toes.

Lucy walks from the room with a lightness of step. Finn looks at Maia.

‘Fine,’ he says. ‘You were right.’





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

After dinner they sneak off to the furthest hut, an empty dank space. Ivy has climbed the walls, shading the windows, and spiders scuttle into the corners when they light the lamp, their legs casting shadows that make them look monstrous. Something rustles outside and Maia shies away. There is no moon tonight.

But when they start reading the scene, Lucy translating the language for them, she loses herself in the tale of star-crossed lovers from another age, another world. She is intrigued by the idea of warring families – it seems such an alien concept. Here there are no families to battle against, only people to depend on for survival. Even Polly, with whom she has a complex relationship, has value. It seems so decadent to Maia, this capacity for hatred and slaughter, that there would be so many souls in the world that you could remove some of them. It’s archaic, nonsensical, today when each life is sacred and has been won at great cost.

Gradually, Maia and Finn stop stumbling over the words and she starts enjoying them, thinks maybe he does too. The moments are precious, filling her stomach with warmth and relief that she can speak these thoughts to him, articulate the changes and desires that now run between them in a thick band of secrecy. It exhilarates her that they will be saying this to each other in front of everyone: declaring themselves under cover of performance.



They go back every evening for a week and, by their final evening’s practice, the words roll lightly from their tongues along with laughter. Under Lucy’s tuition, they send their voices into the hut’s paltry rafters, hearing the sounds bounce back to them, filling the space. They have been muttering the phrases while they go about their chores, convincing the goats of their love or thrashing their words into the chopped wood for the fire.

Maia meets Finn’s gaze and his eyes are shining in the soft light. Then the lamp flickers and dims, its fuel running out, and they halt, cut off in the moment – no one wants to be retracing their steps in the inky darkness outside.

‘Beautiful,’ Lucy wipes her eye and chuckles. ‘It’s better than the West End. You two are a cure, you really are.’

‘What’s the West End?’ Maia asks as they take up the lamp and shut the hut door behind them, venturing down the steps into cool grass that is already wet with dew.

‘Theatreland,’ Lucy sighs. ‘It was a part of London where you could go and see shows any day you liked. Hundreds of people watching, colourful sets and incredible costumes, and the music and songs… Oh, I miss that.’ Her voice is bewitched by pain and memory.

‘Maybe it’s still there,’ Maia breathes. The three of them are quiet as they assess the likelihood. She knows if it was still there, someone would have come and found them by now, but all the same, Maia likes to imagine that outside of their enchanted walls the world is whirling and spinning without them – a mystical land or a parallel universe that she and Finn could step back into and be swept away by.

Something rustles nearby and they halt for a moment.

‘What’s that?’ Lucy whispers.

‘Not sure,’ Maia shrugs. ‘An animal?’

‘Must be,’ Finn says, but he peers for longer, then steps behind her and guides her forward, shielding her from the unknown fear until the light of the bonfire comes into view and they take their places on their rock, glowing with their secret.

Maia watches as Lucy skirts the group until she reaches Nathan. She slides in next to him and their fingers twist together. She catches the look Nathan gives Lucy, and knows that someone does understand how she feels about Finn, that it is reflected on the far side of the flames.

When it is time to go to bed, Finn walks her back to her dorm. They
are both silent, run out of things to say, the air coated in
awkwardness. Maia can feel clouds pressing in above them, readying
themselves for the night rain. In the close dark, she tugs on his sleeve
to get him to stop.

‘What?’ he whispers.

Maia doesn’t answer, just steps closer to him, feeling a magnet pull. She can’t speak. Before she can talk herself out of it, she pushes onto her tiptoes and brings her lips to his in the darkness. Her kiss is a question, soft and tentative. She pulls back a little, waiting, all the heat soaring to her cheeks. Finn is still and for a second her certainty falters, but then his arms are around her, his face close, pausing before their lips meet. Their breath mingles, and then he kisses her back.

The wonder is how normal, how right, it feels. Like recognition.

She can feel the old them slipping away; this is something new and delicious and frightening. Her mind races.

Their kisses grow hungrier and deeper. Gradually, Maia abandons herself to the new sensations travelling through her body, raising her hands to his neck and pulling him closer. It’s Finn. She trusts Finn more than anyone. Pressed together, she feels like she’s on fire. He’s the person she knows and someone entirely new at the same time.

‘Give it a rest, you two.’

The voice in the shadows pierces the moment. They spring apart and immediately Maia feels colder. It’s too dark for them to see properly but she knows who it is.

‘Leave us alone, Polly,’ she says.

‘God you make me sick. I saw you earlier, prancing around in that hut,’ she hisses. ‘Don’t you ever spend any time apart?’ Maia thinks of the rustle in the darkness, Finn’s protectiveness. Had he seen her? Had he known she was watching?

Finn’s fingers find hers.

‘You spied on our rehearsal?’

‘Find something better to do,’ Finn says. His muscles are tight, his voice a warning growl. He has less patience than he used to.

‘Rehearsal? Are you putting on a play? You’re not children any more.’ Polly’s words push between them. Maia feels the space between their bodies. ‘Wait till I tell the others about this.’

‘Polly, don’t spoil it for the others. It’s supposed to be a surprise.’

‘She won’t listen,’ Finn says. His voice dark. ‘She can’t put anyone else first.’

Polly stalks past into the hut, slamming the door.

Maia feels Finn slacken, exhaling the tension that always accompanies his interactions with Polly.

‘Why is she sleeping in here? She’s usually with Ryan these days.’ Maia shudders at the thought of the squalor Polly and her friends live in, a stark contrast to the care everyone else takes of the huts and the limited resources they have. ‘Aren’t they talking?’

He shrugs and steps back, their moment broken apart. ‘Who knows? I should go.’

‘Finn,’ she whispers, wishing she had the confidence to kiss him again, suddenly shy. ‘Don’t let her ruin things.’ She can’t see his face but she knows it’s troubled, that Polly’s petty cruelties wound him more than they should. She’s brought up all of his original reluctance.

‘Maybe she’s right,’ he says. ‘It’s a bit stupid, what we’re doing.’

‘Oh.’ She feels the happiness of the previous moments deflating. ‘We don’t have to do it.’

But then he takes a deep breath and leans forward again. She inhales the clean Finn smell of him before his lips are on hers again, his hands in her hair, and all thoughts of Polly are driven from her mind.

‘She’s going to tell everyone about this,’ he whispers, when they finally break apart.

‘I don’t care.’

He sighs. ‘I’ll do it if you want me to.’

Maia stands and watches as he disappears down the pathway, already missing him.

Jane has long ensured they know the facts of life. The consequences of going too far in this world where there are no morning after pills or hospitals have formed part of her unorthodox curriculum for some time now. Lucy’s miscarriages have been more difficult each time. The last one left her unconscious with loss of blood and Nathan distraught. The only doctors in the camp died in the fire so long ago. Maia never met them.

The times of crawling innocently into Finn’s bunk in the early hours and snuggling into the warmth of his body are gone. Every moment with him is loaded with possibility and danger.

Creeping into the hut, she finds her toothbrush and the oversized
T-shirt she sleeps in and slips silently down the hallway to the
bathroom. The moon is temporarily out of the gathering clouds and
casting a pale silver in through the small window, enough to see by when
you know your way as well as she does. Maia sets down her things on the
shelf by the door. Her mind is on Finn and the wonder of kissing
him.

‘You’re lucky, you know.’

Her arm jerks and the toothbrush flies off the shelf.

Polly steps out of the corner. In the cold moon glow, her face looks haggard and her eyes are dark pools.

Maia presses her hand to her chest to steady herself, lets a shaky breath free.

‘I mean it,’ Polly says, her voice matter-of-fact. ‘Finn loves you. He wouldn’t let anything happen to you. You shouldn’t take that for granted.’

There’s a beat while they look at each other in the half-light. It’s like they are underwater, or in a dream.

‘I don’t.’

‘Good.’

‘He loves you too, you know.’

Polly scoffs. ‘No, he doesn’t. He’s afraid of me.’

A tap drips a line of music and then stops.

‘Why are you so awful to him?’ She is never alone with Polly, never has the chance to ask her anything real. It’s a rare opportunity and she can’t help her curiosity.

Polly shrugs. Her voice is smaller than usual, barely a whisper. ‘I can’t help it sometimes. Sometimes I don’t feel alive unless…’ she tails off.

Maia is tired, doesn’t want to be here having this conversation.

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ Polly says. ‘About you and Finn. Though it’s pretty obvious.’

The air of unreality is furring Maia’s thoughts. ‘What’s the catch?’

‘You’re so lucky, Maia,’ Polly repeats. ‘You have all these people who care about you, looking out for you. Mick, Jane, Lucy. And Finn, too.’

Maia frowns. The adults in the camp are here for all of them. Yes, she has Finn, but…

‘You have Ryan,’ she points out.

Polly sucks air into her chest as if it pains her. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I have Ryan.’

Maia wants to go to bed, to be away from this conversation that she doesn’t fully understand. It’s made her feel more desperate than anything for a long time. She thinks of Maman, wishes for her arms. These days her mother is in her thoughts more often, old anger replaced by sadness.

‘Maia,’ Polly says, softly. ‘Can I tell you something?’ She sounds different.

Maia opens her mouth to reply, when a dark shape bursts from the corner of the room, followed by another and another, flapping wildly, angrily around them. Polly shrieks and Maia throws her hands over her head, bending to stay out of the way. She presses herself against the wall while the air whirls around them. Her heart is a frightened creature in her chest.

The shapes lurch for the open window, silhouetted briefly against the moonlight.

Everything is silent except for their breathing.

‘Bats,’ Maia says faintly.

They both breathe heavily, silent a moment with shock. Then Polly speaks, her voice dull again. ‘We should go to bed.’

‘I thought there’s something you wanted to…’

But there’s a breath of air beside her and Polly is gone, vanishing ghost-like from the room.

When she slides into her bed, protected by the sheets hung from the roof around her bunk like curtains, Maia lies awake for a long time, preoccupied by their conversation, listening to the others breathing, the screech outside from two owls calling softly. One a connected echo of the other.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

It is the day of the performance. Lucy wakes Maia, her face shining as she shows her the outfits she has cobbled together for them. The events of the previous evening feel unreal. Maia swivels to see if Polly is there, but her bed is tousled and empty. She rubs her eyes and takes the costumes from Lucy: a dress with a lace neckline for her and a doublet for Finn.

‘It’s not much, but…’

Maia leans forward and hugs the woman, surprised by how thin she feels through the cotton of her top. Despite the early hour, her temples are damp with perspiration. It must be hot outside already.

‘They’re perfect, thank you.’

When she meets Finn at breakfast, Maia’s pulse quickens and her throat dries up. Are things going to be weird between them? She simultaneously wants to hide from him and kiss him. But then, he gives her a shy smile and presses his arm gently against hers while they stand in line and she breathes again.

All day, she jitters with nerves about the evening, hopeful they can recreate the laughter and the excitement that she remembers from before. It’s hard to pinpoint the moment that everything lost colour in the camp. It happened as a series of tiny steps, each one imperceptible, but together they have taken them far away from how it used to be. It isn’t fair, she realises, that the older members of their community shoulder the burden of it. It’s like Polly said last night, they aren’t children any more.

‘Are you sure about this?’ Finn asks as they stash their costumes behind a statue in the hallway. He runs a finger gently down her arm and she shivers.

‘Yes,’ Maia says. ‘Totally sure. Are you?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Wait. Are we still talking about the play?’

Finn’s lip quirks. ‘Of course, what else?’

Maia grins.

They hang back while Polly and her group of friends pass – Finn’s sister smiles when she sees them and Maia remembers the dark confiding of the previous evening. She still hasn’t told Finn about it – somehow it feels like a private moment. It’s hard to explain how significant it felt. Polly never allows herself to be vulnerable.

‘Do you think she’s told them?’

‘Don’t think so,’ she says. No one has commented all day.

They hustle into the dining room and take their place in the queue for dinner. It’s fish stew tonight – Maia helped catch the trout in the river. The smell rises to meet her, thick and enticing. One of the cats that lives in the house, keeping down the rats, weaves its way to the front and sits patiently, hoping for scraps. She bends to scratch his head.

Jane hands her a bowl of the stew and she helps herself to a hunk of flatbread then takes her seat on a bench with Finn. It is hard to eat with the nerves, but she forces chunks of fish into her mouth, spooning the broth in after. They never waste food.

It has been agreed that Lucy will stand and announce their plan before people start to drift away. When they finish their bowlfuls, Maia catches her eye over the group and nods. Lucy clambers to her feet and then onto the bench.

‘Listen up,’ she calls, and heads swivel. ‘We have a surprise for you.’

Interest turns on like the light bulbs in the Before. Faces lift with a glimmer of life, a change to the monotony. Maia glows inside as she sees the difference it could make. This is going to work.

She is so focused on the changing temperature in the room that it takes her a moment to realise that Polly has also jumped to her feet and is winding her way through the benches until she is next to Lucy. Maia watches the other girl and feels the unaccountable urge to shout a warning, but the words catch in her throat.

‘Before you say anything else,’ Polly says, her eyes finding Finn and Maia. ‘I have an announcement to make first.’

There is silence in the room, broken only by the sound of a spoon falling into a bowl. Maia turns to see who dropped it and her attention is captured by Ryan’s pale face, his eyes fixed on Polly.

‘I’m pregnant.’

No one moves. Polly glances round, the triumph on her face turning to annoyance. ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? I’m pregnant.’ She turns sideways, cupping her belly through the loose top she is wearing and Maia sees, they all see, a slight curve. She swivels to Finn, whose mouth is hanging open, but before she can speak, there is a horrible sound of pain that wrenches everyone’s attention away from Polly.

Lucy is stepping backwards, her hand over her mouth. After a moment, she turns and flees the room. Shocked by the devastation on Lucy’s face, Maia vaults her bench, running after her.

‘Well,’ she hears Jane speak as she rushes past, the woman’s voice thick with emotion, ‘that’s just such incredible news.’

Then everyone in the room appears to speak at once, the volume turning from stunned silence to excited babble, but Maia can no longer hear it, is gone, out past their hidden costumes in the hallway, down the steps of the old house and onto the overgrown lawn. Nathan catches up with her seconds later, his face pasted with panic.

‘Where is she?’

‘I don’t know,’ Maia says, turning on the spot.

‘We have to find her.’

‘I have an idea.’ Maia sets off at a run towards their rehearsal hut, hoping she is right. It’s at the far end of the estate, where she would go if she wanted to escape. To be alone.

They hear the sobbing before they reach the doorway.

‘Lucy? It’s me. And Nathan.’ She pushes open the door to the main room. The woman is huddled on the floor, wedged in the dust between the wall and the end of a bed, her face streaked with pain and tears. It’s shocking to see her cry like this. Despite the all-encompassing grief that hangs over the camp, they rarely see people crying. Somewhere along the line everyone started burying their feelings, hiding or denying them. There was no memo or decision, it was simply too overwhelming.

Maia sinks to her knees in front of Lucy and takes her hands. Nathan perches on the end of the bed. He looks helpless. Lucy shakes her head repeatedly, like she’s trying to rid herself of a buzzing insect or a bad idea. ‘It isn’t fair.’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I know.’ Lucy and Nathan would be such incredible parents.

‘She’s been pregnant five times,’ Nathan mumbles to her, his voice a husk of its usual deep warmth. ‘We don’t know why we keep losing them.’

Maia takes a breath, feeling water flood into her heart.

‘I’m so sorry.’ She lays her head on Lucy’s knee, as close as she can get to where the woman is wedged. Maia, the inadequate full-grown child, the changeling or the cuckoo in the nest. She tries to imagine what it would be like to hold a baby, to run after a toddler in the long grass, to take a child exploring in the woods. She can’t picture it. She is the youngest person she knows.

Lucy wipes her eyes, exhaling a shaky breath. ‘Now everyone will be talking about it. I tried to stay quiet, but I just couldn’t keep it in when she said it like that. It was such a shock.’

Typical Polly, Maia thinks, though she realises the thought is unkind. How must she feel? Bringing the first child into the camp – there are no hospitals, there is no anaesthetic in their world. She has listened to Bart warn them over and over about taking care of themselves in their chores, their exploring, the risks they take. There is no safety net to catch them. It’s pretty much his favourite phrase. Finn can do a perfect impression of him.

Lucy looks at Maia as if seeing her for the first time. ‘Your play!’

‘That doesn’t matter.’ The excitement and nerves of earlier seem a distant, childish dream against the adult cares she is confronted with. ‘Polly kind of stole the show,’ she jokes, wincing at the spasm that passes over Lucy’s face.

‘It’s me,’ she says. ‘I’m the reason they don’t live.’

Nathan makes a noise of disagreement. ‘You don’t know that. You’re ten years younger than me. It’s more likely to be me.’

Lucy raises her head to look at him and the pain in her eyes dislodges something inside Maia. ‘You know you can have children. It must be me.’

Nathan closes his eyes, but otherwise stays perfectly still. When he opens them, there’s a vacancy that wasn’t there before.

‘In the old world,’ Lucy tells Maia, ‘there would be things we could do – tests, drugs, medial intervention. I just feel so… useless now. Like we’ll never know. I’m just a failure.’

‘No,’ Nathan shakes his head and tears run down his cheeks. ‘No.’

She leaves them to their grief. It is dusk and birds are singing a
last rush of goodbye to the day. She can taste the rain coming. Maia
dawdles along the path, feeling her way in the gloom, trying to take
everything in. The afternoon preparation for their performance seems to
belong to another time.

‘Quite the excitement.’ She leaps in fright at the unexpected voice, spinning to find the source. Bart looms towards her, detaching himself from the darkness. Her arms prickle. He’s looking at her like she belongs to him, his eyes raking her body.

‘You scared me.’

‘It’s important, you know,’ he says, stepping closer.

‘What is?’

‘Reproduction.’ Her skin crawls. ‘It’s why we’re here, after all. To ensure the human race keeps going.’

‘I’m going to the fire,’ she says, backing away from him.

‘Good idea.’ Bart falls into step beside her. ‘We should really have a reproduction programme.’ His voice is oily, snaking through the darkness.

‘I don’t understand.’

He laughs. ‘You will. Eventually. You’re a woman now, Maia. Not a child.’ He’s walking so close, his arm is touching hers. She can feel the hairs on his skin.

Maia shudders and quickens her step, searching for a way to change the subject.

‘Did you have a wife on the outside?’ she asks, not caring if it’s an insensitive question. Right now, he deserves it.

‘Ex-wife.’

‘Oh.’

‘She regretted that though.’ A note of satisfaction has crept into his tone.

‘Why?’

‘She had two brats with her new husband. When I got the job in the camp, she asked me to take them, pass them off as my own. Can you believe it?’

Maia swallows. ‘But you wouldn’t?’

‘No, sir. She made her bed. Time to lie in it.’

‘So, what happened to them?’

The flames are getting closer. Maia can see Bart more clearly, lit by the glow. He shrugs. ‘Same thing that happened to all the others.’

‘But you could have saved them.’

‘I wasn’t going to take on some other man’s seed, was I? You have to think about these things. Animals tear apart young that aren’t their own. Preserving their genes above others. Survival of the fittest. That’s what it’s coming down to. You’ll see.’

He strides ahead of Maia, leaving her dumbfounded. She watches his dark figure reach the flames, but for a moment she can’t move. All she can do is picture his ex-wife’s despair.



Most people are sitting round the fire – the logs are all filled; someone has also found the guitar that has been mouldering since its last outing years ago. There is a note of hope and novelty in the crackle and spark. Maia can see Polly sitting in the prime position, soaking up the attention.

Unsettled by Bart and still coated in Lucy’s sadness, she looks for Finn but can’t see him anywhere. Instead, she skirts the fire, avoiding Bart and Polly, seeking Jane.

The older woman is on the other side of the flames.

‘How is Lucy?’ She whispers to Maia so that the others can’t hear.

Squeezing onto the log with her, Maia shakes her head. ‘She’s gone to bed. Did people talk about her?’

‘Not really. Most have been caught up with the news.’ She nods at Polly, who is holding court by the fire, Ryan at her side, a sullen bystander to the attention.

Bart’s words have chilled her. Even the flames aren’t enough to banish the sensation.

But Jane is smiling so widely it distracts her.

‘You’re happy,’ Maia says, allowing herself to consider the positives. A child. Not just for Polly, but for all of them.

Jane turns, searching Maia’s face as if trying to measure her somehow. She nods sadly. ‘I’d started to think it wasn’t possible. Lucy isn’t the only one who’s had miscarriages. Two of the older girls have recently too. Polly must be about five months along from what she’s saying. Past the danger zone. So yes, I’m happy for her. And relieved for all of us.’

Maia frowns, trying to fathom the implications. That others are now feeling the pain Lucy feels. That Jane has been concealing this darker thought.

‘Because, if no one could, then… what? We’d be the last?’ It is frightening taking the idea to its final conclusion.

Jane lays a hand on her arm, hushing her. ‘We don’t need to worry about that now.’

‘Do you think we are the last, though?’ Maia pushes, unwilling to allow this opportunity to pass before Jane clams up again. Talking about the world outside camp isn’t usually allowed. It’s not forbidden, but it just isn’t done.

Jane stares into the fire. ‘I think there must be others out there too. We can’t be the only ones to survive, can we?’

She looks at Maia as if she might hold the answer and Maia feels the lurching acceleration of the understanding she has been coming to, that the adults don’t know either. The scouts they sent out didn’t return. She shivers. No one knows.




CHAPTER THIRTY

They are at the river when they hear the scream. Maia is standing knee-deep in the water, untangling a net. It’s a cry of pain, but also of rage. Her head jerks up, adrenaline pouring through her. Immediately, Finn drops the bucket of fish he’s carrying and runs towards the sound. That’s how Maia knows it’s Polly. She is six months pregnant now and they have tentatively been drawing closer. Wading from the flow, she climbs the bank and sprints after him, desperate to keep up but also afraid of what they are going to find.

He’s quicker than she is and her feet catch in the ground cover, tripping her, sending her flying forward into the undergrowth, just missing the trunk of a large ash tree. Cursing, she scrambles to her feet, her heart scudding with the near miss. Her knees and one palm are bleeding.

She stumbles back along the trail until she breaks cover onto what used to be the bottom of the lawn, but is now a wildflower meadow clothed in butterflies that drift upwards and then dip their faces to the sweet-smelling blooms. Bees are collecting nectar, careless of the scene unfolding a hundred yards closer to the house.

Maia runs to where she sees a knot of people clustered. Out of breath and sweaty, she arrives at the group, next to where Ryan is standing, backing away as if he is afraid to touch Polly or look at the pool of red soaking into the ground.

Finn is kneeling on the floor beside his sister as she wails. Since her announcement there has been an entente between them. He clutches her close, barely seeming to notice as her fists beat their despair against him.

‘I’m sorry,’ he keeps saying, ‘I’m so sorry.’

Maia has an overwhelming urge to step forward and help but she holds herself back, knowing Polly will hate being seen like this, that Maia’s sympathy is the last thing she wants when she’s out of control.

‘Where’s Jane?’ Finn bellows.

Polly is flopping now, descending into sobs. The pool keeps spreading and Maia’s limbs chill at the cold thought that it may not stop. There is no safety net. Her palms sting from her fall, nothing compared to this.

‘She’s coming,’ Ryan whispers. Maia looks up towards the big house and sees Jane flying down the long avenue between the trees. It’s the fastest she’s ever known her to move. Mick is by her side. She feels a sweet spread of relief that in a moment this will be out of their hands. They are clueless.

Polly tilts her face to Finn’s. Her eyes are terrible, depthless. Her fingers clutch at his T-shirt, staining it red.

‘Make it stop,’ she pleads. ‘This has to stop. It’s my chance. I need her.’

Her.

Maia feels tears stinging her eyes.

She looks up to find Jane coming to a halt only steps away, her eyes wide, face paling at the sight before her. She sinks to the ground beside Polly and Finn, stroking Polly’s hair, taking her other hand.

‘All right, Polly, we’ve got you. Hold tight.’

Mick and Finn carry Polly to the huts while Ryan trails behind, useless and mute. Maia keeps pace with him, wondering what she should say, but no words seem big enough to contain the moment so she keeps quiet. When they reach the hut, he doesn’t go in. Maia mounts the steps.

‘Come on,’ she says. ‘She needs you.’

He shakes his head, backing away. By the time she makes it to the door he is gone. She stares after his retreating form: hands in his pockets, head down, he disappears between the vegetable patches.

Jane sends her for warm water from the kitchen, sheets, fresh clothes, and she grasps at the chance to be useful. The air is riven with the coppery smell of blood. It reminds Maia of when they slaughter the pigs or the goats.

Polly seems to have expelled all her emotion: she lies curled on her side, her complexion spirit-pale, her eyes closed. Jane’s face is etched with worry, but her eyes soften a little as Polly slips into sleep, her breathing even. She holds the back of her hand to Polly’s forehead, then adds another blanket to the bed.

‘I think the bleeding is stopping,’ she whispers to Maia. ‘I’ll sit here and make sure she’s okay. Can you bring some food and water down? Maybe a flask of soup? Ask Beth in the kitchen. Polly’s going to need something when she wakes.’

‘You’ll need something too,’ Maia says.

Jane’s eyes fill with tears and she steps forward and hugs Maia. ‘Thank you.’

When she pulls back, their eyes meet and Maia thinks Jane is remembering their conversation after Polly’s announcement. Neither of them says anything, but as she leaves the hut and starts across the lawn to the house, she wonders if they really are the last. If they don’t go out and look, how are they going to know?

