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			Dedication

			For all the people who lose their lives 
trying to reach a safer shore.
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			What is your name? 

			Questions like that should be easy to answer, but what was she to say? She was tired and hungry and locked up. She was an immigrant, a detainee. She was a criminal. An illegal. Weren’t those the names they’d give her?

			Have you ever used any other name? 

			The answer to that was yes or no. But things are never that simple. People’s lives aren’t simple. It would take a story to answer that question, but would they let her tell it? 
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			Bombs are falling all the time somewhere in the world. But this one was different because this bomb fell on them. It was a stunning, five-hundred-pound burst of TNT that cracked open the midsummer sky, lit up the east and made, for one eternal moment, a second sun. And from that brief dawn at dusk, though they didn’t know it yet, Tess and Arlo were leaving.

			It was 21 June, their anniversary, and they were marking it on the scaled-down keep of Dover Castle on the hill above Mirapolis. The Ionian Sea was laid out flat and black and fingered pink with the last of the longest day. Tess nodded in the direction of the water. ‘Lucky them in the Old Country... A longest day that’s longer than ours...’ 

			The Old Country was 2,500 kilometres away, over the north-west tower, across a sea and a continent and an ocean channel. 

			Arlo said, ‘Though lost now to darkness.’

			England was two hours behind St Mira and the sun hadn’t yet set.

			‘And colder,’ he said. ‘And cloudier. And a different kind of light.’ It was one of the reasons Arlo had left. He’d given up on a cramped wet island at one end of Europe to make a new life on an empty bright island at the other. He raised his glass. ‘Happy us,’ he said.

			Tess took a sip. It was the same wine they were given every year as a gift by their neighbour, Vera, who got it from a woman in Euphoria Valley, who wore gold slippers to tread her own grapes and made wine that was honeyed and bodied and long. ‘To mark your wedding,’ Vera always said when she presented them with the bottle – though they weren’t officially married. There was no legal document from the Mirapolis Records Office signed and sealed with the image of St Mira. They just both had the intention, never said but understood, that they were in it for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as we both shall live. 

			I do.

			I do too.

			Tess and Arlo had come back to Dover Castle to mark every anniversary, even the first, because they’d known it was the first year of many. From the start, they’d always been together.

			Tess sank into the sling of her deckchair. ‘My Arlo…’ She threw out an arm and knew his hand would catch it. ‘I feel so safe here in this castle,’ though really she meant in this hand of his, in the stillness of his fingers. Her gaze traced the crenellations, the make-believe fortress put up by the British a hundred-and-fifty years ago, as they scouted for off-shore oil and declared in English to the Italian fleet to keep their distance, the oil’s ours. 

			

			Tess breathed deep, swallowing air that was sticky with the sweat of figs and ripe with thyme. It was quiet now. The cicadas that had been clicking their ribs in the olive trees had stopped. The first bats were out. It was just before civil twilight. Tess tipped her face to the sky. She knew that when the last of the sun had gone, five giant planets that had spun through space as if they weighed nothing would keep an appointment right here: the tiny lights of Mercury, Venus, Saturn, Mars and Jupiter would appear an inch above the horizon, threaded along the ecliptic. She knew that the Boom Star, born in an explosion eighteen-hundred years ago would shine over them, because light once made, travelled without regard until people got to see it. 

			‘Thank you for keeping the date,’ she said to Arlo, who had been here dependably in the orbit of her life for twelve whole years now. And her life before him had been lived by somebody else, so twelve years counted as eternity. 

			*

			Twelve years ago today, Tess thought she’d heard the Dover Castle bell, and then decided she hadn’t because she didn’t want visitors. This was her home and she was busy. She had this and that to do: books to read, thoughts to think, and why would they want to come here anyway?

			But then the bell sounded again – that hollow toll Tess knew from the valleys, from the necks of goats that were exempt from gravity and shone white against the sheer sides of mountains. 

			Could she ignore it?

			True, Dover Castle was her home, but it was also her place of work. And alongside maintaining the enclosure known as Kentish Town, and mowing the English lawn, and tending the handful of English graves, as per her contract with The National Trust and the St Miran Monuments Board, she was supposed, if appropriate, to grant access. 

			Would it be appropriate?

			No. It would be a child who’d rung the bell because that’s what bells were for. Or one of those dull but inexhaustible academics, who’d be writing a monograph on the English psyche and the comforts of simulacra, and want to talk for hours.

			Hello!’ A shout that carried from the gate to the keep.

			Yes, it was one of those, with big lungs.

			‘Hello?’

			But also doubt. So maybe not one of those.

			Tess stood on a chair for a sideways glimpse of the gate. She recognised the face, even at this distance. ‘Oh, hello…’ said aloud, it was so surprising. Though, in fact, she now said everything aloud, she’d lived by herself for so long.

			He’d only ever said that one word to Tess, and only in response. She’d greeted him with an open face and a comic little wave, which was meant to be friendly, but taken, she suspected, as a gesture of loneliness and need. And he’d said ‘hello’ as if he meant ‘goodbye’ – in a bit of a hurry, no time to talk.

			Tess knew exactly how many times he’d said that word to her. It was as often as she’d been to the English film nights at StUKCO, where he ran the projector, lined up plastic cups of squash, and flitted in and out of the shadows. Five months, five films, five hellos, which made seven times, including today’s.

			‘He-llo…’ sung this time. It was tuneful. Soulful, even. 

			‘Tess?’

			How did he know her name?

			Tess took the Gate Key from its hook. It was heavy, rusty, and left by the English in 1912 when they quit the island because the oil had run out. She opened her door to blinding light and the pent-up heat of a June afternoon. Tess put a hand to her forehead as if fending off a blow from the sun. She watched him, a diminished man dazzling in the distance. Maybe it was the light; maybe it was the future coming to visit, as it sometimes does. But briefly, Tess stepped outside this moment and was remembering it from the haze of years away. 

