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            Praise for I have waited, and you have come

         

         ‘Martine McDonagh writes with a cool, clear confidence about a world brought to its knees. Her protagonist, a woman living alone but battling on into the future, is utterly believable, as are her observations of the sodden landscape she finds herself inhabiting. This book certainly got under my skin – if you like your books dark and more than a little disturbing, this is one for you.’

         Mick Jackson

         
             

         

         ‘A story of sexual obsession and broken trust, with the sodden (and wonderfully rendered) landscape a constant, literally atmospheric presence.’

         Caustic Cover Critic: Best Books of the Year

         
             

         

         ‘It paints an all-too-convincing picture of life in the middle of this century – cold and stormy, with most modern conveniences long-since gone, and with small, mainly self-sufficient communities struggling to maintain a degree of social order. It is very atmospheric and certainly leaves an indelible imprint on the psyche.’

         BBC Radio 4 Open Book

         
             

         

         ‘An exquisitely crafted debut novel set in a post-apocalyptic landscape. I’m rationing myself to five pages per day in order to make it last.’

         Guardian Unlimited

         
             

         

         ‘Cataclysmically brilliant… In a grim and unforgiving environment, Rachel is a brave and uncompromising heroine. Tense and nightmarish, the novel builds to a shocking conclusion that stays with you for a very long time.’

         Elizabeth Haynes

         
             

         

         ‘Chillingly believable… Sinister, scary and utterly compelling… Read it if you dare.’

         Red Magazine

         
             

         

         ‘Evocative and intriguing, this novel deserves an audience.’

         The Argus

         
             

         

         ‘A decidedly original tale. Psychologically sophisticated, it demands our attention. Ignore it, O Philistines, at your peril.’

         Bookgroup.info

         
             

         

         ‘This is a troubling, beautifully composed novel, rich in its brevity and complex in the psychological portrait it paints.’

         Booksquawk

         
             

         

         ‘Dehumanised and primitive, the world according to this book is material for blurry nightmares, an insidious scary film or accurate lessons in futurology. Martine McDonagh has worked in the rock industry for a long time and her writing still works to this tempo, to these dynamics – physical, sensual and nerve-racking.’

         Jean-Daniel Beauvallet

         
             

         

         ‘The dank post-apocalyptic atmosphere of Martine McDonagh’s first novel perfectly suits her tale of obsessive love lost amongst civilization’s ruins. The writing touches subconscious strata; the mystery unfolds hypnotically; the reader is drawn into a parallel universe all too frighteningly real.’

         Lenny Kaye
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            I Have Waited, and You Have Come

         

         Overhead the heron beats in. The full stretch of his wings rakes the air. His skinny legs dangle over the pond, which is too clogged with algae to offer up anything but a place to go, then drop him to his vigil at the water’s edge. He folds his snake-neck into its watchful grey hunch and I move on.

         There’s a bucket, blown on a gale and snagged by a tree. Pale blue like a patch of old sky that forgot to turn grey, it swings above me, its handle looped over a high branch. I am waiting for the rain-filled weight of it to slide it to the end of the branch and bring it crashing down. Then it’s mine; I’m the only one who knows about it and I have it earmarked for a special purpose. But I can’t stay now because I’ve other things to do.

         As usual I leave the park by the gate at the derelict lodge, whose crossbars are slippery from the non-stop drizzle, and as usual I hook my umbrella on the top bar and clamber over into the road. The moss-eaten wood bends under my weight and one day will collapse, but for today it holds. The wall on either side of the gate has been demolished and the deer come and go as they please in search of food and shelter, but I’m a stickler; this is how I do things. It’s a calm day so I’ll take the short cut through the wood, which gets me from here, the park, to there, the market, without being seen. The other days, when it means taking the road, I don’t go, because I don’t like to be seen. Only one person ever sees me, and it is him I am going to now.

         My path, which follows the perimeter of the old golf course, is a fissure visible only to me, and weaves through the shoulder-high ferns like a wonky parting in a thick head of hair.

         When we first came here, the golf course was a progression of green velvet swirls. Later it became the makeshift burial ground for the first wave of victims. And when the epidemic and killing had spread so there was no more room underground, or else the earth had baked too hard to dig, I forget which, Jason and his cronies built massive pyres on it, which sent thick foul-smelling clouds drifting over the mill, coating our roof with pestilent ash. I took no interest in those matters then, and I have no inclination to reflect on sinister times now, other than by way of explanation.

         So I push forward, and the broad filigree of leaves flicks spray into my eyes. I raise one arm high above my head like a drowning refugee, while my umbrella guides me on through the mud and stones and tree roots that lie in wait to trip me. A raindrop dives from a branch, dodges my hard hat, plops against the back of my neck and sneaks a course between my shoulder blades. My boots, heavy with mud, emit a happy fartsound with each lift of the foot. Any evidence of their fabric and original colour disappeared long ago under coatings of slime. A fern sprig pokes from the buttonhole of my jacket like a marsupial youngster in its mother’s pouch.

         When I reach the lane that leads to the ruined clubhouse, I ignore it and walk in the opposite direction, towards the road. Up ahead, a pondish pothole spills over the width of the track and into the woods on either side, too large to jump across and – I test it with my umbrella – too deep to wade through. A bent umbrella is no use to anyone, but today is a day for taking a risk so I see no harm in using mine as a pole to swing myself over. As I jump, mucky water spatters my calves. I point the umbrella towards the road to check it for damage, but it remains straight as the road itself, which is admittedly slightly bent. I have become distracted from my mission. Like any human with a purpose, I am prone to diversion. It is one of my worst habits.

