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Chapter 1


It’s a late afternoon in August. Dense clouds hover overhead, signposting an end to the suffocating heat of summer. I’m standing on the steps at the entrance to the Birmingham Art Gallery, looking out over the amphitheatre of Chamberlain Square, examining the neo-Gothic tower, which only partially resembles its online image. The pool at the base, where small fountains once bubbled charmingly and prevented the water becoming stagnant, is now filled with mud, home for a profusion of marigolds and nettles. Vicious brambles are snaking their way up the tower, gripping it tightly, claiming yet another conquest on their path to world domination.


The outline of the surrounding architecture, blurred by a cloak of moss, is pleasing.


In my head, I can hear Popi’s voice, dark, quiet, typically grave: ‘Roza, is this wise?’


‘I really don’t know. It can’t still be against the law to be here.’


‘We both know it probably is.’


‘Well, nobody’s going to enforce it, so what does it matter?’


‘You should be guided by more than the law. Common sense should play a part.’


He’s a Literalist. He prefers to think in the present. He’ll occasionally go backwards, but refuses to go forwards. I’ve got no time for this attitude. I’m twenty-two. The future is ahead and I have no intention of missing any of it.


I’m wearing rose-coloured, skinny trousers that are wearing thin at the knees, trainers, a greyish velvet jacket worn smooth with age, and a brown woolly hat. I’d like a smarter jacket, but I make do with what I can get, these days. I can’t summon the dedication of my sister Delphine, who spends hours, sometimes days, hunting for quality clothes. The frizzy wisps of hair that peep out from under my hat have been bleached to a shining blonde by the sun, while the rest of my hair is tied back into a single long plait that reaches to my waist. I’ve got good hair, inherited from Moth, light brown, thick and glossy. I’ve sewn two yellow felt flowers with orange centres on one side of my hat, but they won’t stay upright. They’re meant to be daffodils, but they’re too droopy. More ‘rest in peace’ than ‘the beginning of spring’.


I told Hector about this place when we decided to get engaged – it wasn’t quite official at the time. We’d had the results from the Hoffman’s test verified, not yet the fertility one, but it was good enough for me – and I wanted to offer him something personal. It was a password into the secret world of my mind, an invitation to understand me.


But he was shocked. ‘I don’t like you going there. It’s not safe.’


Hector and Popi are going to hit it off splendidly. They are synonyms personified. Different appearance, same intentions.


‘It’s perfectly safe,’ I said. ‘There’s never anyone else there.’


‘Maybe you should ask yourself why.’


‘I do ask that. But I can’t think of an answer.’


He looked directly into my eyes, made his voice deeper than usual. ‘Roza,’ – he’s not so impressive when he’s being serious – ‘you must promise me not to go back. Otherwise I’ll spend my entire life worrying about you.’


Tricky. Should I refuse to promise or should I lie? I hesitated, watching the dismay gathering in his gentle eyes at the delay in my response. ‘Very well, Hector,’ I said.


He smiled then and leant over to send me a kiss. I watched his mouth pucker into an intimate round shape, surrounded by the soft wisps of unshaven hair, and approached the computer screen, pretending to kiss him back. It might have been more satisfying if he’d been a hologram, but my POD hasn’t been functioning all that well recently, and he’d have been even less substantial as a holo. I don’t like kissing air.


I’m lucky to have him. We’re required to be married by the age of twenty-five. Safeguarding the next generation, says the government in Brighton. But it’s hard to find suitable men when it’s all done online – almost impossible, in fact, unless you’re given an introduction – so I’m proud that I’ve been able to find Hector myself. He’s clever, wordy. The formality of his manners delights Popi and Moth, and keeps me, Boris and Delphine endlessly entertained.


The statue of a man, the nineteenth-century economist, Thomas Attwood – I know this, I’ve read all about him on the History Mall on Freight – reclines on the steps opposite the art gallery, a bronze sheet of paper spread out on his knee, while the rest of his papers are scattered, apparently random despite their metallic rigidity, further up the steps. Attwood has broken the rules, done his own thing, by climbing down from his assigned position and proving himself to be an original thinker. The plinth where he should be perched remains empty, an insignificant block at the top of the steps. There’s something satisfying about the fact that he never returns to his rightful place, never moves, never feels the need to read information from another sheet of paper.


The silence is enormous.


 


Moth has told us how it used to be, pre-Hoffman’s, when the country was heaving. As a child, more than forty years ago, she came here once a year with her own mother, the grandmother I never met, for the German market. The floods were creeping across the country even then, claiming new ground after every cataclysmic storm, slowly furrowing out pathways for future expansion, but it was still possible to travel during the winter months.


To market, to market, to buy a fat pig.


There was a curious desire to think backwards in pre-Hoffman’s times, Moth said, to recreate the world of the Middle Ages, as if it had been a period of boundless good cheer: dancers, men on stilts, jugglers, market stalls; crowds of cheerful people drinking steaming mugs of mulled wine, eating, talking, jostling, spending money. I’ve studied the scenarios on History, seen photos of adverts from old newspapers.


Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.


Nobody comes here any more. Or if they do, they know how to hide. Even the birds keep away, knowing that the overflowing bins, the discarded food, have all gone. Just occasionally, a flight of pigeons manoeuvres overhead in tight formation, banking steeply to one side, turning, soaring up and coming round into a giant circle, their wings flickering in the sunlight, their movements carefree but controlled. So someone somewhere still has a pigeon loft. But they never land or even come close to the ground, never show any curiosity.


 


For years, I used to cycle along the A456, the Hagley Road, with my brother, Boris, who’s two years younger than me, and, when she was old enough, my sister Delphine, six years younger. When we reached the Five Ways roundabout, we would circle endlessly, examining the white barriers that blocked access to Broad St, convinced there was a way through to the city centre, a secret door somewhere in the apparently seamless construction. But they remained huge and pristine, travelling along the outer rim of the roundabout and then onwards, north and south, a small arc in the giant protective ring around the city. They were curiously beautiful, glittering in the sunlight, washed clean by rain and snow, impossible to breach. Purpose-built by men in contamination suits, sent by a government frantic with fear.


We once saw two racers in training on the roundabout. They swept past us, clad in tight-fitting black bodysuits, as sleek and shiny as their bikes, banking sharply as they sped round the inside of the curve, skilfully avoiding the potholes, slicing away every possible centimetre in their pursuit of speed. Pigeons on wheels. They disappeared into the distance of the A456, too fast to notice us. Delphine suggested afterwards that we should have thrown ourselves on the road in front of them, compelled them to stop, risked our safety for the sake of contact with other human beings. But they’d gone before we’d had time to release our breath.