			Then a blink, and she was reaching for the too-small gardening clogs that came as part of the job. She scuffed her way to the gate. It gave her time to focus on him: a lithe, brown, skittish object. There was something animal about him, as if alarmed to be out of the cover of woods, wild but essentially harmless. As she drew nearer, he grew into the man she’d seen before – though he looked different from his StUKCO nights. No hat, for one. She’d only ever seen him with a fisherman’s cap. It had marked him out as new to St Mira.

			‘Hello,’ he said.

			Which made it nine.

			‘I’m Arlo.’

			Tess already knew that he was Arlo Brown, a tutor at the St Miran-UK Cultural Office, a nice man, a curious fellow, still finding his feet, a good teacher, trying hard with Greek, single and possibly gay – depending on who you asked. Because after the third film night, she’d made enquiries. 

			Arlo had brought a flower. He held it like a microphone. Was he about to make an announcement?

			‘A rose,’ he said. 

			It was a red one.

			‘Is now a good time?’

			It depended what for.

			

			The rose, it turned out, was for the cemetery. Tess led Arlo across the grass, through the cool of the sprinklers that were always on. She caught the tail-end of Karelias cigarettes and the scent of citronella. Arlo had stuffed his trousers into his socks and buttoned up his shirt. ‘The insects seem to like me.’ His eyes were fixed on the ground as if careful where to tread.

			Tess thought most things would be drawn to Arlo. ‘You’re much liked.’ She knew he’d know about the sleights of the passive because he taught English, he worked with words. They walked on, placing cautious feet, staying within the boundaries of the striped English lawn. She said, ‘Sweetness is detectable a long way off.’ 

			‘It must be sugar in the blood.’ 

			Arlo hadn’t been on St Mira long. He’d still taste of England, of shared Twixes and last Rolos. 

			They reached St Mary’s in Castro. It was a rough stone chapel with three-by-two pews and a ship’s bell that had called Victorian men to Sunday prayer. ‘Here they are, then,’ she said. ‘The dead men.’ The graves were old and worn by the weather, dark moss and lichen filling the shape of their names. The men were born in small Kentish towns and had died of odd diseases before the age of thirty. 

			And then there was this one, the granite polished, the engraving sharp:

			Albert Vertete

			Born sadly Newham London 1945

			Blown on stormy seas to his destiny

			Died contentedly here 2002

			Arlo placed the rose at the base of the headstone. ‘It’s Albert’s birthday. His widow asked me to do the honours.’

			‘Vera? You know Vera?’

			‘She lives directly below me. You know her?’

			Tess knew Vera from the Records Office. When she’d first arrived in Mirapolis, Tess was forever in and out of the place, piecing together the St Miran side of her family. Vera would say: ‘I will follow my nose, I will follow my heart.’ They were, she believed, the only two reliable parts of the body. And she’d go into the archives and bit by bit, unearth the certificates of the births, marriages and deaths of every Matzarakis on the island. 

			Arlo reached down and rearranged the rose, making it neater, lining it up. ‘And all this time I’ve been avoiding you, Tess, because I thought you were here for the sauce.’ He meant the Smethwick Condiments Company. They sent buyers out for St Miran olives, which they cured for a year in malt vinegar. It was the secret ingredient in their traditional brown sauce. Arlo also avoided the squaddies from Amyna – the few with a pass to leave the base. Plus the handful of globe-trotting money men, who moved borderless wealth at the Frourio. And as far as Arlo knew, no-one else ever made it here.

			He knelt now and ran his fingers through Albert’s gravel. Vera had told him to ‘pick a stone, any stone,’ as if it were a card trick. He had to follow his instincts, she’d said. Don’t think. Just pick the one that speaks to you. Vera said the stone would tell her something, and she would tell it to Arlo.

			He flicked aside the unripe olives and cherry stones dropped by the birds and retrieved a pebble that was brown and perfectly round. He turned it in two fingers and examined it close, trying to read the signs. ‘Does it say anything to you?’

			It said to Tess that Vera had set this meeting up. The rose was a ruse to come here and talk to her – possibly even give to her, if things went well. Tess took the stone. It was light, almost aerated. She wondered about saying something cosmic, such as: it’s the colour of the planet Mercury, the messenger of the ancient gods. But actually it was just like a Malteser. ‘Sweet English things?’ she said.

			Later, they went onto the roof to watch the sun go down. They sat in deckchairs, their bodies flung backwards, their knees close. They drank wine that Tess had bought months before from the bottom shelf of The Cheap Shop, which is what she drank when she was alone, which was always.

			The wine didn’t have a label. The owner of The Cheap Shop claimed a cousin had a vineyard, which Tess didn’t believe. This was grape juice diluted with something from a backyard still. A small glass, she knew, made everything easy, such as instant sleep, such as things to say to guests you hadn’t expected and didn’t think would stay. 

			‘So, it was goodbye England…’ Tess waved farewell to the wall. ‘Were you pulled or pushed?’ 

			‘Can it be both? It felt like both. Isn’t that Newton or someone?’ Here in Mirapolis, he had a permanent teaching job, and it came with a flat in the centre of town and free travel home at Christmas. Back in England, Arlo had taught Skills for Life in a Portakabin not far from Stamford Bridge, on home-match days vying with Chelsea to be heard. It was a long trek on the underground, a short-term contract paid by the hour, and paperwork done at home for free. He’d taught reading and writing to students from around the globe, though mostly from the World’s End estate. Millions of British people were functionally illiterate. Think of the forms not filled in, he said. Of the books not read. Of the books not written.

			And then the council had made savings, and Skills for Life was dead. Kensington and Chelsea sent him into exile, he said. But he had no regrets. He loved these mountains. He loved this stillness. The island was hard to reach, and it had no beaches, so tourists stayed away. Exile on St Mira was like exile on St Helena but without having so far to go. ‘And that’s life, isn’t it? Unplanned. Unexpected. Complicated. People are complicated. Or I am anyway.’ Then he had second thoughts. ‘Though not that complicated. At least not to me. And not to you, if you get to know me.’ Then he played with his glass, running a fingertip round the rim. Was he trying to make it sing? Or to make the last thing he’d said not the last thing he was saying?