         I pick up the pace when I meet the road’s final sweep into town, but slow right down again at the sight of a reddish dollop in the middle of the road ahead. There’s a game I like to play which involves trying to pinpoint the precise distance at which my eyesight deteriorates. In this life, games have to be unwinnable or you have to keep thinking of new ones.

         Right now my focus is sharp. The mound ahead is clearly an animal of some kind. A fox or a dog. Probably asleep. I take a step forward. Its outline is still sharp. Another. Sharp. Another. I’m now three steps away, and the shape has blurred at the edges, softened. The change occurred during my last move, but when I take a step backwards again in the slowest possible wobbling motion the precise moment of transition eludes me. It’s like trying to watch a flower open.

         By its tail I can tell it’s a fox. Was a fox. Its head has been flattened, squashed into the pitted road. The umbrella spike prods at its body. Was it you who stole my chicken? Its belly is soft, but more from being sodden than newly dead. I look up and around, but all is quiet, just the creak of the trees and the tiny clicks of twigs hitting the road. I sigh and move on, aiming great heavy swipes at the twig litter with my boots, all the way to the shopping precinct.

         No one cared when the storms destroyed the shop fronts, they were already past their best, and in its dereliction the precinct’s face is somehow more honest, more suited to the shoddiness of its original, mindless consumerist purpose, as Jason would say. One time, someone made a pathetic attempt at patching it all up, nailed up planks that doubled as information boards to carry notices about the state of things inside each building: DO NOT ENTER! ROOF FALLEN IN! SAFETY HERE! And other more head-twisting messages like: KILL THE PAGAN HAG! But some things just aren’t worth saving and they soon gave up.

         Before Noah set up the market, itinerants would occasionally occupy one of the safer shops to trade off the accumulations of their travels: home-grown food; hand-made, looted or second-hand clothing; books, candles, tools, herbs and medicines. They would stay long enough for people to get wind of them, exchange what they could, then move on, leaving nothing behind but their stories, which even now circulate the communities in Chinese whispers. Or so Noah tells me.

         Now that Noah is the linchpin of the trading community, those same Travellers or their descendants, the temporary dwellers of abandoned vehicles and derelict buildings, bring their scavenged goods to him and exchange them for whatever they need: food, drinking water, clothing. He calls them Jobbers. Without Jobbers, the settled communities in this district would fail. He says.

         I duck into my favourite doorway, which I use as a lookout to check the coast is clear before going down to the market. Today of all days it is important I have Noah to myself because what I am about to do is something I once would have considered rash.

         An intense, yellow, off-kilter stare from the opposite doorway jolts me back into the present. I step forward, whooshing air through my front teeth, and stretch out a hand to attract the attention of the mange-ridden but still charismatic ginger cat. But he fancies himself as a sphinx too disgusted with humanity to even acknowledge my existence. I straighten up and disguise my intimidation by fumbling in my jacket pocket for the scrap of paper I put there; unfold it to check its eight-number inscription is still legible: 68.36.21.51. Rachel. I refold it and pin it to my palm with my fingernails.

         Reassured now that Noah is alone, I step out into the precinct. Hel-lo. One syllable per footstep, I rehearse my grand entrance. Two steps away from the door I notice the handle has blurred, but there is no time now for games. I take a deep breath, lean my shoulder against the cold metal door and push myself in, to inside where everything is always the same.

         Rough wooden crates huddle in the central floor space, some empty and others harbouring the small hard apples or potatoes that are barely distinguishable from one another thanks to their green skins. The combined stink of goat’s cheese and damp-brick mustiness hangs in the air and tickles the back of my throat. I clamp a hand over my nose and mouth but too late to stop the volley of sneezes that erupts against my fingers, announcing my arrival before I am ready. Four for a boy.

         He sees me first. The only man I know inside a five-mile radius.

         ‘Hello, Rachel,’ he says. ‘Not seen you for a while.’

         Face burning, I wipe my mucous palm against my hip. My over-rehearsed first word sticks in the back of my throat and he beats me to it.

         ‘I hope you’ve not been sick?’ He looms towards me then veers off behind the counter. My head shakes from side to side.

         ‘Have you any cheese?’ I say, staring at the pungent wheel of rubbery stuff on the counter. Only bullies and manipulators ask rhetorical questions, Jason would say.

         ‘Only the goat’s, but I can let you have four ounces.’ He folds his apron into a pleat and wipes his knife in it. ‘What else do you need? I think you’ve still got credit for that last batch of eggs you brought in.’

         He looks much younger today than the last time I saw him. But he must be thirty and some men are men by thirty. My courage is on the wane, and perhaps I won’t do it today after all; perhaps I should wait to meet someone closer to my own age. And when might that be likely to happen? says the voice in my head. The voice in my head is Stephanie’s, but more about her later, because now I am staring at the matted black lengths of Noah’s hair, thick and strong, and imagining them, safe as rope, in my hand.

         ‘You just missed a couple of them,’ he says. ‘Unless you saw them?’

         Poor Noah, he does his best to interest me in the communities, probably thinks I should live in one. And I do my best to avoid any discussion on the subject, but as usual he interprets my silence as encouragement to launch into his latest story. Noah is never short of stories, gleaned from whoever is passing through, stories about people I have never met and never want to meet. But today of all days I must not give him any cause to picture me in a bad light, so I allow a flicker of interest to show in my face. He pauses for effect before he comes out with it.

         ‘I know what they get up to up there,’ he says.

         I carry on sifting lentils through my fingers, picking out the tiny stones and throwing them to the ground.

