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1

Darkness enveloped her, the room stuffy and close, claustrophobic, womb-like. For one moment, there was only the sound of her breathing and blood whooshing in her ears. Her fingers gripped the edge of the rigid plastic chair. The lights had been out for seconds, yet to Nic it felt like long, torturous minutes, waiting for what would come next, trying to second guess what she needed to say.

The screen on the wall blazed white. Nic squinted. The woman to her right, the interviewer shrouded in darkness, spoke, her voice slipping out of the darkness.

‘I’m going to show you a series of photographs, and you’re going to tell me how they make you feel.’

Nic nodded. She had done it before and was now more prepared, having learned from friends, acquaintances, and random strangers online. If the Ministry of Reproduction wanted her to jump through hoops, she would comply and be bloody good at it.

The first photo flashed on to the screen. A baby, light brown skin, deep brown eyes, wide gummy smile.

How predictable, Nic thought bitterly.

‘What does this photograph make you think and feel?’ The interviewer asked.

Jealousy. Heartache.

‘Happy,’ she said lightly. ‘Warm inside at that beautiful smile.’

The interviewer made no reply. The photo was replaced by another. This time, a heavily pregnant woman cradling her bump. Nic’s stomach churned at the sight. She did not wait for the question again, pushed the jealousy and longing aside.

‘Hopeful for the mother and the baby, and excited for their future.’

To her own ears, her words sounded false, but her friend, Izzy, had said just the same in her interview and she was now the proud mother of a three-month-old boy.

‘Hopeful for yourself, as well?’ The woman asked in that same monotonous voice.

Nic hesitated for a beat. ‘Yes.’

The next photo came without comment, and then the next; photos of families, children playing, a baby crying, a toddler screaming, a maternity ward, a raised hand ready to strike a crying child, an empty cot. With every answer she gave, Nic’s confidence dwindled. How many ways could she suggest she loved children and babies, and wanted a family? Why else would she be there?

Nic wiped her palms down her trousers as surreptitiously as possible, and reached for her plastic cup of water, but found it empty. She licked her dry lips.

‘Last one,’ the woman said.

The photo came up. A tiny coffin sitting in a hole in the ground. Nic jolted in her seat. That was new.

‘How does this make you feel?’

‘Horrified,’ Nic answered, without thinking. ‘Heartbroken.’

For one long moment there was silence, and then the screen went black, and the room was plunged into darkness once more. The lights came on. The interviewer stood up and walked around to the other side of the table. Nic studied her face, but it was unreadable, impassive.

I’m just another number. Another desperate person wanting a baby.

Nic swallowed her anger and put a smile on her face.

‘I think we’re finished for today,’ the interviewer told her.




Nic took the escalator down to the tube. Half of the advertising boards along the walls were dead. Others flickered and froze, their wares obscured. On the platform she squeezed into a space amongst the crowds and glanced at the board to see delays on every incoming tube. To her left, a tall youth had headphones clamped over his ears. Lost in the music, he seemed oblivious to the envious glances at his almost new phone. Nic didn’t even bother taking hers out of her bag: it wouldn’t work underground and was so dated that most of the apps had stopped working. Stream music? Forget it. She was stuck with the few albums and games it supported when it didn’t crash, and the ability to read her email if she could find a decent connection for long enough.

Nic stared at the back of her fellow commuters, yawning and trying not to notice the smells and proximity of bodies, when a commotion drew her attention.

‘Police. Stop.’

Heads swung around as one. Police officers poured down the stairs in pursuit of someone. People scattered out of the way as they streaked past, pushed or jumping out of the way, and then someone screamed. A primal, pained scream.

‘No, no, please.’

The police continued to bellow orders, and then the crowd parted for a moment, and Nic saw a young woman with her arms wrapped around a toddler. Tears poured down the little boy’s pink cheeks. The woman looked around in panic, waiting for a train she could jump on, waiting for help from the crowd of horrified onlookers, but none came.

‘Don’t take him. Don’t take my baby.’