Another time, several years ago, a group of three children on bikes, slightly younger than us, appeared on the roundabout, guarded with zealous vigilance by women, one for each child. Where had they come from? Did they all belong to the same family? The adults stayed close, on the lookout for danger, expecting to be obeyed, while the children chatted to each other with restless enthusiasm.


‘Hey!’ I called, waving my arms to attract their attention, excited beyond belief by their presence. ‘Hello!’


They slowed down for a few seconds when they first saw us, equally astonished, delighted to acknowledge our existence, but the women closed in, a human barrier between them and us.


‘Parvinder, please concentrate. Keep away from the barriers.’


‘Yes, Mrs Atkins.’


‘Walloo!’ shouted Delphine. ‘Over here! We’re the Polanskis. Who are you?’


‘Can we race you?’ yelled Boris.


They turned their heads away and cycled towards a slip-road in the opposite direction, as if we weren’t there. Why didn’t they show more curiosity? Were they afraid of us? Had they spent so much of their lives obeying the adults that they’d lost the ability to act independently?


They carried on, in a direction unfamiliar to us, lurching dramatically from side to side as they picked up speed, past the redundant road signs, the twisted shapes that had long since lost their function and their words.


‘Beat you home, Pikkanip!’


‘Mrs Aggarwal! She called me Pikkanip!’


‘Apologise, Ishani.’


‘Sorry!’ A voice trailing through the wind, lacking conviction.


‘Let’s follow them,’ said Boris. ‘We could find out where they live.’


‘What if we get lost?’ said Delphine. ‘Popi said we mustn’t go too far from home.’


‘He didn’t know about the children when he said that,’ said Boris. ‘We can’t let them go.’


We trailed them for a while, keeping a respectful distance. I imagined arriving in front of their home, knocking on their door. Would they offer us drinks and biscuits? We could sit round a kitchen table and chat, exchange experiences, play a game, then invite them to our flat when we left. But when the children glanced back, they seemed to look straight through us, as if we didn’t exist, and I started to wonder if we were invisible. We lost the confidence to smile or to wave at them. Were they just the product of our wishful thinking, a mirage, some kind of memory film that presented an image of people as they used to be?


After ten minutes, we started losing speed, uncomfortable in the unknown surroundings.


‘We’ll have to let them go,’ I said, aware of our responsibility to look after Delphine, who was only eight. ‘We’ll get lost.’


We told Popi when we returned home, because it didn’t occur to us not to. He and Moth exchanged frowns. ‘You know, don’t you, that you must never tell anyone where we live?’ he said.


‘Yes,’ said Delphine, nodding vigorously, as if we met other children all the time. ‘Of course.’


I remembered uncomfortably my plan to invite them back to our flat.


‘But who are they?’ said Boris. ‘Where do they come from? Where were they going? Why haven’t we seen them before?’


 


Sitting next to Moth when I was about five, singing quietly together:


‘Where do you come from? Where do you go?


Where do you come from, Cotton-eyed Joe?’


Squeezed side by side in an abandoned one-person carpod, becalmed, unlikely to go anywhere, ever. ‘What does ‘‘cotton-eyed’’ mean, Moth?’


Moth laughed. ‘Do you know, I have absolutely no idea. You’d have to ask an American. They talk the same language as us, but you can never work out what they’re on about.’


‘But I don’t know any Americans.’


‘No, nor me.’ She paused for a moment. ‘It doesn’t really matter if we understand them or not. We’re never likely to meet any.’ She had been a teenager at the time of the anti-pollution protests, celebrating enthusiastically when the laws were passed, delighted when the visitors from abroad stopped coming and the airports lapsed into silence, but less vocal when the economy failed. Now she thinks the laws were pointless, far too late to be of any use. ‘It just made everyone feel better. Didn’t stop the floods, did it?’


We pretended we were shooting up the M40 in our carpod, returning from the theatre in London. Moth made the sound of an engine for the sake of verisimilitude, a kind of gentle whine, like the whirr of the yoghurt-maker. One of thousands of vehicles, exactly forty feet apart, eighty miles an hour, on the road home. The past according to Moth: the fleeting presence of Cotton-eyed Joe; speed; home in time for tea.


 


The roads still slice across the land, routes to forgotten cities, promises of connection. They’re crumbling at the edges – and in the middle – fatally perforated by water and frost, surrendering to the silent march of the weeds, cluttered with debris from the floods, but clinging on, the blood vessels of the old world.


One summer’s day, about four years ago, I found the way through to the city centre. We’d been searching in the wrong place. While I was still on the A456, just before I reached Five Ways, I saw that a section of the metal fence along the right edge had collapsed, weakened by a hundred-mile-an-hour wind, the weight of a flood or the searing summer heat. And there was a road behind that I’d never noticed before. It sloped downwards, underneath the roundabout. Narrow, almost invisible, hidden by the waist-high grass, buddleia and rhododendrons that had grown up round the fence.


I veered to the side, towards the gap where the fence had broken, swerved through and entered the wilderness of the slip-road.


I had to dismount almost immediately, unable to negotiate the thick undergrowth on my bike. Within a short distance, as increasingly higher walls rose up on either side, all external sounds ceased and the plants began to thin. Darkness wrapped round me as I entered the underground section. The silence had a tangible quality, as if I could hear breathing, as if Boris, Delphine and our little sister, Lucia, were running along behind me, struggling to keep up.


Are we allowed? The whisper of Delphine’s voice in my ear, excited, but hesitant, only just discovering the attraction of independence, still prepared to report back to Popi.


Go for it, Roza! No reservations from Boris.


Can I come? Lucia, just behind me, anxious to be in on the action.


Mud, deposited by constant flooding, had accumulated underneath the roundabout, replacing the vegetation: black, still and unknowable. I picked my way carefully, searching for the matted roots of weeds as stepping stones, trying to avoid sinking into the slime. I used the bike as a prop and kept going, through the lowest part, up the opposite slope into heat and sunshine.


Into the forbidden city.


I came to a halt. Ghostly buildings rose up, tall and hollow-eyed where windows had been blown out by fire, and the bricks of blackened walls were slowly eroding. Several of the buildings had sycamores growing through their centres, seeded into the mud, trunks forcing their way up through broken ceilings and roofs, onwards to the sky, pausing on the way to send their branch-like fingers into side-rooms, poke through empty window frames and out towards the sunlight. Their leaves shivered in the open air, excited by their release, the opportunity for photosynthesis.


I was amazed to find most of the infrastructure intact. Twenty years ago, in the aftermath of Hoffman’s, the Brighton government sent out drones and zapped most uninhabited areas. They identified empty buildings, marked them on their computers, then crumpled them neatly. The debris was removed by sky trucks and the land was left to lie. A short-sighted policy, according to Popi, who rambles on about the lost opportunities of supermarkets when he’s feeling nostalgic.