         ‘They make babies.’

         My hand stops sifting.

         ‘Momma has them all brainwashed into believing their heavenly mission on earth is to provide beautiful beings for the New Dawn Coming, whatever that might be. And,’ he lowers his voice for this bit, ‘they keep their men locked up, to conserve their energy for the Impregnation Ceremonies.’ He divides those last two words into eight syllables, widening his eyes to add more emphasis, then punctuates them by squeezing one eyelid into an exaggerated wink.

         ‘You’d better watch out,’ he says. ‘Apparently they’re on the lookout for new blood.’

         It’s a good story, but I take it all with a pinch of salt, not just because it doesn’t tally with Jason’s grand declarations on the perils of breeding, but also because I’ve heard these tales before, and no doubt the next will contradict this one. For my own part, I have never seen any men even near the New Dawn house, nor have I seen any children, nor one pregnant woman. But then I avoid the place like the plague. The only evidence of creative activity I’ve seen is the scented candles and uneven pots they bring to the market.

         It’s time to turn the conversation round to the real reason for my visit, and with the air so full of talk of procreation my question may seem spontaneous, but I am under no illusion that he will take me seriously; I just have to try.

         ‘I was wondering,’ I say.

         Wondering. Now the words are out there I want them back. I should wait and find out more about him before I do something so stupid. But Stephanie would keep going, so I do too. ‘I was wondering if you would like to meet up.’

         It takes him a few moments to realise my mumbling is unrelated to the story he’s just told. I plunge my hand deeper into the lentils.

         ‘What, for a singsong or something?’ He pauses to cough. ‘Do you have a phone number?’

         I hold out the damp square of paper, pockmarked with half-moons of fingernail pressure, their shadow embossed on my palm. He takes it and unfolds it without looking.

         ‘Grand, I’ll give you a call,’ he says. As if it was his idea all along. ‘Have you been busy painting?’ he says, cutting a rough triangle in the cheese slab.

         ‘Yes. Quite a bit,’ I say. Lying.

         ‘Will that do you?’

         He slaps the paper-wrapped lump onto the counter and leans his face towards mine. Black lashes brush the top of his firm golden cheek as he throws me a soft wink. I jerk my head back, thinking he is about to kiss me. Embarrassed by my mistake, I stretch my mouth into a too-wide grin.

         ‘I think it might be a bit over the four,’ he says with a shrug. ‘I never get it bang on.’ A second wink implies I hold privileged status when it comes to the measuring out of cheese, which is a start, I suppose. ‘Anything else?’

         I love the flat a of his annie-thing.

         ‘Got some nice potatoes in yesterday. Or there’s russets still?’

         ‘Oh, no, I’ve plenty, thanks. I’ll have to get going to beat the weather.’

         Outside, the drizzle I was too preoccupied to notice on the way in has evolved into a stinging rain that blows in horizontal gusts like swarms of pine needles.

         Despite it all the cross-eyed ginger continues to stare into the indeterminate future. I rummage in my bag and pull out a small piece of squashed cheese. ‘Here you are, puss.’ I want him to like me. I want to be one of those people who have a way with animals. And I want Noah to see me being kind, passing the bit over the four on to a creature more needy than myself. I extend the morsel in his direction and then, when he refuses to take it, toss it at him through the rain. ‘Suit yourself,’ I whisper, in case Noah’s listening. The cheese lands in a puddle close to his front paws. Craning his neck forward, as if the rest of his body has been stuffed and cannot move, he mashes the titbit between rotting teeth, nibbling slow and reluctant, as if his only reason for eating is a fear of seeming impolite.

         I push out my bottom lip and blow hard to disperse the streams of rain that slide down my nose. I suspect that Noah misunderstood my proposition. I doubt he’ll call. But who cares; at least I have something new to tell Stephanie.

         The light is almost gone although it must still be morning. Willing the storm to hold off long enough for me to get home, I pull my hood over my hard hat to shield my ears from the sting of the wind. The rain drums against the umbrella’s taut skin and the wind pushes up into its bell, threatening to wrestle it from my two-handed grip. Now it would be too dangerous to take the short cut, I have no choice but to stay on the road and follow it past the House of the New Dawn. Its west-facing windows are bricked up against the weather and all its inhabitants should be safe indoors, so it ought to be easy for me to pass by unseen.

         Jason used to work in this house when it was the Vegetarian Society offices, so it was his idea to break in and open it up for the group of refugees whose New York to Paris flight, which turned out to be the last ever plane to land at Ringway in one piece, had been forced into an emergency landing by Hurricane Gilda. Nature’s refugees. The sickest passengers from that flight were dumped in the airport hotels, which were already overcrowded but because of their isolation were considered the best place to leave the disease-ridden and dying. So there they were left, with no one to nurse or feed them. Later, when things had calmed down a bit, Jason and his gang set the whole lot on fire.

         The healthier passengers divided into two groups. Most chose to continue their journey south on foot, in the hope of finding their way across the Channel, and most of them will have perished en route from starvation or the lack of fresh water. In any case, none of them will have made it beyond the Wide wide river, As wide as the Channel itself, That once was our great capital. The rest, Momma among them, were marched up the motorway by Jason, and introduced to this cold and crumbling building and the start of a new life, which they have dedicated to the preparation for something that will probably never happen. And now these memories have triggered my curiosity, which in turn has undermined my sense of urgency to get home. I decide to sneak in for a closer look. If I’m discovered I’ll say I’m unwell and sheltering from the weather. Or I’ll run away.