			

			Tess knew about complications, but now wasn’t the time to reveal them. So she told Arlo something easy, a detail that could be met with wistfulness, an understanding, gratitude for the intimacy: ‘I came to St Mira to scatter my grandfather’s ashes. He wanted to be blown on familiar winds.’ Stan had been born on the island, though he’d lived in Streatham all his adult life. 

			Arlo breathed deep as if picking up traces of him. Or was it her scent he was inhaling? He said, ‘And then you just stayed. You never went back.’ 

			Not a question. How did he know? ‘And then I went to the Records Office.’ Tess wanted to find out about the Matzarakises of St Mira. And while she waited for Vera to dig out the files, she’d got the job at Dover Castle. 

			‘And no family back in the UK.’

			Had he been talking to Vera? Tess finished off her wine. She cupped the empty glass. She’d told family stories before, and people blushed and said how sorry. But it was hard to hear, and if admitted too soon, it came out as confession, as an unburdening not asked for, and you were unlikely to see them again.

			So Tess kept to safe things, to Stan – told Arlo how the teenage Konstantinos had left St Mira at the end of the war and got on a boat to England. And somewhere between Folkestone and Charing Cross, he’d turned from Konstantinos Matzarakis into Stanley Matthews. ‘You can’t go far wrong with that,’ the man on the train had said. Tess’s grandfather had arrived in England a stranger to the country and a national legend.

			Arlo looked at her. Tess watched a question form. What was coming next? Maybe about her parents? How keen was he to know? How keen was he full stop?

			‘What happened to your mother?’ 

			Could she tell him? That Isadora had lived on a houseboat and taught PE at a Battersea comp and snagged on a shopping trolley dumped in the river on her early-morning swim of the Thames?

			No. 

			Arlo said, ‘Or your father?’

			Tess turned towards the sea. For all she knew, he was out there now. Nikos Petrou. Fisherman. Isadora had been greeting the dawn in the ruins of Delos as he rowed past. She’d waved to him. Or maybe he to her. But they’d waved anyway. 

			Tess didn’t know what had happened next, how long they were together: an hour or two, or days, or weeks. She didn’t know where she’d been conceived: then and there on the floor of the House of Dolphins, later in his boat, or in his fisherman’s cottage. But Tess chose to believe they were together for a while because her mother had put ‘Petrou’ on her birth certificate. Perhaps Isadora had hoped that someday, Nikos would tire of Greece and want to live in Battersea instead.

			Or maybe Isadora had decided Tess would be ‘Petrou’ as a note to self, to remember who it’d been.

			Or as a note to her daughter, like the name tag sown into clothes. 

			‘It’s complicated.’ A finger to her temple. ‘I keep my parents in here.’

			Arlo looked at her head as if taking the measure – an oddly small head, Tess always thought, for the scale of losses it held.

			‘You’re… to me you seem…’ but he didn’t know her well enough to settle on the word. He threw her an off-kilter glance. ‘You seem balanced, I mean.’

			‘I’m not balanced. I just have large feet.’ Actually, Tess had flippers and she straightened her legs to show him. ‘I need them for swimming.’ She’d learned to swim before she could walk. And she’d learned to walk on a deck of a houseboat that rolled with every gust of the wind. She was used to putting her feet against ground that fell away. She found out early that nothing was dependable, and if you took that into account, then you stayed upright.

			Arlo kicked off his shoes and ripped off his socks despite the mosquitoes. Average feet, hairy toes, Tess noticed. They talked about feet, and compared sizes and the way their toes bent different ways. She showed him how to angle his feet for front crawl. They did breaststroke for a while in their deckchairs. Then they listened to dogs complaining about the heat, and to the sound of their own breathing. It was a still night, the hottest of the year so far, and no sea breeze. It was a gibbous moon and bright enough to soak shadows deep into the roof. 

			‘I’m glad you’ve got your feet,’ Arlo said. ‘I wish I had a distinguishing feature. Something to put in my passport.’

			Arlo had distinguished himself already. In forty years, he could be just like Stan: rare, ragged, built into her bones.

			‘What could I do with?’ he said.

			There were so many possible answers to that question, which was probably why he’d asked it. ‘Some cool? Do you want to go inside?’ Tess took Arlo’s hand before she knew what she was doing – felt the heat and the damp and the fact he didn’t flinch. Tess knew then that it was inevitable. It was just a question of how they got from here to there, and how long it took them.  

			They reached the ground floor and Tess went to the fridge. She stood by the open door and looked into that other world that was brightly lit and laden with possibility.

			Arlo said, ‘I like your freckles.’ She had her back to him, which meant he’d already noticed them. ‘They’re like ellipses. I like ellipses. Nothing categorical...’ 

			‘You know, in Greek ellipsis means “falling short”.’

			‘I like short things.’

			Tess was short.

			‘Like your name. Is it short for something?’

			

			It was way too early to divulge things like that.

			‘How tall are you?’

			She was five foot two, which was two inches shorter than her grandfather, and why – with turn-ups – she could wear these trousers.

			‘If you’re short, you have less far to fall,’ he said.

			‘It still hurts though.’

			‘It depends what you’re falling into…’ 

			And, she thought, how fast. Arlo was turning out to be quick. Tess reached into the fridge and rummaged around for something solid. ‘Are you hungry? Watermelon?’

			They stood in the dark and ate, making odd animal noises. 

			And then, when they were finished and there was an awkward pause, Tess became aware of the darkness. She said, ‘Would you like to see where I live? Shall I show you round?’ 

			She found her torch and swung the beam briefly across the bare limestone walls and landed on her books: books about trees and flowers, birds and insects, Managing Your Lawn, Greek Dictionaries. Also coffee-table books on Kent and Dover Castle, part of her induction package when she took the job.