She screamed as hands grabbed her, and the crowd watched on, helpless. An elderly woman stepped forward and shook her folded umbrella like a weapon.

‘Shame on you. Leave that poor baby alone. Let him be.’

A policewoman stepped forward and motioned for the woman to step back, as the men prised the screaming toddler from the screaming mother.

‘Stand back, please, madam.’

‘You’re monsters. Shame on you.’ The old woman’s blue eyes blazed as she fixed them on the crowd of onlookers. ‘Shame on all of you, standing there watching it happen. It’ll come to you one day and then what will you do?’

She shook her head and, just for a second, Nic locked eyes with her. And the woman’s words, and the guttural cries of the mother, and the bawling child were like a knife to her soul. Some of the crowd edged away, averted their eyes, stared at the ground, ashamed because they knew she was right and they could not, or would not, try to do anything.

The train was coming in and the mob of officers dragged their catch away, their voices obliterated by the train announcement. The old woman disappeared, shaking her head and muttering, and the crowd scrambled for a place on the train, desperate to be away from the scene.

Nic climbed on board, shuffling to a seat like a zombie, and wedged her shaking hands under her legs as she sat. She closed her eyes and tried to empty her mind of everything but the rocking of the carriage as it moved away. 




When she opened the front door to her flat, the smell of food filled the hallway. Nic dumped her stuff and headed to the kitchen.

‘Perfect timing,’ Ally said, as she shared the veggie chilli between two blue bowls. She looked up and her smile faded. ‘You alright?’

Nic nodded, then crossed the room and kissed her wife on the cheek. She held her tight for a few moments before then stepped away.

‘What’s the matter? What happened?’

'Nic shook her head. ‘I’ve had a long day, that’s all.’

She didn’t feel like regurgitating that horrible scene she had witnessed. Everything that came before had been bad enough, and she thought she might cry if she had to remember those screams again.

Ally handed her a bowl, and they took them into the living room to sit at the small, round table. Nic poured a large glass of wine and took a long gulp. For a few moments, they concentrated on their food and drink until Ally looked up from her bowl.

‘How was it?’

‘Like all the other times.’

Now they had both been through the initial interview, medical, and second interview. Again. Either Ally didn’t feel the strain or she was keeping it all inside, because she hadn’t complained. Nic wondered if they had been tougher with her as she wanted to be the carrier.

‘Do you think it went well?’ Ally asked.

‘Who knows?’ Nic sighed. ‘I answered the questions, looked at the photos, told them what I thought they wanted to hear. We went through all the medical stuff again, the questions on income and housing and family that we’d already filled out in the questionnaire.’

She jabbed her spoon into the bowl and stirred the rice and chilli vigorously.

‘I don’t know why they want to go over the same stuff again. Nothing’s changed since last time,’ Ally said placatingly.

‘Except we’re both two years older. That counts against us, doesn’t it?’ Nic said bitterly. ‘And it’s their fault for refusing our application both times.’

Ally reached across the table and squeezed her hand.

‘I know, and there’s nothing we can do about that. All we can do is change what we can and keep our fingers crossed.’ Nic took another long sip of her wine and Ally went on. ‘Listen, we’re going to get that house soon, once the chain moves on. It’s only a matter of time. Then we’ll have two floors and a garden all to ourselves, in a quieter part of town. Who could refuse us then? It’ll be the perfect place to raise a child.’

Nic smiled despite herself. ‘You know, your eternal optimism is really bloody annoying sometimes?’

‘Yeah, but that’s why you married me, right?’




That night, Nic struggled to get to sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the tiny little coffin in a hole in the ground. She read to bring about sleep, but her mind wandered and the words and story drifted away from her.

After two hours, she left Ally sleeping soundly in the bedroom, and crept into the dark living room. She contemplated turning on the TV when a cry came from somewhere in the building.

Nic stopped in the middle of the room. It came again, only this time more like a scream of pain or anguish. She crossed to the window and looked out on to the street at the front of the flats, but there was no movement, not even a car. Nic strained her ears, heard nothing, and went down the short hallway to the front door. She pressed her face up to the spy-hole and looked at the warped view of the corridor. No movement.