         This porch was not built to harbour malingerers. The sheets of corrugated iron that cover its rickety frame rattle in the wind and threaten a rusty decapitation. I examine the huge front door; its paintwork is scratched and peeled by hostile weather to reveal the pale oak beneath. Off to one side a wooden plaque announces THE HOUSE OF THE NEW DAWN, in tame rainbow colours. The boards under my feet creak with every move. It’s knock or run. Or both. But I’m not yet ready for that level of spontaneity, so I run.

         I can imagine nothing worse than living in a community. Nothing and no one could persuade me to leave my island. Not even Noah. In the past, evangelical scaremongers and would-be leaders, I mean Jason and his friends, would pressure isolated individuals to Join Forces & Share Resources, and after Jason left I expected his abandoned disciples to target me, but thankfully they left me alone. Sometimes I wonder if anyone besides Noah and Stephanie even knows I exist.

         Now the poor old trees are my only guardians and as I make my way home they shake their gnarled fingers over my head like fussy grandparents, reprimanding me for my wayward behaviour. It’s Stephanie’s fault, I say. We were playing our favourite game of raising the stakes and she made me do it. As if our friendship isn’t restricted enough by the distances between us and our connecting satellite, we, or rather she, enjoys putting as much strain on those triangular boundaries as they will take. I just go along with it. ‘Come on honey,’ she had said in this particular round. ‘You know what you need.’

         It would have been foolish to let on so early in the game that I did know, so I let her spell it out for me. ‘A replacement,’ she said. ‘A lover?’ And her voice slithered over that last word, which of course wasn’t to be anything like her last word, dragged its last syllable into an upward inflexion. As if I had difficulty in comprehending.

         Maybe I did.

         ‘Honey, you’re at your sexual peak. Men can smell it, you know. Smell those little menopause-baby butts. But only if you let them within a five-mile radius.’

         I giggled like a girl and, clenching the telephone handset to my ear with the aid of a hunched shoulder, shuffled into the bathroom to inspect the fuzzy close-up of myself in the mirror. I have no idea how I look any more; the wall behind me prevents me from putting enough of a distance between the mirror and myself to afford a clear view. I swear I’m going blind. ‘But Steph, I have no idea if there even are any men within a five-mile radius.’

         ‘My point exactly, honey.’

         ‘I don’t know. I’ve got my painting. I’m happy enough.’ I haven’t so much as lifted a paintbrush since I used up the last of the paints Jason left but she doesn’t need to know that. Add it to the list of things we don’t mention.

         ‘Oh, stop right there.’

         Stephanie’s patience fizzled out even more quickly than usual, and the thought that she might not be falling for it flashed through my mind.

         ‘How many pictures of her own vagina does a girl need?’ she said, her voice cracking into a violent cough. Stephanie is sick, but we never discuss it. Her next sentence was delivered on one husky breath, in the brief respite between coughs. ‘Now get out there and find yourself a gorgeous young thing with overwhelming Oedipal tendencies and,’ she added those fatal words, ‘don’t dare call me again until you have.’

         I was dismissed. For our friendship to be threatened by so trivial a matter excites us both, not least because other, more powerful forces can snatch that choice from us, in a one false move and the satellite gets it kind of way.

          

         Nearly home, and the path from the park to the mill is flooding. The fields on either side are already shallow salinas. I jump down from the stile onto both feet and splash black water over my knees and run the full length of the path screeching for joy as each stamping foot shoots rainwater back up towards the sky.

         The escalated pitch of the wind has brought the turbine to a standstill. The house is dark but warm. I throw off my soaked jacket and drop it with my boots at the bottom of the stairs, and run up to the kitchen to rub dry my legs with a towel made warm by the stove.

         By the time I have found the telephone and dialled Stephanie’s number it is too late, the line is out.

         The cuffs of my sleeves are wet and scratch at my wrists so I roll them up off my skin while I rinse a potato under the tap, give it a good stabbing with a fork and place it in the stove to bake. Then I dangle a New Dawn spill in the flames and use it to light the New Dawn candles in the living room.

         My body is a dead weight, my mind a bag of feathers as I throw myself onto the collapsing sofa, which collapses a teeny bit more every day with the weight of me, then roll myself up in the heaps of blankets and sheets. As the candles burn themselves out, fleeting half-thoughts keep me from sleeping, of Noah, of the squinty red cat, and of the dead fox that I now realise had disappeared on my return. I sleep for two days. I dream of foxes.

         

         

          

          

         Sometimes the wind is merciful enough to anaesthetise you and hold you under in suspended animation while it goes about its business. Other times it forces you to bear witness to its rage, to lie quaking in the darkness, as it menaces the roof over your head, lifting each tile in succession, like a demon tormenting a glockenspiel. Its passing leaves you slumped and drained.

         I lie still a while, eyes shut, nose pressed into the back of the sofa, then turn and treat my eyes to the yellow gloom of the overhead light while I fight to untangle myself from the covers that hold me bound. The old oak boards are cold underfoot. In fact the whole room, and probably the entire house, is cold; the stove has gone out.

         I hunt for my socks among the twisted mess of blankets, and pull them on. Stiff arms rise up above my head and my body bends forward so that my head is upside down, my nose aiming for the gap between my shins, knuckles scraping the floor, blood pulsing in my ears. I swing from side to side, the knots between my shoulder blades hanging on for dear life, the ligaments behind my knees stretched to their painful limit. In the early days, when my nightmares were at their worst, Jason bullied me into practising yoga, but it seemed the more I relaxed, the worse they became. These days I can never be bothered to clear a large enough floor space, and anyway the premonitions have stopped. Everything that could happen has happened. Or so I believe.