Maia hurries towards the house, but her footsteps drag and the world around her seems dull and heavy. The brief light has flickered and died. She gathers what she needs and returns in the direction of the hut where Jane is nursing Polly. But just as she reaches the line of rickety buildings, Bart steps out from behind a hut, as if he’s been lurking in wait.

‘They say she’s lost it.’

Maia is taken aback by the intensity of his expression, his features almost twisted in concentration. He comes towards her, his posture threatening, and without meaning to, she steps back. ‘Has she?’

Maia nods. ‘She has.’

‘Dammit! I told them.’

‘Told them what?’

Maia clutches the provisions she is carrying tighter to her chest as Bart advances, spitting his words.

‘We need proper provision – bed rest and monitoring. She shouldn’t have been allowed to roam around freely. This isn’t a joke.’

‘I… what?’ Maia stutters, caught off guard by the force of his emotion.

‘You people act like this is a game,’ he shouts. ‘It’s survival.’

‘Enough.’

Maia exhales sharply. Jane is standing at the doorway of the hut, her face a picture of disgust.

‘Someone needs to take this seriously,’ Bart says, casting his arms wide. ‘This was avoidable.’

‘You’re raving,’ Jane tells him. ‘Get a grip.’

He moves towards the door.

‘I need to question her, I need to make sure.’

‘You will do no such thing.’ Jane’s voice is like the coldest river current. She braces her arms across the doorway. ‘None of what you’re saying is based on science. It’s misogynistic nonsense.’

‘We aren’t in the old world now,’ Bart hisses.

‘I don’t care. Get away from here.’ She looks at Maia and beckons her to bring the bundle of supplies. Then she looks up at Bart. ‘What are you still doing here? Go!’

He stays frozen for a moment and Maia’s heart waits to beat until he relaxes his tensed position.

Glaring at them, he moves away, muttering angrily.

When he’s gone, Jane sags against the doorframe. Maia goes to help her, but she holds up a hand. ‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘You should go.’

In their rush, they left the fish lying by the river earlier. An
animal may have already scavenged them but she should go and check and
it’s the opposite direction to the one Bart went in, so Maia trails back
through the trees, the conversation outside the hut pounding in her
mind. Her legs feel heavy and her forgotten grazes are throbbing again.
She is sweaty and exhausted, worn out by the emotion. Now that she’s on
her own and can process the facts, the tears trickle from the corners of
her eyes.

It was Polly and Ryan’s pregnancy, not hers, and yet she’d dreamed about the sound of childish laughter – buried memories rising to the surface from when she was small? The rest of the community seemed to feel the same. They never did do their play to cheer everyone up; the idea of the baby had given them all hope.

The child would have been Finn’s niece or nephew and she’d imagined being a part of his or her life through him. No one looks up to Maia here, she’s never had the chance to teach anyone or be a role model. She’s always following. She tries to shake off the feelings of doom that are crowding in around her, the sense that the fences are too tight, closing in. Bart’s obsessions. This is selfish. It is Polly’s loss, Ryan’s, Finn’s, not hers.

When she reaches the riverbank Finn is already there, next to the bucket of fish.

‘Great minds,’ she says.

Maia is about to tell him about Bart’s outburst, but he looks up at her, red-eyed, and the words melt on her tongue.

‘It’s all my fault.’

‘No! Why would you say that?’ She drops down next to him and takes his face in her hands. ‘Of course it isn’t, what are you talking about? It’s no one’s fault.’

‘I didn’t want Polly to be a mother. I wished she wasn’t pregnant. I thought such horrible things. Even now, a terrible part of me is… relieved.’

Finn’s face contorts with anger – at himself, the world? Maia doesn’t recognise him.

She presses her lips to his, tasting the salt of his tears, calling him back to her. He didn’t run away when things got tough like Ryan; he stayed and helped. He’s different.

‘You may be many things, Finn, but you do not have the power over life and death,’ she says. ‘Even you must be able to see that.’

He rests his head on her shoulder and she holds him while he cries. He’s still stained by his sister’s blood. It’s on his hands, his clothes. Insects are buzzing around them, drawn by the odour. The image of the blood soaking into the earth around Polly seems even more horrifying now than it did at the time.

‘You need to wash that off,’ she tells him, standing and dragging him to his feet, suddenly appalled by the sight of it. The sun is high above the trees. It is the hottest, muggiest part of the day and the river looks cool and inviting.

Maia kicks off her battered trainers and slips out of her shorts. Finn stares at her but she banishes the instinct to cover herself, to hide from him. Today has made her more sure than ever how she feels, how there is so little they can depend on, but Finn is the one certainty she has. So she lifts the hem of her T-shirt, pulling it over her head in invitation.

‘Come on…’

He seems transfixed as she steps into the cool water. Dragonflies are skimming the surface where the sunlight pierces the tree canopy and bounces off the flow, but out under some tree roots there is a deep pool. She takes a breath and dips under the water, submerging herself in the cold relief, moving towards the dark shadows on the far side. She surfaces and calls back, beckoning him in.

Finn shakes his head at her, but strips off his clothes and follows. She watches as he navigates the pebbly inlet at the bank, struck by the strength in his shoulders. From this watery perspective he looks different to her – she sees him as someone new and it awes her. His capability, the muscles defined by hard work – no longer the boy on the train with the colouring pencils and the shy smile.

He ducks under the water again and again, rubbing at his skin and his hair, washing the horror away. Then he swims close to her and Maia wraps her arms around him, taking desperate kisses while the current sucks gently at them on its way past. She thrills at the feel of her naked skin against his. They don’t splash and play like they have in the past. There is a serious, hungry look in his eyes and she wonders if he sees the same in her.

In the water, they are hidden. Maia can lose herself in him, pull him to her. Forget the world beyond. She kisses him harder and harder until he draws back, a question on his face. She is transported from their world, tiny flickers like electric shocks glimmer across her like fish in the shallows. So, even though it is the cause of everything and the moment to be feared – the discarding of the safety net – she nods. This isn’t going to be planned and scheduled by anyone. It is theirs alone.

They find a soft patch of grass beneath the trees and, for a moment, out of the water, they hesitate, each waiting for the other, but then Maia reaches for him again, pulling him onto her, and this time, neither of them needs to ask the other if this is what they want. It’s different than she imagined, Maia thinks; it’s more than everything else put together.

When he pushes inside her, her eyes shoot open and she stares up at the forest canopy, bathed in the soft filtered green and the ultimate feeling of safety of being here, with him, despite the pain. She relishes the way he gasps at the moment their bodies fuse together and he is really, truly, totally hers.

He cries her name, and his fingers tangle in her damp hair with the moss and the leaves.

Afterwards, they lie still, quiet, watching each other. Maia traces shapes on his back her fingers.

‘Are you okay?’ she whispers.

Finn nods, and he looks so fragile and open that the responsibility takes her breath away for a moment. Then a slow smile spreads across his face.

‘Actually, I’m not sure… maybe we should do that one more time.’

Maia laughs and rolls onto him. Her body feels new, aching but good. ‘We can’t, look at the light.’

While they have been lying there, the sun has sunk low. The air has cooled and the insects are creaking around them. Her skin is chilled and her arms have goosebumps. Finn groans when he registers the vanishing day.

‘I wish we could stay here forever,’ he pulls her tight against him. ‘Just you and me.’

Maia thinks of the people in camp, the conflicts and the machinations. ‘Me too. But we need to go and check on Jane and Polly.’

At the mention of his sister, Finn’s face becomes serious again.

She kisses him and retraces her steps to the bank to retrieve her clothes. Putting them on feels strange, like they no longer fit; they belong to the person she used to be. They dress in silence but she doesn’t feel awkward and, from the looks she sneaks at Finn, she doesn’t think he does either. When they are ready, he takes the bucket in one hand and her palm in the other and they stroll back down the little beaten track.

Maia thinks maybe her heart will burst with the feeling of rightness. There’s so much pain and yet they found this moment in the midst of it. It’s stopping her falling, keeping her whole.

They are so perfectly in step that she lets the sacrilegious thought spill free.

‘I’m glad the world ended.’

‘You are?’ Finn swings the bucket and guides her round a sprawling log, lifting her hand and twirling her like they are dancing. The forest is the only prom they will ever have.

Maia leans into the twirl but her face, when she turns it to him, is serious as a promise. ‘If it hadn’t, I would never have met you.’




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Despair sneaks into the camp. Or maybe it has always been there, biding its time, licking its lips. Maia and Finn are only loosely aware of the absence of discussions at first, the silences and the emptiness that follows Polly’s loss. Somehow it has become everyone’s grief. They feel it too, of course, but they are also caught up in the discovery of each other – it stops them lingering in the darkness or fully noticing the pain around them.

Instead, their days are filled with exploration; they meet in their secret places as soon as their chores are done, protected by the spell of sex and the flush of love. They stay out until dusk coats the sky and sinks onto the land, returning hand in hand, a different kind of silence between them.

But in the grand crumbling home, things are different. People fail to complete their tasks because lethargy saps them, so the grime builds and the air becomes fetid and stale. The washing up mounts for days on end and no one bothers to reprimand the slackers because no one has the energy. Dishes and clothes, books and rubbish, are discarded and soon the place looks squalid.

Bart has stopped policing the use of the building, no longer trying to preserve its history for an imagined return to normal life. When a carved Georgian chair is dragged along the floor to another room, he doesn’t even mention the scrapes on the parquet. Instead, he retreats to the old library, scribbling on bits of paper, poring over ancient texts and tomes, muttering about the preservation of society. They leave him to it, relieved to be granted a reprieve from his ranting.

It is seeing Jane cry that breaks Maia from her selfish bubble of content. Crossing the lawn one afternoon, bundles of washing in her arms, her mind is on the clearing in the woods and the warm weight of Finn’s body on hers, until she sees the woman hunched on the ground by the gardens, her head on her knees.

Maia stops, curious, for Jane is soundless and it almost looks as if she could be sleeping beside the broad beans. It’s not far from the place they found Polly bleeding, only six weeks ago. She sets down her basket of washing.

‘Jane?’ At her tentative greeting, the older woman raises her head and Maia sees with shock the harrowed face and bleak eyes. Jane’s hair is long now, usually tied in a single grey braid, but today strands have slid free and they stand around her in a diabolical halo. She is normally the strength behind them all. ‘What’s the matter?’

Jane doesn’t answer. She looks up at her and smiles, which should reassure Maia, but it doesn’t, because she can see that the smile is simply pasted over the hollowness beneath. She is looking into a void.

‘You should come out of the sun.’ Maia drops to her knees in the rough dirt and takes Jane’s papery, dry hands in her own, amazed at how light they feel, how insubstantial she is. ‘Come over to the shade with me.’

Mutely, Jane follows her to the largest oak in the line that Maia once stared at from the window of the hut, thinking it was the edge of the world. To a child it was forever away but now she knows it is barely a whisper from the house. Now she knows how small this world is. Jane allows herself to be settled at the tree’s base, to lean against its strength. Tears run silent tracks down her cheeks as if she is simply overflowing, her sadness having reached the brim.

‘Tell me,’ Maia urges. ‘What’s wrong? Are you ill?’

It seems to take superhuman effort for Jane to turn her face to Maia, every movement is laden with exhaustion.

‘It’s just too much, now,’ she says.

‘Because of Polly?’

‘Not just Polly. It has been like this for a long time.’ She reaches out and touches Maia’s cheek. ‘Look at you, a young woman. You should be so proud of yourself. You’ve become a fine person, despite everything you’ve had to endure. Remember that.’

The way she says these words sets alarm bells ringing inside Maia. They have the air of someone saying goodbye. She clutches Jane’s hand, trying to drag her back from wherever she is going.

‘If it’s true, then it’s down to you. You’ve been my parent.’ She swallows her own tears only to see them fall from the older woman’s eyes. ‘You and Lucy. And the others.’

‘I haven’t done enough. Not by a long way.’ Jane shakes her head, sending her gaze into the distance. ‘This wasn’t what I expected. I was a teacher. I was going to teach you all to read, write, calculate and send you back into the world to carry on. But those aren’t the skills you’ve ended up needing. I wasn’t equipped…’

‘You’ve taught me to cook, to sew, to garden,’ Maia says. ‘To read as well, despite how little I tried.’

She nudges Jane, hopes the memory of corralling a wilful child to ‘sit still and concentrate’ will raise a smile, but it doesn’t work.

‘I just wish we knew,’ Jane says pleadingly, ‘what had happened to them all. All those people we left behind. They’re in my dreams again. If only we had some answers. I want to know why.’

There is no way to answer these questions, not now, not from here. Maybe there never will be. All she can do is listen to memory and regret. Unless… unless they step beyond the boundaries. Maia feels the tug at her core.

‘Do you want to tell me about them? The people you remember.’ She settles onto the crisp grass, pushing away the uncomfortable truth that she barely remembers her own people, those she left behind her. Sometimes, she feels a little thrum of pain, need and longing for Maman, but she refuses to look it in the eye.

‘No,’ Jane shakes her head, drawing back at the prospect of baring her thoughts. ‘I can’t. I see them inside, but I can’t let them out. Does that make sense?’

Maia nods. She has taken Jane for granted. She is always there, the constant. It isn’t love in the old sense of the word, but it has been a love for now and it has served Maia, served them all.

She realises she knows hardly anything about Jane’s life before the End. Wrapped in childish selfishness like she’s still the seven-year-old who walked through the gates. When she leapt onto the train all those years go, Jane caught her. Maia thinks guiltily of her long afternoons with Finn, their lack of cares and their indulgent restlessness. Though they do more than some – Polly, Ryan – the ‘grown-ups’ are still carrying the weight, the decision-making responsibility.

There must be a way to reinvigorate everyone, she thinks, as she helps Jane to her feet and leaves the washing behind to escort her slowly back to the house. She was so looking forward to being a role model, having a younger person to help look after – if that isn’t going to be possible, then perhaps she needs to work at altering the perceptions of those around her. She is older, stronger than she used to be, but they all see her as the youngest, in need of protection. Maybe if she can change their view of her she can broach the bigger subject. Nothing will ever change while they stay within these fences.

She ponders the idea as she finishes her chores and picks the beans Jane was going to harvest. Now she’s admitted it to herself, she realises the question has always been a shadow looming over them. The thoughts persist, slowing her pace on the way to the woods in the afternoon, preoccupying her as she ducks beneath trailing vines and flits between tall ferns to find Finn on a bed of soft moss. He reaches for her and only then does she allow herself to forget, distracted by the heat between them, the electric crackle when he traces his fingers down her spine.

But when they lie there afterwards, her thoughts track back along their previous path.

‘I saw Jane earlier. She was just sitting on the ground, crying.’

Finn stills. He doesn’t say anything, but from the way he stops stroking the skin on the inside of her wrist, she knows he is listening.

‘Do you think… Have you noticed that they’re all getting a bit like that now?’

‘Sad?’

‘Yes, sort of hopeless. I saw Nathan just staring into the distance the other day. When I talked to him he couldn’t hear me. It was so strange. I haven’t seen him smile in so long.’

She feels the sweet tickle of his breath against her ear as he exhales.

‘It didn’t used to be this bad, did it?’ Finn asks.

Maia raises herself onto one arm and looks down at him.

‘No, I don’t think it did.’

‘I’m not sure there’s anything we can do. They’re tired. They never have a holiday or a break. It’s the same old four walls… fences.’

‘Maybe we should make some changes.’

‘You and me? What can we do?’ He isn’t dismissing her; he is genuinely asking. She loves that about the two of them. They never talk down to each other. They’re equals.

‘Well…’ She pauses, unsure how to broach the longing she’s feeling. When she doesn’t speak, he fills the vacuum.

‘I guess we could talk to Mick and Jane about reordering some responsibilities – you and I could do more than just the goats and some odd jobs. Polly and her crew…’ Finn pulls a face.

‘Yes, they could. We all could.’ That wasn’t what she meant. The words catch in her throat.

‘We were children then, we can do so much more now. It isn’t right that the burden of everything hasn’t changed. Let’s try it,’ he says. ‘This could make all the difference.’

He looks so calm, so happy and confident. Maia remembers his childish desire to stay here forever, never go back to his cold, loveless home. She swallows her words and kisses him in agreement.



They start the walk back when the sun is low, hugging the horizon beyond the woods. It is shadow-dark between the trees and they step lightly over ebony obstacles in the twilight. The evening brings a cool relief and Maia can smell rain thickening the air, promising to quench the earth’s thirst in the night while they sleep.

When they reach the fork in the path, Finn automatically takes the direct route, but she tugs his hand.

‘Let’s walk along the fence line,’ she urges.

It is late, but he follows. She chooses this way more and more these days, drawn to the boundary between their world and the old world – an internal restlessness that rarely quiets. They have spent ten years being afraid of what lies beyond, but now she feels her curiosity overwhelming her caution. All Finn’s plans to rearrange the way the camp works, to give them focus, occupation, what if that’s the wrong thing entirely? Maybe what they need most of all is out there.

As they tiptoe in the gloom, she trails a hand along the fence, rustling the leaves that cover it, setting off a musical conversation between the organic matter and the wire beneath. Will you come, it murmurs, or will you stay? Finn grips tight to her other hand, anchoring her in his world. If she heeds the siren song, will she end up losing him?

They reach what was once the entrance they walked through on short legs, rain-soaked and traumatised by their journey. It looks so much smaller than it used to. Maia peers through the leaf cover longingly, then reluctantly turns her back to the fence. In the near distance, the glow of the fire looks homely, known. It illuminates the hulking butter stone of the old hall behind it. Maybe it was once lit this way for the grand balls depicted in the paintings inside. Maybe everything comes full circle and it is all as it should be.

Finn tugs her hand and she breaks contact with the fence so they can walk towards the blaze, their strides matching perfectly, their hands round each other’s waists. As they draw further from the boundary, his grip loosens, as if he has rescued them for the time being, as if by the power of wishing he can keep it all out forever.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Maia halts when she sees the old farmer walking bandy-legged across the lawn in the middle of the day, a broad-brimmed hat covering his head. He never appears at this time, always too busy with crops, machinery, animals. She grips Finn’s arm, interrupting his conversation about how they can draw up the chores lists more fairly, and how they can persuade the likes of Polly and Ryan out of their laziness. She feels listless – more and more believing it’s a hopeless task.

‘Why’s he here? At this time?’ She scrambles to her feet and darts along the side of the huts, relieved to have an excuse to move. It looks like the men are going to the woodshed, where Mick is usually to be found. Sure enough, the farmer hails him and he emerges, blinking into the light.

‘We need to talk.’ The sense of oppressiveness in the camp is mirrored in the dark clouds on the man’s face. Maia feels a thunder-sickness in her bones. ‘You’ll have to come and see the fields.’

Mick wipes his hands on a rag and looks around.

‘Maia,’ he calls, seeing her at the edge of the building. ‘Go get any of the other adults you can find and ask them to meet us down by the farmhouse.’

She darts away, Finn catching her up halfway across the lawn.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Mick asked me to fetch the grown-ups.’

‘But we were sorting out the new plans.’

‘I know,’ she says, stopping and taking in the irritation on his face. This isn’t like Finn. ‘But it won’t take long. Something’s happening.’

‘This is important, Maia.’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I’ll be right back, I promise…’

But before she can finish, Finn has turned and is stalking away from her. Maia stares after him, her mouth wide, a prickle inside her. She lingers for a moment, wondering if she should follow him, then turns back and runs to the house for Jane.

No one tells Maia to stay behind, so she leads the adults to the
furthest field, where they can see Ray the farmer, Mick and a few of the
workers clustered together. The air is close and she pushes away strands
of hair sticking to her neck. Jane has fallen behind, out of breath at
their pace. In front of them, the group is surrounded by spindly crops,
plants that look shaky, nothing like the strong wheat they grew in the
first years here.

‘What’s happening?’ Bart asks, pushing past Maia as if she wasn’t there. He’s never lost the authority in his voice, even though Mick and Jane are as much in charge as he is.

Mick shakes his head. ‘There’s something wrong with the crop.’

Maia creeps closer, craning to see the sickly leaves, some of which are turning yellow and spotted with black.

The adults look grave, exhausted.

‘Can we spray it with something?’ Bart asks.

The farmer glances at Mick. ‘We ran out of all of the pesticides years ago. And anyway, that’s not the real problem.’

‘What is, then?’ Bart sounds impatient.

‘The land is exhausted. There isn’t enough of it to rest some of the fields. We’ve been rotating crops for a decade now, sucking it dry of the nutrients. Growing food for us, for the animals. It’s tired.’

‘So what can we do?’ Jane’s voice shakes as she asks.

The old farmer looks near tears. ‘I don’t know. Plan for a lean winter. Even if we had more land it would be too late to plant now.’

‘But it doesn’t get as cold as it used to.’ Beth sounds hopeful.

The farmer shakes his head. ‘The rainy season would just destroy everything.’

There’s a stunned silence in the group, as if the problems that have been materialising in front of them for so long have only just become visible and have struck them between the eyes. Maia looks at them and all she sees is their fear.

The news only magnifies the existing despair in the camp. Lucy in
particular is deteriorating, unable to go a day without tears. She sits
in the hut, unwilling to move or go out into the fresh air.

‘There are no children,’ she says repeatedly to Jane. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe the sickness…’

‘But none of us had the sickness!’ Lucy shakes her head again and again, a tic of denial that is getting worse. ‘We’re cursed, that’s what it is. We weren’t meant to survive, none of us were meant to survive. We thought we’d cheated it but we didn’t.’

‘Hush,’ Jane rocks Lucy in her arms like a child. ‘I don’t believe in meant to. It’s human mistake, that’s all this is. Chance and error.’

‘God’s angry with us,’ Lucy moans.

Maia listens, fascinated. No one in the camp practises religion. After what happened, it’s more troubling to believe in a god than to abandon faith. No one prays here. There is no one to help them except themselves. Maia puts her faith in nature – the animals, plants, soil.

Eventually, Jane tells her to go for a break. She doesn’t know where Finn is, so she lets herself into no man’s land and threads her fingers through the thick cover of leaves until she finds the wire of the outer fence. She grips it tight and feels the churning inside her starting up again, along with the deep and growing knowledge that it isn’t safe here any more. The thing that saved them, this pocket of isolation, is destroying them.

She knows what needs to be done but she isn’t sure she is brave enough, can’t face the creeping suspicion that it’s all leading to the same point no matter what they do. Finn’s focus is still on rearranging the existing chaos, trying to make sense of the broken pieces. He shuts down any attempt she makes to discuss the logical solution.

Maia paces the channel between then and now for an hour before tracing her way back to the huts. She goes to bed troubled, tossing and turning, thinking she hears noises – footsteps in the darkness. Finn breathes beside her but she doesn’t feel protected. It seems the whole world is changing around her.



The afternoon is like all the rest of them, hot and endless, until a woman’s screams pierce the calm, cutting through the background drone of bird and insect life. Magpies flap skywards from the barn roof where they had been clacking their talons on the tiles. Maia, mucking out the pig and goat pens, halts. She is sticky, drenched in sweat, but the animal keening makes shivers of cold run through her. It tugs at something buried. An early morning and a long hallway, the closing doors of the lift.

She drops the pitchfork and steadies herself against the wall with one hand, bending forward and sucking air into her chest to loosen the memory. But it slips from view, slithering away from the force of her mind. Shaken, she crosses to the door of the barn as if in a dream. Maman?

Of course it isn’t her. Maia chokes out a noise halfway between a sob and a laugh at the tricks her mind is playing. Pressing her hand to her chest she forces herself back to the present. Finn rounds the edge of the barn, alarm on his face.

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know.’ She looks back at him, helpless.

Why aren’t we running, Maia thinks. We should be running to help. When Polly screamed they ran to her. And yet there is something so terrible about this sound, so primal, that it holds them at bay, unwilling to let whatever had caused it into their minds.

Finn stretches out his hand and she takes it. They advance across the meadows towards the huts and the house, which is now dwarfed by the enormous trees that were once its ornaments. When she realises it’s Jane’s voice, Maia drops Finn’s hand and runs towards the hut Lucy and Nathan share. Her arms and legs pump with the effort of ploughing through the hot, thick air.

Mick and Jane stand motionless on the doorstep, Nathan moaning at their feet, clinging to the doorframe.

Maia stops yards away, shocked at their faces but also their stillness. She can sense people emerging from other parts of the estate, but no one is running, they’re all just drawing slowly nearer, as if easing themselves out from underneath rocks.

‘What?’ she gasps. ‘What is it?’

She feels Finn’s fingers on her waist, the one thing in the whole scene that is real.

Mick runs his hand over his face. He looks drained, small under the ocean-wide sky.

‘Lucy,’ he says, and the word makes Nathan moan again.

‘What’s happening?’ Finn steps nearer. ‘Nate? What’s wrong?’

Jane’s voice, when it comes, is terrible, like looking into the darkness and finding it goes on forever. ‘She couldn’t keep going.’

The starkness of her words makes Maia stagger. Finn catches her arm, pulls her close.

‘What? How? I don’t—’

She is interrupted by Mick’s voice: a rage-filled shout of pain and despair that erupts into the hot air.

He thumps his fists against the wall of the hut, knuckles cracking and wood splintering. Without thinking, Maia darts up and catches his wrists. He is strong and at first it seems he’s going to fight her, but his gaze clears and his tension loosens until he slumps so his head is on her shoulder and his tears on her skin.

Shocked, she tries to hold the weight. She still doesn’t really understand. All she can think of is that day on the lawn, almost a decade ago, Lucy laughing over the washing, watching Nathan. She remembers cartwheeling across the grass with soap bubbles in the air and a lightness inside her that sometimes she worries is gone forever.