Somewhere in the building, a door slammed.

Nic stepped back, hesitated, then grabbed her coat and threw it on over her t-shirt and leggings. If someone needed help and she was awake, she couldn’t just stay put. She picked up her door key and left, closing the door softly behind her.

In the hallway, a light flickered on as it sensed her movement, harsh with a blue tinge that made her skin look corpse-like. To her left, further down the corridor, the lift whirred into life. Elsewhere, another door slammed. Nic turned right towards the stairs that spiralled down one side of the building. With every step she descended, she wondered why she was creeping about in the dead of night towards someone who had screamed, and what she was going to find.

At the foot of the stairwell she entered the corridor to the lower flats and saw a dark figure hurry out into the courtyard at the back of the building. Nic followed, heart racing. She pushed open the doors and was hit by a stiff breeze.

Two small lights fixed on the building illuminated a knot of people. One of them was crouched down on the floor, others stood up, someone was crying, another was being held. Without thinking, Nic’s feet dragged her forward. At the sound of her approach, one of the crowd turned around. In the half-light, Nic recognised Sidney from the floor below hers. He looked older than his fifty years in that moment, face lined, dark circles under his eyes, hair dishevelled.

‘I thought you were the police.’

Nic drew closer. He looked scared.

‘What happened?’

Sidney put a hand over his face and rubbed his eyes as if he could erase what he had seen. That should have been a sign to step back, but Nic was rooted to the spot, compelled to see. The two women holding one another turned away as sirens wailed in the distance, and Nic saw the body.

A woman lay on the ground, one leg out to the side, her head twisted at a sickly angle. Blood had trickled from her nose and mouth and pooled on to the ground, and her eyes were wide open as if she had finally seen the truth the moment before she had died.

Nic glimpsed that scene for one moment before turning away, but it was enough for her to know it would haunt her forever. She turned away, hand over her mouth, while Sidney tentatively touched her on the shoulder and squeezed.

‘I know, I know,’ he whispered.

The woman crouched beside the body had stopped crying and now rocked backwards and forwards, a low keening sound drifting from her mouth. Sirens grew louder. Around the edge of the building, blue lights flickered. From behind them, footsteps echoed around the courtyard, and two paramedics hurried over.

The four onlookers stepped away and let them through, though it was soon clear that nothing could be done. Nic looked up at the flats, the twelfth level and the roof lost in the dark, and shuddered. She zipped up her coat with shaking fingers and caught the eyes of the older woman beside her. Nic knew her only by sight and, even in the gloom, saw the resemblance between her and the younger woman.

‘Another one,’ the elder whispered.

‘Another one?’ Nic asked. ‘What do you mean?’

The woman glanced around and lowered her voice and her head. Cameras around the building had stopped working years ago, when the chip shortage had disrupted everything, but the echo of the surveillance they had once been under never left. Who knew if someone was listening, if those nearby were trustworthy?

Before the woman could reply, a police officer approached them, while the others conversed with the paramedics.

‘Any of you see what happened?’

They shook their heads.

‘Don’t need to see it. We all know what happened,’ the young woman said with contempt.

The policeman eyed her with distaste. Her mother put a hand on the young woman’s arm and pulled her in close.

‘I’m going to need to take your names,’ he said.

‘What for?’ The young woman asked.

‘Witnesses.’

‘We didn’t see anything, we just came out to see what all the crying was,’ Sidney told him calmly.

‘Still. It’s protocol.’

He took out his notebook, clicked on the pen, and recorded their names and flat numbers.

‘Now I need you to return to your flats, please. We’re done here.’

For a second, nobody moved. Nic glanced at the mother and daughter, then pulled the older woman gently away by the arm.

‘Come on,’ she said.

Inside the building, Sidney mumbled goodnight, then shuffled away, shaking his head as he headed for the lift. Nic followed the mother and daughter into the stairwell. When they got to the third floor, Nic stopped them as the mother’s hand rested on the door handle. 