An unnecessary policy, according to Moth, who’s a science teacher and understands these things. ‘It was bonkers. Viruses have a limited life. You just have to wait for them to die out. If the government had acted more decisively in the first place, told everyone to go home and wait out the thirty-day incubation period, we’d have avoided catastrophe. But no, panic was more satisfying. It was like setting up a hosepipe by the garden gate to protect your fences, watching the sparks shoot over your head and land on your roof, while next door goes up in smoke. Typical blundering. Probably just as well most of the politicians didn’t survive.’


‘They were only trying to prove to the outside world they could manage a quarantine,’ said Popi.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Nikolai. The fire was ten miles down the road by that time.’


But Birmingham wasn’t flattened. Other big cities – I know about London, Manchester, Edinburgh, but I’m not sure about the rest – have also been left upright, hidden behind more white barriers, as if someone somewhere made the decision that we should hold on to our history. Although Boris, who studies satellite images on the Geog Mall on Freight, says much of London is now under water, and therefore not preserving its heritage after all.


I’m not afraid of contamination. ‘The virus can’t survive long outside the human body without mutating,’ Moth told us. ‘So when all the people died, that form of Hoffman’s died with them. It wasn’t necessary to destroy all the food, demolish all those shops. They really should have waited.’


‘Anyway,’ Popi said, ‘we’re good. The Polanski genes have protected us.’


‘I’m a McCracken,’ says Moth. ‘My genes are good too.’


And we can still have children. It’s now thought that most Hoffman survivors weren’t actually immune at all, but caught the virus in the milder form that eventually spread to the continent and the rest of the world. They didn’t know they’d had it until they discovered that they’d lost their fertility. Popi and Moth are part of a tiny minority with genuine immunity.


‘A double first,’ says Popi. ‘Born with silver spoons in our mouths, without even knowing it. No idea why, but it’s been useful.’


Understatement. Popi’s civilised response to the world.


Why would he worry about me being here?


 


I turn away from my contemplation of Chamberlain Square, towards the heavy doors of the art gallery. I’ve been planning this for some time, wanting to see if any of the art still exists, but nervous about entering the building. I usually cycle the streets, study the architecture, create memories for all those people who didn’t live long enough to inhabit their own futures, but I rarely go inside anywhere. I’ve recently made a decision, aware of my dishonest promise to Hector, and the short time before he arrives. If it wasn’t true when I said it, maybe it should be in the future.


Popi, who’s an artist, has taught me to think beyond the mundane. He’s working on a giant sculpture, the image of a young girl who will look like me when she’s finished, constructing it on the concrete playground beside Wyoming House, our tower block, between the traces of old roundabouts, see-saws and swings. Before starting the sculpture, Popi spent many months preparing a platform that could be raised during the winter, knowing that if his art isn’t made secure while he’s still working on it, it’ll be washed away, cracked open by frost or blown over by a tornado. At the first suggestion of bad weather, he sets off the mechanism, and, from windows high up in Wyoming, we watch the child rising, past the lower levels, up and up, until it reaches the delivery bay on the 4th and tucks neatly into the cavity. Then Popi closes the weatherproof doors and waits for spring.


The sculpture has been growing steadily for years, like a real child, but the girl remains fixed at five years old, painted in brilliant, shining colours, coated in layers of varnish, heading inexorably upwards. Progress is painfully slow. I can’t remember when he started on the feet, but for a while there were just two shoes, black with straps across the top fastened by vel, and white socks. Then came the legs, round and chubby, with a graze on the left knee. He’s reached the shoulders and we’re waiting for the head, but there’s some concern that she won’t fit into the delivery bay once she’s complete. Popi will come up with something, I’m sure. If it’s important to him, he can solve anything. We make fun of his ambition – Moth complains at the paints and varnishes left lying around in the hall – but we all know it’s important.


His intention is to weatherproof it, leave it outside and let it expand and contract with the seasons, like the wooden beams that were used to construct old ships. It will be hard to watch it deteriorate, and there would always be the danger that it’ll come away from its fixings. Maybe he’ll eventually find a more suitable place for it than the abandoned playground, on top of Wyoming, perhaps among the solar panels, the turbines and the water tanks, with Edward the goat (who is female and should be called Edwina, but ended up with the male version of her name because we were all fond of the story about the three billy goats) and the hens, only visible from the sky. Then it can endure as long as there’s someone to see it, a symbol of our family’s refusal to follow the crowd.


Now I would like to know if any of the pictures from the past were saved, or if everything has to start again. I’ve seen plenty of images on the Art Mall, but Popi is contemptuous of online art. ‘Don’t be fooled,’ he says. ‘No smell, no tingle – you’re only getting half the experience.


‘Don’t be so precious,’ says Moth. ‘It’s not as if we’ve got a choice.’ 


Snowflakes start to flutter round me, as if slightly bewildered, not quite sure whether they are doing the right thing. I stare at them, annoyed. It’s still August. It’s not even that cold. The blizzards can’t start this early. Why didn’t the meteos warn us?


I’ll have to go home. Nobody argues with the weather. It’s the one rule that every member of the family respects. Remember Lucia, they say, without actually saying it.


My visit to the art gallery will have to wait for another time.


Just before I leave, something catches my attention.


On the right pillar, on the inner curve, at eye level, someone has drawn with paint pencils a very small picture of a black and white cat.










Chapter 2


The next morning, I wake in the darkness to the sound of nothing. Assuming it’s still the middle of the night, I glance at the time on the ceiling – 9:00 – and sit up with a shock. Why hasn’t Rex, my computer, woken me?


The automatic lights are now coming on, triggered by my movements, growing in intensity until they resemble daylight.


‘Good morning, Roza,’ says Rex. I’ve selected a macho tone for his voice because I enjoy the fact that I can switch him off in mid-sentence when he irritates me. It gives me a sense of empowerment. ‘You might be interested to know that today’s weather is—’ I wave my hand in the direction of the sensors and he stops.


I swing my legs over the side of the bed, pause briefly to check that the temperature is correct, and put my feet on the carpet. The pile should settle comfortably round my toes, regulating itself to produce exactly the right amount of heat, but it doesn’t. It’s chilly. I search for my slippers with a sigh. Popi insisted he fixed it yesterday – he found a spare part in a flat on the 12th and spent two hours up here, fiddling around under the floorboards. But the parts would have been built at the same time as mine, with the same limits on their lifespan. They’re probably all on the verge of multiple organ failure.


Who painted the cat outside the art gallery? Has someone else discovered my route through the barriers, or is there another entrance elsewhere? Does he or she know of my existence?