         I straighten by grabbing at the table for support while my swimming head steadies, then shuffle across to raise the shutters. Jason insisted on installing the old-fashioned mechanical kind. You wait, he loved to say. You wait, all those fancy remote controlled things won’t work when things really get going. He had been no less pessimistic about solar roof tiles: Not much use when the wind takes the roof off, eh? Ha ha. By the end, Jason always talked as if he was getting one over on somebody. It is so much easier to be sentimental about him now he is gone.

         I drift from window to window, letting in the grey light. The turbine toils away once more, carving up the gentle southwesterly. Despite there being no obvious signs of damage to the storm wall, I have nonetheless to make a proper inspection. There is always plenty to do after a storm and this time, I promise myself, I will do it.

         But I am the queen of procrastination and first I have to pee, then draw cold water into the bathroom sink and splash it over my face. My skin tightens in the cold air. I rinse my mouth with water that tastes of soil, and spit it at the plughole. Bull’s-eye. I take the radio from the bedroom and wind it up on my way downstairs, listening to the mechanical drone of the Public Information broadcaster as he reels off the latest storm damage reports: District Five, floods to 25 metres above sea level, winds at BS6; District Six, floods to 15 metres above sea level, winds at BS6.

         Each forecast sounds the same as the last, but there is comfort in repetition. The weather today will be perfect everywhere: constant drizzle with a force six southwesterly continuing. Or so they say.

         I relight the stove, or rather I fill the kitchen with damp wood smoke that sticks to the inside of my windpipe. The sneezes come thick and fast, wrenching my lower back muscles as I twist to prevent the trickle of urine that runs anyway down the inside of my thigh. I blot it with my skirts then stoop to pick a hardened, shrivelled potato out of the oven and throw it in to fuel the burgeoning flames.

         Hunger. This hollow sensation in the pit of my belly is such a constant companion that I no longer call it by its proper name or acknowledge its purpose. Unwrapping the cheese, I attempt to drag the memory of my visit to the market across the chasm of the storm and into the present, which is difficult enough. It is even harder to imagine that the events of that day will have any resonance in the future. It is always that way: a storm wipes everything clean and, if it doesn’t blow you into kingdom come, pushes you back to square one.

         If the radio is working then there’s a good chance the phone will be too, but when I dial Stephanie’s number the line is still dead. In any case it would be wise to wait until there’s something more significant to report, in the unlikely event that Noah should call.

         It crosses my mind that if he is keen to see me he might choose to visit rather than wait for the phone. And that if he does, there should be some evidence that I have been painting, of work in progress, or he will think me a liar. Another job to compete for first place on the list that is compiling itself in my head.

         I dangle my still-wet jacket by its hood and shake it out into the courtyard, and tie it around my waist by its sleeves. Scuffing my way through tree litter and broken slate to the row of garages that serve as chicken house (occupied), workshop (Jason’s, redundant) and log store (seriously depleted), I realise I must have left the chicken house door open because a couple of the little buggers have ventured out and are pecking at titbits blown in by the storm. Their food bucket is empty, but they are happy enough for now.

         Hanging from a hook at the back of the workshop is a rabbit skin, ready-scalded by Jason for the making of size. Beneath it is the glue pan with his brown leather gloves draped across its lid, just as he left them. I shake the gloves out in case of spiders then slide my hands in and remove the lid. In one deft movement I yank the brittle, hairless skin from its hook and drop it in. I slam the lid on it, for fear it should magically rehydrate, and make a run for it. I take it up to the kitchen, cover it with water and set it on the hotplate.

         I dash from room to room, opening all the windows and shutting all the doors until at last the house is sealed as well as it can be against the forthcoming stench. Finally, I grab a towel from the kitchen and whip it over the banister on my way downstairs so I don’t get caught out later.

         Back in the workshop I collect the following equipment: one small plastic bowl, one bent spoon, one small lump of charcoal, and a pointing trowel. That the spoon is bent is not essential to the task; it is the outcome of Jason’s mind control practice. I use it to measure a few spoonfuls of grey powder into the bowl then tuck the trowel into the jacket tied at my waist. Out in the courtyard I stoop to mix an equal amount of puddle-water into the powder. What I am about to do is tedious in the extreme, but I have put it off so many times that now it must be done.

         The wall is ugly, as I predicted, and blocks most of the light from the living room, as Jason promised it would. The outer wall is inaccessible and the gap between the wall and the house is a claustrophobe’s nightmare, narrower than the span of my outstretched arms, and boggy underfoot.

         Inching my way forward, peering and feeling my way along the wall, I keep half an eye on the ground for hogweed and sycamore shoots. These must be kept under strict control, for reasons that Jason said would be obvious, but which escape me to this day, and as I don’t know what I’m looking for I pull up anything that isn’t grass or nettles, although sometimes I do pick the nettles to make soup, or tea.

         From time to time, to liven things up, and to justify carrying so many tools, I imagine the onset of a crack in the wall’s surface, usually at the point where it curves round the northwest corner of the mill, the point at which I feel the first tug of boredom. I circle the spot with a charcoal ring, and then use the tip of the trowel to stir the cement mixture. It’s tricky keeping the cement smooth, it begins to stiffen as soon as I stop stirring, but I would rather it be lumpy than keep traipsing back for more water. I spread cement onto the marked area, congratulate myself on the quality of my handiwork and move on.

         At the dead end where the wall meets the southeast corner of the mill I collect the ladder and slowly make my way back, checking the wall’s upper half. The ladder sinks into the mud as I climb up to mark the furthest extent of my left-hand reach with a charcoal line, as a guide for the next placement of the ladder. See, there is some variation to this task after all. Next time I will begin with the top section because the ladder will be at the starting point.