‘What did you mean, another one?’ Nic asked.

The woman gave a deep sigh. She looked around, but the stairwell was empty.

‘I meant a woman taking her own life after another rejection.’

‘A rejection?’

Even as Nic asked, as the words left her mouth, she knew what she was going to hear.

‘They denied her a child. Six applications, ten years: that takes its toll, I’d imagine.’ She glanced at her own daughter, her guilt and gratitude wrapped up in one look. ‘But what does the Ministry care about another suicide?’

Nic could find no words to reply. She let them leave, then climbed the stairs to her own flat, legs heavy, body shaking, the picture of a tiny coffin in her mind once more.




2

Rain poured down the window in rivulets as Nic stared out and stifled a yawn.


‘Earth to Nic.’


She turned around to her colleague. ‘Sorry, San.’


‘Late night?’


Nic shook her head as an image of the woman sprawled on the floor came into her mind. 


‘Just didn’t sleep well.’


She moved away and busied herself with the display items behind the till to avoid any more questions.


‘After today you will,’ Sandeep grinned. ‘Are you ready?’


Every three months, doctors’ surgeries, pharmacies, pop-up and mobile clinics, delivered millions of contraceptive injections. Companies were legally obligated to allow their workers time off for these appointments, and so they came in their uniforms when they could; firefighters, construction workers, vets, doctors.


‘As ready as I can be,’ Nic replied, knowing how chaotic it could become.


Cindy, the manager, appeared from the backroom and glanced at the clock. With one minute until opening time, there was already a queue of people outside, desperate to get theirs done and get on with their day.


‘I’ll run the till if you two start off with the injections. We can rotate later.’


There was no discussion, there never was. Cindy never missed a chance to point out that she was in charge. Nic longed for the day when the woman would move away, like she always threatened to do but never did, or retire, which she said she couldn’t wait to do but made no move to put into action. She was only just coming up to sixty, so had at least eight more years to work, and she seemed intent on disliking every single day of those years.


Nic and Sandeep took to their booths crammed in on one side of the shop, and Cindy opened the doors. The soggy people filed in, shaking and folding down umbrellas, muttering about the rain, wiping glasses.


Nic pulled on blue gloves and picked up her scanner. She plastered a smile on her face as the first person, a young man with a neon pink jumper and spiky blonde hair, approached. He kept his headphones on, a vintage MP3 player clipped to his waistband like a badge of honour, and nodded in greeting, then rolled up his sleeve. Nic passed the scanner across his wrist and hoped today of all days that the tablet and the entire system didn’t crash. After a brief wait, she watched his information pop up on the tablet standing on the table next to her. She unwrapped the syringe and plunged the needle into his upper arm. After withdrawal, she plastered on a small square of cotton wool, and the man left.


Boxes of contraceptive injections emptied and the sharps bin filled up. The queue of people never ended, and for once Nic was glad. The repetition and mundane conversation filled her mind and stopped her thinking about her own problems.


Sometimes the tablets hung or crashed as the overloaded nationwide system failed to cope with the numbers. Years ago it had worked, when the computers were new and the software updated. But then the world started running out of precious metals and minerals that made the chips and technology they all depended on. China had used their supplies as a bargaining chip and the countries that didn’t pay were suffering. Now the entire system creaked, and the process dragged along as workers and patients waited in queues for too long for something that a lot of them didn’t even want.


As the rain hammered down outside, the room grew stuffy and damp as coats and umbrellas dripped water on to the blue-grey carpet. Just before lunch, Nic had one last patient. A woman in her mid-thirties approached, eyes downcast, face pale. When she rolled up her sleeve, it was with reluctance. Nic felt the woman’s eyes flick to her face as she ran the scanner over her scarred wrist.


‘Up higher,’ the woman told her quietly.