			Arlo tipped his head to the side, reading the titles, making a show of taking them in, of being impressed by the lack of organisation. Then he turned round and narrowed his eyes against the shadows, trying to make out what else was in this room.

			Which was not very much, and was why her torch was focused here. Also because books gave an impression of a person, didn’t they? An overview? 

			‘What are those?’

			Those obscure shapes were bowls of figs. That afternoon they’d hung on trees, warm and wrinkled, and as she’d picked them, they’d sagged in her hand with the tenderness, she imagined, of an old man’s testicles. 

			Arlo sniffed the air. Tess sniffed. It was earthy, ripe, rotten, rich. It smelt of the end of things and the start of things, which was exactly why she liked it. 

			Arlo said, ‘You live in a garden shed. My father spends a lot of time in the shed. He goes there to soothe himself with his fossils.’ 

			So, Tess thought, his father retreated millions of years and joined the dinosaurs, and Arlo was in exile on St Mira. ‘And your mother?’

			‘Joy? She doesn’t run away from anything.’ Arlo scanned the titles for longer than scanning takes, which meant he was thinking things, weighing them up. Then he reached for a book. His hand was aiming, apparently, for Managing Your Lawn, and it almost got there. But it was caught in a contrary current, and landed instead on his belt. Arlo’s fingers undid the buckle. And then he looked anxious, as if afraid his trousers would do something wrong, that they’d be crass and insensitive and fall to the floor.

			Tess had thought something like this would happen, but not quite then. She didn’t know where to look, so she looked at the top of Arlo’s head. ‘You’re not wearing your hat.’ 

			‘I wear it to have something between me and the sky falling in.’

			‘And?’

			‘Vera said it wouldn’t today.’ 

			And maybe that thought gave Arlo courage because he pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it.

			Tess’s eyes moved downwards, past a face that was watchful and hopeful, to a caved-in English chest that never saw the sun. She stopped at his navel. It was small and round and dark. It could have been a full stop, only Tess didn’t want to stop there. ‘What happens after that?’

			‘Well, then there’s the rest of me.’ Arlo undid the top button, undid the zip and eased his trousers to his knees.

			Tess’s eyes followed them, saw thighs that belonged to someone else: a blokey bloke who was tough and outdoorsy. 

			‘From all the cycling,’ he said.

			‘Where do you cycle?’

			‘Away from the man I’m supposed to have been.’

			The waistband of his underpants said ANDROS. They were grey and thin and local.

			‘What do yours say?’

			‘British Home Stores… On the inside… At the back.’

			Arlo put his hands to Stan’s button flies and undid them with caution, as if they might break. Kid-glove skin, Tess noticed. He eased her T-shirt over her head and cast it into the darkness. 

			Tess became aware of her breasts. They were small, and kept out of the way, and didn’t need a bra, but were big enough to remind her she was female, if she ever checked in the mirror.

			‘You have big shoulders,’ Arlo said. 

			Tess had shoulders like shelves. You could keep a library on them. Like a mantelpiece with her head as the central ornament. 

			‘From all the swimming.’

			‘Where do you swim?’

			

			Back to her mother, was what Stan used to say.

			Arlo edged closer. 

			Tess said, ‘You smell…’ He smelt fleshy and she was about to say ‘mammalian,’ but changed her mind to ‘like Stan’. 

			‘You mean dead?’

			‘I mean familiar.’ It was the Karelias cigarettes. In the torchlight, Tess caught the glint of sweat. ‘Come down here. It’s cooler.’ She led Arlo to the mat on the flagstone floor. 

			They lay together in their underwear, touching where triangles meet. 

			Tess knew that in the morning, the glasses and deckchairs and bottle and shoes would be just as they’d left them up on the roof. But also, that the first light would be so dry and crisp and weightless, it would offer them up as dead things, as sloughed-off skin.

			‘I’m glad you brought me here,’ Arlo said. 

			She listened to his breathing slow. She felt him relax into the hardness of the cold stone floor.

			Wasn’t that what they were here for? The cool?

			*

			Over the next twelve years, Tess and Arlo evolved into Tess-and-Arlo, into a hyphenated compound: hyphen, enotikó, under one. Tess swam in hidden mountain rivers. She saw meteor showers and twice watched Mercury transit the sun. Arlo mapped St Mira, foraging for food that dripped from trees just asking to be taken. He climbed every peak of the island. And they grew closer, their bodies edging towards each other, so that these days when they came to Dover Castle on Midsummer’s Day and drank wine and slept on stone, there were no awkward triangles. Their geometry had turned liquid, their level found. 

			They looked now over the castle wall, to where pitch black sea met the fairy lights of Mirapolis. Arlo reached out for Tess. He tucked her hair behind her ears – ears that on that first evening, he could have said were big, but didn’t. Ears that, in Tess’s lifetime, had been called ‘curtain stays,’ ‘jugs,’ ‘no, no little espresso cups,’ but which for Arlo, when he finally mentioned them, were parentheses. Because he liked words. They made her Tess-by-the-way. He said all the interesting qualifications came in brackets.

			These days, Tess had shorter hair, but still Arlo tucked it behind her ears, not because it needed tucking, but as a reiteration of who they were.

			And that, when Tess looked back, was the last gesture they ever made in their old life.

			Because then came the flash, a line of light that curved and collected itself, and rounded into a gaudy bauble that hung on the horizon like an awful Christmas in June.

			Then a thunder so deep it could have come from the start of the universe. Tess saw Arlo try to work it out, this thing that had happened that couldn’t possibly have happened. She saw him want to run and not run. He went to the castle wall and stood between two suns, casting far-fetched shadows like something religious – like those paintings in the cathedral of Jesus riding rods of sunlight, delivering fantastical news to the world. 

			‘It’s Amyna,’ he said. 

			Amyna was the military base. 

			‘That was a bomb.’ He took a deep breath and held it, his lungs panning the air. Then he turned to her with a face she’d seen only once before. It was the look Stan had the last time in St. George’s and the nurse had broken the news. ‘That’s how worlds end,’ Arlo said.