Normally I like to spend five minutes gazing out of the window before getting dressed. I’ve become an expert on the weather, watching cloud patterns from my 25th window, then checking details on the computer: cloud streets and cathedrals of cumulus congestus; dark and lowering cumulonimbus, with its promise of drama; high streaks of fine cirrus uncinus in a blue sky; the cloudless shimmer of early summer mornings. I can follow the progress of storms as they form on the horizon, then roll across the countryside towards our home in Quinton, in the south-west region of Birmingham. They expand and batter everything in their path before pounding against the windows of my flat. The building sways with the wind, elastic as the reeds it was designed to emulate, bending rather than snapping. In particularly bad weather, I imagine we’re in harmony with the elements, riding the clouds. I love this sensation of delicate balance, but I’ve wondered if the designers intended the movement to be quite as noticeable as it is or if it was just carelessly – possibly dangerously – constructed.


We look out over the Woodgate Valley, which is now almost completely impenetrable. When I was a child, you could see the ordered rows of crops – potatoes, carrots, onions and fruit trees – stretching out for miles, but there are only small patches left now. They’re tended by the last of the weeding machines, pruning machines, harvesting machines, which automatically shut down and head for raised platforms at the first hint of excessive moisture in the air. There used to be dozens of them, designed to read the weather like ancient farmers, recognise the harbingers of snow and rain, but now that the mechanism of so many raised platforms has failed, most have been swept away in the floods. Much of the produce rots anyway – not enough hungry mouths.


For years, Boris and I have sat together in the family flat, watching for signs of a visitor, longing for change, for someone new to enter our lives. There are four blocks of flats here, named after American states: Wyoming, Montana, Colorado and Idaho. They huddle together for comfort, halfway up the slope of the valley: not too close to the unpredictable stream (or torrent, depending on the season) that runs through the centre; not high enough to be subjected to the worst of the winds on the exposed ridge. Idaho and Colorado are visible from my window, with Montana just out of sight on the right, and I seem to have spent hours of my life examining them, wishing someone would appear at a window, someone who’ll look back and wave.


There are people online, British women of all ages, who sometimes contact me or Delphine or Boris on Freight. They offer us food, clothes, anything we want, plead with us to cycle great distances to meet them, or to tell them our address so they can come and find us, but our parents have warned that we must never accept anything from these women, or give them any hints of our whereabouts – under any circumstances. They’re searching for surrogate children. Desperation makes them dangerous.


‘But let them down kindly,’ says Moth. ‘It’s not easy for them.’


They’re the lost parents. Maybe their children died, or maybe their ability to have children. They’re unfulfilled mothers who are just yearning to perform their natural role.


Are there people who travel across the country, wanderers? How many miles to Babylon? Three score and ten. But it never happens. If anyone comes to stay, drops in for a night’s rest on their way to somewhere else, they’re not prepared to be seen. Can I get there by candle-light? Yes, and back again.


Could the person who drew the cat be a traveller, someone who might visit us? At last?


 


I select from my wardrobe a one-piece suit, faded blue with a few loose threads that I might sew in when I have time, and place it on my bed. Just as I’m pinning my plait up on my head, preparing to strip for the shower, Rex interrupts. ‘Boris is here,’ he says.


‘Don’t let him in,’ I say. ‘Tell him he has to wait.’


‘Too late,’ says Boris, as he appears at my bedroom door, grinning, his abundant dark hair flopping over his face. Moth finds hairdressing tedious – she loses patience halfway through, leaving him lopsided, reasonably tailored on one side, too heavy on the other – so I’ve taken over the responsibility. But it’s not easy. As soon as you chop one section and move on, the first bit springs back up again. It’s like Japanese knotweed before the beetles move in – it never pauses for breath.


‘Rex! You’re supposed to ask,’ I say. ‘You can’t just let him in.’ So now my concierge has started to malfunction and make his own decisions. But I’d hesitate to introduce spare parts. They might undermine his personality.


‘Don’t blame Rex,’ says Boris. ‘I told him you were expecting me.’


‘He shouldn’t have listened. You can’t just walk in. I might not have been dressed.’


He grins, awkward, but determined not to be. ‘No probs.’


It’s hard to be annoyed with him as he stands there, tall, brimming with energy and good humour. ‘Boris,’ I say. ‘There are probs. I need privacy. Can’t you come back later? I’m in a rush.’


‘You won’t be going anywhere today.’


‘I wasn’t intending to. I’ve got work to do, and so should you.’


‘Look outside.’


I gesture at the window. The shutters slide back to reveal fat snowflakes tumbling urgently out of leaden clouds, a steady stream of icy beauty. So that’s why the alarm didn’t come on. The computers are programmed for the past, assuming I go out to an office every day like their past owner, not realising I work from home. They’ve interpreted the weather and adapted. I wasn’t expecting this. When yesterday’s warning flurries didn’t develop into a snowstorm, I’d assumed it had been a false alarm. ‘How bad is it?’


‘It’s not going to let up for some time.’


I should still work, but I’m changing my mind. The first snow of the year is always special.


Boris laughs, a deep, rumbling chuckle. ‘Come on, Roza. We can’t work today. It’s the Stair Game.’


We’ve both recently moved into flats of our own, one level above the family home, on opposite sides of the 25th, with plenty of space between us. There are four flats to a floor, two on each side, their front doors separated by glass partitions from a central landing that gives access to the stairwell. There are lifts, too, but we don’t use them. Moth’s law. Anyone who even contemplates putting a foot in a lift risks instant execution. At the age of six, Delphine got stuck halfway between the 18th and the 19th and none of us has forgotten the trauma. They’ll have seized up completely by now – they need constant maintenance.


‘I’m thinking about it,’ I say.


I examine the situation outside. Snow is clogging up the shafts of the wind turbines on the neighbouring flats, accumulating on top of the water tanks, and triggering their shut-down. The snow’s coming down too fast, and the energy stored from the solar panels is not managing to melt it yet, or suck it into the tanks. The systems have mechanisms to deal with snow, though, and they’re still working. We won’t run out of water or heating for the time being. Most of the shutters on the residential floors opposite are closed, as if there are people inside, as if they’ve woken up like me, looked out and gone back to bed when they’ve seen the snow. But it’s only climate control doing its job. There’s nobody there to override the computers.


You can see the shape of the streets from here, once house-lined, now fringed with encroaching forest, undulating easily with the natural contours of the land. I know the numbers of them all, even the B-roads. We like old maps in our family. Cloth parchments, almost weightless, covered with tiny coloured threads that go somewhere, head out, double back on each other, suggest unknown destinations. Some of the smaller roads have disappeared altogether, invaded by the shrubs that have crept out, uncontrolled, from abandoned gardens, indistinguishable in the snow. In the distance are the Lickey Hills, the shadowy dark shape of the Malverns beyond, then far, unknown places.