Nic avoided eye contact and nodded. She moved the scanner above where the woman, or someone else, had cut out her original microchip, and got the information she needed on her screen. As she prepared the syringe, she felt a pang of guilt that she was having to do this, that she was stopping this woman from conceiving. But would it have been worse to let her get pregnant, only to be forced to abort it or have the baby ripped from her arms minutes after birth? Who could answer that?


Finished, the woman yanked down her sleeve and pushed her way out of the pharmacy. Nic left her booth, telling Cindy she was taking her lunch break. In the staffroom at the back of the pharmacy, Nic sat at the little round table with her lunch. She picked at the pasta salad, but her appetite had vanished, and after a few mouthfuls she put the lid on the box and pushed it aside.


Tiredness swarmed over her like ants over the corpse of a beetle. Nic shut her eyes and tried to empty her mind of every bad thought and image. When the door to the staffroom opened with a squeak, Nic opened her eyes to find Cindy halfway through the doorway, brow creased.


‘Nic?’


‘What’s up?’


‘The police are here to talk to you,’ she said.


‘Oh,’ Nic frowned, shoved her chair back and stood up.


Before they could exchange more words, Cindy stepped aside and let the two officers pass.


‘Nicola Merchant?’ The male officer asked.


‘Yes.’


‘PC Bright, this is PC Thompson. We’re just here to ask you a few questions about last night.’


Nic glanced over their shoulders and saw Cindy lurking in the passage that led to the front of the pharmacy. PC Bright turned back and closed the door firmly on her.


‘Can we sit?’ Bright asked.


‘Sure.’


Nic sat down, and the officers sat opposite her. She pushed aside her lunch and the book Sandeep had left on the table as if they were guests in her home.


‘What did you need to ask me?’


‘About Eleanor Topp, the lady who died last night at your block of flats.’


‘I didn’t know her. Didn’t even know that was her name.’


‘You’ve never spoken before?’ Thompson asked.


‘No. I know some people in the building, but not everyone.’


‘What about the people you were with outside last night?’ Bright asked and referred to his notebook. ‘There were four of you when the officers arrived on scene.’


‘I know Sidney, but not the woman and her daughter.’


‘Did you see what happened?’ Bright asked.


‘No. I couldn’t sleep, so I was awake when I heard a scream somewhere in or near the building. I came outside to see what the commotion was and found the others there already.’


‘So they were there before you?’


Nic nodded.


Bright continued. ‘Did they see what happened?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What did they tell you?’


Nic’s eyes flickered between the officers. Now she knew why they were there. Not to discover more information about the woman’s death, but to find out what she might have said to other people. The Ministry hated bad press, hated any talk about how their influence was negative, and the police were in their pocket. She knew she should tell the truth, that lies would tangle her up, but she couldn’t bear to throw that lady and her daughter under the bus.


‘Nothing. They didn’t need to. I could see she’d fallen.’ Nic closed her eyes briefly and shook her head. ‘Sorry. It wasn’t something I wanted to see, but I can’t stop.’


Thompson nodded and made a note in her book. She looked moderately sympathetic to this. Bright kept his dark eyes on her.


‘Did you tell anyone else?’ Thompson asked. ‘Your partner, other family members, friends?’


‘No.’


‘Not even your wife?’ Thompson consulted his tablet. ‘Alison Black?’


Nic suppressed a shiver.


‘No. She was asleep when I got back into bed.’


Bright narrowed his eyes at her. ‘How about in the morning?’


‘I said that there had been an accident, someone had fallen. Nothing more.’


Thompson made a note. Sweat crept over her brow, the back of her neck, under her arms. It was true. She had told Ally about the woman, but not that sit was a suspected suicide. The less anyone knew about it, the safer they were.


‘How about here at work?’


‘No. I’ve spoken to nobody else. It isn’t something I ever want to discuss again.’


That was true, though not exactly for the reason they wanted, yet it seemed to satisfy them. Bright smiled with satisfaction and Thompson glanced at her watch. She stood up first, and her colleague followed.


‘Good. It was an unfortunate, tragic accident.’ Thompson said, holding her gaze. ‘We wish to protect the family at this difficult time while they grieve.’