			He was like that. He knew things. He could see into the future. 

			Then they watched the brief sun die. The sky browned. It turned the colour of old blood.

			Midsummer slipped away from them. 

			And from then, their days grew shorter.
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			Other people, in other parts of the world, would have known what to do – a bomb would be ordinary, death everyday. But this one had fallen here, on St Mira. Tess and Arlo looked at each other now, as they had that first night, their eyes grasping, when there was nothing in this world except the self and the other and the pressing urge to live.  

			Tess took Arlo’s hand and they went inside and down to the cellar. The light switch was broken, so they sat in the dark in the smell of a crypt, their bodies burning, their feet turning cold, the way people must cool when they die. They waited. They listened for another blast. Tess heard the drum of her heart. She felt the beat of Arlo’s. They were thirty-eight years old and thirty-five. Added together, they wouldn’t die young. 

			Tess stared into a darkness so complete it couldn’t be measured. She’d only been down to the cellar once before, on the day she took the job at Dover Castle. She couldn’t picture now how big it was, how far away the other wall. But she did remember thinking that every grave had already been occupied by the person who’d dug it. She said, ‘Is this war?’ 

			‘It’s always war somewhere.’

			But here. Had it come here? Had war come for them?

			If another bomb dropped, and landed closer, it would surely be the end. They’d die entombed in the debris of a make-believe castle. How long would they have? People lived for days under earthquake rubble, and in the back of locked lorries, beating on the sides for air. How much oxygen was in this cellar? How many breaths were left?

			Tess took out her phone. The light from the screen turned her face ghostly blue. Two thumbs tapped out a message. To everyone in her address book: Bomb on SM. Dont know what nxt. Loveyou xxx

			She pressed send. 

			Waiting for connection.

			She tried again.

			Still waiting.

			Had the blast brought the network down?

			So was this it? Would they sit in the dark to save the battery and wait for a connection and the world to end?

			Then suddenly Arlo shuddered.

			Tess leant against him. ‘What are you thinking about?’ 

			

			A shrug. ‘Nothing.’ 

			Arlo never thought about nothing, not even in his sleep. He said, ‘What are you thinking about?’

			They were sitting close enough to read each other’s thoughts, except that down here, they’d become obscure. ‘Everything,’ she said.

			When Tess looked back, what surprised her most was she didn’t tell Arlo how much she loved him. Neither of them said it. Maybe saying last words would make them last words, then a second bomb would drop, and that would kill them.

			So they sat in silence. Every so often, Tess picked up her phone, waited for a connection, checked how long it’d been. And every time, Arlo said, ‘How long’s it been?’ 

			Except that one time he said, ‘Shall we go?’

			Though, if Tess allowed herself the truth, that’s not what he said. Arlo didn’t ask a question and there was no ‘we’. He said: ‘I’m going.’ 

			Tess remembered that more clearly than anything. And it had shocked her: that when it came down to it, that’s what desperation did – made everyone alone. 

			They cycled into Mirapolis through a frenzy of sirens, Arlo’s pedals spinning orange, and slowing every so often so Tess could catch up. They reached the half-built houses on the edge of town, the concrete storeys added in the good times and abandoned in the bad. Usually they just looked ugly; now they looked like an aftermath. Police had cordoned off the main road to traffic, so Arlo veered onto the beach path and wound along the coast into the centre. Tess pushed her bike through the slip and shift of sand, listening to the unbroken beat of the waves and alarms set off by the blast, and Arlo bumped over rocks, his tail-light veering like a lost and distant star.

			At Exodus Square, fire-engines pumped blue against the walls. The air smelt singed and pale ash had settled like the first sleet of winter. Tess glanced up at their block of flats. Most days, the balconies were flagged with clothing: Vera’s black laundry, Rron’s white lab coats, the Moros’s latest made-to-measure. But they were empty now, cleared because of the fall-out. Even the workmen who’d been there forever, fixing the maple that had broken open the church, even they had gone – their tent abandoned beside the sandpit, the news left crackling on the radio.

			Arlo took their stairs two at a time. At the first floor, the shuttered sound of the Moros’s turned-up telly. Rron’s door was open, TV voices flung into the stairwell. Vera was waiting for them, fretting on Rron’s landing.

			Tess said, ‘Is it war?’

			‘They say an accident.’ Vera looked wrecked, her deep lines deeper. She embraced them, the sleeves of her outfit hanging black like slackened wings. Then a nod towards the news. ‘And poor Petris…’ Vera drew them closer. 

			Petris, it turned out, was the baby killed by the bomb. He’d been alive a few weeks, and dead just over an hour, and apparently already a household name. Vera said, ‘The only son of Maria, killed in the family home while being nursed through sickness.’ She had one of those memories. Vera could hear something once and repeat it word for word. ‘The distraught father, name withheld, is now in the care of relatives.’ 

			Vera led them into Rron’s flat. Usually she glided, her feet barely touching the floor, but tonight she was grounded, her tread dull. They found Rron on the sofa, moulded into his corner, his eyes fixed on the telly. Ringing his feet, whisky and bottles of beer. The mix had immobilised him. It had clung to his breath and filled the room and covered the traces of Cid-the-cat.

			Now on the telly, a photo of Petris the day he was born, eyes clamped shut, fists clenched and thrown beside his head as if he knew life would be a fight. The details were repeated over and over, confirming Vera’s account. They showed olive groves where fires were raging, farms alight and livestock blackened. The confirmed casualties were Maria and Petris. It looked as though everyone else had gone to the mountains, as was tradition. From the peak of Panorama, they’d watched their village burn and the midsummer sun go down.

			Then the news cut to Parliament House. The Interior Minister had found a blazer and tie and he recited a scribbled statement that looked like a code you could almost decipher as he held the sheet up to the light. He told St Mirans not to be alarmed. This was a one-off, unintended detonation, and please stay at home and remain calm. It was an accident, a mishap, an error, misadventure, oversight… He dabbed at his forehead with a white hankie.