Jane comes forward and helps Finn draw Nathan away from the hut. He is sobbing quietly, his face almost unrecognisable. He looks up at Maia, pleadingly, as if she can make it all better. Is this what it has been like for the adults? This terrible sense of helplessness that is pinning Maia to the spot?

‘What happened?’ She whispers.

‘We lost another one.’ His voice cracks. ‘She wanted to try again, I should never have…’

‘I told you we need a proper programme!’ Bart bursts out. ‘Tracking and investigations.’

A murmur sweeps through the small crowd like a wave.

‘Shut up!’ Jane shouts and the noise ceases. ‘You’re not a doctor, Bart, or a scientist. You just have quack theories and like the sound of your own voice.’

Bart’s chest puffs out, his face red. ‘Well, we lost the only doctor we had in the fire. So maybe I’m the best thing we have. No one is listening to what I have to say.’

Maia feels a chill run through her. It feels like the links that have held them all are dissolving like sugar in water.



They bury Lucy in the ruins of a graveyard that must have been part of an old family chapel, long since demolished. Maia watches as Mick and Finn carry the woman’s body from the hut, wrapped in a sheet. The sound of the soil hitting the shrouded form makes her gag and run to the edge of the trees.

She puts a hand on the trunk of a giant oak and bends over, pulling fresh air into her lungs, tears running down her face. A hand on her back that she knows is Finn moves in soothing circles. When the nausea has passed without her being sick, she straightens and looks up at him. He is crying too and that just makes her cry harder. Finn pulls her close and she wraps her arms around him and clings tight but it doesn’t help. The yawning hole inside her hurts so badly she wants to scream.

After she returns for the short service, she slips through the woods to the river, sits staring at the swirling patterns the light makes on the water as it gurgles and eddies away.

Lucy has been a mother to her. That she is gone is impossible to fathom. The loss is opening up old memories and feelings and Maia can’t bear it. She finds herself picturing Maman, obsessing over the moments she can remember, a sharp pain in her chest at the recollection. The thoughts tumble over her, battering and consuming. She wants to hammer her fists on the trees, strike her head on the ground, destruct and destroy, but she can’t find the energy to move.

‘I feel like I’m losing you,’ Finn says. ‘Like you’re not really here any more.’

Part of her desperately wants to reach out to him but she can’t manage his emotions as well as her own. It’s too much.

‘I just need to think. I need to sit and think.’

He studies her face for a moment and then nods, touching her shoulder as he stands to go, causing a little tremor of electricity to run through her like a memory.

She sits until it is dark and long into the night, keeling to her side and sleeping with her face pressed to the damp ground. Her dreams are vivid, unlocking memories. She remembers a bed with a canopy, stars on the ceiling. And cans, so many cans of food beneath her. Enough food to last a long time, to outlast the sickness, just like they have. When she wakes, the dawn is not far away. She rubs her eyes and sits up again, her mind dropping back into thought like a pebble washed by the current.

She can’t see any way around it.

It is her eighteenth birthday next week.

The adults have fulfilled their vow. She is the last child and they’ve seen it through at so much cost to themselves. But none of them seem able to break free, to cross the border back into the real world. Crops are failing, people are dying from despair. It can’t be worse out there than it is in here.

What if, out there, there are people surviving like them? People like Maman. She needs to know. That apartment on the twenty-second floor is filled with the jigsaw puzzle pieces of her old life and the new one is crumbling around her. Anna’s father survived the sickness. He came to the fence. Maybe her mother was smarter than him. Maybe she’s waiting for her. The thought of seeing her again makes Maia tremble with need.

She knows she won’t be able to explain this to Finn. He lives in the present, has no desire to find the pieces of his past. He doesn’t feel Bart’s words about controlling fertility, tracking them, as a threat, only an eccentricity. Her heart breaks at the thought he won’t understand, that she will have to sever them to survive. The thought of leaving Finn makes her feel sick and afraid.

But what is there for them if they don’t make a change? Now that she has seen the others live through it, she understands she will not be able to have children. The bleeding and the pain don’t frighten her as much as the heartache she has seen. Will she feel how Lucy felt? Unable to continue? If this is all there is, then what is the point? Surely they need to go out there and look for more? And yet, she can see now that the adults, their protectors, have built mental walls so much stronger than these fences. They can’t scale them. Even her brave and beautiful Finn won’t do it.

But she can. She can go out and find the answers and bring them back.

Otherwise, what was all this for?




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Mick is sawing replacement panels for one of the huts, a painstaking job, hacking and planing, measuring and sanding. He hasn’t stopped moving since Lucy died, but she can see the reflection of the death in his eyes, the way the light has drifted from them. He is tired, made older than his years by the life they lead. Jane once told her that, before the sickness, humans could live to a hundred years old. There were machines to assess and calibrate every organ and function. Humans will not make it to a hundred now.

Wordlessly, Maia falls into rhythm with Mick, holding the pieces in place, lifting and moving things without being told. The shorthand of doing that they have together. She feels a beat of panic that she’ll be losing this too, when she leaves. Because in this instant, it feels inevitable.

‘It’s not working any more,’ she says eventually.

‘What isn’t?’

But he knows really.

‘This. Everything. The camp,’ she says, deliberately not looking at his face, giving him privacy.

He’s silent for a long time but she can sense the wheels turning in his mind, so she waits.

‘Amazing that it did for this long.’

Maia takes the other end of the plank he is lifting, holding it in place while he planes the bumps in the grain.

‘Mick,’ she says. ‘I want to go to London.’

He pauses. ‘Maia, I don’t know what you’re expecting out there…’

It’s tiring always being treated like a child.

‘We don’t know though, do we? Nobody’s been to look since the scouts and that’s been years now. I want to go and look.’ She hears the flame in her own voice, doesn’t tell him about the dream she had, of the tower in the sky and the cans below the bed and the love and history she left behind her. It’s burning her from the inside.

‘And you want me to let you go.’

Let her?

Maia takes a breath to avoid snapping at him. ‘Mick, I’ve decided to go. I want to do it with your blessing, though.’

He looks up then and his eyes are bright and she senses a sort of grief and attachment in them that she didn’t fully know he felt, that makes her own eyes fill.

‘What if what you find isn’t something you can cope with, Maia?’

‘I think that’s what’s stopping you, not me.’ She feels cruel, when she sees the hurt in his eyes. ‘Something has to change. We can’t stay here. Ray says the land won’t keep up with the crops we need, and people are giving up, are dying.’

He shakes his head. She knows she can’t possibly understand the depth of loss the older members of the group have endured. But someone has to fight for their future otherwise all of this was for nothing.

Mick takes a cloth from his pocket, wipes his forehead. ‘And how are you going to get to London, then?’

There will be no trains on the return journey, not unless by some miracle the world beyond is carrying on without them, has merely misplaced them for a time.

‘I’ll walk.’

She tries to make her voice strong, not to betray the hesitation and uncertainty she feels. How long will it take? Can she find her way?

Mick sits on a stump of wood in a patch of shade. He indicates a second log nearby and she sinks onto it. Together they stare out across the ponds, to the hulking spectre of the house in the distance. Tiles have fallen from the roof and the windows are dark like reproachful eyes. The walls are green now, coated by plants that have crawled upwards, greedy for air and light.

‘I’ll come with you. If that’s what you’re asking.’

Maia feels her fluttering heart go still. She’d hardly dare admit the hope to herself. ‘You will?’

He nods, once, and she can’t help but draw forward and fling her arms around him. ‘Really?’

‘If you don’t suffocate me first.’

With Mick she can do it. She can open up the gates and let out the despair that has set up its own camp here. Maybe then she can find a future for them all.



Mick said if she’s serious about going then they need to call a meeting of the whole camp and explain what they intend to do, form a group to go out and report back. Maia is set on going to London but he won’t commit to the destination until they see the lie of the land; she has had to be content with that for now. First, she has to talk to Finn.

But when she tells him her plan, Finn’s face contorts then hardens in a way she hasn’t seen before, his jaw fixed. He stares at Maia in disbelief and she feels her cheeks redden, even in the dappled shade of the woods where they are foraging, where she has been building the courage to talk to him.

He turns away from her and stalks across the clearing. A terrible premonition that she will lose him hits Maia and for a moment she is speechless. Then she drops her basket and runs after him, reaching for his arm. Her stomach dives when he pulls it away.

‘Finn. Wait.’

‘I don’t understand. I thought we told each other everything.’

‘We do. I do tell you everything. I’m telling you now, I just—’

‘You talked to Mick before you talked to me, Maia. Mick!’ He spins and she is pinned by the anger in his eyes, which is blazing so brightly it almost hides the fear.

‘I knew what you would say, I knew you’d try and change my mind.’

‘For good reasons.’

‘You don’t know that.’ She tilts her chin in defiance.

He snorts. ‘Don’t you remember Anna’s dad?’

‘That was years ago!’ Her shout startles the wood pigeons in the branches above them. They flutter up and settle down again, cooing in consternation.

‘Maia, what’s wrong with our lives as they are?’ He gestures at the woods around them, the effervescence of the river talking to the rocks on its bed, the rustle of rodents in the undergrowth. They know all the mushroom spots, the blackberry bushes, the places to pick wild garlic. On one level, it is paradise.

But there is something missing inside her. And the life they know is crumbling. He just doesn’t want to see it.

‘Things are falling apart, Finn. Can’t you see? The crops are failing, people are failing!’

‘But what if there’s nothing out there?’

‘What if there is?’

‘Don’t pretend this is the only reason you want to go out there.’

It’s Finn. Of course he knows, of course he’s seen into her heart. ‘Fine. What’s so wrong with wanting to be sure?’

‘You’re setting yourself up for disappointment, Maia.’

Her voice drops to a whisper. ‘I know. Do you think I don’t know?’

‘I can’t bear to think what will happen if…’

‘What if it was me, Finn, what if you’d left me somewhere and there was a chance. Wouldn’t you need to know? To check?’

He makes a noise in the back of his throat in frustration.

‘You know I would, but that’s different.’

‘I thought you’d understand.’

Finn shakes his head. ‘I don’t want to go back. That world is gone, Maia. This…’ he gestures around them, ‘is our reality and we have to make it work’.

There’s a pain in her chest and the woods behind him seem to sway as he says what she knows deep down. Every choice she has hurts.

‘You don’t have to come with me. I wouldn’t ask you to go back there. I love you.’

They stare at each other. They’ve never said it. Not out loud. It’s always been so obvious. She never thought she’d have to make this choice.

‘I’ll come back for you,’ she says. ‘I promise.’

‘Maia!’ Finn rakes his fingers through his hair. His blue eyes meet hers. ‘You can’t leave.’

Since they arrived at the camp, since Polly took Rabbit, Maia hasn’t really cried. But since Lucy died, she is spilling over with grief, overwhelmed by the heaviness of everything. She feels it now: the urge to cry building inside her, uncontrollable.

‘Finn,’ she croaks, feeling far more the child than she has in a decade. ‘I just want my mum.’

The tears start in earnest then and she tries to wipe them away and gesture to make it clear she knows how silly it is to cry about this now when Maman is barely a figment of her imagination, a face she can no longer put together, an image she can no longer see, when he is real and true in front of her, when Lucy’s loss is so raw, but then Finn’s arms are around her and she’s burying her face in his shoulder and it’s all just flowing out anyway. The secret hopes and desires she barely knew she possessed.

‘I want my mum.’ She whispers the words over and over, in wonder as much as sadness. The thought that has had to be suppressed and denied for so long.

It’s impossible to tell if she’s crying just for Maman or for Lucy and the camp’s disintegration, but there is a hole inside of her and it isn’t filling with time, it’s growing and unless she finds a way to plug it, she’s going to twist around it instead and become unrecognisable. This is a way she can do it – find a future for everyone and try and find herself.

She feels Finn’s voice in her ear as much as she hears it through the sound of her crying. His arms tighten and there’s a fierceness in his tone.

‘I’ll try and understand, Maia. I’ll try. I love you too. I just can’t come with you.’



They haven’t had an all-camp meeting round the fire for months now. Mick takes charge, issuing orders and summoning people from the nooks and crannies they have found to hide themselves, working around Nathan, who is locked in a bubble of grief. Then he and Finn pile firewood high, while Maia rolls logs back into position and clears debris from around the fire pit, straightening things out so it looks less like they’ve all given up.

She is desolate at the thought of walking out of the gates without Finn. Things are strange between them. He isn’t angry with her, but out of the corner of her eye, she will catch him watching her like he’s trying to fathom out a puzzle. She feels shaky, sitting on her hands and jiggling her legs while she waits. Part of her thought Finn would follow her anywhere, but for the first time she’s pushed to the boundary of what he’ll do for her. It goes no further.

If Mick hadn’t decided to join her, she’s not sure she’d be able to go through with it. Now that it’s more than a theory, the world beyond the fence looms dark and foreboding, filled with the unknown.

When dark falls, the temperature plummets and the fire is lit, the orange glow on the faces of the people clustered around makes her feel nostalgic for the early years in the camp, when they all clung to each other. It’s a feature of the thought of leaving, she guesses, not something she has experience of since that journey all those years ago.

She doesn’t remember how or why she crossed London in the company of a lone woman. But she remembers the arms lifting her, she remembers being thrown onto the train and she wishes she knew who that person was. It wasn’t Maman, she is sure. When she falls asleep now, that’s the overwhelming sensation she has, arms lifting her. She wakes sweating in the night.

Mick stands and quiet descends.

‘Maia has something she’d like to say to you all.’

Her palms are hot. It feels strange as the baby of the group, addressing them all. The low level of chatter dulls to a further hush when they see the youngest standing before them. Maia catches the pale flash of Jane’s face over the heads of some of the others. She looks lonely, standing at the back without Lucy, but she tries to smile and Maia draws strength from her willingness to keep going.

She clears her throat.

‘I’m going to leave the camp,’ she starts, and a roar of shock explodes in the night before she can get the words out. Her attempts to explain are lost in the sky with the rising sparks.

‘Listen!’ Mick bellows. ‘Listen to what she has to say.’ He nods at Maia to continue.

‘I’m going to go south and see what’s out there. Mick has said he’ll come with me. We’ll come back for anyone who wants to stay and wait for us. If anyone else would like to come too, that would be… great.’

Her voice tails off at the stunned silence that has now fallen. She feels weak and unimpressive, like no one is really going to take her seriously.

‘You’re leaving us?’ Beth addresses Mick.

‘For a short while.’ He points to Maia. ‘Maia’s right. Things here can’t continue this way. We need to know for sure what’s out there, if the danger has passed, if…’ and here he pauses. ‘If there’s anything left.’

‘If there was, we’d know,’ a man shouts from the back.

‘Would we?’ Maia finds her voice. ‘The scouts went out years ago. We haven’t gone to look for anyone since, so why would they have come to look for us?’

A murmur of dissent and consternation.

‘We’ll make arrangements before we go, to quarantine if we have to come back. We’ll set something up on the edge of the camp, like Nathan did when Connor came,’ Mick reassures. Maia glances at Anna’s face, tight and tired in the firelight. ‘At the first sight of the sickness or any other danger we’ll turn around. Is anyone prepared to come with us? A small group would be better than just two.’

There is a long silence.

Then into the glow of the fire, a figure rises.

‘I’m coming.’ Bart. Her fingers curl into fists. ‘You’ll need someone with my calibre of navigational skills.’

Something unpleasant lodges in her throat. She watches a ripple of distaste pass over Mick’s face too. It vanishes when he speaks. ‘Thank you – it will be good to have you along.’

No, Maia wants to scream. No.

Jane steps forward into the light of the fire. The hot coals shift and sparks drift into the sky. The older woman looks from Maia to Mick and Bart. There is a strange foreboding on her face.

‘In that case, I’m coming too.’

‘Really?’ Mick seems surprised. ‘But…’ his voice trails away.

Maia stares at Jane, her breath caught in her throat. Does Jane see it too? What she feels when it comes to Bart and his odd intentions?

For a moment Maia thinks Mick is going to say that Jane must stay, but the older woman tilts her chin upwards, her face formidable. Something passes between them and he nods, once. Maia breathes again.

‘But who will run camp?’ A voice calls out from the back.

Mick turns on the spot, taking in the worried faces waiting for an answer.

‘You all know what you’re doing,’ he says. ‘But Nathan and Beth will be here if you need direction.’

There’s a murmur of disbelief, but Mick looks to Nathan in question, his gaze steady and certain. Maia sees surprise along with the tiredness and grief in Nathan’s eyes, watches as he forces himself to standing. He steps forward and takes the place beside Mick, squaring his shoulders. He is the rock in the river, pummelled by water and ground by grief. He stays, regardless. The older man squeezes his shoulder. Maia feels tears in her eyes. Nathan is the ultimate protector, he always has been.

‘Right,’ Mick says. ‘We’ll leave in two weeks, so we have time to work out the details. I suggest we get some sleep now. It’s late.’

People rise from the logs, ready to make their way into the night. But then there’s a disturbance on the other side of the blaze. A figure fighting his way forward.

‘Wait.’

Maia shades her eyes to see who’s coming forward into the light.

It’s Finn.

‘I’m coming too.’

His eyes meet hers across the flames. Stubborn. Clear. Maia’s heart swoops.

He doesn’t want to go, she knows that. He’s doing this for her. If Finn is coming, she can be whole. She doesn’t have to choose.

Mick nods. ‘Five. And that’s it!’

A smatter of laughter. She sits transfixed as the bodies move away, unable to take her eyes from his.

Just like that, they have it. A scouting party.




THE BEGINNING





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Everyone gathers to see them off. It’s early: there is still dew on the grass that in an hour will steam free in the pulsing heat. Now that the moment is here, Maia cannot imagine leaving. She turns and looks back at the camp – the house on its low rise in the distance, the huts and meadows and ponds, the woods and the farm. The goats were hard to say goodbye to. She fed them for the last time this morning, burying her nose in Martha’s sweet coat and trying not to cry as the nanny goat butted her for treats.

A line of green parakeets watches from the top of the fence as Mick and Bart hack back the foliage that has grown over the gate and threaded itself into the hinges.

They have to grease the padlock to get the key in and for a few horrible minutes, Maia thinks it will refuse to turn, that the camp is determined to keep them there. But then it clicks into place with a creak. The hasp opens, the gate is pulled back and Canningfield relinquishes them.

Before they can step forward, there is a commotion at the back of the group. Polly forces her way to the front and dumps a bag on the ground in front of them.

‘I’m coming,’ she announces, hands on her hips.

Maia feels Finn tense, reaches for his hand.

‘What?’ Mick sounds irritated. He doesn’t have much time for Polly. ‘You’ve left it a bit late.’

‘You can’t come,’ Finn says.

‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s all planned. We’ve been working at this for two weeks and you haven’t once volunteered to help. It’s so typical of you, Pol.’

Mick steps forward. ‘It’s a long way. There will be a lot of walking.’ The subtext is there. She’s not up to it.

Polly gestures to Jane then folds her arms. ‘If she can do it, I can.’

‘Just leave it, Polly,’ Finn says.

‘You’re not leaving me behind. I’ll just follow you.’

Mick is impatient to be going, Maia can tell. He glances at the open gate and back at Polly. She knows with a sinking sensation in her stomach that there will be no deterring the other woman, that she is bound to Finn and cannot bear for him to leave her. The push and pull between them is as certain as the tide.

‘There is to be no moaning or falling behind,’ he says shortly.

‘Fine.’ Polly grins at Maia.

Maia tries to smile. She wishes she knew which Polly was coming with them. The rare one she can connect with, almost understand, or the one whose gaze is like needles on her skin. Either way, Finn is a different person when his sister is around. She can’t quite believe Polly will manage the walk either – she is thin and wasted. She hardly eats and shuns all exercise and labour. It’s a horrible thought and she bites her lip as it surfaces, but Polly has been a drain on them in so many ways.

Beth goes for more provisions, while Mick makes everyone take off their packs and redistribute food and supplies so Polly is carrying her fair share. Maia is conscious that the delay means the sun is rising and they are losing some of the cooler hours when they can make the best progress.

Finally, they are ready. It’s mean, but Maia can’t help but feel a little satisfaction at Polly’s face as she hefts the bag onto her back, struggling to tie the strap around her waist.

But then they all fall quiet as they realise the moment has come to leave.

Nathan steps forward. He changed when Lucy died. The quick smile and the cheerful attitude died with her, replaced by a well of sadness that is hard to look into. There are grey hairs pushing through his scalp and his face drooped overnight – a physical reaction to the grief. Together with Beth and Ray’s family, he will keep the camp running, waiting for news. Huts stocked with quarantine supplies lie ready behind him.

The members of the scouting party move from person to person, saying goodbye. When she reaches Nathan, Maia hugs him tightly, trying to transmit the depth of her sorrow to him. ‘Thank you,’ he whispers. ‘You stay safe.’

She’d pictured declarations and grand speeches, but the moment is too big to wrap in words. Maia says a silent goodbye to Lucy. Then, one by one, they step through the gate.

There are no pathways. The group tramps out into the overgrown meadow
that was once open ground and the gate swings shut behind them. Faces
peer out as they survey the landscape. All of a sudden, the barrier
seems to matter. Maia raises a hand in farewell. The grasses are up to
their waists, brambles and vines strangling each other as butterflies
land on the wildflowers.

Bart gives a low whistle.

He holds up the compass that he’s wearing around his neck.

‘We need to bear east if we’re going to approach the town,’ he says. ‘It’s twenty-five miles in that direction.’

‘Maybe when we find a road it will be easier,’ Mick says doubtfully. He seems smaller out here, less in control. In the distance, the hills are green and steaming.

‘Fucking hell,’ Polly cackles and spits into the grass. ‘Maybe I won’t come after all.’

‘Fine,’ Finn says. ‘Go back inside. It’s not too late.’

‘No way, little brother. Why should you have all the fun?’

Polly pats Finn on the shoulder in a way that looks friendly, familial, but Maia sees the wince on his face.

A wave of nausea hits her. Are they really doing this? She swallows and steps forward, trying to ignore the metallic taste in her mouth, following Bart as he holds the compass aloft and checks their bearings. Single file, they start to push through the grasses, sending clouds of insects up into the air around them as they pass. The further they go from the camp, the more adrift she feels. Their group seems small and lonely. Even Polly is quiet.

After slogging for an hour, they stumble onto what must once have been a road. The foliage is slightly thinner and, when they reach it, Maia scuffs at what was previously smooth tarmac, now churned and uprooted by trees and grasses forcing their way through, reclaiming, concealing. After another hour, they sit under the shade of a tree and drink a few mouthfuls of water. Everyone is conscious of the need to conserve it, except Polly, who gulps it down, precious trickles escaping the edges of her mouth.

‘Careful,’ Maia tells her.

Polly glares. ‘You’re not in charge of me, Maia.’

Maia turns away, her head swimming with doubt and dislike. They press on while they can, but by noon the heat is intolerable. Though keeping up without problem, Jane is subdued and Maia falls into step beside her, watching the woman scanning the horizon, shading her eyes and checking left to right.

‘Are you okay?’

The older woman looks back at her guiltily, her face pale.

‘It’s silly,’ she says, ‘but the day we came… Sandra. We left her and we meant to go back and I just keep wondering if…’

Maia touches Jane’s arm, seeing how the memory has haunted her for a decade. There is so little to hope for after all this time, only a chance to honour the ones they couldn’t save. She ushers away the thought that her own mission is the same. It isn’t. It’s different.

‘I’ll help you look,’ she tells Jane.

But when they come upon what might have been the brick-built shelter that was the bus stop, it has tumbled inwards in a heap of rubble and there is no way of knowing what lies beneath it. They all stop and look at the debris. It feels wrong to just walk past.

Jane crouches beside the stones, laying a hand on one of them.

‘It’s ridiculous,’ she says. ‘I half expected Sandra to still be sitting here, asking me what took so long and telling me to get her a cup of tea.’

Bart scoffs, but Mick throws him a glance and he quietens.

They wait while Jane stays silent on the ground. When she finally looks up, Maia catches her eye and can see this was just something she had to do, unfinished business on a long list, most of the items on which can never be worked through. She has the unnerving sense that the task has altered Jane in some way, but that must just be the heat. Maia hasn’t been feeling right since they left the camp – before that, even. It must be the emotion stirring things up inside her.

Bart spots animal tracks in the bushes that have crowded against the path. When they follow them, they find a small stream where they can fill their bottles and lie in the shade until it is cooler. Mick’s original aim of reaching the nearest town in a couple of days looks increasingly unrealistic but they don’t discuss it, each lost in their own thoughts. Instead, they take it in turns to keep watch and doze on the trampled grass.

When Maia wakes in the early evening, a family of deer are drinking at the stream. She lies still, holding her breath as the doe’s ears twitch and two fawns nestle close to her on their spindly legs. They don’t seem alarmed by the sleeping strangers in their midst, but then Polly rolls over and yawns loudly and when Maia looks back the deer have gone.

They see dogs, wild pigs, grouse and pheasants, the occasional fat adder snoozing on a rock. Apart from the wildlife, there is no sign of life. The gaping hollow inside Maia yawns wider, though she reminds herself it is possible, likely even, that certain parts of this island are now uninhabitable and abandoned. It makes perfect sense that they would be forgotten in that scenario. She pictures them emerging in the capital, footsore and dirty, hailed as heroes for their journey.

She walks behind with Finn for a little while, slipping her hand into his. She feels calmer beside him, realising she has the most important things with her.

‘I’m sorry about Polly.’

‘I must be a terrible person,’ he says. ‘I know she’s my sister. And I do love her. But every time I let her close, she does something awful again and I feel stupid for trusting her.’