What’s Hector going to do? He was meant to set off from Brighton long before the first snows but kept delaying, dealing with last-minute assignments. And now it might be too late.


I’m annoyed with him. When I told him about yesterday’s flurries, he was ridiculously optimistic. ‘It won’t settle,’ he said. ‘It’s far too early. You only have to smell the air.’


If he was Boris, I’d have told him to stop talking turnips. ‘We’ll see,’ I said. ‘But liberate your shovel. Just in case.’


‘Stop worrying,’ he said. ‘Mr Weather or Not – that’s my name.’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘I suppose I might still let you marry me. Even if you’re late.’


A sharp, tight wind dances between the blocks of flats, disrupting the flow of the snowflakes and hurling them against the automatic barriers at ground level. It won’t be long before we’re trapped indoors. Access denied until the snow melts. If the rain comes immediately afterwards, our enforced incarceration will start early this year. Then the only way out will be over the three-foot walls of the bicycle floor on the 1st.


Popi removed the scaffolding from his sculpture the day before yesterday – he has a better instinct for weather than Hector – after spending a morning examining the sky, but even he’s been caught out. The headless child is still there, white and smooth on one side, coated with snow and thick ice. The bright reds, blues and greens of her skirt and jumper shimmer on her sheltered side, garish against the pale elegance of the background.


Moth and Popi are not entirely happy about my engagement to Hector.


‘You need plenty of eye-to-eye before you decide,’ says Moth. ‘You can’t possibly know if he’s right for you.’


‘There’s no rush,’ says Popi. ‘Why not wait until he can give you a ring in person?’


But I don’t want to wait. I’m not interested in choices or uncertainties. I want to grab him while he’s there. I like him – I’m pretty sure I love him. My pulse accelerates when I talk to him. Our minds work in the same way. We’ve argued, forgiven each other, seen each other at our worst and our best. We fit.


But it’s frightening to contemplate the intimacy, the loss of privacy. I sometimes wake abruptly at night, flushed and trembling, imagining he’s lying alongside me, wondering what it will be like to share a bed, touch his skin, allow him to touch mine. Will I have to invite him into the privacy of my mind as well?


I’m worried about my lack of knowledge. Reading the O’Hara Manual of Sex online doesn’t quite suffice. It tries – quite vividly, actually – but is that encouraging or undermining? What if I can’t do it? What if I laugh at the wrong moment?


I can hear Hector’s voice, even in his absence. ‘Stop worrying, Roza. Think in clichés: the beginning of spring, fluffy chicks, babbling brooks, dappled sunlight, that sort of thing.’


I just know I’m going to laugh.


What if Boris turns up at the wrong moment? ‘Rex let me in, hope you don’t mind.’


Or Delphine: ‘Can I borrow your lipstick? The rosy brown one?’


Or Lucia: ‘Boo!’ More hoots of laughter.


It all feels too grown-up, too earnest, too pre-Hoffman’s.


We’re going to have a proper wedding, in Brighton, after the flood season. I have a dress, adjusted by Moth. It was hanging in a wardrobe in a flat in Colorado House, zipped into a protective bag, unworn. Someone’s future that never happened. Frivolous dreams wiped away with swift efficiency by a soaring fever and uncontrollable diarrhoea. There was a lace shawl too, and some silk flowers for my hair, preserved in a box, faded but still pretty.


You can’t feel guilt about usurping someone else’s fairy tale when there’s nothing new left. If you don’t take what’s there, it will disintegrate and die. The philosophy of survival, a matter of common sense.


‘It used to be so different,’ says Moth. ‘Nobody married the first person they met. They experimented, got to know all sorts of people. Lots of them didn’t get married at all then.’


‘This is post, not pre,’ I say. ‘We can’t work like that. There aren’t enough people.’


She sighs. She’s good at sighing, letting out air instead of words, allowing herself time to think without giving the impression that she agrees with anything.


‘Anyway, you and Popi got married.’


‘Marriage was making a come-back then. Stability, loyalty, solid family units. And people wanted the ceremony. The rite of passage. Formal commitment.’


‘Quite,’ I say. ‘The nutshell.’


‘You’re too young,’ says Popi. ‘You shouldn’t have to settle for the first man who comes along. I’ve seen enough disastrous marriages in the past. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.’


But does he? This has always worried me. The fact that everyone repeats the same wisdom in the same phrases shouldn’t turn it into the only truth.


How much is my parents’ knowledge, their advice, based on an accepted way of thinking, the result of something they were told when they were younger, when they lived in a different world? They’re not necessarily right. How can other people’s experiences stand in for your own? How can you learn anything if everyone else has done it before you?


People aren’t all the same.


‘It’s beautiful,’ says a voice at my side. I look down and Lucia is standing there. When did she come in? Seven years old, dressed in flowery trousers and a thick woolly jumper that doesn’t match, clothes salvaged from an empty flat where neither Moth nor Popi can remember ever having seen children. She shouldn’t be here. She has to be accompanied at all times when she travels through the building. Moth’s law number two. She worries about freak accidents.


‘You really should ring and wait for my permission to come in,’ I say.


‘I came with Boris,’ says Lucia. ‘Rex let us in.’ She slips her hand into mine.


Boris has already disappeared into my computer room, where I can hear him setting up a game.


‘Boris, leave the computers alone,’ I call.


‘It’s all right,’ he shouts. ‘I’m not doing anything – well, not much, anyway.’ He loves computers, constantly changing settings, looking for improvements.


‘He’ll make them work faster,’ says Lucia. But he speeded them up last week. There has to be a limit.


I look down at Lucia’s head of shining yellow hair – almost white, an unintentional reflection of the snow, quite unlike anyone else in the family – and experience a surge of affection for her. She’s so trusting, so certain of her place with us.


‘Hey!’ shouts Boris. ‘Hector’s here.’ They all like Hector, thrilled that the marriage has been granted government approval. It gives Boris and Delphine hope.


I put on my robe, tie the belt firmly round my waist and go through to the computer room, where Hector’s head, four times larger than life, appears on three of the four walls. His green eyes beam out at us from three different angles, wide awake and cheerful. Every pore on his nose is magnified.


‘Make him smaller,’ I say to Boris.


He laughs. ‘I like him big,’ he says. ‘Where do you think he got those little scars on his cheeks? Acne?’


‘Hey! Drop the case,’ says Hector. ‘You’re hurting my feelings.’


‘Shrink him,’ I say.


Boris presses a button on the computer console and Hector decreases gradually until he’s a reasonable size. He has a mid-twentieth-century academic appearance: an immaculate white shirt, maroon bow-tie, cord jacket with elbow patches. Where does he get his gear? Presumably the drones ignored the Brighton supermarkets on higher ground – there can’t be much left on lower ground, as the beach area floods regularly – but I’m not sure that is the source of his supplies. Out-of-town boutiques that were missed in the mistaken belief they were inhabited? Suitcases abandoned on high ground by eccentric men, who planned to escape and recreate a world of dusty archives, string quartets and book-lined studies?