			‘So can St Mirans sleep safe tonight?’

			‘As safe as any night.’

			‘How can you be so sure?’

			The Interior Minister skimmed his notes.

			‘Because if bombs can just go off, what other disasters can we expect? What else is not under your control…?’

			‘This was not a disaster. It was an unfortunate accident.’

			‘…Such as the election.’

			The Interior Minister paused. He loosened his tie. He loosened his throat with a cough. The election was due in a couple of weeks and the result was on a knife-edge. ‘What about the election?’

			‘There must be implications of a disaster like this.’

			‘What kind of implications?’

			‘That’s what I’m asking you.’

			‘We have a national disaster just before the country goes to the polls…’

			

			Because the party that had governed St Mira for decades was in deep trouble. After 2008 and the crash, they’d promised things would get better but failed to do anything to make them better: failed to tax the rich, failed to regulate the Frourio, failed to redistribute, failed to stop the lies, failed to prosecute. Just failed. 

			‘We all know what happened in 2017...’ The reporter meant the election that had almost wiped out the Labour Alliance majority.

			‘That was only because of what happened the year before.’

			2016… That dark year when all around the world impossible things occurred. What happened on St Mira that year was the birth of the Firsters. The National Conservatives merged with the St Miran Patriots to form the St Miran First Party.

			‘So?’ the reporter said.

			‘What?’ 

			So, people had waited long enough. They wanted a change. ‘So won’t this disaster tip the balance in favour of the Firsters?’

			What was this reporter trying to do? Tip the balance?

			Then coverage cut to eye-witness accounts of the bomb. People squinted into the TV camera, offering up stories that got bigger and brasher as the broadcast ran out of facts: that light from the blast had lit up the Parthenon, that the boom was heard off the coast of Malta, that the ground shook in Libya. But no-one could explain why a bomb had gone off or whose it actually was. 

			Rron rocked back and forth, gaining momentum and finally defeating the drag of the cushions to flick ash into the ashtray. He smoked Blue Mountain, grown on the slopes to the south of Mirapolis and smelling of peat and wild sheep. He rolled his own identical cigarettes in thick, dextrous fingers, could work a fag across his hand like a drum majorette. He turned half a face to Arlo. ‘Here we go again…’

			‘It’s happened before?’

			‘Carnage!’

			It hadn’t happened before, but Rron didn’t speak much English, and what he knew he’d picked up from the international press stand at the Mirapolis bus station. He spoke English in red-top headlines.

			Arlo said, ‘How many times?’

			Rron reached for the plate of peanuts and scooped up a handful. ‘Enough is enough.’ He passed the peanuts to Arlo. It was his Guest Plate with the rinsed pink and brown flowers, crockery he’d inherited from his grandparents, handed down from Albania. Not that he had guests. Vera sometimes spent an hour here, and his nephew, Rrock, who’d taken over as caretaker when Tess had left Dover Castle. But since retiring from the Blood Board and becoming part of the sofa, Rron’s life was basically: Rron, Cid, and Time and how to kill it. 

			He turned back to the telly where experts were taking turns to interpret the meaning of ‘accident’ and the Interior Minister’s synonyms. Rron said, ‘No news is bad news...’

			‘There is news,’ Vera said. ‘And it is that there is no news. Facts are shy. They take patience, and coaxing, and double-checking.’ But then, Vera worked at the Records Office and knew how to do her job. She was happy with uncertainty if she knew that she knew all there was to be known. 

			Tess would know more in the morning. Though already she was sure that this story didn’t add up. How, for instance, did they name the victims quite so fast? And get hold of the photo of Petris? And why a mother and baby, which just happened to be the symbol of St Mira? What the bomb scenario said to Tess was: there was an election coming up and this would alter the outcome.

			But anyway. First thing tomorrow, the press release would be ready on her desk. Tess would translate it from Greek into English, and Duke – officially Dr Michail Kontos, Head of the St Miran Central Communications Office and her boss on the English Desk – would amend it, then Tess would polish it, and Duke would consider it and reinstate his gems. And then he’d send it out to the world’s media, and a few more places than usual would report on events on the island.

			Rron watched his clock. On its face, the St Miran red cross. Every schoolchild learned what it meant when they were taught the story of Mira and Georgios: the central circle as her birth canal; the four lines, the spill of original blood to the corners of the island. Rron’s clock was a retirement present from the Board – though he still volunteered now and then, thanks to Vera. She’d told him he had to circulate, keep the oxygen of human company flowing in his veins. Also, Vera wanted more of his stories. Rron had always been full of improbable facts: that the iron in our blood comes from the death of supernovas; that it travels nineteen thousand kilometres every day; that cows have eight hundred blood types; that human blood contains 0.2 milligrams of gold. 

			Óchi!

			Naí! And he’d thump his chest meaning on my heart – a sound that had thickened and dulled over the last couple of years. And now, Rron spent most of his days smoking on the sofa, his calves rugged with varicose veins and turning blue.

			Arlo got up. He signalled to Tess that Rron was signalling – slipping off the furry boots that kept his cold feet warm. He flapped open a blanket and draped it over the sofa. He would go to bed where he sat. Cid had heard Rron too, and he slid into the lounge, taking them in with his citric eyes and cleaning out his claws while waiting for the final goodbyes. Then he went downstairs and out for the night, and Tess, Arlo and Vera went up. At her door, Vera tucked Tess’s hair behind an ear. She’d picked that up from Arlo. Then she swallowed her into her black, silk wings. Vera had worn black since 2002 and Albie. And over the years, she’d found the colour practical because when are people not dying? 

			

			Tess stood in the scent of cedarwood, used to keep the moths away and ‘immortalise my wardrobe,’ Vera had once said. Vera used words like ‘immortalise’. When Albie had died, she’d vowed to keep him alive by speaking his language. She was going to reach him through his tongue. Vera would read the entire English dictionary and learn the words for all the things she would have said if they’d have had more time. It was a Complete Oxford, stamped REFERENCE from the Mirapolis Central Library, lifted in 1982 to aid their courtship and never, somehow, returned. She’d only got partway through. But Vera still said things that were polysyllabic and dazzling and started with A to I.