‘She’s been less volatile since she was pregnant,’ Maia says. ‘She’s not caused any real trouble for ages. And she’s left Ryan behind to come with you. Maybe we need to give her the benefit of the doubt.’ She doesn’t really believe the words as she says them. There’s something in Polly that feels the need to strike with no warning.

Finn’s lips twitch. He pulls her to a halt and kisses her. ‘Again?’

‘I know, but what choice do we have? It can’t be open warfare all the way to London…’

They set camp near the road under some trees. After much deliberation they decide to light a fire, though they are too tired and dispirited to go in search of any food other than that they have in their packs. They compromise by setting snares in the undergrowth and Mick says he is sure they will be able to forage something in the first town they come to. Right now it seems impossible that anything outside of themselves and the camp could exist. The smoke sends a thin trail into the sky.

In the morning there is nothing in the snares. They eat flatbread and chew some of the cured meat the farmhands swear by, then they break camp and trudge on while the world is barely light. Maia feels Polly’s eyes on her frequently, but when she looks, the other woman is studying the road at her feet, a quiet and troubling air of dissatisfaction around her. She wishes again that Polly had stayed behind. There is no glimpse of her kinder side. She is polluting even the silences.

Going is slow. In some places they have to hack their way through dense hedgerows and brambles, in others they can follow the trail of what was once the road – it looks, Bart says in wonder, like there has been an earthquake, pushing up the tarmac into crumbling ridges. Tree roots surface and dive back under as if turning in their sleep and finding their covers too tight. In the fields, wheat has re-seeded and grown wild, as tall as a man and with thick drooping ears. They come across cars, warped and chained by foliage to the ground.

They camp again, search for water, forage for berries, doze and contemplate their decision to step into this wilderness.

But they do find the town, eventually.

‘It looks like a war zone,’ Jane breathes. She has proved slow but strong on the walk, keeping up better than Polly, who complains of the shoulder straps rubbing her skin raw and the heat burning her head, as if these maladies affect her alone.

‘Wear a hat, Polly,’ Finn growls and she makes a charade over searching the depths of her pack for a scrap of cloth that will suffice until Mick cracks and lends her his. Her presence is a constant nagging worry to Maia. She’s feeling a sort of open-air sickness out of the safety of the camp, let loose from the constrained nature of their world. How can she breathe, with all this air?

They stand on the threshold of the town and search for the best way to enter it. Several buildings have tumbled and others sprout trees from their rooftops, clothes of glossy ivy. There is clearly no civilisation here, no survivors. The place is long abandoned.

‘It’s creepy, I don’t like it,’ Polly announces. But Maia sees a kind of haunting beauty to the fallen place, cars rusting into the ground, shattered glass scattered, lizards darting out of sight as they pass. In parts, it must have caught fire because some of the buildings are burned and blackened.

‘Nothing to be afraid of,’ Bart intones, and Maia wonders if he’s reassuring himself.

They pick their way into what was once the town square. Dogs come to the doorways and one mangy-looking animal howls at them but, as they approach, the packs sidle away and Maia breathes a sigh of relief at their reluctance. They aren’t like the farm dogs in camp. Bart and Mick force doors and wander in and out of shops, while Jane searches for a pharmacy, hoping they will be able to earmark medicines that can be salvaged for future use in the camp.

However, most places have not survived the onslaught of nature. Water from the frequent deluges has crept into the fabric of the buildings, causing them to swell and rot. Wallpaper and paint have peeled away and most of the shops show signs of animal disturbance, packages decayed and nibbled, wrappers discarded and rotting into the floor. Maia averts her eyes from a pile of bones in the corner of a store. Bleached and half hidden by leaves, she tells herself they could be something else entirely.

Mick perseveres and manages to find a locked cupboard in the back of one shop that is more or less intact. After prising open the door, they find shelves filled with cans of food, spices, faded bags of pasta and rice. They load up as much as they can, deciding to set up camp on the edge of town rather than sleep with the ghosts. They close the room up as well as they can on the off chance they come back one day, or others need it.

Bart has already stalked off in the direction they came. He rarely waits for anyone to catch up. The rest of them are retreating, when Finn looks around.

‘Where’s Polly?’

They turn in a circle, uneasy. Maia feels watched by forgotten eyes. The ghosts of the town lie close to the surface.

‘I thought she was right there,’ Mick says. ‘I thought we were all helping.’

‘Polly!’ Finn cups his hands and calls to his sister. His words echo off the buildings around them. They wait, poised. Nothing.

Polly is gone.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Finn and Maia return to the main street, while Jane and Mick go to warn Bart. They hunt for Polly beneath a canopy of massive trees that are doing untold damage to the fabric of the town, wrenching and pulling at the walls in their greedy desire for space and light. It is cool beneath the leaves, but not relaxing – there is a dank smell of ripe leafy decay and something else, older, more sinister. Maia doesn’t like it without the safety of the others around them.

‘Are you okay?’ She turns to find Finn watching her. ‘You look pale.’

‘Yes. Course.’ As she says the words she doubts them. Finn’s eyebrows are knitted into worry. ‘I’m fine. Let’s just find her and get out of here.’

‘Polly,’ Finn calls, but nothing moves. ‘Polly, we’re going, come on.’

They stay close together as they retrace the route. Maia glances down a side street, sees the open door of a listing house. She taps Finn on the arm.

‘Look.’

They reach the threshold and she can see footprints in the thick layer of dust and debris on the floor. Some of the ceiling has fallen in, but it looks as if someone has climbed over the rubble to reach the stairs. One or two of the treads have buckled beneath the weight of something.

‘Polly,’ Finn calls, failing to conceal the annoyance in his voice. ‘Come on, stop kidding around.’

Maia gestures to the stairs. ‘I’ll go up. You should stay though, they might not take your weight.’

‘I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Mai.’

‘It’s fine, don’t worry.’

The last thing she wants to do is go chasing off up after Polly, but they can’t leave without her, so she gives Finn a smile and a kiss then picks her way across the mess, hoping she doesn’t see more human bones, turning her mind from the people who lived and died here. The tangled skeleton of a bicycle shifts beneath her and plaster dust puffs upwards, making her cough, but she stumbles across and turns to give Finn a thumbs up, trying to convince herself as much as him that she is fine. What is Polly doing?

The floorboards move beneath her as she crosses the landing. She can see a door open at the end and she treads gingerly. Before she reaches it, she sees Polly’s back, her shoulders hunched. The girl seems to float in space.

‘Polly,’ she whispers. The house is so flimsy it feels as if breathing in the wrong direction might bring it all crashing down around her. ‘Polly, come on. What are you doing?’

The older girl startles when she enters the room behind her and, when Polly pivots, Maia registers the redness around her eyes and the crumpled state of her face for the briefest second before she closes up again and the hard shell is back in place.

‘What the fuck do you care?’ she says, barging past Maia, shouldering her out of the way so that she stumbles and falls back against the doorway. A sharp pain travels down her arm.

‘Ow.’ She rubs the spot, a bruise already flowering.

Polly stomps down the hallway, making no effort to tread carefully, so that the floor shakes beneath her movement. Maia turns to look at the bedroom behind her. It’s dark in the room as the vines have covered the window, cracking the glass with their pressure and persistence. The internal ceiling has collapsed and tiles have come off the roof above, showing snippets of distant blue. In the gloom, it is just possible to make out the remains of what was once a pink cot, now looped with plants and sinking into the mouldering carpet.

Maia’s stomach lurches. She cannot bring herself to look closer, just spins on her heel and rushes after Polly, who is now disappearing at the top of the stairs.

‘Wait.’

Polly doesn’t slow and Maia can’t keep up. As she reaches the end of the landing there is a huge crashing noise and the stairway collapses in front of her. Clouds of dust billow upwards and Polly’s dark head vanishes as she tumbles with it.

Maia is vaguely aware of Finn shouting, but her eyes and mouth are filled with dust and she has to pull her T-shirt up to cover her face so she can breathe through the cloth. Coughing, she stumbles forward, groping for the walls, her heart loud in her chest. She teeters on the edge of the hole, peering down to look for Polly.

‘Finn!’ Her voice is muffled by the shirt but he makes a strangled sound of relief so she knows he heard her. ‘Polly fell through.’

‘I can see her. Are you hurt?’

‘No, just stuck.’

‘Stay there for a minute. Don’t get close to the edge.’

As the dust settles she watches Finn pick his way across the fallen stairs, stretching for Polly and pulling her out of a hole in the rubble. She reaches for him but doesn’t speak. Her hair and body are white with the dust and she coughs and retches as Finn leads her clear. She’s gripping her arm tightly against her body but she’s walking and Maia breathes a sigh of relief.

‘Wait, Maia, I’m coming back,’ Finn calls. She presses a hand against the landing wall, shaking now the adrenaline is subsiding.

In a moment he is there again.

‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine. Just shocked. How’s Polly?’

‘Alive.’ His tone is short, his face hard. ‘Now we need to get you down.’

‘It’s not that far. Maybe I can drop into that bit.’ Maia points at a stack of rubble that looks like a small hop away.

Finn shakes his head. ‘Hang on. It’s further than it looks.’ Carefully, he picks his way back across and wedges his feet in two holes. The rubble subsides a little, with a lurching scraping sound that makes Maia’s breath stick in her throat, but the pile settles and holds still. Finn reaches out his arms. ‘Dangle yourself over the edge and drop. I’ll break your fall.’

Trembling, Maia shuffles closer to the edge and sits down with her legs hanging in space. Carefully, she turns onto her stomach and lowers herself as far as she can.

‘Am I close?’

Her voice shakes and her chest hurts where it presses into the ripped wood. The instinct to scramble back overwhelms her.

‘A bit more. So close.’ She focuses on his voice, relinquishes control. ‘Let go, Mai, I’ve got you.’

And she drops, falling a moment in space before his arms encircle her, fast and tight, knocking out the air. He has braced against her movement but they still crash onto the rubble and a piece of floorboard plummets after her. A groaning sound accompanies it and continues – the building protesting at the violation of its slumber.

‘Quick!’ She pulls him up and they tumble across the heap, reaching the doorway just as the entire rotten landing floor collapses. The noise is booming, the dust blinding.

Maia’s mind spirals at the thought that she could have been in that, would have landed on top of Finn, burying him. She pulls him into her arms, pressing her lips to his fiercely. There are tears running down her face, mingling with the dust. Her hands are grazed and her knee and arm are sore but they are clear.

‘Oh my God,’ he breathes, when she drops her head to his chest and squeezes tight. ‘That was so close.’

They stay like that for a moment until Maia remembers Polly. She pulls away and searches what was once a street. Sitting on the rusted hulk of a car, Polly is covered in dust and debris, but defiant. Her mouth twists in disgust at the sight of them together. Finn rounds on her.

‘You nearly killed us all.’

‘We should check if she’s okay,’ Maia says.

‘She’s fine. She’s always fine. It’s been the same forever. She takes care of number one and doesn’t give a shit about anyone else.’ Finn’s face is grotesque with anger.

A spasm flickers over Polly’s face but she doesn’t look at him, only stares at Maia in assessment. There is no trace of the vulnerability she witnessed upstairs; she could almost believe she imagined it.

‘Stop whinging, you’re fine, aren’t you?’

Maia lets out a laugh of disbelief. ‘The whole ceiling just came down, Polly. Finn was standing under it a few seconds before. Don’t you care? He’s your brother.’

Polly’s mouth opens like a fish but Finn speaks before she has the chance to say any more.

‘No. She doesn’t care. She never has. There’s something wrong with you, Polly, something missing.’

The girl’s face pales beneath the dust. It’s not the words that have hit her as much as the hatred inside them.

‘Finn…’ Maia steps forward and touches his arm, trying to bring back the person she knows.

It looks for a terrible moment like Polly is going to cry, but instead she rises wordlessly and heads in the direction of the river and their camp outside town. She’s half jogging over the debris, as if trying to put as much space between them as she can.

‘She was looking at a cot,’ she tells him. ‘Just staring at a child’s nursery.’

He drops his face into his hands. ‘Oh God.’

Maia wraps her arms around him. Holds him while he cries.

When he is done, Finn retrieves the bags they were carrying and he and Maia retrace their steps. She hates the town now. As the light sinks, it feels even more threatening. Her body aches with the bruises and delayed fear is ricocheting inside her, her mind playing over and over how differently it could have turned out.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

At the river, they reunite with the others. Shocked by the state of them, Jane accepts Finn’s short explanation and Polly’s sullen silence but Maia can see her making her own calculations. The older woman insists they swim in the river to wash away the dust while the rest of them prepare a meal with the canned supplies. Maia deliberately walks in the opposite direction to Polly, who is still cradling her arm, complaining how much it hurts. She’s bone-tired, more exhausted by the walking than she’d imagined she would be.

‘I’ll take a look when you’ve washed,’ she hears Jane insisting. As she slips away, Maia sees the thundercloud on Mick’s face. There is no plan for serious injury out here.

When she finds a sloping bank and a pebbly river-beach downstream, she plunges straight into the water in her clothes, her grazes stinging sharply as she rinses the dust of the past from her skin. Once the flow runs clear, she wrings out her underwear, T-shirt and shorts, laying them on a rock to dry. In this heat it won’t take long – she can almost see the steam rising from the fabric.

Then she settles back into the water, floating on her back, wincing at the discomfort in her chest and the bruise on her shoulder. The memory of the house is harder to wash off her skin. Even after all this time, it’s incomprehensible to Maia how self-destructive Polly is. She seems to crave Finn’s affection and yet constantly repels it.

Diving beneath the surface, she opens her eyes and sees the blurred river rocks, the occasional dart of silver. When she surfaces, streaming water and sucking in air, she realises she feels afraid, that they aren’t properly equipped for the real world. She has an unaccountable desire to be away from the group, with only Finn for company. Maia has never felt this insular before – it makes little sense to her that opening her horizons could make her want to shut down.

But the promise of London, of Maman, lures her forward.

She stays in the water a long time, naked and rinsing off the afternoon’s bitterness. Despite Polly’s brittle exterior, she cannot shake the memory of her standing forlorn over the baby’s cot. Eventually, she smells smoke from the direction of their camp and her stomach rumbles desperately, driving her to make the painful journey on bare feet across the sharp pebbles to her clothes on the rock.

They are almost dry. But as she pulls the stiff T-shirt over her head, a prickle across her scalp tells her she is being watched. Wincing at the tug of the fabric on her bruise, she scans the banks on both sides of the river, which are lined with trees dipping their toes into the flow. Nothing moves. It is only as she gives up, telling herself she is imagining things, that she thinks she sees Bart’s rangy form, flitting from her like the fish in the river. Has he been watching her?

Unsettled, Maia hesitates, then pulls on her sneakers and ties the frayed laces. It’s nothing.

When she gets back, Bart is poking the fire with a stick. He doesn’t
look at her. Maia frowns but is distracted by a thick meaty smell lacing
the air.

‘It looks edible.’ Jane smiles.

There is pasta, with corned beef in a tomato sauce, three kinds of vegetables. Maia cannot remember eating beef before. Each of them fills their bowl and the group sits in silence, spooning in the concoction. Maia glances around, warmed by the change in everyone’s faces – a loosening of the taut hunger they usually live with. It’s not that they lack food, it’s just that this kind of feast is rare.

‘It tastes like a party,’ Finn laughs, his mouth rimmed with the red sauce as he spoons more into his bowl.

Even Polly is smiling.

‘No,’ Jane says, her gaze distant, her cheeks pink. ‘It tastes of the past.’

They are silent then and Maia stares at the flames as the air cools around them, again feeling the differences between the adults and the children they saved. She cannot remember much of the world outside so she is discovering it as if for the first time, but the grown-ups remember. Every memory comes with pain.

She glances up to find Bart studying her, an inscrutable look on his face. After a moment, he looks away.

After the meal, Jane opens two cans of pineapple. They share the sweet yellow flesh and, with the first bite, a memory flashes into Maia’s mind. She gasps as she sees herself at a table, small fat hands holding a plastic spoon, the light hitting her from a window, an intense feeling of happiness like a sunburst. As quickly as it appears, the vision vanishes again.

‘What is it?’ Mick asks. He pauses, his spoon mid-way to his mouth.

‘Nothing,’ she tells him, shaking her head. ‘I just think I must have had pineapple before.’ And she takes another mouthful carefully, as if it has the power to wound or bite her.

When they are done, she shuffles closer to Finn and he puts his arm around her. Ignoring Polly’s huff of disgust, she leans into him and closes her eyes, confused by it all, by how different they are all becoming in the real world and how unsettling only a few days have been.

Mick squints up at the sky, which is clouding over as it turns indigo. The previous night was unusual for the lack of rain – they will not be so lucky again. They’ve camped near an old brick-built barn for this reason and Mick, Jane, Bart and Polly all take their sleeping bags in and curl into them. Maia and Finn stay by the fire, tired but desperate for time alone. As she runs her hands under his shirt, and presses her sticky-sweet pineapple lips to his, the feeling of watchfulness at the river, of Bart’s strange attention, jumps into her mind, but she presses the feelings down, concentrating on the feel of their skin together, of the moments of absence when she could be anyone, anywhere, and the world falls away from her.

‘Do you think we’ll reach a city soon?’ Finn asks.

‘Mick says maybe in the next week or so – the terrain is harder than he thought it would be. It’s going to take longer to get to London.’

‘How will we get back before the rainy season really hits?’

‘I don’t know.’ Maia doesn’t think about going back, about what comes after.

‘It’s not how I imagined, out here,’ Finn’s voice shakes a little.

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s really gone, isn’t it? Everything.’

‘We don’t know that,’ she says, refusing to let the words in. ‘Not yet.’

They fall asleep by the fire and she wakes with the first fat drops in the early hours of the morning. She shakes Finn awake and they run to the shelter of the barn. They watch in awe as torrents of water pour from the air, making rivers on the ground and quenching the fizzing fire. The smell is fruitful and alive and Maia feels the awesome might of the world around them, the greedy need to live.

She wakes again at dawn and leaves the others sleeping in the barn,
her stomach roiling at the unfamiliar food they ate last night. By an
overgrown hedgerow, she vomits the pasta and pineapple and feels better
but washed out, like the steaming world around her. She stands alone and
feels the vastness of the space, the unlimited fear of it all.

When Finn surfaces, stretching and looking around for her, she waves and sets off back towards the group, feeling the world return to its normal size and focus for a while. The others gorge on more of the liberated supplies for breakfast, but she nibbles on a flatbread, almost glad she is not up to the intensity of the food in the cans with its ambushing memories.

After breakfast, Jane produces a tube of toothpaste she found in the storeroom, and they clean their teeth with the sharp minty ooze. Maia’s mouth feels tingly and overwhelmed but it takes away the taste of the food she vomited. They cannot take many of the cans with them but Mick thinks maybe they can find other stores, other undamaged stashes. Maia is glad to leave it all behind for now.

Their journey is now further complicated by Polly. Luckily, Jane doesn’t think her arm is broken, but she point blank refuses to carry any of their supplies, so everything has to be redistributed among them. Maia feels the pull of the strap on her bruise but grits her teeth and hoists her pack higher to release the pressure.

As they set off, Polly lags at the back of the group. Since the previous day she has slipped into a sullen, muttering silence. Several times, they are forced to wait for her to catch up and Maia can see Finn’s face tightening the further they go and the more of a drag on their pace that Polly becomes. Bart sets his own pace out at the front, seemingly preoccupied, his hand always on the map.

‘I feel responsible. I wish she hadn’t come.’ Finn scuffs the ground with his boot.

‘No one is blaming you.’ Maia tells him.

Mick overhears them.

‘We’ll call her out,’ he says.

When Polly catches up, Mick makes a sympathetic face and hands her the bottle he’s carrying. She looks briefly surprised but takes it and gulps down mouthfuls of their precious water. While she is distracted, Mick winks at Maia.

‘Right,’ he says, when Polly hands back the bottle. ‘We’ve been having a chat and someone is going to take you back to the camp.’

‘What? Fuck off. I’m not going back.’

Mick sucks his teeth and shakes his head while Maia watches in fascination. Polly’s face turns an angry shade of red, but Mick is probably the one person she won’t explode at.

‘It’s really nothing to be ashamed of,’ he says, patting her good shoulder. ‘Not everyone is going to have the fitness for this kind of expedition.’

Bart steps forward, playing along for once. ‘I think I should be the one to go back. I can navigate from here without the map and compass. You’ll need them more than us.’

‘No!’ Polly shouts, the whites of her eyes rolling like the farm horses spooked by the wind. ‘Finn, tell them. They can’t leave me behind.’

Finn shrugs his shoulders and says nothing. Polly swallows and turns back to Mick.

‘Don’t make me go back there.’

‘Well. If you could keep up…’

‘I can. I will.’

Mick rubs his chin as if thinking. ‘What do you think?’ He turns to Maia.

Polly’s eyes widen and her red face turns thunder-dark. Maia wishes Mick hadn’t asked her. He’s done it on purpose to wind Polly up but everything between them is so close to the surface that it’s going to break through any moment. Polly’s long-held dislike of her is in full force.

Maia shades her eyes, feeling the intensity of Polly’s gaze and everyone’s eyes on her. Reluctantly she gives in. ‘I think she can manage, if she wants to.’

‘We’ll give it half a day,’ Mick says sternly, breaking into what he really wanted to say all along. Polly seems to shrink beneath the words. ‘You need to shape up or you have to go back. This isn’t camp. We can’t carry you and your laziness. It’s thanks to Maia you’re getting a second chance. There won’t be a third.’

Polly stands stunned for a moment. Then she starts walking. As she passes Maia, she hisses at her.

‘Bitch.’

Maia glances around to see if anyone else has heard but they’re all hefting their packs onto their backs again. For the rest of the morning, Polly struts at the front of the group as they thread their way along a torn ribbon of road and then motorway, the sky broken only by the wheeling of crows and kites above them, opportunistically swooping on the rabbits and other small mammals disturbed by forgotten human footsteps.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

The further they go, the clearer it becomes that the north of the country is deserted. They stop frequently, scanning the horizon in every direction, silent and listening for clues to humanity, but there is nothing except the seething of insect life and the warning cries of the birds that see them coming. Occasional flashes of tarmac, decaying drink cans woven with grasses, the rotting hulk of an abandoned car.

The going is slow – the travellers are forced to thrash their way through scrub and bramble, grass, forest and vine. In one place they have to scramble over landslides that have buried the road beneath them, earth moved by the force of water. It’s like the natural world is trying to plaster over the mess humans made of it.

Eventually, they reach the outskirts of a city Bart declares is called Manchester. Here, the roads become clogged with vehicle husks, some of which are sealed caskets, covered with dust, others of which have doors open, gaping like wounds. There are bones beneath their feet, scattered across the landscape. Maia tries to forget they were once people.

They stop for a drink and Polly rubs a section of window clear, trying the door handles and peering into a locked car.

‘Maia, look at this,’ she says, her voice bright.

Tired, but wanting to keep Polly in a good mood, she crosses to the vehicle and leans in to look. It takes her a moment to identify the three car seats lined up, the mummified children in place.

‘Oh my God.’ She leaps back, unable to help the gasp from leaving her lips, sickened by the sight and by Polly’s delight in her prank. The other girl is watching her, her eyes glittering. Maia swivels to look for the others.

‘Go on,’ Polly goads. ‘Run to Finn like the baby you are.’

Maia swallows tears, making her face hard. She won’t give Polly the satisfaction. Instead, she places herself as far from the other girl as possible when they move forward, lagging at the rear.

The group makes silent progress towards the heart of the city. Nothing moves. There is no sign of life. How is it possible? Mick points to a road sign, City of Manchester has been spray painted over and now reads City of Death.

‘Oh,’ Jane breathes.

‘We should check,’ Mick says. ‘Just to be sure.’ His voice is desolate, absent of hope.

‘Can we have a break?’ Maia sinks to the ground, exhausted.

The others stare at her. It isn’t like her to ask for a rest.

Mick scratches his face, the lower half covered by a reddish beard flecked with salt and pepper. ‘We don’t all need to go to the centre,’ he says. ‘Bart – you and I could check. If we leave our packs here, we’ll be quicker.’

‘Do we need to bother at all?’ Polly asks, but everyone ignores her.

Bart sets his pack next to Maia, placing a hand on her shoulder before he straightens. ‘Take it easy.’ She doesn’t know why his touch makes her want to recoil, why she has to control the urge to shudder. Confused, she looks for Finn but he is gazing at the horizon.

They set up camp and cook food while they wait for Mick and Bart to return. When they do, it is with empty faces.

‘Piles of remains, looted buildings,’ Bart announces. ‘Nothing that looks recent.’

Mick slumps to the ground, wordless.

‘Maybe everyone who is left went south,’ Jane says, failing to conceal the tremble in her voice.

‘Or north,’ Polly snorts. ‘Maybe we’re walking away from them.’

‘It’s possible,’ Mick says, wiping the sweat from his face. ‘Anything’s possible.’

It’s now four weeks since they left camp.

‘I think we should turn back,’ Jane says later that evening, when they’ve eaten and are clustered round a small fire. ‘There’s nothing here and it’s taking far longer to walk through all the debris and chaos than we planned. We know enough. We can get back before the worst of the rains, expand the camp, forage.’

Mick sighs. ‘Maybe.’

Maia opens her mouth to protest but Bart is quicker. ‘No,’ he says. ‘If we do that we’ll still have questions. We can’t search everywhere but we need to try more than this. It’s possible there’s some sort of civilisation in London. It was – it is – the capital city. I vote that we stick with the plan. We owe it to the others.’

‘Yes,’ Maia says, unsteadily.

They vote. Finn and Jane want to turn back. Maia feels a spear of anger at Finn. She and Bart vote to go on and, after a moment, Mick adds his vote to their side. Everyone turns to Polly. If she votes with Finn and Jane there will be deadlock. No one knows what they’ll do then.