‘Of course,’ Nic mumbled.


His words were straight out of the police handbook for cliched condolences. She wondered if he knew how fake they sounded.


‘We’ll be in touch if we have any further questions,’ Bright told her.


Nic stood up and watched them leave. As soon as the door closed, she sank into her chair and wiped her clammy palms on her trousers. Moments later, Cindy appeared, her hands on her wide hips, her face a picture of displeasure.


‘Is there something I need to know?’


Mind your own business, you nosy cow.


‘No, there isn’t.’


‘What was all that about, then?’


Nic swallowed down her irritation.


‘Nothing, just some questions about someone in my building.’


Nic held Cindy’s gaze as the older woman scrutinised her as if she could detect lies at will.


‘Well,’ Cindy said huffily at last, ‘don’t let it happen again. We don’t need any trouble round here. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is.’


If Cindy hoped for an apology or Nic to ask what her problems were, she was sadly disappointed. Instead, pulled her lunch back towards her across the table and turned her attention to it. Cindy lingered in the doorway a moment longer, then left, letting the door bang shut behind her.







*




The flat was dark when she entered. Nic shut the door, switched on the lamp on top of the shoe cupboard, removed her coat, and threw her keys in the bowl. Only then did she notice the letter on the mat. She picked it up and stared at her name on the front. The Ministry of Reproduction logo blazed red in the upper left corner.


Nic held it in her fingers as if it was about to detonate, and walked into the living room. After a moment longer, she placed the letter on the table and walked away. She turned on the radio for company and prepped dinner, glad to have something to occupy her hands and mind that was not injecting people. On the radio, the news interrupted the music.


“A potential new discovery of bastnaesite could offer UK manufacturers a boost in their continuing uphill struggle to plug the computer chip gap that has plagued them for the last three years, as it has the rest of the world. But critics have been quick to point out that unless the UK is willing to negotiate a new deal with China and gain access to the other rare metals they desperately need, there is little hope of plugging the gap in technology that is missing.”


Nic poured a strong gin and tonic and made a note to get another bottle at the sight of this one almost empty. Ally was out to dinner with friends, and Nic was happy to put on her pyjamas and eat in front of the TV, drink, and empty her mind of everything that was trying to press in and overrun her thoughts.


“A criminal gang leader has been charged with multiple counts of people trafficking, including into and out of the country. Police believe the gang may be connected with families looking to flee the country with children illegally conceived-”


Nic switched the radio off and took a gulp of gin.


Later, Ally returned and found the letter on the table. She held it above Nic, sprawled out on the sofa watching a nature documentary about the decline of fish around the islands of Malaysia, and made no reply.


‘What’s this?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Open it then,’ Ally said. She circled the sofa and perched on the arm. ‘It might be important.’


‘It might be bad.’


She remembered the last two letters, little memos of bad news, crushing her dreams of becoming a parent.


‘You can’t ignore it,’ Ally said after some time. ‘If you don’t open it, I will. It concerns both of us, not just you.’


Nic ignored that jab, accurate as it was, and plucked the letter out of Ally’s hand. Without care, she ripped it open and took out the one sheet of paper.


‘So?’


Ally slipped off the arm of the sofa and read over Nic’s shoulder.


‘I’ve been summoned by the Ministry. Friday morning at ten,’ Nic said slowly.


For a few moments, neither of them spoke.


‘Well, that’s new,’ Ally said at last. ‘Maybe they want to talk about our application. Maybe this is good news.’


‘Maybe,’ she said without conviction.


Ally put an arm around her waist and squeezed her gently.


‘Think about it. All the other times we applied, we never had this letter, only a rejection.’


‘But it’s only addressed to me,’ Nic said.


‘That’s because you’re the one who’s going to carry our baby,’ Ally said and rested her head on Nic’s shoulder.


Nic’s heart constricted. That made sense. Could it be that they were finally going to get the green light after three applications and four long years? They were due some good fortune, and with their house purchase imminent, maybe this was their time to get what they wanted, what Nic felt they deserved.