         I flick a little more puddle-water into the thickening cement and stir it in. The south end needs less attention, or at least I am so bored by now that I give it less. Smoothing the sweep of its curve with my hand, I step in for a closer look, but find nothing to fix. Now all that remains to do is to check the tail section that runs alongside the lane and down to the road. To do this I need to cut through the house, where by now the rabbit skin should be simmering down.

         I swallow a lungful of fresh air, pinch my nostrils to block out the stink, and run indoors. A door at the top of the stairs connects our landing to the main mill building. I wrench it open and push my way through, gasping for air, into the shell of an unfinished kitchen on the other side, where the cement floor is host to a pot-pourri of broken glass, twigs, feathers and other debris that has blown in through the gaping window frame. A sparrow skeleton, its bone structure intact, lies like an unassimilated fossil in a round steel basin. I pull a ribbon of kelp out of the mishmash, sniff its salty hide and stuff it into my pocket, then pick my way through the apartment to the solid oak door that is the mill’s main entrance. Its bolts work free without effort. I raise the security bar and step out onto the walkway that runs the length of the garage block and doubles as its roof. I stop to take in the view and hold the trowel against my ear like a phone. ‘Hello Noah,’ I say, ‘I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.’ My eyes follow the tree-lined path that runs into the park, and climb the distant slope to the derelict water mill. ‘Oh, yes, I’d love to.’ For others words are no more than the tip of the communication iceberg; for me they are all there is. Keep talking, I tell myself, or you will lose the power of speech. Soon after Jason left, an ancient oak, in symbolic gesture, keeled over and crashed through the water mill roof. It grows there still, poking its branches through the broken windows, and from here it looks as if the building was put round it like a jacket. ‘Okay then, see you tomorrow,’ I say, and slide the trowel into my pocket. Someone is there, in the park, hiding behind the water mill. I catch a glimpse of yellow as they duck out of sight. Jason?

         In his leaving note Jason said he wondered how long it would take me to notice he had gone. He seemed to think that I had been insensitive to the slow drip of his belongings disappearing, from cupboards, drawers and shelves; but that was me through and through: if I didn’t see it coming, then it didn’t happen.

         He had done everything possible to arouse my interest: sluiced the water filters, fixed the roof, serviced the turbine and held a magnifying glass up to the storm wall. In the workshop were ten wooden panels for me to paint on, the rabbit skin for making size and enough logs and dried food for at least two years.

         My every need was anticipated in his preparations to leave, but the day would come when I would be forced to venture off the island. Or die. My choice. What he wanted, he said, was that one day I would wake up to the harsh facts of the present, see things as he saw them, acknowledge and face up to the whole truth of the matter as he saw it. He really wanted me to run after him and beg him to stay. But of course he knew I might not; in those preparations was a relinquishing of control. For him, one future had been realised long ago and a new one was opening up; I was struggling to catch up with the present, he said.

         That last day, he lay on the sofa, watching as the ceiling over his head, the underside of the floor that supported me in my bed, melted into the darkness. If only the monstrous chasm that separated our two realities could have been dealt with as effortlessly. It couldn’t, he had to leave, painful as it no doubt was for him.

         He speculated as to the exact moment I would discover his disappearance. I was in the habit of sleeping through mealtimes so was unlikely to miss him then. But I was always sensitive to the cold; it would be the stove going out and the ensuing fall in temperature that would alert me first. But even then it might take a couple of days for me to fully realise the permanence of his departure.

         How wrong could he have been? I knew he was leaving before he did. As Stephanie said, when you live that close to someone you know something is up the second they put their bowl down on the kitchen counter a whisper away from where they would ordinarily place it. You just know.

         So by the time he came to write that note, he had already gone; it was his ghost that rose up from the sofa and crept out of the house that last time. How he must have wished that just a tiny part of him, just one teensy cell, could stay behind to watch and report back. But he must have known; he knows me well enough to know I would thrive in his absence.

         The movement in the park was probably a deer. I sweep all thoughts of him aside and continue on my way.

         The lane is peaceful with the exhausted calm that follows every storm. I pretend to resume my inspection, craning for fissures and irregularities, but my mind is again elsewhere: at the market, watching Noah. I am invisible, a spider clinging to the side of a box of apples. He is talking to someone I cannot see. Telling them about me. Laughing. I erase the scene. Noah wouldn’t do that.

         Halfway along, the bank is collapsing into the field below; if the lane were to follow suit and disintegrate completely it wouldn’t be the end of the world. It is bound to happen at some point. I make a mental note to ask Noah if he knows anyone with a boat they don’t want, then splash on through the puddles and potholes, content for once to be having a productive day. I check that the gates at the end of the lane are shut and the bolts running smoothly in their shafts, then relax and enjoy the walk back to the mill.

         I take the kelp from my pocket and hang it in the workshop on the hook vacated by the rabbit skin. Drying will draw out some of the salt and impurities. Never eat anything that comes out of the sea, Jason would say. He had a warning for all occasions. Never put anything smaller than your elbow in your ear.

         I sniff the air; there is rain on the way. There’s always rain on the way. Puffs of steam escape from the kitchen window and evaporate. How innocuous they seem from a distance.