			Now she drew Arlo to her and whispered a while in his ear. When she handed him back to Tess, ‘Sleep well my lovelies. And pray for Petris.’ 

			Then the stairwell lights went out. 

			Arlo took her hand and they climbed up to their flat. He felt for the lock, did the Yale. ‘At least the bomb was an accident.’ 

			‘Though accidents have consequences.’

			‘Sometimes have consequences.’

			‘Everything that happens shifts the world a bit.’ 

			He did the mortice, then the shove to the right of the lock. ‘Yes, the world shifts a bit. But not so that you’d notice.’

			They went inside, turned on the lights and opened the windows. They re-lit the boiler, and set all the off-off-offs to on-on-on. It always took a while to come home. 

			Tess splashed her face at the bathroom sink, chose not to look in the mirror. ‘What did Vera say to you?’

			‘Vera-isms.’

			‘Were they helpful?’

			‘I love the sound of her voice.’ 

			Tess loved it too. She sounded like the sea. Her words ebbed in and out. They came and went with meaning, without meaning. But Tess knew what Vera-isms were: they were Vera telling Arlo to keep an eye out for Tess, to steady the boat and bring it safely to shore. 

			Tess went into the kitchen. She stood still and breathed. Finally, she could breathe. She looked around. This was where they lived. It was their flat with the passport-booth photos on the side of the fridge, taken in England their first Christmas back, kissing four ways and looking too young to be true; HAPPY 12th!!! written on the whiteboard in Arlo’s teacher’s hand; the mouldy potato they couldn’t throw away because it was shaped like a heart. This was the flat they’d skipped out of with the bottle of Euphoria to go to Kentish Town and mark their anniversary in that already distant age before The Accident – and right now it looked exactly as they’d left it.  

			Tess sat at the kitchen table and stared at a radio that wasn’t on. It told her the time, that it was very late – and very early – already tomorrow. She thought back to twelve years ago, and how, early the next morning, Arlo had made her a cup of tea, and had a cold shower – there were only cold showers in Dover Castle – then cycled back to this flat. For the next few days, Tess had relived events, distilling and improving them, becoming more adept at seduction every time. She’d looked Arlo up on the internet and found out what she already knew: that Mr A. Brown BA (Geog.) was a tutor at StUKCO teaching Certificate English in the afternoon and Business English in the evening. Also that he ran the Life in the UK course, which followed the bestselling Life in the UK Test Handbook. 

			Then, at the end of the week, Tess took out the mower and did lengths of Kentish Town, avoiding the strips on which they’d trod, and all the while in her head, the moment that Arlo had reached out a hand for the Lawn book. English lawns had decided it. 

			Tess could remember thinking that. 

			And then the blade had struck the cable, and at that moment, Tess was severed from her old life. Two hundred and thirty volts pierced her hands, ran up her arms and struck her with a blow so sudden and complete, it took her breath away.

			And for a while, that was that.

			When Tess woke up, she was in this flat. She was on the sofa in the sitting room, which from then on was going to be called the living room because ‘you’re going to live here, Tess, you’re not going to die.’ There was a bucket for vomit and a bucket for pee and a get-well sprig of clematis clipped from the side of the church. For days, Arlo emptied buckets and delivered bowls of mild food that didn’t need chewing. 

			Then, one morning on his way to the Blood Board, Rron called by with a syringe. He took a sample and a long look at the woman who’d arrived upstairs. When he came back with the results, he looked satisfied. Tess was blood group A, as was eighty per cent of the island. ‘That,’ Rron said, ‘is the face of St Mira.’ 

			Arlo had gazed at Tess, her profile drawn on the pillow. He said she did look like the woman on the banknotes – serene and highly valuable.

			Tess was actually only a quarter St Miran. She was also a quarter English and half Greek. At some point that week, Arlo had told her she was lucky to have roots in so many places. He’d said he was sorry, but better to know now what she was getting into: ‘My family doesn’t really understand abroad.’ His mother liked to travel, but only backwards in time, to the clarity and comforts of 1066. And his father, very occasionally, took the ferry to Calais, to look for fossils and pick chalk from their white cliffs, and think how strange it was that once we were all connected. 

			

			The Browns were extremely English, he said. The family tree hung in the hallway of their Dover home and it reached from the decorative frieze to the skirting. When visitors came, his mother – History teacher and genealogist – would pause to point out how many generations had occupied that part of Kent, how long the Browns hadn’t moved.

			‘It’s all right, Arlo,’ Tess had said. ‘It’s OK to be English.’

			Even his name. It sounded like Guthrie and Woody, but it was actually Old English. It meant ‘protected town’. He’d been named after Hastings, the town where he was born. And Edwin, his brother, was Old English for ‘rich friend.’ Edwin had taken the meaning of his name to be the meaning of his life. He’d married into a fortune and bought a Grade 1 listed Manor House, where he lived with his two sons, Edgar and Edmund – both Old English. And now he did unaccountable things with money.

			‘Such as?’

			‘Making lots of it and keeping it for himself. I’m sorry, Tess, but I’m related to immense wealth.’

			‘That’s all right, Arlo. It’s OK to be immensely wealthy.’

			‘No it’s not.’

			No, it wasn’t. But Arlo wasn’t wealthy, so that was OK.

			When Arlo was teaching in the afternoons and evenings, Vera looked after Tess. She put an ear to her chest and listened to her heart. Tess watched Vera’s silvery head rise and fall like the wax and wane of the moon. Then one evening, when Tess was as good as well again, Vera propped her against the pillows to give her a view of the sea. They watched the scythe of the waves, which was lovely, but also sad, because Tess couldn’t help thinking about her mother. Tess had been born with a caul. Sailors collected them as charms against drowning. But hers hadn’t saved Isadora.