‘I vote…’ she stretches the moment, her eyes dancing with the attention. Maia can feel Mick stiffening beside her. Polly shrugs. ‘Keep going. It’s something to do.’

‘Two more weeks,’ Mick says to Finn and Jane. ‘Then we’ll vote again.’

When Finn lies down beside her, Maia shifts so there’s a space between them, making it seem she’s asleep. ‘Mai,’ he whispers. ‘Are you awake?’

She deepens her breathing. It’s hard to know what to say to him.



They’re trudging along when Maia’s eye catches something ahead, sending a message to her tired brain that it needs to pay attention. She stops and squints into the distance, trying to work out what’s out of place.

‘What is it?’ Finn rests his hand on her shoulder. She fights the urge to shrug it off, trying not to punish him.

‘Nothing. I’m not sure. Just…’

They start to walk again and after a few steps what’s on the horizon comes into focus for her.

‘Look! Smoke! There’s smoke.’

The others halt beside her. Mick is immediately alert. She feels him straining to see more, his body poised. Jane makes a strangled sound and clutches her throat.

‘Thank fuck,’ Polly says.

‘Pol,’ Finn chides.

‘What? Now at least I don’t have to spend the rest of my existence with you miserable lot.’ She cackles and strides forward, leaving them fish-mouthed.

‘Slow down,’ Bart calls, racing after her, using what Mick calls his teacher voice. ‘We don’t know who’s out there…’

Maia glances at Jane – the woman’s face is lit from within, the lines on it smoothed.

‘Do you think…?’ Jane whispers.

‘Maybe,’ Mick says, a smile in his tone. ‘Just maybe.’

‘It was directly ahead of us,’ Bart tells them as they set off again, new energy in their steps. ‘Keep your eyes peeled and we’re bound to come upon something.’

By lunchtime, they are exhausted and concerned that they’ve missed it. Their water bottles are empty and feet sore from the pace.

‘Listen,’ Finn says, raising his head from where he is bent double, hands on his knees. ‘I think I hear running water.’

Now that he has pointed it out, Maia can hear it too. ‘He’s right.’

‘Let’s find this stream, fill the bottles and then decide what to do,’ Mick says.

They drop their packs on the path and stride into the grasses, walking for about five minutes before finding a wide stream with clear water flowing fast over a stony bed. There is a meadow on the far side and some old farm buildings that look in better repair than many of the villages they’ve passed.

Grateful, they set about filling their bottles and splashing hot and tired faces with cold water.

‘Shall we swim?’ Polly suggests.

‘Yes,’ Maia says. ‘Please. I’m so hot.’

She looks around for Mick to see if he agrees, only to find he is right behind her, staring ahead, the blood draining from his face. He grabs for her arm, pulling her back from the stream.

‘Mick, what—’

‘Just stand behind me, Maia. Polly, Finn, get back.’

His voice is measured and calm, nothing like his normal casual tones. He sounds as if he is quieting a frightened animal and when Maia looks up and scans the meadow, she sees why.

A woman is standing alone, maybe only a hundred metres from them. She’s pointing, clearly gesturing for them to leave. Her face is forbidding. And she’s holding a shotgun.

When everyone is back behind him, Mick cups his hands to his mouth.

‘Hello! We’re friends. We mean no harm. We’re from Canningfield Camp in the north.’ The hope in his voice makes it shake a little.

Maia stares at the woman – dressed in khaki trousers and a black T-shirt, her hair is long and loose, her feet bare. She drinks in her difference and her strength and feels a world open up in front of her. They’ve found someone. This is it.

Then the first new voice any of them have heard in a decade rises above the wildflowers and breaks the illusion.

‘Leave. Now. You get one warning.’

‘What the hell…’ Polly’s words drift across the water.

‘Please,’ Mick tries again. ‘We just want to talk to you. We—’

But he doesn’t get any more words free. In a fluid movement, the women slides the gun to her front, raises it to her eye and pulls the trigger. A bullet whips past them and grazes the trunk of a tree, showering the ground with woodchips.

Jane screams and Maia feels her body freezing with fear. Like an animal caught in a trap, she is only heartbeat and quivers.

The gun goes off again and Mick comes to life, spinning and pushing Maia in front of him. ‘Run!’ he shouts. ‘Go!’

Maia looks for Finn and sees him grabbing Polly as another bullet flies. Jane and Bart are already running ahead of them so she follows, breath panting from her. There’s at least one more shot and they keep running, their feet pounding the hot earth, sweat pouring, not stopping until they reach the sad pile of their packs on the path.

Polly collapses onto the ground, her chest heaving and her face beetroot.

‘I don’t understand,’ Jane sobs.

‘Get up!’ Mick shouts. ‘Get your packs on and move.’

‘Do you think she’ll come after us?’ Finn looks back at the track they’ve made behind them.

‘I don’t think we should wait around to find out. Come on.’

No one argues. They lift their packs from the ground and set off down the path they were following, which angles away from the woman with the gun and her idyllic meadow.

Mick scans the horizon as they go, turning every minute or so to stare behind them. Maia feels like she has electricity in her throat and under her skin. She startles at the smallest movement, jumping back when a pair of squabbling squirrels thrash down a tree to her left. The once-benign landscape is now threatening. She wishes they were back in the camp, safe and oblivious.

When they’ve been walking for over an hour, Mick stops. They are at the top of a hill and below them stretch acres of wilderness, dotted with overgrown ruins and piles of bricks. They wait and watch in all directions and no human life stirs, though far behind them Maia thinks she can see the glint of the stream where they stopped earlier in the day.

‘We’ll set a watch,’ Mick says. ‘No fire tonight.’

‘What does this mean?’ Jane sinks onto a flat rock and puts her head between her knees. It’s clear that the run and subsequent march has taken it out of her. Maia fumbles for a water bottle and presses it into her hands.

‘I don’t know,’ Mick says. ‘Bart?’

The other man shakes his head. ‘We’re not the only ones who made it. This is cause for celebration, but…’

‘Yeah,’ Mick says.

‘Do we go back?’ Jane’s face is grey. ‘To the camp.’

‘No!’ Maia doesn’t mean to shout but the word bursts out of her. ‘It’s only one person. We can’t give up.’

‘We’re not going back,’ Mick says. ‘Not yet. We’d have to go back past her anyway. But we need to be careful. No wandering off.’ He looks at Polly. ‘We stick together.’

They eat a little and then huddle in their sleeping bags, sinking into individual strands of thought. There are people out there. Others like them. Maia thinks of her home up in the block of flats, and feels hope curling around her. People outside of the camp have survived. It is possible. Some lived.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

The further south they go, the quieter the adults become, the paler their skin beneath their tans. There are no more jokes. They don’t see anyone else, but the run-in with the woman and her gun has tempered the excitement they had at the thought of finding other life. Now the idea is fraught with other questions. There are survivors but what sort of world are they in?

Bart paws at the shrubs that have grown to cover road signs, obsessively comparing their faded letters with places on his map, exclaiming over childhood holidays, meetings he attended, villages with quaint or unlikely names. He marks their progress down the spine of the country.

They are on the remains of a road called the M1, he tells them.

‘This used to be full of cars, full,’ he tells Finn. Maia slides away from him when he is in this mood of vocal disbelief. It is hard to be around the false sunny nature of the words.

The patchy nature of their foraged diet makes Maia feel tired and sick almost all the time. Several times, they make detours from the main road into service stations and even towns to find supplies. They approach carefully. Once or twice, Maia thinks she sees figures flitting from view but when she turns, there is no one there. It’s like she’s seeing ghosts of the past.

If they can, they find secure dry places to lay their heads at night. But when they reach the edge of a place called Northampton, the scale of the dereliction intimidates them into turning back. They settle for sheltering from the rain under a motorway bridge, unnerved by one collapsed edge, a car hanging precipitously from the bridge above them.

‘We can’t stay here,’ Jane says.

Mick throws his arms wide. ‘Do you have any better ideas?’

They fail to light a fire in the humid damp and insects join them in the shelter, clouding around them, getting in their eyes, ears, noses and mouths.

That night, Maia folds herself into Finn and prays she won’t dream. Before she falls asleep, she watches the curtain of rain sluicing over the bridge like a waterfall, dissolving dirt and dust, erasing their footprints. Right now she wants to be back in the camp, wishes they had never left. And yet the need to go on is compulsive. They no longer talk of turning around, even though Polly has taken to lagging at the rear once more.

The task is grim, but they are heading to London.

In the morning, Maia darts from her sleeping bag, bolts to the far
edge of the motorway where the land drops into what were once fields,
and vomits again. She feels clammy and strange, a metallic taste on her
tongue. She steadies herself on the metal barrier skeleton, now chained
by weeds.

Behind her, Polly makes a sound of disgust. Jane has roused herself and followed Maia to the edge. She hands over a bottle of water they collected from the rain last night and rubs comforting circles on her back. Finn is close behind, his face pinched with worry.

In a few moments, the nausea passes and Maia straightens up again, smiling to reassure them, though in truth she feels exhausted and washed out. Finn loops his arm around her waist and they follow Jane back to where the others are lighting a fire, heating the contents of more cans of salvaged food.

‘I’m worried about you, Maia,’ Jane says.

The atmosphere between them all is loaded and cloudy.

‘Really, I’m fine.’

‘You’re not fine, you’re—’

‘Pregnant.’ Polly’s voice slices between them. ‘She’s pregnant.’

Into the silence that follows, Bart drops the metal spoon he is using to stir breakfast and it clatters against the pan, spurting tomato sauce into the air. Polly rises from the squatting position she has been in and stalks off down the abandoned slip road.

‘That’s ridiculous.’ Maia’s heart speeds. She looks at Finn, waiting for him to laugh it off, deny it. They have been as careful as they can be. They know no good can come of a pregnancy. Everyone knows that. And being together hasn’t been possible since they left camp.

But he doesn’t laugh. His face is white. Maia looks to the others for support. Jane has a hand pressed to her mouth. Mick just stares at her in shock and Bart’s narrowed gaze is calculating in a way she can’t interpret. They’re all looking at her belly.

‘Err… hello?’ She waves to get their attention, trying to ignore the little thrumming feeling in her temples. Something like foreboding.

‘Do you think… she might be right?’ Finn’s voice cracks. He looks younger, lost.

She doesn’t want to admit it, but the last time she bled was in camp. She has been distracted, out here where time slows and bends into unreality.

With a prickle along her arms, Maia remembers how Polly’s blood fed the ground and how there was so much of it and it kept on coming. Panic licks at her when she thinks how exposed and alone they are out here in the wilds of their ravaged country.

She wants to go home and the place she pictures is not the fenced estate but a forgotten bedroom with a unicorn bed set and enough cans to survive the apocalypse and, above all, her mother. More than anything, she craves the arms she can barely remember holding her, their memory as indistinct as smoke in the breeze but as powerful as a forest fire. She wants someone to hold her and tell her it is all going to be fine, that it’s a dream, an hallucination. The raw need is nonsensical.

Jane stifles a sob and Maia steps forward to comfort the older woman. Tears roll down Jane’s cheeks and she shakes her head over and over.

‘Not you, Maia, I can’t watch you go through that.’

Mick scuffs his foot in the dust, swears and sets off in the direction Polly went.

‘You won’t lose me,’ Maia says, squeezing Jane’s shoulders. She tries to sound calm and rational, but inside her mind is whirling in circles. This can’t be true. It can’t.

‘Maia,’ Finn says, beckoning her. She follows him along the road, on the freshly washed ground until they are out of earshot, folding her arms across her middle. ‘I’m so sorry.’

She tries to banish the feeling that the ground is sucking her under. ‘Don’t be silly.’

‘Mai,’ he pinches the top of his nose and for a moment he looks like the boy on the train again. ‘We need to go back.’

‘No!’ The word bursts out of her.

‘Please,’ he says. ‘If what happened to Lucy and Polly…’ he lets the sentence hang.

She shakes her head, refusing to let it in. ‘Then I’ll deal with it. Jane is here.’

‘I know this mission is important to you, but we can’t risk you being hurt. I can’t risk it.’ His voice is rising.

‘Finn,’ she tries to stay calm, to make him see. ‘I’m going to London.’

‘You’re not invincible, Maia!’

‘You’re just using this as an excuse,’ she hisses. ‘You never wanted to come in the first place.’

Finn’s face crumples. ‘That’s not fair.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Maia doesn’t wait for an answer, just turns and leaves him standing alone.

Back with the others, she kneels by the fire and takes the spoon from Bart, stirring the food that is sticking to the pan, then lifting it from the flames.

‘It’s ready,’ she calls, looking up into their stricken faces. ‘Let’s eat.’

Maia tucks the fear to the back of her mind. She won’t imagine a baby, because the truth is that there are no babies. They all know that. They are the last of their kind.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Maia keeps up the conversation during breakfast, while the others all look at her as if she’s lost her sanity and they aren’t sure where to start helping her find it. She spoons out their portions, passes pieces of the stale bread around and busies herself cleaning the pot with a rag. She eats standing up, refusing to sit down and be stared at like a museum exhibit.

‘Is anyone going to talk some sense into her?’ Polly speaks loudly, as they’re loading up their packs. She claps Finn on the shoulder. ‘Think she’s your responsibility, little brother.’

Maia bristles at the idea of being beholden to anyone. She heaves her bag up onto her shoulder. She isn’t used to feeling like she wants to be alone, but right now she’d give anything to be in an empty field.

‘Maybe you shouldn’t…’ Mick starts, looking at the heavy bag, but she throws a look that silences him. Without waiting for the others to be ready, she strides off, pushing her way through waist-high grass on the forgotten highway. How dare they?

Only when she’s walked for twenty minutes, ahead and alone, does she calm enough to allow the thoughts free rein. What if…? Her hand slides reluctantly to her belly, to the slightest indication of rounding. It’s true. The changes in her don’t make sense. They’re not eating more than essential rations and they’re walking miles a day. She’s always exhausted and occasionally, yes, nauseous, but had assumed they were all feeling the same because of the exercise and the strange foods.

As she strides, pieces slot unwillingly into place. She remembers leaving camp weeks ago, the nausea and tiredness that she put down to the emotional upheaval, the loss of Lucy. What if…?

‘You can’t escape, you know.’

The low voice behind tells her the others have sent Finn ahead without them. For the first time in a long time, there is proper privacy. Ironically, now she doesn’t particularly want it. Because she isn’t ready, not for this.

‘I can try.’

‘Maia, please. Talk to me.’

She doesn’t speak. Finn tails her, the swish of the grass and the cry of a bird of prey wheeling above are the only sounds for a moment. There is no wind, the earth is still. Why is she angry with Finn?

‘We need to think about what we’re going to do.’ He’s not going to leave it alone and she knows it isn’t fair to ask him to, but she hates feeling this exposed – that Polly had worked it out before they had. It feels like an invasion, that something private should be open and discussed when she feels so raw.

She tries to swallow but just makes a strangled sound. They’re over the brow of the rise now and for a moment they can’t see the others behind. It’s just the two of them. The last ones left in the world.

‘Okay. I’ll admit it. I’m scared,’ she says, not looking at him, silently instructing the tears to stay in her eyes. They disobey. ‘But I have to go to London, Finn. Everything has been falling apart. We know there are other people now. We saw her. We have to find them, make a future.’ She plays her trump card. ‘Maybe there will be a doctor who can help me.’

Finn knows everything about her. He knows her moods, her quirks and her tells. He knows when she won’t be moved.

‘We’ll have to be ready,’ he says, his words slow, involuntary. She knows he is picturing what will happen. How they will cope. ‘We need to ask Jane what supplies to look for. If we keep going you have to promise you’ll do what she says.’

Maia swallows. ‘Okay.’ She plants her head on his chest so violently that he rocks backwards, his arms reaching round her and her pack in an effort to remain on his feet. ‘Thank you, Finn.’

‘You’re going to be fine. I promise. Even if…’ His voice is thick and so she knows he’s crying too.

She rubs at her face, hot under the sun and emotion. The sick feeling now isn’t from what’s inside her womb, but her mind. Is knowing better or worse?

‘Can we keep going? Walk just us for a little while?’

Finn nods. He reaches out his hand and their fingers knit together in the grooves they know so well.

After a couple of hours, she and Finn sit on a rusted car that poked
up through a bramble heap, and wait for the others to catch up. The sun
is behind clouds but the sky is intense and unforgiving.

After a short break in the shade of the car’s shadow they all continue, falling into small groups as they often do. ‘I don’t understand it,’ Maia hears Jane say to Bart as they plod through the stiff, windless heat. ‘Why do the miscarriages happen? To Lucy, Polly, the others in the camp. None of us had the sickness.’

Maybe they’re trying to keep her from hearing but they aren’t doing a very good job. Maia wishes they’d pick another subject. Jane has never had any patience for Bart’s ludicrous theories before, so she must be desperate.

‘As far as we know.’ Bart’s voice is low and Maia has to strain to hear him. ‘But, no, you’re right. I don’t think that’s what it is that’s causing the miscarriages.’

‘Then what?’

‘Maybe something in the water at the camp. I’ve often wondered… but then it doesn’t seem to affect the animals. It doesn’t make sense. Maybe there’s another factor we’re missing.’

Maia glances up and finds Bart’s head is turned, his eyes on her body. The assessing, possessive look shakes her.

She checks behind to where Polly is keeping up the rear and Finn is urging her on. She can hear them arguing, wonders what it is this time. Polly is now acting like Maia doesn’t exist but in a way that’s preferable to being under the microscope. Everyone is on edge.



Perhaps it is Maia’s condition, or the growing proximity to London, but as the days roll on, something seems to break open in them. The wind gets up, hot and wet, whipping dust and insects into their faces. At night, the rain is relentless and they start each morning soaked and steaming with the grief of the sky.

Yet, around them, as they slip further into despondency at the lack of signs of any civilisation, animal life is thriving, plants are staging riots and parties, claiming the whole landscape as their stage, felling buildings and feeding on their entrails. The only consolation is that Maia’s nausea is passing. Maybe, she thinks, it’s all a mistake. But her hand brushes the increasing swell of her abdomen in betrayal of the thought.

Eventually, they find themselves walking through suburbs. It is slow going, hacking their way through streets, climbing over rubble. Again, they see bones everywhere, can decipher the heartbreaking evidence of life as it was: a child’s scooter, bent and rusted; playgrounds and homes water-damaged and crumbling; roads torn and broken. Just like every other city they’ve passed.

‘It’s like there’s been an explosion,’ Jane exclaims. ‘Surely this damage can’t be time alone. It’s only been a decade.’ The longest ten years ever.

‘It’s the plants,’ Bart says, sourly. ‘They’ve gone wild. It’s like they sped up.’

Maia considers that for a moment – the idea that they have been trapped in a time slip while the world disintegrated outside. It’s almost easy to believe. As plausible as anything that has happened to them in the last ten years. But if they’ve slipped on, why can’t they just slip back?

Her strange thoughts are arrested when she spots a flash of blue and red in the ivy-coated side of a partly-collapsed building. A jerk of recognition.

‘What’s that?’

She tries to rip the offending tendrils away to see better but thick ivy stems have adhered themselves so tightly that she cannot uncover much. It’s a sign, one that has fallen to the ground and it’s triggering memories. Clinging to a woman’s back, the world blurred through the lens of a mask… She swoops and staggers.

‘Look,’ she calls more insistently. ‘I recognise this, what is it?’

Bart has been studying his map, frowning. He looks up, the irritation on his face clearing when he sees the symbol she has uncovered.

‘It’s the London Underground symbol,’ he says. ‘This must be a tube station.’

Mick forces his way past Maia and peers into the gloomy leaf cover. ‘It would have been good to know we’re this close.’ He looks accusingly at Bart.

‘You’ve got eyes. You can see how built up it’s been for days. We crossed the M25, remember?’

Maia pictures the car graveyard, netted to the ground with weeds and vines.

‘Well you’re the self-appointed navigator and knower of all things,’ Mick says sourly. ‘A heads-up on location would be good occasionally.’

‘It’s not exactly easy using a road map when everything is covered in plants. I was all for slowing down and uncovering signs but you knew best…’

Mick glances at Maia. ‘You know we have to hurry,’ he says, raising his voice. ‘We might have to walk all the way back.’ They’ve decided that Maia must be about four months along – a calculation that required an embarrassing level of detail to be disclosed. None of the pregnancies in the camp progressed beyond six. Her hands shift to the hard, small bump where her flat stomach used to be. Yes, the nausea has gone, but she feels solid. Heavy, like she’s anchored to the earth.

‘We talked about that. It’s taken way longer to get here than we thought. If she goes to term we’ll have to hunker down and wait it out.’

Bart glares at Mick, neither man backing down. The hot soupy air simmers with anger. Maia is shattered, falling into unconsciousness earlier every evening, ravenously hungry when she wakes. But then, they’re all tired, after being on the road for so long. It’s a surprise things haven’t boiled over before.

She hates that they’ve been talking about her, that they have made plans about where she should be, and when, that she wasn’t consulted on. Do they think the presence of the cells inside her negates her brain and being? That she doesn’t get the right to make her own decisions? She steps forward, ready to torpedo it all, to tell them to fuck off and leave her alone. Polly’s smug grin poking out from behind Bart makes her hot with rage.

Finn looks at her in alarm. He knows she’s about to blow.

Just in time, Jane holds out a hand. ‘Well? Which tube station is it?’

Everyone freezes. Reluctantly, Maia steps back. Unclenches her fists while they peel back more of the verdant covering.

‘Tufnell Park.’

Silence, followed by a long exhale from Bart.

‘Zone two,’ he says. His shoulders slump. ‘We knew this, really.’

‘Knew what? What do you mean?’ Finn steps forward now he’s sure Maia isn’t going to lose it.

‘Don’t you remember anything? We used to live here.’ Polly snipes at him. ‘It means we’re there. Here. This is it. The big civilisation. No one’s home.’

Polly holds her arms wide so they can all take in the shambolic approximation of a street, the desolation of the past being absorbed by the environment. Then she throws back her head and unhinges a laugh. Her cackles bounce off the walls above them and Maia is sure she will dislodge brickwork with the sound.

Mick, Bart and Jane all look utterly defeated. She waits for someone to say something but none of them do.

‘This doesn’t mean anything,’ Maia says, finally. ‘There are no skyscrapers here. We can’t be in the proper centre.’ There is no twenty-second floor, is what she doesn’t say.

Mick has his head in his hands, Bart and Jane stand mute, like it’s suddenly just hit them, though they’ve been staring the evidence in the face for weeks now.

‘She’s right,’ Finn says. Polly snorts in response and he rounds on her. ‘Clearly not everyone made it. Big surprise. But that doesn’t mean no one did. We saw that woman before, didn’t we? We might just have to go and look for them rather than waiting for them to come out and find us.’

‘Oh yeah, she was real friendly,’ Polly says.

‘We could try and get underground,’ Mick suggests. ‘Walk into the centre along the tracks.’ He gestures at the rubble and trees sprouting from the pavements ahead. ‘Might be easier.’

Maia shudders. Before she can protest, Bart shakes his head.

‘I wouldn’t want to risk it. We don’t know how safe it is, how unstable the ground has become with all this movement.’

They follow his gaze down the churned-up street, taking in tree roots that seem alive and grasping.

Mick sighs. ‘You have a point.’ Then he picks up his bag and marches past them all. ‘Come on, then. Let’s get this over with.’




CHAPTER FORTY

The going is even slower than it has been over the past weeks. Silent trudging with occasional communication as it sinks in that there is no one to greet them.

‘Even being shot at was better than this,’ Polly jokes that evening.

Only Bart reacts and then it’s simply to raise his eyebrows and frown.

Maia sits down for a moment on a pile of rocks that were once the front of a terraced house, relieved to remove her rucksack. Behind the tumbled façade are the remnants of a life that now belongs to the history books rather than reality. A rotten and collapsed dining table, plates smashed on the floor, landscape pictures of neat and tended fields.

As she sits, her head clears a little. She has bouts of dizziness, though she tries not to mention them. At night her legs cramp and she is constantly shifting to get comfortable. She wishes she could ask her mother if this is normal – if she experienced this when pregnant with Maia. She has stopped asking Jane these questions. The haunted look that comes over the woman’s face scares Maia, and Jane sinks into even deeper silences when they talk about it.

Alert to her moods, Finn rests a hand on her shoulder and rubs gently. She knows he means well, but more and more Maia wants space around her. She feels invaded, and no one can really understand.

The buildings around them are taller now, offering more shade but also more danger. Occasionally, masonry falls as they disturb the fragile equilibrium. They don’t make it much further before finding a spot to camp for the night in the open, in what must once have been a city square and is now a jungle.

Jane stares at the flames, her long grey braid draped over her shoulder, a look on her face of borrowed time.

‘This isn’t what I signed up for,’ she says.

In the shadows, Polly laughs.

Maia is sitting between Finn’s legs, leaning back on him for support. Her bump feels tense and tender. She shifts uncomfortably, glancing up at him. There is something new in Jane’s tone that is deep and hollow.

The mood shifts. Mick stands and walks away from the crackle and blaze.

‘I mean it!’ Jane casts a branch unnecessarily into the centre of the fire, sparks cascading into the air, glittering in the night. ‘What’s the point? All of this…’ she gestures at the group. ‘Why?’

‘To survive.’

Maia’s gaze flicks to Bart. He has stopped whittling a piece of wood, the wire ropes of his arms tense.

‘To survive?’ She makes the words sound dirty somehow. ‘What sort of life is that? I should have had my daughters with me, my grandchildren. Look around. No one here is getting younger, we’re just waiting for the end. That’s all this is.’