         There exists in nature a law which dictates that all unpleasant experiences should become more tolerable with each revisit, but the making of rabbit skin glue never fails to defy expectation. It was always Jason’s job, and one that he would approach, for some unfathomable reason, with relish. I see him now, buttoned up in his overalls, waving a wooden spoon high above his already high head, booming Shakespeare at the top of his voice: The rankest compound of villainous smell that ever offended  nostril. Jason loved Shakespeare. Titus Andronicus was his favourite.

         Determined not to be outdone, I stride through the mill and suck in enough air to get me as far as the landing. I grab the towel from the banister as I pass, wrap it round my head to cover my nose and mouth and start to breathe again. Quick, shallow breaths at first. Sucking and blowing. The rotten fishy stench is otherwise retch-inducing. Eyes tearing up, my resolve ebbing with each reluctant breath, I lift the lid from the pan and am engulfed in a cloud of toxic steam.

         With my towel mask on and the lid held out before me like a shield, I am the rabbit skin warrior. Through the fog comes a bleating sound. I freeze. The telephone. Having got this far I should ignore it, but of course I can’t. I start up the stairs and the bleating fades; I about-turn and force my way into the living room and rummage amongst the jumble on the sofa. It’s always on the sofa. It is on the sofa. I pull the towel away from my face, press the connect button, and gasp into the handset with my most innocent voice: ‘Hello?’

         ‘Hello, sexy.’ A man’s voice.

         ‘Noah, is that you?’

         Silence.

         ‘Noah?’

         ‘Of course. Who else would it be?’

         So I was wrong to doubt his interest. He is more flirtatious than ever; I imagine he must be winking like mad at the other end of the line.

         ‘Oh! No one. Sorry.’

         ‘You sound all out of breath. What were you up to, you naughty thing?’

         ‘Nothing,’ I say, stifling a giggle. ‘I couldn’t find the phone.’

         My breath should be steadying by now, but it’s becoming more laboured, and my eyes are running from the steam.

         ‘You sound excited.’

         ‘Do I? I’m working. Are you at the market?’

         I try to pull the conversation back a little, at the same time wishing he would hurry and get to the point.

         ‘No, I’m lying on my bed, thinking of you.’

         I wonder if the market is shut because of storm damage or something.

         ‘Are you ringing about our meeting up? I could meet you tomorrow if you like. I mean if that’s not too soon?’

         I am inspired by my own forthrightness. If that’s a word. What else would it be, forthrectitude? He’s speaking.

         ‘I have to go over to Edale tomorrow. Can you get out there?’

         ‘Yes, of course.’

         I have no idea if I can; it’s a long way, too far for me to walk or cycle. I’ll have to take the wagon, if I can get it to work. ‘Are the roads clear?’ I say.

         ‘As far as I know. If they’re not I’ll make them clear. I’ll be in the Nag’s Head from six-thirty, then.’

         In my excitement, the incongruity of his reference to time is lost. For me, time stopped the day I threw Jason’s clock from the bedroom window into the river. When the ticking stopped, and with it the nagging reminder that each heartbeat is a heartbeat less, time became a meaningless, outmoded concept, no more than a word to describe the breaks between storms. I hope the clock in the wagon still works.

         ‘Yes, okay. Subject to weather of course.’

         ‘It’ll be fine again tomorrow, that’s why I’m going. Got to pick something up.’

         ‘All right then, I’ll see you there. I hope I can recognise you away from the market.’ Not funny. He doesn’t laugh, but he is not put off; he has never heard me make a joke before.

         ‘I’ll look forward to it. Bye, gorgeous.’

         A click, and he is gone. I wait for the tone then dial immediately. Through the static I hear the phone ringing in Steph’s apartment, not frantic like mine but casual, breathing… in… out… in… out… then the ringing stops and Stephanie answers with a grunt.

         ‘Oh, no, did I wake you? Steph, I’ve done it. I’ve got a date.’

         ‘You did? Am I dreaming this? Wait while I pull my eyelashes out. Who with?’

         I launch into a description of Noah, exaggerating as little as possible, only to realise that the line has already gone dead. I press the connect button again. Nothing. At least the important information has been communicated and our friendship is secure. I toss the phone onto the sofa and return to the kitchen, where the mist has cleared and the contents of the glue pan, congealed into a perfect gelatinous goo, are ready and awaiting inspection.

         

         

          

          

         
            7.9.43

            It has to be Divine Intervention. All those years of searching and hoping and I find it in her friend the ginger cat’s den. Eight numbers on a tiny scrap of paper have brought me to her.

            4.18am. full orgasm. kneeling.

         

         

         

          

          

         Today it would be easy to convince me that the clouds have parted and that a white sun is stretching long shadows over the park, awakening dozy bees from deep hibernation, to guide sleepy probosces into ripe stamen. Because tonight I have a date.

         I’ve slept on the bed, by way of celebration, and lie there, my arms waving high over my chest, like a felled tree. The deep blue of the ceiling tints my translucent skin. My arms drop behind my head until my knuckles rap against the wall, then I heave them up and over again to fall either side of my legs with a thud that sends dust plankton swimming up into the light.

         I draw the backs of my hands in close to my face, where they are young and unlined. They float away and the crisscross pattern of my skin, like the imprint of a million tiny birds’ feet, comes into focus. Rough and dry from years of neglect, their fingernails scuffed and torn, they are my grandmother’s hands. I play the point-of-focus game until my arms ache, then fling the covers away from my body, kick them to the floor and roll off the bed. I rub my hands over my belly, which is hollow even to the touch. My stomach thinks my head’s been cut off: another of Jason’s favourites, definitely not Shakespeare.