His sandy hair, in need of a cut, is dishevelled, uncombed. His crooked nose – damaged in a skating accident when he was five – bends slightly to the right and is sprinkled with freckles, even in the dead of winter.


‘Hi, Hector!’ I say, now he’s a recognisable shape. ‘Up already?’


He’s pleased with himself. ‘There’s a lot to do. I’ve been up since six.’


‘Me too,’ I say. I’m not really lying. He asks me to make things up, so that he can demonstrate his skills of perception.


He smiled. ‘Nine o’clock, then.’


Clever chap. ‘More or less. Has it started snowing in Brighton yet?’


‘It certainly has. We’re only just behind you, according to the forecast.’


‘Are you going to work today?’


Hector, Boris and I work for TU, a research firm based in China, which analyses soil samples and designs pest-control. Boris hasn’t finished his degree yet, but he enjoys numbers so much they’ve agreed to give him some occasional part-time work. He’s too good to pass over. Hector’s a theoretical scientist – he spends most of his time collating data – and I’m a translator. Chinese to English.


Tu means soil in Chinese. They’re preparing artificial soil for a colony on Mars (bigger and more viable than the moon, they say, ‘The Go-to World’), but their research is valuable for everyday use, too. For people who live in high-rise flats, for example, locked in by the weather, who would benefit from better indoor food production. We need to be prepared for the day when the last of the farming machines gives up.


‘I never work on the first day of the snows,’ says Hector. ‘Matter of principle.’


‘They won’t like you in Shanghai.’


‘Nothing unusual there, then. They’re not impressed by jokes – they think they’re frivolous. But my work’s hot, so they don’t complain too much.’ Modesty is not his greatest quality.


‘So do you have snow parties in Brighton?’ asks Boris.


Hector’s eyes swivel to examine Boris, who’s positioned at the edge of his vision. ‘Yup,’ he says. ‘Me and my mates.’


‘Good to have mates.’ Boris’s voice is thick with envy.


He’s perched on the edge of my office chair with his legs propped upwards on a desk. I knock them down and catch a half-full mug of coffee before it tips over. ‘Please be more careful, Boris,’ I say.


‘I need to learn how to hang around,’ says Boris. ‘It’s what young people used to do.’


‘We’re going to have a snow party too,’ says Lucia.


‘The expression is “hanging out”, I think,’ says Hector. ‘And it’s not meant to be literal.’


‘I can’t play all day,’ I say, suddenly tired of the predictability of our existence. ‘I have things to do.’


‘You can’t work on the first day of the snow,’ says Lucia. ‘Not for the Stair Game. Moth’s already started cooking.’


‘Well, I’ll be Yankee Doodled!’ says Boris. ‘Last year she said she was giving up on the frivolous nosh.’


‘I’m too old for this,’ I say.


‘No, you’re not,’ says Lucia. ‘Come and have breakfast with us, Roza. That’s what Moth said. Mushroom pancakes and baked apples.’


‘OK,’ I say. At least I won’t have to endure the arctic conditions of the top floor, fetching eggs from the hen-house. ‘Go and tell Moth I’ll be down after my shower.’


‘No,’ says Lucia. ‘I’ll phone her and wait for you.’ She smiles up at me, confident, trusting.


Lucia who isn’t really Lucia at all.










Chapter 3


We lost the original Lucia at the age of three during the flood season.


The rain could come at any time, but it was usually most persistent at the beginning of winter before the snowstorms, and again at the end, when it added to the volume of melting snow. Every now and again, it would pause for a few days, but we would still be trapped indoors, marooned between the rising waters of the stream and the torrents pouring down the hill from the ridge. That year, it started early, pounding relentlessly from clouds – nimbostratus – so low that the border between the sky and the land got lost, and for weeks we were hemmed in by walls of water. Rain filled the rivers, the lakes, the neglected drain systems, until they rose up, overflowed and became a torrential body of water that swept across the land. We had to trust in the skills of the old engineers, hope that the flats were well enough designed to withstand the battering. It would be impossible to do repairs. Nobody could negotiate the water at that stage.


The first Lucia had been blonde, too, but not the silver blonde of the present Lucia. Her hair would have darkened with age, like mine and Moth’s, settling eventually into pale brown, the tarnished look of unpolished brass, not quite gold.


I was eighteen at the time. Boris, Delphine and I were all in the study, working on the computers, communicating on Highspeed with our online tutors – chosen by my parents from an approved list provided by Brighton – while Popi prowled round empty flats on the 14th, looking for spare parts and materials for his sculptures. Lucia, three years old, dressed in a yellow and maroon woollen dress and thick black tights, was playing with a stuffed penguin at the end of a piece of string and eating a stale hazelnut biscuit.


Moth was baking in the kitchen, grumpy and unapproachable. She’s never enjoyed her domestic role. She’s more interested in the online teaching, coaching clever children throughout the English-speaking world in genetic engineering, how to design computer models and compare research results. She bakes imperfectly, throwing everything together without attention to detail, unconcerned if the cakes are heavy or the potatoes lumpy. Quantity rather than quality. Cookery’s a chore to her, a necessary evil, not an art form.


‘There’s nothing to stop you doing it yourself,’ she says, if anyone complains. ‘No problem. The kitchen is available to all.’


Lucia was restless and wanted some attention.


‘I have a little robot,’ she sang in a monotone, ‘as smart as smart could be . . .’


‘What a nice song,’ said Delphine, twelve years old, always calm. ‘Shall I wipe the crumbs off your mouth?’


But Lucia wasn’t interested in hygiene. ‘He flies outside the windows . . .’


I was struggling with a geometry problem. ‘Why don’t you cuddle down with the penguin?’ I said to Lucia. ‘You could make him a nice bed in here.’ I rose from my desk and knelt down in the hollow where my feet had been, grabbing a blanket that was lying around and a towel so that I could shield myself from Lucia’s half-chewed dribble.


But Lucia wasn’t interested. ‘And cleans them all for me!’ she sang.


‘Oh, do shut up,’ said Boris, leaning back in his chair and stretching. ‘I can’t concentrate.’


‘No!’ said Lucia. ‘I have a little robot . . .’


I sat down again, trying not to sigh. I needed to focus. The exams – international highers – were only six weeks away and I was worried about the mathematics. The languages would be fine, but I needed to pass the technical stuff or I would be unemployable. Moth, who has an instinctive feel for the subject, tried to help, but couldn’t understand why I was finding it difficult; Popi, patient, unruffled, had been over the theorems with me endlessly; the online Australian tutor kept attempting new methods of explaining. I was still struggling.