They are all stunned. Jane has never spoken about her family. Ever.

Maia kneels beside her, takes her hands.

‘Tell me about them.’

‘I had girls, two girls.’ Jane’s voice breaks into sparks like the fire before them. She touches the gold chain she always wears around her neck. ‘I can’t even remember their faces.’

Maia feels a rushing in her ears. Jane is looking into an abyss they are all used to stepping around. Is it her fault, for pushing them to leave the camp and come to London? In truth, as ridiculous as it is in the face of the evidence they’ve seen the length of the country, they all had unrealistic hopes of the capital. She can’t bear it.

‘Don’t, Jane, please don’t,’ she says. ‘I’m your girl now.’ She tries to inject lightness, to smile.

The woman moans, shaking her head at Maia. She can see it in her eyes, the falsehood isn’t good enough tonight. She and Jane are two halves of the same pain but they just don’t fit together.

‘Shut up, Jane.’ Bart’s voice is harsh, urgent now because he can feel that they are slipping, all of them, even Maia and Finn, the ones who barely remember.

The hallway flashes into Maia’s mind again, the lift doors, the primal sobs of a breaking heart. The things that have returned to her since she saw the red circle with the blue line, the connection to the belly of the earth. She was once someone else’s girl. She wishes she could remember more about her mother. Her back spasms and she stands to release the pain.

No one speaks after that. Gradually, one by one, they creep away to their bed rolls, the little hollows and nests they have constructed, the canopies to protect from the rain. Maia and Finn stay by the fire with Jane. Maia holds her hand, but Jane acts as if she cannot see them, staring fixedly into the flames, even when they have sunk to embers.

Finally, the older woman crawls to her bedding, into the centre of the blankets, making herself small. Then they breathe more easily, though they sit a while longer, making sure.



In the morning, they wake to a grey dawn and a hazy dampness. It is a pleasant time, before the sun rises and burns back the mist, when the humidity will soar. Maia stretches and Finn unfurls from their sleeping position – him curled around her, her back nestled into him, their hands intertwined. It’s not comfortable, but last night Maia felt unanchored, the world unbearably big around her, nothing to hold her down. Since their argument over going back, things have settled between them, but she feels an invisible distance.

She lifts her head and Finn groans, flexing his fingers back to life.

‘Where’s Jane?’

Finn sits up now, following Maia’s gaze to a puddle of blankets a few metres away. He frowns.

‘She’ll be back in a minute.’

But she can tell from his tone that he is unsure. Jane was different last night, they all felt it. It has left them rocking on their hinges. Maia feels a deep warning in her soul. She tiptoes to Jane’s spot, dipping her hand to the blankets. They are cool to the touch, even in the centre of the nest.

As she walks through the undergrowth to a safe distance, needing to pee, hugging her belly and trying to tamp the anxiety of it all, she scans for the older woman. Her thin face and hardy walk, the grey braid that gives way to long flowing hair when she unties it.

There’s a rustle in the bushes as she pulls her trousers up.

‘Jane?’

Only the startled face of a kid – the mother goat behind him, alert, chewing, indifferent. He bleats and then they amble away. The presence of the goats is reassuring. Goats mean food, milk. She thinks of their small herd left behind. Little Martha, with her wiry hair and inquisitive nose, her wriggling tail. She gasps, placing her hand on her belly. It fluttered. She waits and it does it again, so faint it’s like imagination. Her chest clenches. How long do they have, this little movement and her?

Jane will be there, Maia whispers to herself, as she steps carefully back to their makeshift camp. Jane is always there. But when she emerges from the bushes, Finn’s face turns to her in question. She shakes her head and cold runs through her.

‘Mick,’ Finn says, crossing to the older man. ‘Mick, wake up. We can’t find Jane.’

Mick wakes the others. Wordlessly they fan out to the perimeters of the square, stepping down the tumbling streets over fallen brick and twisted vine. Maia and Finn stay close to each other. A colony of bright green parakeets scatters into the sky above them, a hot breeze already chasing the clouds away. She slips her fingers into his as they skirt a heap of rubble.

‘We’ll find her,’ Finn says, she thinks as much for himself as her.

They pick their way towards the end of the street. Trees have grown across the junction so it is difficult to see their way, but a small track is visible ahead of them, what looks like a frequently-used animal route. Jane could have come this way. It feels possible. Maia is behind Finn as they slip beneath tangled branches, so she hears his gasp before she sees what he does.

The river. A brilliant blue of clear waters before them, studded with flocks of seabirds. As she stares, bewitched by the ruined towers of glass in front, one of the birds surfaces with a silver fish flapping in its beak. Across the water, a ship is moored, rusting, covered in guano, behind it a skyscraper rises above the ruins, missing panes of glass like watching eyes. She stares in wonder at the height, the promise of it.

‘I’ve never seen a ship,’ Finn says, turning to her in wonder. ‘Have you?’

She shakes her head. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘I can’t imagine this with…’ he gestures at the river running like a vein through the old city, pulsing with life.

‘…people,’ she finishes. Though she has a small memory, of running, of a crowd, of fear.

They carry on across a broken-up road, the red shell of a bus abandoned to one side. Maia wonders if Finn remembers the fallen driver of the bus they were supposed to catch near the camp.

There is a small rocky shore below some steps and they scramble down, watching wavelets lick the pebbles. She can see a car submerged a few metres in – coated in weed that ripples in the fast-flowing water, flecked with shoals of fish. She feels a rush of pride, chased by sadness. The human race built this. These crumbling bridges and sky towers. How long will it take before all traces are gone?

Even this thought doesn’t dampen the wonder she feels, the sense of possibility. Until she sees the neat pile of clothes by the edge.

‘Finn, look.’ She points at the familiar pink trainers, a hole in one toe but sitting as a perfect pair next to folded grey trousers and the soft green T-shirt Jane was wearing last night when Maia rubbed her back.

‘Where is she?’ He turns in a circle, shading his eyes against the sun, which is squinting through a gap in the buildings.

Maia steps closer to the bundle on the shore. The locket lies on the T-shirt, gold chain coiled neatly. Jane never takes it off. She knows, immediately.

She runs to the edge of the water, searching for a sign that it isn’t too late, but the liquid gleams like mercury and the current whisks past, more quickly than she’d realised, now she examines it. If you tried to swim across, you’d end up a long way downstream. Even if you wanted to reach the other side.

Finn pulls her to him, her back nestled against his chest, his chin on her head. She wishes she could cry or wail. Noise and drama would be preferable to this emptiness, the sadness lapping at the edges but not meeting in the middle.

They wait for a long time, just in case. But Jane doesn’t come back.

‘We should go,’ he says eventually.

She nods and they turn for the steps. But then she stops and retraces her steps across the pebbles, which clack together beneath her weight. She lifts the chain and holds the locket in her palm. When she slides her thumbnail beneath the catch, the oval swings back to reveal tiny faded images: two babies, one round-cheeked, smiling into the camera; the other solemn and wide-eyed. Maia can see their similarity to Jane. Feeling sick, she closes the locket and tucks it into her pocket, hoping that is what Jane would want her to do. Remember them as long as possible.

‘I’m coming,’ she says, though Finn isn’t hurrying her.

As she takes the steps back up to the ruined streets, she’s conscious of the two small faces in the gold locket next to her heart. Maia feels the flutter inside her again. It’s accompanied by another feeling, a terrible guilty stone. It’s not just London’s emptiness that has pushed her over the edge. Jane couldn’t watch this, couldn’t witness another death that should have been a birth.

The others have made it back before them. Mick approaches and Maia
takes the chain from her T-shirt, holding it out to show him. His eyes
flick to Finn’s and back to hers.

‘The river,’ she says.

Mick slumps. ‘Her choice, I guess.’

He pivots away from her and she feels the urge to reach out.

‘But why? After everything. Why?’ Finn’s voice cracks.

Mick’s blue eyes seem cloudier in the light of day. ‘She used up her hope,’ he says, shortly.

I have some, Maia wants to say, but there is something wedged tight in her throat and she can’t.

‘There’s always hope,’ Finn says instead.

Bart laughs from where he is perched on a pile of rubble. ‘You’ve got to wake up,’ he says, spitting the words into the dust. ‘She was old and she knew she wouldn’t survive. The sooner we get to grips with our new reality, the better. Everyone needs to stop being sentimental.’

Maia gasps, her throat raw and her eyes itching with tears.

Mick shakes his head. ‘Ignore him,’ he says, holding an arm out to Maia.

‘It’s true,’ Bart says, rising and walking away from them. ‘I’m the only one calling it as it really is. Life is about survival now. We need to be ruthless.’




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Maia’s grief for Jane is like a constant ache. It’s too painful to give her full attention to the loss – after Lucy it will swallow her whole. She takes tiny sips of agony instead, meting it out so it will last ten lifetimes. Without Jane, the group seems permanently to teeter on the edge of argument. She finds she cannot grasp the implications of the view from the river either – the stretched-out devastation, the absence of signs of human life. This isn’t the end, she tells herself. There will still be people, there is still a chance. There are tall buildings standing.

They pack up their meagre camp and she and Finn lead the others to the river.

‘It’s clear,’ Bart says, when he sees it. He peers into the crystal waters to the silt below. ‘It wasn’t always clear, you know.’

Part of the bridge in front of them has collapsed but, as they look from left to right, they can see others are intact, though wedged and bedraggled boats block some of the archways. In the distance three large grey shapes burst upwards through the water, dipping back in a puff of spray.

‘Dolphins!’ Bart seems momentarily young. Even he doesn’t know everything.

Maia has only seen these creatures in pictures. She has never seen a river this deep and wide. How much bigger the sea must look.

Mick doesn’t react to the beauty. Instead, he stands on the wall beside the river and cups his hands to his mouth.

‘Hellooooo,’ he shouts, and the sound seems to bounce off the buildings on the other side. ‘Is anyone theeeeere?’

The noise makes flocks of protesting birds shout back, spinning into the air and settling a distance away to watch the spectacle, their feathers ruffled. Along the river, a dog howls in response. Mick just keeps on yelling and yelling until Maia thinks she will go mad if he doesn’t stop. When he jumps down from the wall, his face is sunken despair, his cheeks wet with tears. She hasn’t seen him like this, not ever. Her instinct is to go to him, to comfort him, but he raises a palm. ‘Don’t.’

He crouches on the ground, his head in his hands, and Maia and Finn look helplessly at each other. Polly shrugs and drifts off to peer into the gaping windows of the buildings around them. Bart forces open a tall glass door and they can hear him rifling through things, kicking and lashing out. Finn stretches a hand to Maia, drawing her away from the chaos.

‘They’re completely losing it,’ he whispers.

‘It’s not what we hoped, I know that. But there is so much left to try. Why are they just giving up?’

He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know. I think maybe this was all they had in them. They pinned everything on there still being a working city. Maybe we need to go back to the camp, talk to the others, and decide what to do.’

She shakes her head. ‘I need to find my flat first, Finn,’ she whispers. ‘I need to find my mother. Or this has all been for nothing.’

His face clouds. ‘Mai…’

‘I know.’ She swallows. ‘But she had supplies, and there’s a chance.’

He still looks doubtful so she tilts her chin up and adds: ‘I’m not coming all this way and not checking.’

‘I’m just worried about you.’ His hand stretches to her rounded belly, small but growing distinct now they know it’s there. She can see the pain in his eyes and she forces her mind from the tug she is starting to feel when she pictures the potential inside her. She cannot get attached. It will only make it harder.

Bart has reappeared with an office chair and a packet of cigarettes. He makes no attempt to talk to Mick or any of them, no knowledge or thoughts to impart, just lies back in the chair and gazes at the blue sky above. The smoke drifts into the hot air, the tang of it makes her nostrils twitch.

‘Now what?’ he says.

They cross the river, weaving their way through the car wrecks and
the abandoned possessions that have been rifled by animals, the
scattered bones at their feet. Maia turns her eyes from the details.
It’s too much to have to wonder about remnants of the deaths around
them. Everywhere they go, she looks for Jane, just in case.

When they reach the other side, they weave their way through what Bart says was once a pristine, riverside space and is now a meadow leading to a jungle behind. The sight takes her breath away. Bursting from a glass-clad rooftop above them, is a fig. Like so many other plants that were previously decorative, it has cast off its tamed, pruned shackles and grown wild in the new humidity, tendrils cascading fifty metres from roof to floor, hundreds of epiphytes clinging to the tangled roots like confetti.

Maia steps forward. Parting the curtain of branches and moving into the cool shelter below is an almost religious feeling. The others follow and Bart points out the fountain structure from which the tree has been drinking, sending shoots as advance parties to find sustenance. Reclaiming the city, prising apart concrete and other man-made structures, taking them back again.

‘Trees and plants didn’t used to be like this,’ he says. ‘It’s like they know we’re gone forever, like they’re hungry.’

‘We’re not gone,’ Finn says, shortly. ‘We’re still here.’

Polly rolls her eyes. ‘Yeah, thriving, aren’t we?’

Maia is starting to remember crossing the city to catch the train. It’s all coming back, only in jagged little pieces that cut you if you grip them too hard. Safe beneath the fig tree, she trails her hands in the cool pool, thick with moss and leaf litter. Something stirs within and a frog plops into the safety of the water.

For so long it has been about getting back here, finding roots, answers. What will she do when she has them? Will she feel like Jane? They’d expected something different: people, a path to some sort of recovery. No one has given enough thought to the return journey because their minds refused to believe it was hopeless. Are they really a dying species, passing time till extinction in this car crash beauty of past civilisation? Was it a kindness for people to risk so much to save her? Or have they consigned her to act as a witness to the dying days of humanity?

She sighs. Then turns to the others, pointing at the nearest skyscraper.

‘I’m going up. To take a look around.’

‘What? Why? It might not be safe,’ Mick cautions.

‘I’ll be careful. I just want to see from higher up.’

‘We need to gather firewood and find a place to sleep,’ Mick says.

Finn looks at Maia’s face. ‘No,’ he says. ‘You need to rest, Maia. We don’t have Jane any more. We need to be careful.’

‘And there are things we have to do.’ When Mick digs his heels in, he rarely budges. ‘We need to find fuel, food, make shelter.’

Maia feels herself boiling at their desire to tame and cage her.

‘I’ll go with her,’ Bart says.

She stops, turns to look at the older man. Being on the same side as Bart always feels dangerous. It makes no sense, but her skin prickles under his gaze. Maia opens her mouth to say she can go alone – but before she can speak, Mick does.

‘Fine. As long as someone is with her.’ He walks away from them. Maia can imagine what he was like before, now. The prickly, uncaring person he once told her lay beneath. She’d never believed it before. It feels personal, like he’s let her down.

She glances at Finn, wishing he would offer instead. He knows how desperate she is, how much she needs this. But his face is tight and his arms crossed.

‘Come on,’ Bart says behind her. His voice is impatient but solicitous, as if he has something invested, as if there is something he wants.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Getting into the tower isn’t as hard as she imagined. Searching around in piles of leaves, Bart finds what looks like a fallen piece of window frame and uses it to lever open the wide glass doors, still emblazoned with the logo of a planet. When they open, a burst of fetid air wafts into her face. It tastes like death and the past. She presses her finger to the planet’s rings as she passes.

Inside, it is cool and dark. She follows Bart across the atrium and their steps echo on the tiled floor. It is surprisingly intact. Perhaps the fig has protected the building, hiding it from predators and the ravages of the weather. They stop in the middle and tilt their heads to look up. Above them, glass walkways crisscross the hollow centre of the structure, and light sneaks in from the floors above.

Looking at it gives Maia vertigo. She sways and stumbles. Bart reaches out an arm to steady her, doesn’t take his hand away immediately. It feels strange and sticky on her back.

‘Thanks,’ she shuffles back, uncomfortable at the contact between them.

‘Maybe this isn’t a good idea. In your condition.’

The calculation on his face feels like a game, a threat. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Whatever you say.’ Bart scans the lobby and then points to a door in the corner. ‘It’s going to be a lot of stairs.’

As they cross the tiles to the door, Maia imagines the space thronged with people, imagines she can hear them calling to each other. Fancy, that’s all it is, but it makes her shiver. Then she squeaks and startles as the mummified body of a man comes into view, prone on the floor behind the desk.

‘He can’t hurt you,’ Bart says, his voice a whisper.

‘Yeah. Thanks.’ She wishes she were here alone. Was the man someone’s Finn? Did he have children? Did they get to say goodbye?

‘The doors are all unlocked in here. They must be designed to open without power in emergencies,’ Bart mumbles to himself, pushing on the door and examining the hinges. But it only nudges open a little.

‘Is it stuck?’

‘There’s something behind,’ Bart says. He shoves hard and they hear a clattering thump as the door releases. The sight is grotesque: a heap of bodies, desiccated and twisted, trapped behind the heavy door. Bart exhales slowly.

Maia looks back at the man behind the desk again. Could he hear them? Did he shut them in?

‘Let’s check it opens from the other side,’ Bart says, stepping through and sliding the remains to one side with his foot. ‘Don’t want to get trapped.’ He closes the door, leaving her in the airless atrium.

When they are sure it opens from both sides, Bart uses a chair to wedge it ajar, allowing a shaft of light in to illuminate their path.

‘Sure about this?’

‘Yes,’ she says, trying to make her voice sound certain. ‘We need to see as far as we can. This is the best way.’

‘Ladies first.’

Maia grasps the handrail and starts up the steps. After two flights that turn back on themselves, she reaches the next floor and can just make out a sign with ‘1’ by the doorway. Her heart is juddering and she takes a shaky breath to steady it, sliding her hand along the rail as she continues the climb. After a few more turns, it is so dark she can’t make out the steps in front of them and is forced to feel her way, clinging to the railing. The dark presses in. Her foot scuffs something and she cries out, afraid of what it is or once was.

‘What?’

‘There’s something on the floor, that’s all. I’m fine.’

Maia is acutely aware of Bart’s breathing as they climb, the sound of it the only accompaniment to the echoes their feet make on the steps. The further they have come from the camp, the more like strangers everyone seems. Even Finn.

‘We must be quite high now,’ Bart huffs. ‘Wait a minute.’

Maia stands still as he fumbles around them, his hands batting the walls until the sound changes and the door screams open. A faint grey light issues in from the corridor, enough for her to see the number ‘12’ on the wall. Dust spirals in the air making them both cough.

‘This should do,’ he says.

‘I think we should go higher. We’ll see better.’

She keeps moving without waiting for his agreement, forcing him to stay alone or follow her. She isn’t used to climbing this many steps, her breath is fast and her thighs are burning as she forces herself to keep going, faster and faster, compelled.

Bart is struggling. But that means he’s walking further behind. She can breathe better with space around her.

‘Maia,’ he wheezes from below. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Just a little higher,’ she tells him, counting the floors as she passes them. ‘Nearly there.’

Sweat coats her skin and her breath is ragged as she searches for a doorway, feeling cobwebs and the rasp of a brick wall beneath her fingers. Then the smooth texture of the door and the cold metal handle, and she is pressing down and pushing, tumbling into a strange, carpeted space, surrounded by glass, her own reflection a repeated ghost.

Bart makes it though the doorway, then bends double, his hands on his knees and sweat dripping to the floor in the close atmosphere.

‘Bloody hell,’ he says. ‘How high are we?’

‘Floor twenty-two.’

She already knew this wasn’t the building. It couldn’t be, didn’t feel right, and yet part of Maia is still crushed not to emerge into a familiar space. It was never going to be the first building she tried, but a sudden futility strikes her about the task ahead and a sob breaks free. She presses her fingers to her mouth as she doesn’t want Bart to see the emotion, then pushes on, opening a door off to the side.

Light floods in, blinding her with its intensity. She shades her eyes and when she can see, her breath catches in her throat. They are in a long room with a huge table and at least twenty chairs. The entire wall in front of her is glass. Even though it is clouded with dirt and stained by the rain, the effect is arresting. There, below them, lies the city, like a toy town, covered with green life, the twisting snake of the river glinting up at them. She steps forward, her legs shaking from the climb and the wonder.

‘Here.’ Bart walks to a unit in the corner with a glass door, opening it and taking out a couple of plastic bottles. ‘It’s not cold, I’m afraid.’ He laughs.

Maia doesn’t care. She copies him, turning the lid and cracking it off the bottle, pouring the stale fluid down her throat. It is hot and dusty in the room. She closes her eyes and drains the last drops. When she opens them, Bart is right in front of her. The proximity of him startles her. Here, in this sterile space, she can smell his sweat, feel the heat from his body. He’s looking at her intently, his face close.

‘Can you see anything?’ She shifts her body, pointing to the window. Below them, the devastation is laid out like a display. As far as the eye can see, it is the same. There are no telltale lines of smoke, there is no movement, no industry, no sign.

‘What did you expect?’ He sounds derisive. ‘What is it really, Maia? Why are we up here?’

‘I told you,’ she says. ‘To see what’s out there.’

Bart half sits on the massive table behind them. He doesn’t take his eyes from her.

‘There’s something else.’

Near tears, Maia feels more vulnerable here than she usually does. She can’t conceal it the way she wants to.

‘I lived in a tall building,’ she says, eventually. ‘Before.’

‘On the twenty-second floor.’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah.’

‘Don’t say ah, like that.’ She’s sick of being treated like a child. Her voice rises and Bart holds up his hands.

‘I’m sorry.’

Maia turns away, tears she didn’t think she still had inside her flowing. This was stupid. It’s obviously the wrong building.

But then Bart is behind her, his arms stretching round, pulling her into an embrace that makes her skin creep.

‘Don’t cry, I’m sorry. Here.’ He uses one hand to wipe her tears and his face is so close to hers it is disorienting, overwhelming. She feels caged and panicked by his proximity. From this close, he looks different, like a man she doesn’t know. A man who wants her.

‘I’m fine,’ she has to wrench herself out of his grip; he doesn’t relinquish her easily. Warning signals are firing through her. She wishes Finn were here. She knew this wasn’t right and she buried the instinct. ‘We should go back.’

Bart scoffs. ‘This is an office building, not a residential one. You want one like that…’

Halfway to the door, Maia halts. Unable to help herself, she pivots. Bart is standing by the window. He doesn’t look as frightening from here. It feels that everything around her is an illusion, that you could just push one of these panes of glass and it would all topple to the ground, disintegrate, dissolve into the earth. She longs to feel the breeze on her skin, to escape this tomb.

But she needs to know. Desperation drives her back towards him.

‘Like what?’

He waits for her to get closer, his arm stretched so she has to look along it. She can feel his breath on her ear as she focuses into the distance; it is as stale as the building around her. But he has something she wants. Needs.

‘Like that.’ He points to a series of towers in the distance. ‘They were built in the 2030s – our beloved government’s answer to high-rise living, only repeating half the mistakes of previous generations. There are a few over there too.’ He turns, stepping closer to her and pointing again. ‘Do you know if you lived south of the river or north?’

Maia pauses, bending away from him, pressing her hands against her sides. ‘I don’t know. But we had to cross the river to get to the station.’

‘If you had to cross the river you must have been south. The last train went from Kings Cross.’

A moment from the past: arms lifting her, dragging her over. And running, running so her legs burned like they burn today from the stairs. She swallows.

He takes her shoulders in his hands, turning her to face the right direction. ‘You must have lived that way.’

Maia gazes in wonder at the clusters of towers in the distance, hope blossoming at the sight of their fingers stretching out of the green cityscape.

‘You know,’ Bart’s tone is soft, cajoling. ‘It’s going to be different, out here. Whether we find other people or not.’

‘What do you mean?’ Maia can’t tear herself from the view, though most of her wants to return to the stairwell, flee this conversation.

‘You’ll need someone to look after you. The skills, attractions, that seemed useful in camp may not be the same out here.’

Maia looks at him, a sharp sense of everything tilting. She swallows.

‘I can look after myself.’

Bart inclines his head, but doesn’t agree. His eyes drift down her body to her belly and Maia folds her arms across it, feeling the exposure of his gaze.

‘Finn is very young,’ he says in a voice like oil. ‘Inexperienced. He doesn’t seem on board with your intentions.’

She thinks of Finn’s brown eyes, the way she connects seamlessly with him. ‘He supports me. He always has.’

Bart shrugs, the intensity clears his face and he laughs.

‘I’m just saying we’re here to help you, Maia, all of us. We aren’t in camp any more. Things can happen to people out here and I just want you to know that you’ll be looked after.’

He laughs again, like she’s being silly, and pushes past her to the corridor, the stairwell, leaving Maia behind in the empty room.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The journey back down the stairwell seems to take forever. Maia can hear Bart clattering ahead of her, not slowing his pace to wait, and she can’t work out what has shifted between them and why.

All of a sudden, she gets a chill at the thought he could shut the door at the bottom and leave her trapped in total darkness. The irrational fear spins up inside, urging her on and Maia’s feet tap a faster rhythm on the stairs, her hand only grazing the railing for guidance, panic building, until she misjudges a step and walks for a second on air, tumbling forward so her heart flies forward out of her body and her breath vanishes.

Miraculously, she catches herself on the handrail and yanks to a violent upright stop, shocked at how hysteria has made her so reckless. She realises her other hand has flown to her bump instinctively. Standing still in the darkness, Maia sucks in slow breaths, trying to restore her equilibrium. Right now, she would give anything to be back in camp with Finn, tucked between the hay bales. The outside world is a bottle they have unstoppered and they cannot put back the things that have sprung from it.

Taking the steps more slowly, she picks her way down the stairs. If Bart has shut her in, the door will open, or there will be another way out.

But at the bottom, the chair is still holding open the doorway and she steps into the frozen-in-time atrium where Bart is waiting.