			When Vera watched the sea, she thought of Albie. He was named for the Royal Albert Dock and came from a family that had worked on the Thames. ‘Your caul saved him instead.’ Luck could be fickle like that, she said, and generous. If it hadn’t been for Tess’s caul, Albie would have drowned and Vera would have lost her husband. ‘Your caul saved my marriage.’ As did the English dictionary. The separations at sea were fine. What she’d needed was a way to manage the times together. So they’d taken as a marriage vow: We shall give each other a very wide berth. Vera had lived her own life while Albie was away, and her own life plus his during shore leave. She’d been all over the world through his stories, had a whole wall of souvenirs. Though one time, Albie brought back Dengue. Vera had nursed him on their sofa, directly below where Tess was lying. 

			Albie had died.

			Though Vera didn’t believe he’d really gone. His atoms were still here, only more dispersed. Albie just took up more space than before. ‘And now you live with us too.’

			‘For now.’

			‘For as long as you want.’

			‘I’m not sure how long Arlo will have me.’

			‘You know he has emptied Dover Castle? Your belongings are in the hallway. I think he is hoping you will stay for ever. It is why I tell you about keeping a marriage by passing like ships in the night.’

			Tess still lived in the living room. Right now, though, she stared at the radio and listened to the low broadcast of Arlo’s night-time routines brought to her from the rest of the flat: the snacks for beside the bed, the headtorch, the notepad and pen, the T-shirt for his eyes for when dawn came.

			Whereas Tess just went to bed.

			On the kitchen table, a pile of Arlo’s marking. He’d asked the students in his Certificate English class to write a letter in the present simple telling a new friend about their daily routines – the things they always did, and always would. Tess thought: I set an alarm and get up at 6.30. I have a banana for breakfast. I drink a cup of tea. I do not go online. I avoid the news because I produce the news. I put on my Comms Office clothes. I wear linen because it is cool, and khaki because it is the colour of foot soldiers and I am one of a troupe of civil servants making the Office sound informative in the major languages of diplomacy. It is not a happy colour. It is a head-down, do-the-job colour. That is the way Duke runs Comms. I leave the flat at 7.30 and walk to work. I take only streets named for an event in St Miran history. I walk in chronological order. I ignore the Firster-man who holds out leaflets that most people take and some of them bin round the corner. At the Comms Office gate, I wave at Max and he waves back. Then work begins.

			Always. 

			Tomorrow too. 

			Despite The Accident, Tess still had her routines.

			Arlo came into the kitchen and sat beside her. He moved the marking out of the way and turned the radio so Tess couldn’t see the time.

			‘That was the longest longest day,’ she said.

			‘You know days are getting longer?’ Arlo had read it in the newspaper. However many million years ago, days were half an hour shorter and there were three hundred and seventy-something of them in a year. They’d found it out from the growth rings on giant molluscs. Usually, Tess and Arlo would have said Óchi! Naí! But right now, it just added to the uncertainty. Tess wanted to say, ‘You mean we can’t even rely on the universe to deliver the days of the year?’ But she didn’t. Instead, ‘What’s your tomorrow?’

			Arlo had Life in the UK tomorrow. He was on Chapter Four, ‘A Long and Illustrious History’: the six wives of Henry the Eighth in order. Queen Elizabeth. Mary. Famous Shakespeare quotes.

			The Head of StUKCO, Mr Dee, had given Arlo a Scheme of Learning, which was to get through the book by the end of term. It meant five pages a lesson.

			Arlo ran his eyes around the kitchen, the one room in the flat where their lives as a couple played out. ‘“All the world’s a stage”,’ he said. Then his gaze landed on his students’ homework. ‘Once more unto the marking…’ He rolled his eyes at Tess. ‘To bed or not to bed…’

			They went to Tess’s door to do architraves, which was how they said goodnight. Actually, what they said was: ‘See you when I see you.’ Because sometimes Tess didn’t go straight off, and then she’d tap on his door and hope he was still awake. If Arlo heard her, he’d call her in and she’d say: ‘Can I tell you something?’

			‘Tell me something.’

			And she would. 

			And that was all it would take. 

			This time, though, Arlo said, ‘Shall we sleep in my room? Or at least you start off in my room?’ 

			Arlo’s bed was under the window because it was cooler there with the breeze. Tess rolled against him and squeezed the soft tops of his arms. She smelt his neck, which was sweet and lived in. She smelt his sheets, which were salty and lived in.

			Arlo’s body stilled. Then said through the first breath of sleep, ‘Between being and not being, isn’t the answer to be?’ 

			But hadn’t we already been both? Mostly not here, and now briefly here we were, and then we wouldn’t be again. Wasn’t it just a question of how long between the two oblivions and how we chose to spend it? Tess rolled towards the window. Her eyes traced the dark body of the mountain, its contours drawn in moonlight: the shoulders, waist, the hip.

			Arlo liked mountains because he was a geographer. He knew what they were made of and the slow cataclysms that had formed them. And because from the top, it was like a map, he said. They gave you a sense of place. You had context, became part of the world. 

			Also, Arlo liked mountains because at the top, you were on your way to heaven, nearer to those who were already there. 

			Actually, that was why Tess liked mountains. 

			She breathed deep, filling her lungs. On the balcony, the Angel’s Trumpet signalled to the night pollinators – the moths and the bats – and the scent of desire sighed into the room. 

			Just out of sight, the highest peak of the Blue Mountains. It was where Mira, protector and progenitor, had lain with Georgios and peopled the whole island. And now, with a baby at her breast and an olive branch in her hand, she was the emblem of St Mira.

			St Mira and St George.

			Then Arlo draped an arm around her. She felt the beat of his heart. She felt it slow.

			And then it began to rain. It was soft, and smothered the last of the sirens, and sounded like applause as it riffled the leaves on the balcony. 

			Tess said, ‘Rain can move mountains. Water shifts maps. The shapes we know dissolve.’ 

			‘Yes, things dissolve.’ Arlo sounded a long way off. ‘But only in the end. It takes aeons, and you and I have time.’
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