‘As smart as smart could be . . .’


‘Ignore her,’ said Delphine. ‘Just pretend she’s not there.’


‘But I am here,’ said Lucia.


‘Why don’t you go and find Moth?’ I said. ‘She might have another biscuit for you.’


‘I don’t want it. They’ve all got nuts. I don’t like nuts.’ Clumps of biscuit and saliva were bubbling away around her mouth.


‘There might be different ones by now. Moth makes lots of lovely biscuits.’


Lucia wandered out of the room, trailing the penguin, like a dog on a lead, and we fell back into silence.


Most of the windows – algae windows – were sealed, constructed to respond to weather conditions and siphon off energy to help power the building. But there was a balcony, designed for the precious few weeks of sunshine in the spring before it became too hot. Moth used to make the most of the opportunity to be outside – she believed in fresh air, although Popi was concerned about the effects of too much ultraviolet on young, developing brains – and we often had meals on the balcony during the brief period of warmth. The double doors were electronically locked, accessible to Moth and Popi by fingerprint contact only. There were railings at the edge of the balcony, one and a half metres high, placed ten centimetres apart. The gaps were too small even for little heads to push through, and the railings too tall to lean over, designed by health and safety experts a long time ago. There was no possibility of an accident.


It was nobody’s fault and everyone’s fault, a set of circumstances that only became lethal in combination. Moth was distracted in the kitchen, baking more biscuits than anyone could eat because she preferred to get it all out of the way as quickly as possible, even if it meant everything became stale before she could summon the enthusiasm again. I shouldn’t have allowed Lucia to wander off without checking where she was going. Delphine was the secondary child-minder, the one who should have questioned why I let her go, equally complicit in her neglect.


The previous autumn, Popi, the perpetual scavenger, had brought back some chairs from Montana House, two at a time, intending to sand and varnish them. ‘Look!’ he said. ‘Antiques. Beautiful – they must be at least a hundred years old. A bit of work and they’ll just glow.’


‘A lot of work,’ had been Moth’s verdict. We already had a large selection of tables that needed restoration, stored on another floor. Dining-tables, coffee-tables, lamp-tables, all waiting for attention. ‘They’re not staying there,’ she’d said, as the chairs gathered in the hall. ‘I’m already falling over them.’


He’d put them out on the balcony, stacked them on top of each other so that they reached the top of the railings, two piles of three wheel-backed chairs with rungs between the legs that would make a perfect ladder for an adventurous three-year-old.


It was Boris’s fault that nobody realised the locking mechanism wasn’t functioning properly. He was good with his hands, good with technical problems, so he was responsible for the electronic devices. Later, we decided that the doors must have been malfunctioning for ages, possibly even when Popi put the chairs out on the balcony – so it was his fault twice, although he was sure they were working at the time – but nobody had been near them since then, so we couldn’t be sure. But something had gone wrong. Lucia had been able to just push them open.


‘Lucia!’ called Moth from the kitchen, about half an hour after we’d sent her away.


‘I thought she’d gone to help Moth,’ said Delphine, looking up in surprise.


I pressed a button and sent off my maths work – I’d finally solved the problem. ‘So did I,’ I said.


Moth came into the room. ‘Where’s Lucia?’ she asked.


A flutter of unease drifted through the room. ‘Isn’t she with you?’


‘No,’ said Moth. She turned to the door and called, ‘Lucia!’


There was no response.


Nobody was too concerned at this stage. We all assumed she would be somewhere in the flat, playing with her penguin, chuntering away to herself and ignoring the calls in the background.


Boris got up. ‘I’ll check her bedroom,’ he said.


He came back almost immediately. ‘She’s not there,’ he said.


‘You don’t think she’s gone downstairs to find Popi?’ said Moth, and we could hear her starting to panic.


‘No, of course not,’ I said. ‘She wouldn’t be able to open the front door.’


‘She could be anywhere,’ said Boris. ‘She likes hiding places.’


‘She can’t be far away,’ said Delphine. ‘The flat isn’t big enough.’


I was the one who went into the dining room and discovered the door to the balcony slightly ajar. I could see Lucia outside, sitting on top of the pile of chairs and leaning over the edge of the balcony, fascinated by what she could see below. Rain was pouring over her, flattening her hair, soaking into her dress, dripping through her tights.


I stopped, realising I mustn’t startle her. I crept back to the hall, pulled the door almost shut behind me and called the others. ‘She’s here, outside!’ I tiptoed towards the balcony again, trying to appear unthreatening.


Then Moth was there, pushing past me, stepping on to the balcony, calm but urgent. Delphine and Boris were right behind her.


The unexpected flurry of activity confused Lucia. She glanced back towards us and then down over the balcony. ‘Look!’ she said, leaning over the balcony, pushing her head through the rain. ‘Water!’


‘Yes,’ said Moth, trying to make her voice gentle, but having to shout to make herself heard. ‘There’s so much of it, isn’t there?’


‘Careful,’ said Delphine, from behind me, her voice high and unnatural.


‘Stay nice and still, Lucia,’ I said, raising my voice so she could hear me.


Boris had been inching round the side of the balcony, and when Lucia turned to me, he lunged towards her. But she saw him coming and dodged out of his reach. With a curiously unhurried movement and a quick giggle, she tipped over the balcony.


There was a second of paralysed disbelief, then we all rushed to save her. But it was too late. We watched her tiny body falling twenty-four storeys, a flying toddler, plunging with a strange grace between the sheets of rain, like an arrow, straight and true. By the time she hit the foaming water, everyone was shrieking. Moth led the way into the hall, yanked open the front door and then we were running down the stairs on top of each other. We bumped into Popi on the 13th. With extraordinary instinct, he’d looked out of the window of the flat where he was working, seen Lucia hurtling through the air and understood what had happened.


When we reached the cycle floor, which was open at the sides, we raced to the edge and leant over the concrete wall. There were a few moments of silent concentration.


‘There!’ shouted Boris.


Lucia’s body broke the surface, muddy yellow flowers on the maroon background of her dress, and slipped back under, reappearing a few metres further on, heading towards Idaho. She was being dragged by the current, tossed up and down as if she was an inanimate piece of wood, bashed against the pillars.


Boris threw off his shoes and pulled himself up the wall, digging his toes into small cavities in the concrete, until he was crouching on the top, preparing to launch himself into the flood below.


‘No!’ shouted Popi, who was also kicking off his shoes. He jumped up beside Boris. The water was only a couple of metres below them, slamming itself against the side of the building in a vicious, irregular rhythm. Rain was pelting down, blown over the wall by the blustering wind, hurling itself against us, and we could barely hear his voice.