‘Thought I’d lost you for a minute, then,’ he jokes. There is nothing on his face to betray the last hour that has passed between them. As he moves with ease, and chats about how office life used to work, she feels she has been hallucinating, imagining threats where no danger exists. Is it all in her mind?

Finn meets them under the fig tree. The anxious look on his face relaxes when he sees Maia emerge from the building. Out in the fresh air, she coughs to release the past from her lungs, sucking in the sweet taste of rotting leaf litter and sunlight.

‘Well?’ He looks from one to the other.

Bart strolls past him. ‘Nothing. Just this. As far as the eye can see.’

Finn stretches an arm to Maia and she slots in next to him, walking side by side, hip to hip. He asks his question with a look.

‘There are towers,’ she whispers. ‘In the distance.’

He squeezes her more tightly, tries to smile, but she can see the news doesn’t fill him with the hope it does her. Annoyance brushes across her and she disentangles herself from him.

Mick professes a lack of surprise when they return to say there is
nothing out there, but not before Maia catches a moment of anticipation
and hope on his face. He has lit a fire in what used to be a public
space between buildings and Finn has uncovered old stone benches. They
eat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Maia’s mind returns to
Jane, drowning in the empty space she has left behind.

As it grows dark, the firelight flickers on the buildings, giants of stone and glass that flank what must once have been a busy thoroughfare. The shadows look like people darting towards them but never arriving.

Polly lazes a distance from the fire and it feels to Maia that whenever she glances up, Finn’s sister is looking at her. It’s nothing more than paranoia, she tells herself, after the strange afternoon with Bart. Rather than helping, Polly seems to have spent the afternoon looting old shops and offices, finding some that have escaped water damage and destruction. She has tied a bright silk scarf over her head and her hands are laden with rings, the precious stones reflecting the flames. She looks like an ancient queen on a stone throne, terrible and vengeful.

Mick clears his throat and looks around the group. ‘We need a new plan.’

‘Why,’ Polly’s voice leaks sarcasm. ‘What’s wrong with here? Holiday not living up to expectations?’

‘The beds are a bit hard,’ Bart deadpans.

Mick sighs in a way that makes it clear he is not amused.

‘I think we should go back,’ Finn says, and Maia looks at him in surprise. ‘Maia’s pregnant and we need to be somewhere safe, somewhere we know.’

She’s shocked that he can think of turning around now, when she’s so close. She needs to do this. But before she can say a word, Polly jumps in.

‘Go all the way back? No thanks.’

‘Fine, Polly, stay here,’ he snaps, turning his back on her to appeal to the others. ‘It won’t be the same as before. We know we can leave the camp, go out and get things when we want them, but it makes a good base. A place we know.’

Bart shakes his head. ‘I disagree.’ Maia exhales slowly, the grip of anxiety loosening slightly. ‘I say we stay here, go to the outskirts, maybe, find some houses, some land we can use, start a base. The city has more resources we can harvest and then we can wait for other survivors. They’re bound to head here.’

‘What other survivors?’ Mick’s voice is tired.

‘We aren’t the only ones,’ Maia says. ‘We know that.’

‘I don’t know,’ Mick rubs his chin. ‘I wonder if we ought to keep moving, keep looking. Maybe head for the coast. If it wasn’t for…’ his eyes flick to Maia’s belly and she feels a sweep of guilt, followed by anger that they see her as a burden.

‘I could stay here,’ she volunteers, seeing an opportunity. ‘And wait—’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Polly says, her words dosed with spite. ‘I never had you down as stupid before. Annoying, yes, but, stupid?’

‘Polly!’ Bart says sharply. ‘Enough.’

He looks at Maia and she shivers a little under his gaze. ‘We need to look after Maia. That much is obvious,’ Bart says.

No one says what they’re all wondering. How long does she have before the bleeding starts? How ill will she be? How soon will she be able to travel when she is the only one left in her body? Without Jane, how are they going to manage it all? Finn has been conspicuously quiet. Surely they would stay together? She’d be okay with him.

‘What about the others,’ Finn speaks now, returning them to the suggestion of turning around and going back. ‘We said we’d go back and tell them.’

‘What do we have to tell them?’ Mick raises his palms to the night sky, which is peppered with the same stars they can see from the camp.

‘I still think we need to explore London more,’ Maia reasons. ‘There doesn’t seem to be anything large-scale, but who’s to say there aren’t pockets of people? They might be more friendly.’

‘Plus, if there are only a few people, they’ll have gone into the countryside nearby,’ Bart adds. ‘They’ll be farming, fishing. Like we were.’

Maia finds it strange and uncomfortable being on the same side as Bart again. Finn has drawn away from her slightly. He isn’t looking at her.

There’s silence as they all contemplate the options. Polly seems to be the only one of them who doesn’t care.

In the end, it is Mick they wait for, their de facto leader through it all.

‘We need some rest,’ he says. ‘I say we wait here a few days, explore the immediate area and see if we can reach an agreement.’

It isn’t much but it will have to do for now. As the fire dies down, she finds herself overcome with exhaustion and retreats to the space Finn has cleared for them. She looks back but he isn’t following like he usually does. Instead, he is hunched by the embers, staring into them as if they have the answers. As she watches, Polly draws nearer to him, settling on the ground and poking the dying fire with a stick.

Maia is too tired to make up with him. She quickly slips into a stupor, aware of low voices in the distance, the creaking of the long roots of the fig nearby. It won’t rain tonight, the sky is too clear. She lies there, thinking of her mother and father, of their home in the sky and whether the protruding towers Bart pointed out could be its location. The child inside her picks this moment to somersault, little butterfly movements that make her want to cry with longing.

The feelings give her new sympathy with Polly for what she endured. Though that wasn’t the thing that made her hateful. Maybe she and Finn will grow closer again, away from the camp. She slides under consciousness, only vaguely aware that Finn comes to bed, only partly conscious of the bigger gap between them than usual.




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

In the morning, the gap between them is still there and it’s shimmering with unsaid words. Finn rises first and goes to the river for water, stoking the fire and setting it to boil for their breakfast. Bart has managed to locate oats and honey on one of his explorations, so they have sweet porridge to eat while the sun rises and the shadows the buildings make on the water disappear.

After they’ve eaten, Bart and Mick declare their intention to follow the river in either direction to see if there is any difference.

‘You should rest,’ Mick tells Maia when she asks who they should go with. ‘You’re looking pale. You need to be careful.’

She fights back the prickly heat that rushes into her when she’s treated as incapable. Jane would tell her they mean well, and besides, this offers an opportunity to do some exploring of her own.

‘If I feel up to it, I might walk south a bit,’ Maia says.

‘Don’t go too far.’ Mick frowns, distracted by packing his rucksack. He hands Bart a flare. ‘Take one of these, just in case we need to signal that there’s a problem.’

Bart eyes her knowingly. ‘Here,’ he says, unlooping the compass from its home around his neck. ‘You better take this if you don’t have the river to navigate with.’ Before she can reach for it, he lifts it over her head, his hands grazing her cheeks and lingering on her shoulders for a moment. So close she feels his breath on her face. Maia’s fingers twitch.

‘What about you?’ Mick asks Polly. No one needs to ask Finn where he will be. They assume he’ll be at Maia’s side even though today he is distant in a way he has never been before. Does the real world break everything?

‘Think I might just hang around here,’ Polly says.

‘Well, make yourself useful and catch some fish.’

She scowls but accepts the net from Mick’s bag.

Once they’ve filled their water bottles, Maia is itching to set off in the direction Bart indicated the previous day from the tower, but Finn walks two blocks and then sits on a pile of rubble. A shaft of sunlight pierces the join in the canopy above, where two roof gardens have knitted together. Maia thinks she sees fruit trees up there and makes a mental note to explore later if there is a chance. A dark shadow flits from view at the end of the street but it is animal, not human.

‘Why have you stopped?’

‘Maia, you heard Mick. You need to rest.’

‘But those towers, Finn, I need to go and see them.’

‘Maia, no!’ He raises his voice and it echoes in the street. ‘There’s nothing here. You need to let it go.’

She shakes her head, tears forming in her eyes. ‘I can’t. I need to see it. I’m so close. I thought you understood—’

Words seems to explode from him.

‘They’re dead!’

‘You don’t know that!’

Now they’re both on their feet. Maia glares up at Finn, her fists clenched. His face is different, harder than before. She sees a flash of Polly in his expression. She’s going to cry – a hot pressure is building at the back of her eyes, frustration and sadness working their alchemy.

‘I’m sorry, Maia, but look around you. There’s no one.’

‘We don’t know that.’ Tears spill down her cheeks.

He stands in front of her and folds her into his arms. The small hard bump sits between them and Maia feels a twist of movement, of protest. ‘I’m so scared of losing you. Every moment I keep thinking—’

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I do, too.’ This is only partly true. In fact, there are long moments when she remembers nothing of her predicament, where she is adrift in a combination of daydream and memory, only for it to be punctured by thoughts of Lucy, Jane, Maman. ‘But this is my one chance to find out. I’m not wasting it.’

Finn’s lips seal in a stubborn way she has only ever seen deployed against Polly. He is usually so amenable, but something has changed between them; he is immovable.

‘If you rest today, we can ask the others to come with us tomorrow. We don’t know how far it is Maia, we need to plan better.’

Exasperation reaches boiling point inside her.

‘Finn you can’t tell me what to do. I don’t belong to you.’

It feels like she is always everyone’s child – the youngest, the last child any of them have known.

His eyes narrow. He steps back. She realises what she has said, how he’s interpreted it.

‘Finn, wait, I didn’t mean… We do belong to each other, it’s just…’

But he’s backing away, shaking his head, his voice a coiled spring of anger. ‘I’m sick of worrying about you every second, Maia. Do you have any idea what it’s like for anyone else? Waiting for what’s about to happen? What if we lose you too?’

‘Finn, wait…’

But he isn’t listening, out of character and altered by this journey just like the rest of them. He strides away from her fast, back towards the river. She expects him to stop, to turn and come back to her but he doesn’t. When he rounds the corner out of sight, Maia swears and kicks out at the rubble, hurting her toes.

She cries because Finn is right, there is nothing here and she was so certain, back when they left the camp, that this was where she would find answers, more of a sense of herself, who she was and who she is now. But everything is gone or sinking into the ground. The place doesn’t seem to belong to people any longer. It’s being taken back by drifting seeds that exploit every nook and crevice, using their patience and persistence to break down the barriers in their way. How can they make a future?

There’s a rustle in the distance. Maia lifts her face from her hands and peers into the shadowed edges. Nothing. She’s cleaned out from crying, should go back, talk to Finn, make up with him, but being alone in the forgotten city is an opportunity, maybe her only chance.

She glances down the street. The towers in the distance aren’t visible because of the buildings in the way, but she knows they’re there, calling to her. Rotting sirens on the horizon. She squints at the sky. It is still early. The others are all busy or distracted. She can move quickly, alone, slide through small spaces and weave her way there. She can be there and back in just a few hours.

She shouldn’t go off alone, but anger rises inside her: she’s sick of them all trying to stop her. If she doesn’t go now and they decide to leave the city, she will always wonder. Whatever the truth is, she can’t leave without knowing; she can’t live without knowing.

Decision made, she grabs her backpack and makes her way along the street, detouring around cars covered by weeds, including one that has a tree growing from the upholstery, sticking its branches out of the window and stretching to the sky. On the corner, she hesitates. The way is blocked by a fallen building – a mound of brick and debris before her. Her bump aches suddenly, but the sensation passes. She touches the compass around her neck, then scrambles up and over the pile, looking into the stricken remnants of first-floor rooms as she climbs and then sliding down the other side, coating herself in dust.

Undeterred, she keeps moving, one hand resting momentarily on the bump.

‘See?’ She tells it under her breath. ‘No problem. We can do this.’

She stops herself. She isn’t supposed to be talking to it. Not when they only have a short time together. She’s going to have to say goodbye so she can’t let it in, has to be steeled and ready. It’s harder in practice than she had imagined. The longer it goes on, the harder it becomes.

At around lunchtime, she stops beside an open space filled with grasses and eats some of the dried fish from her pack, drinks some more water. She needs to conserve it, just in case there is nowhere to fill up until she gets back to the river. The tips of the towers have appeared now, over the other buildings. Refreshed, a new urgency takes her and she ploughs on, finding what must be an animal track through the waist-high tangle of briar and wildflowers. Insects form a fizzing haze across the top of it and she has to swipe them aside as she goes.

Something rustles behind her again, and she spins on the spot, shading her eyes to see, but there is nothing visible and she turns back, unsettled at the feeling she has of being watched. She thinks of Finn, but he would never stay hidden if he had followed her. Her mind snakes to Bart, but he is miles away, searching the riverbank for signs of life or civilisation. Isn’t he?

She presses on, twisting around obstacles and navigating the churned-up carpet of tarmac beneath her feet. At one point, she has to double back when she finds a stagnant pool has formed in a dip in the road. It is too deep to cross without swimming and it smells of death and decay.

But then, as she is regretting her decision to come alone, seeing nothing but birds and the slink of a dog moving out of the sun, she is upon them. They rise above her, clad in what once must have been navy and gold, now stained and faded. It’s confusing at first because she remembers small trees outside and these are giants, pushing up to mimic the block beside them, leaning against it for strength.

But as she edges closer to them, something kicks in, like muscle memory. She finds herself rounding the end of one of the towers, crossing diagonally to another and following its perimeter, without knowing why. When she reaches the corner, there, in front of her, is an ivy-covered mound, through which she sees the skeletons of swings, a slide, and what could be a rubbish pile, bits of decayed cloth and whitened fragments…

Her mind clouds, jumps and plays a twisting trick and she is there, on smaller legs under an old sky, excitement rippling in her. She reaches up for the hand to guide her and the image dissolves, vanishes. Its vivid intensity leaves her breathless.

‘Maman,’ she whispers, and her belly tightens in pain at the realisation that there are bones in the place she used to play.

But she knows now, instinctively, that this is it.

She follows a trodden-down path in the grass to reach the entrance, trying to tamp down the hope that can’t help but rise. As she opens the door, it swings back silently and she catches a glimpse of movement out of the corner of her eye. She stops, stepping back to see better, her heart beating in her chest.

As she approaches the tall grass, something barrels out of it, darting towards her and pivoting at the last moment, grazing her and causing her to stumble. She screams in shock, twisting to defend herself, only to see she has startled a muntjac deer, which is now pelting away from her.

Another band tightens across her middle and Maia bends and breathes in a shaky laugh, dismayed at how exposed and vulnerable she feels. Once recovered, she pulls back the door once more and peers inside. It’s the smell that grabs her. Beneath the decay and stale air, she can smell something familiar – a mix of carpet tiles and disinfectant and urine. It draws her in and the door closes with a soft click behind her.

She traces her fingers over the lift button, dark and dormant, but known, like a buried memory. The door to the stairs opens and she is in the stairwell that is open to the elements, leading to corridors and apartment doorways outside. Though ivy has crawled up and over the balcony, it does not cover her pathway and Maia has the uncanny sense it has been beaten back or tamed in a way most places have not been.

As she takes the stairs up, she falls back ten years, until she is a little girl who loves unicorns and the tower is a castle that has been hidden by thorns, its inhabitants sleeping for a century. Hope blossoms inside her, cut through by a sudden pain in her belly that makes her wince and pause for breath. Not now, it can’t happen now. Her ears are ringing and she hears the echoes of her footsteps behind her, or the echoes of her past.

Up and up she turns, pausing only when she has to because her legs are wobbly and her mind is spinning. She holds the railing with one hand, cupping her hand to her belly with the other and keeps on, relentlessly drawn. Until, finally, she is there, on the twenty-second floor, pressing open the door to the hallway, moving by instinct. She is there. Outside a door with a tiny unicorn sticker on the wood.

Maia presses a finger to the faded image that was once at eye height.

She takes a deep breath and tries the handle. And it opens.

Inside is the fairy-tale. It is not like the other places they have
visited. It is dusty but not derelict. There is a scooter and a helmet
in the hallway and she touches the smooth plastic as she edges past it
to her parents’ room. The bed is made, the light in the room is green,
like being underwater. It is the ivy covering the wide window.

Maia crosses the hallway to her own bedroom, pushing back the door in a dream. Just like she remembered: the canopy covering the high bed that in truth isn’t much above her shoulder but used to seem such a long way off the ground. She reaches out with a sob and touches the soft animals that are sitting in a line on the covers. Apart from a damp patch flowering on the ceiling and the smell of neglect and emptiness, it is as she remembered.

Her mind spins back again and it is her father she sees. Don’t have a midnight feast. Ma chérie. You’ll take the roof off with those… Maia remembers. She drops to the ground, pressing her fingers into the weave of the carpet, letting the tears and hope fall free. The cans. They’re gone. Someone used them. Someone needed them. Someone lived.

‘Maman?’

The word is rusty on her lips but it echoes around the empty walls as she dashes into the living room, kitchen, even the bathroom. There is no one. Everything is neat, in its place, except them. The family that lived and loved here. Her mind races to keep up but she doesn’t understand what this means. If the supplies are gone then surely… Then a new band of tightness forms across her middle and it is enough to make the sweat stand out on her forehead and fear to penetrate her system. She is so alone here.

Air. She needs air. Maia wrestles with the catch on the doors to the balcony until she can wrench them free. The dust dances in the light that streams in, reflecting off the leaves that that have scaled the building and wrapped themselves around the balustrade. She steps out into the hot clean afternoon and breathes deeply, forcing herself to be calm. They used to sit out there, she thinks, a flash of memory piercing the present. She’d lie on the warm ground and draw pictures of the people and places below them.

She returns to the living room and her attention is caught by a picture on the mantelpiece. She takes the frame and wipes a layer of dust from it, her breath catching in her throat. It is them. All three of them as they used to be. They are on a rock overlooking the sea, an indecent turquoise blue that immediately infects her with longing. She doesn’t remember being there, but thoughts fly into her mind: a breath of warm air and the taste of salt on her lips; a raspberry ice cream dripping onto hot pavement; tears and consolations.

Maia touches the faces of her parents, unlined, smiling at whoever was taking the picture of the three of them. She thinks she rode on her father’s shoulders and looked down on the people around them and she wishes she could ask him if that’s real. Did I? Do you remember? But there is no memory left but hers.

It strikes her then, in the centre of this tidy room – the tidal wave of loss, overwhelming and all-encompassing. She’s carried these seeds of knowledge with her for ten years, just enough of a memory to get her home again, but now home is gone because getting here isn’t enough. Home isn’t the place, but the people.

Later, she will know that if she hadn’t been crying so hard, she would have heard the sound of someone opening the door of the apartment, following in her footsteps. Her defences would have been higher. Now, all she knows are the twin pains inside her – the loss of her parents and the impending loss of her child, leaving her left alone in the middle.

There’s a scuff on the floor in the hall and she startles, jumping to her feet, clutching the frame, terror flooding her mind. Maia looks around but there is nowhere to hide, nothing to defend herself with. It all flashes through her in a moment, she has been so foolish – she felt watched all day and dismissed instincts which have always served her so well, as if arriving in what was once London has messed with her senses and her sense of herself.

She thinks immediately of Bart. His creeping eyes and increasing watchfulness over the weeks since they have known she is pregnant. She has felt herself become an item to be acquired rather than a human being. He keeps touching her, seeking her out to claim her. She glances around again but the only exit is the balcony. A fierce protectiveness descends, keeping the fear company. She is so keyed up, poised to rush Bart, that she is totally disarmed to see the woman walk through the door.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

There is a beat of shocked silence.

‘What are you doing here?’

Polly shrugs, her trademark sneer on her face.

‘Followed you.’ She steps into the room as if she owns it. Trails a finger along the wall. ‘What is this place?’

Maybe if Maia tells her the truth, even Polly will accept the sacredness.

‘It’s my home, Polly, please go away.’

Her voice shakes. She just wants to be alone, doesn’t want anyone, least of all Polly, to witness this. Did Polly hear her calling for her mother? Maia feels stripped bare by the thought that Finn’s sister has been watching her today – malevolence hanging over her. It’s all too much, she almost can’t breathe, even with the doors thrown wide.

‘It’s not much, is it?’ She looks around, toeing the rug on the floor, from which spiders scuttle in panic. ‘We lived in a much nicer house than this. Hey, maybe the sickness did you a favour – you can live anywhere now, not in this shithole.’

Her laugh makes Maia’s head hurt. Normally she has armour to deal with Polly’s viciousness but today, in this tower that was filled with possibility, she almost wishes it was Bart who’d stepped through the doorway. She desperately wants Finn, regretting more than anything that they had their stupid argument, that she didn’t go back and make it up with him. He should be here with her. He’s the person who understands everything. He’s her family.

‘All this time—’ Polly steps closer and her face darkens ‘—you’ve acted like you’re better than me. And this was where you came from!’

‘I don’t act like I’m better than you, Polly. You’ve been horrible to me from day one, I never did anything to you. I’ve tried to be your friend.’

‘I never did anything…’ Polly mimics her in a squeaky, unpleasant voice and her face darkens as she gets closer. Maia steps back.

‘I didn’t. No wonder Finn can’t stand to be around you. You’re his big sister, you were supposed to take care of him.’

Polly’s face is red, her teeth gritted as she advances on Maia. Conscious of her vulnerability, she edges round the sofa, trying to put something between her and this irrational hatred that Polly is working up so that it fills the room around them.

‘You took him,’ Polly says in a low voice. ‘You took him away from me and I was all he had. He should have loved me but you always got in the way.’

‘Don’t blame me. You pushed him away. You should have taken care of him.’

‘How would you understand? Your family are dead. I still have some of mine left.’

Polly has advanced so far that her face is inches from Maia’s, her spit landing on her. Maia backs up against the wall, still holding the picture frame and edging to the balcony, scared Polly will press up against her stomach, that she’ll hurt them both.

A fierce anger ricochets through her. She has never truly witnessed this side of Polly before, the side Finn always knew was there. It’s different to the petty nastiness, the snide remarks. It’s colder and deeper and there is no way to reach past it. She makes it to the balcony and steps back over the threshold into clear space but still Polly keeps coming.

She snatches the frame from Maia’s hands.

‘Is this them? Is this all you’re crying over?’

‘Give it back, Polly.’ Maia hears the distress in her own voice and knows she has played this wrong because Polly wants to hurt her, and now she knows it’s working. The photograph is one of the few pieces of them she has left, and she cannot hide the pain. ‘That’s mine.’

She lunges for it, but Polly pulls away and holds the frame over her head, and somehow they are wrestling over something too fragile to take the strain, grunting and crying. It tears apart beneath the pressure, the glass and picture tumbling to the ground, accompanying the shattering that Maia feels inside her.

‘Why do you have to destroy everything?’ she screams at Polly, tears running down her face. ‘You ruin everything and everyone around you.’

Polly’s eyes widen and Maia realises as Finn’s sister steps forward and shoves her, hard, that Polly is thinking of the child she had inside her.

The thought halts her until she sees Polly’s fists lashing out towards her belly. Maia puts her hands out to ward off the blow and stumbles back, hitting the balustrade so hard it stuns her and she does not immediately hear the creaking, straining sound of the metal breaking away from its moorings, unhooked and unhinged by the power of the grasping plants.

But she sees the shock on her face reflected in Polly’s as she frantically reaches out for a hand to stop her falling. She grips the other woman’s arm and Polly reaches for her, but the momentum takes them both. As the railing and part of the floor give way, they are tumbling together into the air. Maia throws out her arms, grasping, screaming. She catches something, feels it slip but clings tight, scrabbling her legs for purchase.

Polly catapults over the edge, her arm striking Maia’s head as she goes, muddying Maia’s vision with the pain, so it is all she can do to hold on. For a moment that’s all she is: desperate, clinging hands red-hot with pain. Then she cranes her neck and cries out as she sees Polly is falling, plummeting, propelled so far from the edge of the building that she doesn’t land on any of the balconies below them.

As Maia watches, she sees she doesn’t even reach for them. For once, Polly is totally still, shocked or accepting in her descent, her hair streaming and her body rushing through air. The fall seems to take so long and she, who has fought and railed against everything she has ever known, doesn’t make a sound. It is Maia who cries out to her. But it is too late and, in that moment, the world seems to change. She has been a child until now, through everything, and she is a child no longer, can never be again.

Maia closes her eyes a second before Polly hits the ground. When she opens them, there is a hole in the green canopy below and a dark shape on what was once concrete.

Whimpering, Maia feels her hands slip, her head spinning from the vertigo. Polly. Her mind cannot take it all in. She wriggles close to the building, her toes in the vines that have caught her, her hands twisted painfully into their strong stems. But they are not strong enough to hold her for long and though it is only a metre or so to the balcony above, she finds she cannot pull herself up.

‘Help,’ she cries. ‘Please, help me.’

She looks down again, desperately searching for an option, but the balconies are offset on the building so the one below her is two or three stories down. She cannot tell from this angle, can’t see how far she would fall. Would that balcony give way too? Would she be bashed and crushed on her way down? Would it be better to leap like Polly? She starts to shake uncontrollably.

‘Finn, Maman, Jane,’ she sobs names that have little meaning other than safety, love, help. Her belly is squeezing again and she feels such grief and guilt for the little thing growing inside her. How old is it? Five, six months? Polly’s baby was six months when she lost her, and she feels another wave of horror and pity. Whatever is going to happen soon, she doesn’t want a fall to be the way it all ends for them. She tries again to scrabble upwards, but her arms burn with pain and she is not strong enough.

The vine slips a little and she shrieks and she has to decide, to do something, even just to choose which way to fall, still shaking, paralysed with it all.