         Beyond the storm wall, the river is swollen, the weir hushed and smoothed by the liquid-toffee flood. The sky seems to be made of silver molecules that condense to a soft mist where it meets the earth. I lean out of the bedroom window and rub the fine moisture into my parched skin. I cannot help but wonder, as I do with the passing of every storm, if that is the end of it; if the process of change is now complete and normal service resumed. Normality. Another meaningless concept, a pacifier for the weak and frightened. I trail downstairs, opening each window as I pass. Tonight I have a date.

         I throw the last of the dry kindling and logs into the stove to see if they will catch. They will. They do. I lift the lid of the glue pan and press my thumb and forefinger down onto the sticky sky-tinted jelly, spreading them gently to break it apart, and peer down into the rough-sided fissure. Perfect. I drag it onto the hotplate to soften. Its fetid stink is released into the atmosphere in an instant, like a fairytale genie that’s been left unsummoned for so many millions of years that it has begun to decompose in the lamp.

         Jason’s stash of chalk, yellowed and moulded by damp into hard clumps, is in the drawer. I bash it down into powder and mix it a little at a time into the molten glue. The stirring is hard work, and I am soon flushed from the heat and the physical exertion, but as the lumpy mixture transforms into a light cream, so my discomfort becomes the glow of satisfaction. Tonight I have a date. It’s like the old days, only I never did any of this in the old days.

         The ten panels Jason left, with the outward expectation that I would paint my compromised mural onto them, were really intended to placate his own feelings of guilt. I painted on a few of them, but over time they have all, painted or not, and with the exception of this last one, been broken up for fuel, or traded at the market for something more useful.

         I dip the brush into the hot glair and skim it over the coarse surface. A loose hair escapes from the brush, and as I push it towards the edge of the panel a tiny splinter snags my skin. I carry on, lulled into a state of peace by the rhythmic sweep of the brush, and in no time the panel is covered. It will take a couple of days for the gesso to dry, by which time I’ll need to have come up with an idea of something to paint, but for now I let the subject drop. A commotion in my belly reminds me my appetite has returned and a trip to the chicken house is in order.

         The birds are traumatised by the storm so there is just a weedy trio of eggs in the nesting box, and yet they have the nerve to be hungry themselves. I am convinced there is more going into these chickens than comes out the other end; the last bucket of potatoes I boiled for them was eaten inside of an afternoon. No matter, for now they are happy to ignore me and amuse themselves by pecking around the courtyard for grubs, or whatever it is they find there.

         I open up the garage and push out the wagon to charge in the daylight. Jason built it from an assortment of parts gleaned from numerous trips to the vehicle dump, the permanent, rusting traffic jam on the old motorway. It is easy to push, like a big toy. Thick rubber tyres as high as my waist are topped by a long platform with raised sides. Its small yellow cab boasts two seats, the solar panel that generates its power, and three push-button controls: on/off, windscreen wiper, and lights. Its existence is a gross reminder of the horrific purpose for which it was built and of Jason’s account of the last day he used it. How the cloth covering his nose and mouth was damp from the sweat that broke in beads on his forehead then ran in streams into his eyes and down his nose, as if every pore of his body were gaping and oozing the very essence out of him. He and his friend communicated in nods; words would not suffice.

         Once the wagon was charged with its gruesome load they each took up two corners of a tarpaulin and pulled it over, securing it as best they could for the short journey ahead by throwing ropes back and forth to each other and winding them over and under. The stiff fabric of their waterproof clothing, essential to protect them from infection, chafed their skin and teased out more sweat which dripped and collected in the creases and folds. With that job done they turned to pull with clumsy gloved hands at heads of campion. Then, as they had with each previous load, they stood on either side of the wagon and scattered the petals over the tarpaulin in a gesture of civilisation and ceremony, knowing full well the flowers would blow away as soon as the wagon started to move.

         As Jason climbed into the driver’s seat and his friend wedged himself in beside him, everything seemed to be melting: the seats under them, the clothes on their bodies, the skin beneath, and the flesh that slid away from the bones being held in check by the tarpaulin.

         As they drove away from the town centre, they could smell the toxic black cloud of the pyre before they saw it, above the tree tops, blowing nowhere in the absence of a breeze. The wagon bounced up the drive to the golf course, past the pavilion where the stokers were resting away from the excessive heat of the flames. Unrecognisable in their masks and protective garb, they processed behind the wagon towards the fire for the final unloading.

         They removed the tarpaulin and formed a chain to move the bodies. Some were still intact, but most were little more than a collection of dry bones and paper skin with nothing to connect them. Burning was the only option; the ground was baked hard and the effort of digging in the heat with such limited supplies of drinking water would only waste more life.

         No one had escaped suffering, and those who remained were imbued with a deep sense of responsibility towards each other and those who had gone. Jason watched his friends at work, well aware that the people whose deaths they were attempting to dignify would have hated to be handled in so intimate a fashion, would have been outraged at being outlived by those they had always considered the scum of the earth, the Travellers and outsiders.

         He was exhausted, they all were, their movements slow and heavy. They had worked so hard already to mark out the boundaries of the district to deter the last of the marauders and the diseased, blocking access to the area with barriers built of cars and fallen trees. They had even blown up the dam at Lymm. Nothing could get through. Nothing would ever return to the way it used to be.

         Those last jobs, the collection of bodies from wherever they had dropped, the clearing and fumigating of the larger farms and houses for eventual occupation by groups of itinerant survivors, had to be completed before the rains came, because after that the floods would make the work impossible and the spread of disease inevitable. Jason breathed hard against the damp cloth as he dragged the last body off the wagon, its pregnant belly shrivelled and scorched. He threw it on the pyre. Still breathing.
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