Popi put his arms round Boris’s waist before he could leap out. They struggled together briefly, and for a few moments it appeared that they would both topple into the water. Then Popi heaved Boris off the wall, away from the water and inwards, on to the cycle floor. Boris cried out with pain as he landed, but kept rolling in an attempt to break the fall. Popi was now poised, gathering the strength to throw himself out as far as possible towards the tiny disappearing body—


Moth grabbed one of his arms with both hands and pulled, her feet planted firmly apart, her arms braced, hanging on as he resisted her, refusing to let go. ‘Help me!’ she screamed at me and Delphine. Not sure if she was doing the right thing, but too shocked to reason, I reached out for his waist, while Delphine grasped the other arm and we all pulled.


An inhuman howl came from Popi as he tried to resist our combined strength, his voice joining the shriek of the wind and the clamour of the rain. We held him there, frozen into a sculpture of desperation. Then he stopped resisting and we lost our balance, falling on top of each other. Moth and Popi started to fight like children, their hands and feet scrabbling furiously. Popi was trying to break free, preparing to jump back up and leap over the wall to rescue Lucia, but every time he attempted it, Moth grabbed a leg, punched him, pulled him over again, refusing to allow him to get up.


Meanwhile, Boris was preparing to climb up for a second time, but Delphine and I raced over and held him back. Between us, we wrestled him to the floor and sat on him.


In the end, we all ran out of strength and collapsed in a heap next to the wall.


Popi was the first to speak. ‘What have you done?’ he said, his voice broken and cracked. ‘I could have saved her.’


Moth was sobbing, great tears pouring down her cheeks. ‘No, Nikolai, you couldn’t. It wasn’t possible.’


‘I could have tried.’


‘It wouldn’t have done any good. Nobody could survive out there, not Lucia, not Boris, not you.’


‘I stood a better chance than Boris.’


‘Are you cracked? Do you think I want to lose my husband as well as my daughter?’ She started to hit him again with her fists, weak but determined. He sank back and let her do it, exhausted, his face crumpled and sodden.


I stood up and leant over the wall, searching for Lucia again. It was increasingly difficult to tell in the driving rain, but I thought I could see the yellow and maroon dress, part of a pile of debris swirling around in ever-increasing circles, growing as it travelled, collecting everything in its path – a whole security door, which must have broken off a block of flats, a twisted bicycle wheel, an uprooted tree, an old street sign.


Moth was right. We couldn’t have saved Lucia. She’d died the moment she left the balcony. Nobody, not Boris, not Popi, had the power to resist the water.










Chapter 4


At first, no one cried, then everyone cried. For six months, while the rain kept coming, then froze, while the snow fell, we retreated into our separate worlds and stopped talking.


Moth gave up preparing meals and went to bed, occasionally emerging to mark enough work to give the impression that she was still functional, sending terse, irritated messages by Freight (usually used only for permitted admails, which no one opens anyway) to her pupils. I watched her set it up one day and asked why she wasn’t using Highspeed.


She gazed into space for so long that I didn’t think she was going to reply. I was about to give up when she spoke in a short, dull voice: ‘Takes longer for them to find it and they can’t accuse me of not responding.’ So she wasn’t entirely irrational.


Popi went out first thing every morning, maybe finding something to do in an empty flat, or maybe just sitting by a window and staring out all day at the inaccessible landscape. He came home late at night, eating whatever food Boris or Delphine or I had prepared and left to get cold.


I did my exams mechanically, without revision. I scraped through and was given permission to start the university course in October, although I couldn’t decide if I had the energy to continue. Everything seemed pointless. Boris spent all day in front of his computer, playing games, refusing to speak, and Delphine went to her room where we could hear her improvising on her keyboard. The music was weird and muddled, full of discords and repetitive tunes, some familiar, some I couldn’t recognise.


And Moth’s voice, remembered from the past, floating above the dissonance: Hush-a-bye, baby, on the tree top, When the wind blows, the cradle will rock.


Disquietingly relevant: When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall, Down will come baby, cradle and all.


The men and women who had made up these songs, probably without knowing how to write them down, must have been familiar with tragedy. They wouldn’t have known about babies from the future, the ones who didn’t survive, the ones who had failed to be born, the ones who had never even been conceived. Their own world was already fraught with danger – impending disaster haunted everything they did. No point in worrying about future babies when you couldn’t keep hold of your own. They expressed their fears with words, found solace in rhythm and rhyme. They couldn’t have known that their songs would become nostalgia in a post-Hoffman’s world, a sad reminder of the distant charm of childhood, or that nursery rhymes would become our way of salvaging something from the past to help us weather the storms of the future.


 


Winter started to lose its grip. The clouds thinned almost imperceptibly, allowing weak sunshine to filter through. The water started to drain away. This was usually the best time of the year, when the rain lost its power, before the temperature began to rise and bake the ground into clay and there was enough moisture in the soil to sustain new life, before the air became solid with heat. It was the time when everyone usually cheered up.


I went out on my bicycle, pretending I wanted exercise. It was good to feel the beginning of spring, I told myself, see new shoots emerging through the mud, breathe in fresh air.


But it wasn’t about fresh air. It was about finding Lucia. I criss-crossed the network of roads that were still accessible, searching the empty expanses, shading my eyes against the glare of the sun with my hand as I peered into the distance.


I became aware that I wasn’t the only one out there. I saw movement in the distance: Boris, I thought, pedalling at an inhuman speed, extending his search further than anyone else; Popi, not attempting to hide, calling into the distance as if he really thought Lucia would come running, in the vain hope that she had somehow been rescued by an unknown benefactor; Delphine, a glimpse of a pale purple dress, shadowing me on her own bike, not wanting to join forces, but determined not to lose sight of me.


Nobody found Lucia. Not a thread from her yellow and maroon dress, not a shoe, a lock of her hair, the stuffed penguin. No body. I imagined her being swept away, draining into the River Severn, pulled along towards the sea. I checked the maps and traced the river with a finger on the screen, heading west, south, broadening out past Bristol, into the Channel, heading for Ireland, perhaps, or America. I tried to think of her as part of the ocean, still looking like Lucia, small and perfect, swimming unconsciously backwards and forwards between the continents, maybe following a different river inland to an exotic place. But all the horror stories I’d heard crowded out the comforting image – sharks, whales, stingrays, piranhas.


I kept going back to the forbidden city centre, which I had discovered the previous summer, giving Delphine the slip, wanting to escape the tyranny of grief. I cycled down Broad Street – I’d accessed old maps, discovered the names of the roads – sometimes stopping and looking through shattered windows into deserted shops and cafés. They were still standing, but fragile. These were places that had been abandoned in a hurry, where belongings had been scattered, where lower floors were ravaged regularly by floods and higher floors destroyed by damp, where plants and trees had seeded themselves and established a home.
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