But then there are arms, stretching to her, reaching, pulling. Strong, wiry arms. Words of reassurance, words she cannot hear. She wonders if she is hallucinating, but she takes a hand and pushes against the vines with her feet, able to propel herself up to what is left of the crumbling balcony. The arms remain steady, a fixed point, and Maia is up and over the edge, rolling in through the doorway, gasping for air and sobbing with fear.

There was no moment of clarity clinging to the wall of the block, no golden insight or answer. But now she rolls to her side, onto her knees, and finds herself pulled up onto shaking legs, held by the arms that have held her before, looking into a ravaged face she knows. And there is a moment of insight. Of tumbling, everlasting grief and gratitude.

‘You saved me,’ she says, wiping the tears with the back of her arm, sobbing for everything this is. And everything it isn’t too, but was for a moment.

‘You came back.’ The woman is crying too. Agonised, reaching, touching her face in disbelief. Maia wants to crumple into her, though she hasn’t seen her for a decade.

‘I don’t even know your name,’ she cries.

The woman steps forward then, pulling her tight into her arms. ‘Marianne,’ she says. ‘My name is Marianne.’




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Maia clings to her, this woman, Marianne. She remembers now. A crowd of people and the arms that are round her now lifting her, pushing her up and out of danger. It’s been there all this time. Lurking out of view. That morning, in the bathroom, afraid and hiding. The woman with the kind eyes behind the protector. Crossing the city with her, clinging to her hand.

‘You took me to the train.’

Marianne nods. Her hair is silvery-grey, pulled back from her face, which is deeply lined and browned by the sun. She looks ancient but strong, her body lean and wiry.

‘Why?’

‘We had a plan to evacuate children for the summer, to keep you safe in camps. At first it seemed only adults were badly affected, though that changed later. It mutated, spread to everyone in the end.’ Pain crosses her face. ‘Anyway, I was part of the government but I found out the people at the top were saving children from wealthy families first. So I joined a group of people who tried to correct it.’

She shrugs. ‘Silly really. A drop in the ocean. We were sneaking other children onto the trains. You were the last one I managed to get out. There were so many of you and there just wasn’t time.’ Maia can see a deep regret and hunger in her eyes. Sadness too painful for tears.

‘There were others? What happened to them? Did they come back too?’

Marianne sighs deeply and shakes her head. ‘Not yet. We think most of the camps were overrun. There are people sometimes, one or two, they pass through, but no one wants to stay here. It’s like the city feels haunted. They go to the coast or the countryside. You are the first child.’

‘What about the others you saved?’

‘I have a list of names and I go to their houses, just in case. The directive to the camp staff was clear. Stay in until someone comes for you, so I keep thinking maybe…’ She shakes her head in frustration, speaking as if this is a conversation she has rehearsed to herself. ‘A foolish notion.’

‘No,’ Maia shakes her head. ‘That’s what we did.’

‘But… no one had your details.’ She assesses Maia in realisation. ‘How did you find your way home?’

‘I looked for a tower with a twenty-second floor and when I got here,’ she gestures to the outside, to a discovery that feels light years away, ‘I just knew. I recognised it.’

Marianne smiles then, and it’s like the sunlight creeping over the horizon. Maia wonders how often the woman has smiled in the last decade.

‘My mother,’ she asks, haltingly, knowing.

The smile vanishes, more pain behind the eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ Marianne says. ‘She was an incredible woman, your mother. She sent you away because she loved you, even though it almost broke her.’

‘I just wish I knew what happened to her.’

Marianne closes her eyes. ‘We stayed in touch when the city fell. She called my number one night and we spoke every night for two weeks while the world died around us.’ The woman turns to the window, hiding her face. ‘We kept each other going. That’s why I’m here, Maia. I came to her at the end. She wasn’t alone. It was peaceful, I promise you. I took her out to the park and we lay there and she slipped away. She talked about you, she loved you and your father so much.’

Maia shakes with sobs for a moment and the woman pulls her into her arms.

‘I knew,’ she says through gasping breaths, letting it all pour free. ‘I knew really, but when I saw the cans were gone, I thought, maybe…’

‘That was me,’ Marianne says. ‘They saved me. When your mother died I waited to die too but it didn’t happen.’ She tuts: ‘Gradient X. Incomprehensible. So, I crawled back up here and I locked myself in and—’ here she swallows and looks hollow and terrified ‘—everyone outside was dead or dying. I blocked every hole, barricaded myself and I heard the last people screaming and I stayed inside. Cowardly.’

Maia pictures the nights in the camp, locked in the hut. The smell of burning and the fear on Jane’s face.

She shakes her head. ‘There was nothing you could do.’

‘Maybe,’ Marianne says. ‘Then. But I was part of the government before, and we did the wrong things, made the wrong choices. If we’d just…’ She shakes her head, a rueful grimace. ‘Ten years on and I still can’t let it rest. What does it matter now?’ Marianne steps back and looks Maia up and down. ‘You matter. Who was that woman? I came in just as she pushed you…’

But then she gasps, only now she is a couple of steps back seeing the shape of Maia’s belly. Maia’s hands stray to it.

‘You’re pregnant?’ The look of joy on Marianne’s face is alien. No one has looked at her like that. Maia’s heart lurches. Then Marianne’s smile disappears as she takes in Maia’s expression. ‘Wait, did someone force you…’

‘What?’ Maia shakes her head. ‘No, that’s not it. It’s just… not going to make it. No one has been able to have a child since we got to the camp. So many women… they lost them all. I’m just waiting,’ the words come out strangled with pain, ‘for it to happen.’

Marianne’s eyes clear. She shakes her head. ‘No,’ she says softly.

She takes Maia’s hand, guiding her to the sofa. ‘Sit here.’ Marianne scrabbles in her rucksack for a water bottle and passes it to Maia. ‘And this, it’s a sweet sort of cake thing I make. Not exactly fine patisserie, but it will give you energy.’ Maia feels utterly bewildered, but she bites into the strange-looking sponge and feels sweetness explode in her mouth, flood her senses.

‘Listen,’ Marianne says, perching on the edge of the couch and taking her hand. ‘The children evacuated on the trains were given a vaccination before they left. It was being developed to tackle Gradient X but it wasn’t ready. We ran out of time. It shouldn’t have been given to anyone. Scientists warned against it but… they were desperate days and bad decisions were made.’

A distant memory floats to Maia. Finn’s sore arm on the train.

Marianne takes a breath and continues. ‘I only found out after you’d gone that the vaccination had side effects. Bad ones.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘The side effect for women was some sort of reproductive damage. That’s why no one in the camps has been able to carry a child to term. After all that planning and the evacuations, a terrible miscalculation was made.’

‘Oh.’ Maia’s mind freewheels. Her hands fly to her bump, her mind to Lucy. ‘But…’

‘I didn’t manage to get hold of the vaccination to give to the children I smuggled out. I felt terrible about it at the time, but I reasoned that you’d been isolated, that others were protected by virtue of the vaccination so I could take the risk…’

‘So you mean…’

Marianne puts a hand on top of Maia’s. ‘There’s no reason why you can’t have this baby.’

She squashes down the explosions of hope inside her. ‘But I’ve been getting these pains.’

‘Pains?’

‘Tightening.’ She points at her belly. ‘It goes hard and then sort of relaxes.’

Marianne frowns. ‘Are you bleeding?’

‘No.’

‘This is not exactly my specialist subject,’ she says, her eyes darkening with what looks to Maia like memory. She looks around her. ‘I think that tightening can be normal. There’s a name for it. Hang on.’

Marianne goes through to Maia’s parents’ room and Maia hears her rifling through things. She returns brandishing a book, holds it aloft: Your Pregnancy.

‘I dust sometimes,’ she says. ‘Not much else to do. I kind of like it.’

Maia likes the woman’s authority, her efficiency.

‘They kept that even though I was seven?’

Marianne’s face stills. ‘I think they were hoping to have more. Your mother said…’

They both pause for a moment and the past rests between them. Then Marianne sits herself next to Maia, opens the book and scans the contents, flipping to the back and running her finger down the index. It’s nice having her so close, something in Maia bends towards her in familiarity.

‘Here. Look. False labour pains. They’re called Braxton-Hicks contractions.’

Maia looks at Marianne in confusion, but the woman’s eyes are moving rapidly across the page, parsing information. She can almost imagine her in one of the offices they’ve seen, capable and in charge. Then Marianne laughs. ‘The short version is that I think you’re okay. Your body is practising for the main event.’

Maia lets the door she’s been barricading in her mind open and the thoughts fly in. Small hands, perfect fingers, renewed hope.

‘So you mean, I could…’

‘There’s no reason why not.’

Maia bursts into tears. They stream uncontrollably down her face, but she’s smiling at the same time. Marianne laughs and pulls her into a tight hug.

Then she sits up straight. ‘Finn, I need to find Finn.’

‘Who’s Finn?’

‘He’s the father. He’s my friend, my… everything really. We met on the train that first day. He needs to know. He’ll be so happy.’ She feels herself smiling at the thought of him and sees Marianne registering the meaning of Finn to her. Tears come to the older woman’s eyes. She reaches a hand and grips Maia’s.

‘I know that look. I had a Finn, once.’

Maia’s mind rushes through everything, then the fight with Polly floods in, dousing her joy. ‘Polly,’ she says, looking to the balcony. ‘She’s… she was his sister. I need to make sure he doesn’t see her like that. He knows I was coming here. When I don’t come back he’s going to come looking.’

There’s no doubt in her mind. She knows him as well as herself and he’s going to be worried sick. The sun is setting and it will be dark soon. She can’t leave Polly’s body to the night animals.

Marianne shakes her head. ‘Wait. You’ve had a shock. You need to rest.’

‘Please,’ she says, ‘I can’t have him see that. They aren’t, they weren’t close, but…’

It’s also becoming too much for her. Being in the flat. It aches.

The woman studies her for a moment. ‘Let’s find a sheet that we can wrap her in. But we’re taking it slow. I’m old, remember?’

She stretches a hand to Maia and pulls her from the sofa, the two of them walking through the apartment hip to hip, the same height, the golden light of the setting sun between them, casting shadows on the walls. Maia feels the slotting together of her past and present, the relocation of her sense of herself. It’s as dizzying as the height of the building.

Marianne finds some sheets in a cupboard and they gather their things and take the long walk down the stairs as the city writhes with the rustling, calling, last moment singing of the day. Guilt at the thought of the worry Finn, Mick and Bart will experience to find her and Polly gone flits into Maia, but she pushes it to one side. She feels unleashed now, free to be herself.

In the courtyard, Marianne makes her wait by the corner of the building as she fights a path through the foliage to Polly, a sheet in her hand. Maia’s hands cup her belly, protectively. The memory of kicking out into the air above, almost falling this distance with Polly, makes her knees weak. Marianne returns a few moments later.

‘I’ve covered her, you can come now.’

Maia follows, unexpectedly moved at the sight of the white shroud glowing against the last illumination. There has been so much death, so much loss, that she had not expected to feel this.

She kneels beside Polly, placing a palm on her, trying not to see the bloom of red on the floor, the shocking stain on her mother’s sheet. Marianne is silent.

Together they roll Polly’s body into another sheet and carry her round the building and inside, where it will be safe. Finn will want to bury her. Maia doesn’t want to go back into the building, these last weeks she is not used to sleeping inside, constrained by the old world’s walls and boundaries.

She and Marianne huddle in blankets the woman takes from her pack. Maia gathers enough wood for a fire and it crackles into the sky, protected by the shadows of the buildings around them.

‘I can’t believe this,’ Marianne says, over and over. ‘It was all worth something.’

After a while, they lie back on the ground, wordless, and stare at the universe above, the crystal clarity of the stars.

Marianne seems choked.

Maia reaches for the woman. ‘Are you okay?’ She finds her hand gripped with that same strength that pulled her up and out of the sea of people and death, that threw her into the doors of a moving train. Her other hand rests on the bump, experiencing its usual night-time dancing but without the dread of loss, the denial. Instead a quiet, certain hope.

Marianne turns her face to Maia. ‘I’m just remembering another night like this,’ she says. ‘Light years ago.’

Then, in the seething earth-life of night, Maia hears a distant echo of herself. She freezes, waiting, straining to hear, and when it comes again, she scrambles to her feet, Marianne beside her. In the distance, a blazing brand of light and three small figures calling her name.




EPILOGUE


Three years later, Marianne

Marianne stretches, woken by small, sticky hands on her face. The cast of light filtering through long windows. She has been dreaming again, lying in the park with Maia’s mother, with the world dying around them and yet such beauty in the sky and the stars. They’d talked of the south of France, the heat-soaked stones, the smell of pines and the harsh mistral wind. She still remembers every word. There was a moment back then when Marianne let go; she took off her mask and decided to die. But the world had other plans for her.

‘Grandma.’ The little whisper she cannot resist.

She reaches out and lifts Sofie onto the mattress. The child snuggles beneath the covers, turning so her back is pressed to Marianne’s stomach, then lies still, wrapped in her warmth as the day spills over them. The peacefulness lasts a matter of minutes before the wriggling begins.

‘More, Grandma,’ she says, rolling to face Marianne and pressing their faces together. Hot, sweet breath. ‘More.’

Marianne sighs in mock frustration then tickles the child’s side, overwhelmed with adoration, cleaved to her by a love she still cannot fathom. She reaches for the battered copy of The Wind in the Willows that they liberated from the British Library some time back – the fortress-like protection of its charges a balm to everyone’s soul.

‘“The mole had been working very hard all morning,”’ she begins, and Sofie squeaks with delight, her tousled curls against Marianne’s cheek, healing her anew as she does every day. Before Maia returned to London, she had only regret. A failed plan to save children that she chose over her own family in a desperate battle for redemption.

But now, the shades of grey are back again. Little Sofie grips her cheeks, gazing into her eyes, her laughter filling the sadness. If she had not made that choice, none of this would exist.

Maia smiles when she finds them curled together. She looks tired. Marianne watches her with parental concern.

‘Sofie,’ Maia chides. ‘You were supposed to let Grandma Maz sleep today.’ Marianne chuckles. Both of them know she doesn’t mind. ‘Come on, ma chérie, breakfast and then you’re helping Daddy and Uncle Mick with the fishing, remember?’

Sofie bounces out of bed, tumbling across the floor and scooting from the room. She has no memories of Then. She is new-world fresh and it is with relief and wonder that Marianne sees it through her eyes. They hear Finn’s roar of greeting, Sofie’s giggles as he throws her in the air.

From the doorway of the Thames-side manor, the ground floor of which they have made their home, Maia laughs at their antics. Marianne has a chance to study her, her hair tied high, strands escaping, the round swell of Sofie’s little brother or sister beneath one palm, the other on her lower back. She feels the familiar frisson of fear that comes from the impending labour. Sofie’s birth was terrifying for all of them except Maia, who seemed to go into a place in herself where she could forget everything. When the child was born in the early hours, Marianne and Mick left the new family to sleep and opened a fifty-year-old bottle of whisky on the riverside. They barely tasted the first quarter.

Second births are supposed to be easier, she reminds herself.

And they are better equipped now, more experienced. Finn and Mick managed to get a radio tower operational, cleaning and fixing solar panels that had not been completely destroyed by plant life and weather, hooking them up directly. A trickle of survivors started after that. Every year that passes brings people from the rotting woodwork of the past, including three more of Marianne’s past charges.

Sofie has two playmates now and the sound of their laughter echoes in the empty world. Bart returned to the camp once to deliver the news and bring any who wanted to join them. He is now scouting the south coast, looking for boats, plotting a future voyage south, his return visits shorter in duration, his restlessness palpable.

Here, the river is the heart of their lives. By boat they can access the city when they need, tap its remaining resources. Finn leaves boxes of supplies, information notes for anyone arriving in the capital. He has taken over some of her vigilance, the burden of checking. She is more at peace these days. The horror of the mistakes made, Helen’s final confession, is receding. It has to. She cannot go back and change it.

Maia has noticed this introspection, she knows. Several times, Marianne has been lost in thoughts of the past, regrets about the way she behaved in her marriage, treating it as if it were something ordinary instead of a rare treasure, and she has caught Maia’s worried expression, forced herself to smile and reassure. Maia is no fool; Marianne can see she is not convinced.

Finn visits Polly’s grave in the shadow of the towers, even though their top floors are crumbling – the longevity of 2030s building turning out to be less than impressive. A contract given to one of Helen’s friends, if she remembers rightly. He doesn’t talk of his sister, but Marianne has seen it gives him comfort, a place to remember the good and the bad.

Maybe, she thinks, maybe it is time to do something, while she still has strength to. She would like to see the ocean Georgie loved and to pay tribute. She is more tired these days, like the store of adrenaline she was running on just ran out. She gets light-headed. If she leaves it too long, she may not be able to go.

But, for now, travel is impossible. Maia’s time is close. She is needed. She wants to be with them. So she banishes the inclination a little longer, swinging her legs from the bed and following Maia to the tables beneath the trees, to bowls of fruit and the laughter and the life that seemed lost and is found.



It is Maia who unearths the desire.

Another season passes, the rains come. They huddle around fires lit in the grand old drawing room in the evenings, which work better after Mick and Finn figured out how to clean the chimney. Their threats to send Sofie up it resulted in squeals and giggles. The child is bottled sunshine. She and her little sister keep all of them afloat.

In Maia’s arms, Gina sleeps, named by Marianne for a woman who would have loved to have known her. Names are important now. They are both memory and hope. Finn and Maia’s second child came fast in a rainstorm and Marianne can already tell that she is going to challenge her parents in new and wonderful ways. Her watchful curiosity gives her the impression of an old soul. Marianne cannot imagine loving them more if they were blood. She wishes she could go back and agree to Georgie’s request to adopt years before she did. How foolish she was, then, not to think her heart would open.

Finn takes the children off to bed and Maia pours Marianne a glass of the sweet elderflower wine they are working on.

She winces when she tastes it and Maia laughs. ‘It’s not quite there, yet.’

‘Let’s get Mick to loot some of the real stuff next time they’re in town.’

The City has proved rich pickings for this purpose. Maia smiles and then they fall silent, staring into the flames as they drink it anyway.

Marianne feels herself slipping in time. Maia’s words drift towards her.

‘You miss her.’

Unexpected tears spring to her eyes. Everyone has receded from the past: her parents, her brother, Helen. Except Georgie. She has pressed forward. Indelible.

‘You should go. Lay her to rest. Up here.’ Maia taps her head.

Marianne shakes hers. ‘I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I’m as brave as you are.’

‘You’re the bravest person I know.’

‘I wish that was true. You should have seen me, Maia. When I got the call to say that Georgie and Lottie… didn’t make it. I went to pieces.’ Marianne stares at the dancing firelight. ‘I could have gone there anyway, buried them. I promised her I would go when I was done.’

She remembers the hiding place beneath the floorboards that Georgie planned for them to use. The family home she loved, the dunes and the marram grass, the wide, open sea. Her wife’s image dances before her eyes.

Maia slides closer, taking Marianne’s hands. Looking into her eyes, Marianne sees the three generations so clearly it takes her breath away. Sofie. Maia. Sofie. A roller coaster rush of the years.

‘You are so brave. So strong.’ Maia swallows emotion, gesturing to the part of the house where Finn and the children are sleeping – or not, judging by the giggles they can hear from Sofie. ‘All of this is because of you. You gave me this, Marianne. It’s time to do something for yourself.’

And looking at her kind, open face, Marianne realises now that she will not. She shakes her head, the truth dawning on her. For she has the choice and she will not forfeit it. If she has learned one thing through all of this, it is what is important.

‘My place is with you. I want to be with you. With those crazy girls. It’s enough, Maia. Georgie would understand, more than anyone.’

Maia rests her head on Marianne’s shoulder.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘That’s why we’re coming too.’



Marianne resists the plan. She cannot drag them all across the country even if Maia insists the girls need to see the ocean, that she and Finn need to see it, that they want a holiday, that they’ll go without her if they have to. In the end, it is Finn who persuades her.

‘She won’t give up, you know.’

Marianne is shelling peas in the garden, sitting beneath the wide oak’s protection. She looks up into his easy face. No one is unmarked by this life, but she has watched with satisfaction as Finn has found his place, grown from an uncertain youth to a kind and responsible man. She knows a little from Maia that Finn’s start in life was unloving, that it wasn’t the end of the old world that did the most damage to him – in fact it was his rescue.

As a father he is warm, protective. He shares with Maia, and they are carving their own patterns and roles where there are no role models to follow, no nurseries or hospitals. It terrifies her sometimes, the threat of sickness to the children, but he and Maia accept and cope with it in ways that make her feel so much more the child.

‘I know,’ she says now.

‘Summer would be the best time to go, you know. Mick will keep things running here. Bart is coming back.’

He looks to the house, doesn’t say any more. Both of them see how uncomfortable Maia is when Bart visits. It is April and he always arrives in May.

Marianne shells the last pea. As she stands, her chest clenches and she reaches for the chair to steady herself.

‘I’m scared,’ she says. ‘I let Georgie down, Finn, in so many ways. I’m scared if I go there to say goodbye…’ How does she explain how close she is sometimes to falling down a dark hole in her mind? But then, this journey is coming upon her. The truth is that the dark hole is there and unless she faces it, she is going to regret it forever.

He reaches for her hand. He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t have to.



And so, they set out by boat a few weeks later, taking the river to the east of the city. Marianne points out the crumbling Houses of Parliament to Sofie, the fallen towers, the dome of St Paul’s, resilient still. Many people died in the cathedral – they found the bones of more than a hundred souls and the sadness seems to have soaked into the walls.

From there they travel on foot, slowly, Maia with Gina strapped to her back, Finn carrying Sofie on his, though she often runs ahead of them. They talk and they laugh, they cook what they can catch and forage on fires, they see no one except one smallholding near Cambridge. They stay a night, exchange news and move on.

Marianne feels every step of the journey. Her body suddenly seems old and unreliable. She is quiet, retreating into memory, and she registers the concern with which the others watch her. The slow pace is not just for the children.

It is getting closer. They can tell by the contours of the land, though it is overgrown and changed these days. Marianne can smell the sea as well as glimpsing it as they trace a path to the coast. She knows there are acres of blue on the horizon, beyond the waving marsh grasses that have spread and multiplied. She feels them in the pain in her chest.

They are nearly there. Her resolve is failing her. She dreams of Georgie and Lottie, waking with tears on her cheeks. Maybe this is good, maybe this is grief at last releasing her, raging through her as it does.

They camp one night on a low rise next to a ruined town. It is a place she remembers. It drifts out of the dust of Then to greet her. On one of the few times she accompanied Georgie to her mother’s house, they came here, drank coffee at a sun-kissed street cafe, ferreted for antiques and gifts in the multitude of shops. It is a breathtaking memory, one that she now treasures from every angle, though at the time she was desperate to get back to Westminster.

While Maia and Finn settle the girls into rolls of blankets beneath the makeshift tent they carry, Marianne sits apart, her eyes fixed on the rises in the distance that mask the coast beyond. Tomorrow. They will reach it tomorrow. Her resolve, her strength, is failing her. Georgie only just made it here, their sick child in her arms. She wanted to feel the sand under her feet, the sea air. This is where she wanted to make her end. That is some comfort.

She feels Maia slide to the ground beside her. They sit silent a long time. It is light, still, and will be light for many hours.

Suddenly, Marianne cannot bear it. She feels the need to keep her promise right now. She has waited so many years, run and hidden from this moment.

‘I think,’ she says, ‘I might take a walk over there. It’s time.’

Maia studies her face. A spasm crosses it, but she nods.

‘We’ll be here,’ she says. ‘Right here.’

Marianne presses her forehead to Maia’s, squeezes her hand. ‘Thank you.’

She has already started to walk away when Maia cries out. ‘Wait!’ Marianne turns and finds herself grappled in the tightest hug. ‘You need to know how much we love you.’

Marianne’s body trembles. ‘I do,’ she whispers.

Maia’s strength is behind her as she cuts in to the coast, where the cliffs have been eroded by the ocean and the old coast path has fallen into the waves. It propels her. The tide is out and she drops down onto the beach, crying out with the beauty of the sea, the rush and hush of the waves on the shore. The sun is low in the west now, and the shadows it casts are long. She cannot take her eyes from the foaming, glittering waves, the shining sands. She stares at it, drinks it in, walking barefoot along the hard, wet shore, feeling the cold touch on her toes.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says out loud, to the gulls, the sea, the sky.

Something inside her brims over and she is smiling through the tears, wracked with pain and delight, cracked open by how far you can travel and how much the world still hurts.

A dark shape rises and splashes in the far distance. A whale fluke? It feels like a gift, like Georgie saying goodbye, forgiving her, though she almost laughs at what the old Marianne would have thought of such notions. She thinks Georgie might like the new one better.

She rounds the coast with her eyes on the waves and so it takes her a moment to realise that she has made it to the ruins of the little fishing village. Some of the buildings stand like jagged teeth, others are being taken back by the dunes, drowning in the sloping yellow sand. Georgie’s mother’s house is there. She can see it, facing the shore.

There is a sharp pain in her chest. She has walked too far. Marianne sinks onto the beach, feeling the sand rise gently up to meet her. Lying back with her eyes closed, she drifts in and out for a moment, her breath erratic and fading.

When she can move, she turns on her side so she can see the village. As she stares down the beach, her head aches and her vision warps and weaves until there is a line of smoke, pencil-thin, rising up before her in the distance. The sound of laughter in the salted air. An ice cream van playing its jingle, a dog barking, a cricket bat hitting the ball in a game of rounders. Life. Perfectly flawed.

Is that the outline of a woman on the horizon or a mirage? There, walking along the beach, hand stretched to a smaller figure. The figures twirl together, laughing. Marianne’s heart seizes and her fingers curl. She will go to them. An ending and a new beginning, dancing together across the sand.
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