*




The outside of the Ministry of Reproduction building was a box of glass and chrome. Security prowled the perimeter. At the checkpoint inside, Nic showed her ID, put her bag in the scanner, and passed through the metal detector.


Inside, the building was white walls, white furniture, accents of wood. Posters and artwork lauding the Ministry’s endeavours and successes plastered the walls; lowered infant mortality, high adoption rates, lower care admissions, the eradication of Down Syndrome, cystic fibrosis, and other inherited diseases Nic had never heard of. She remembered when the Ministry had first taken her DNA for sampling and how worried she had been that they would find an error that had somehow passed down from her own parents. After decades of selection, the Ministry had phased out many genetic flaws, but sometimes one mutated and the would-be parents were punished for something beyond their control.


From every angle, photos and videos of happy families played across screens in the lift, the entrance hall and walkways. A reminder of how what she desired was not quite within her grasp. She noted how the Ministry had no problem with their screens or software: everything looked brand new and shiny. No expense spared for government repression.


A group of suited men and women, lanyards around their necks, clustered around a blonde woman beside the lifts. Nic heard a snippet of something that sounded Spanish and then a young man translated to the blonde woman.


‘Absolutely,’ the lady replied, ‘you could roll this out in one area or one city at a time, if the budget dictates. But in our opinion, that leads to complications, people leaving or moving out of area. It’s best to just make it your policy from day one. But let’s go over the details after the tour.’


The blonde woman looked up and offered a fake smile as Nic passed by. Nic averted her eyes and pressed the button for the lift, glad to get in and avoid the sales pitch outside. Nic got into the lift with a handful of other people and pressed button six. She had been on one and two, but never six. Perhaps Ally was right, and this was positive. Still, her stomach fluttered as the lift ascended.


On the sixth floor, she signed in at another reception desk, sat in an identical looking waiting room to the others she had seen before, and ignored the magazines and racks of leaflets that visitors were encouraged to read. The only difference in this little waiting room was that she was the only visitor.


Her stomach tied itself in knots as she waited. At one end of the room, a video played on a screen, urging visitors to update personal details, get their vaccinations, and the penalty for not taking their contraceptives.


A man appeared dressed in a short-sleeved white shirt and black trousers, and asked her to follow him.


‘Just in here,’ he said, and held the door open.


The room was neat, almost sterile, with little sign of use other than a mug of coffee on the desk and the glow of a computer screen. Nic sat on the hard, black plastic chair and the man sat down on the opposite side of the desk in his padded desk chair.


She waited for him to introduce himself, but he only adjusted his glasses and fixed her with a stare. Any hope Nic possessed that this might be a positive meeting vanished. She glanced around, spotted a framed certificate on the wall for a degree in psychology, and noted his name as Terence.


‘Do you know why you’re here?’ He asked sharply. 


She felt like a schoolgirl in the headmistress’s office.


‘I don’t.’


Terence swept a hand across his thinning brown hair and pushed it out of his eyes. He looked fed up and weary, as if from something other than lack of sleep.


‘The Ministry takes the loss of life seriously. Any suggestion that may link us to the death of anyone is a cause for great concern.’


Nic’s stomach dropped. So this was about the suicide again, and nothing more. How did they get a letter to her so quickly?


‘I spoke to the police yesterday and told them what I saw, which wasn’t very much. I don’t know anything else about it.’


‘Who have you told?’


‘Only my wife.’


‘What did you tell her?’


‘That someone fell.’ Nic said. ‘I haven’t spoken to anyone else about it.’


Terence fixed her with his dark eyes. Nic tried not to squirm under his gaze.


‘It would be a shame if you mentioned the accident,’ Terence replied at last. ‘For several reasons. One, the Ministry does tremendous work keeping our children safe, making sure only those responsible enough may have children, and therefore keeping children out of care. Any story or reckless gossiping could have a detrimental effect on our work,’ Terence said, the words dripping off his tongue like a well-rehearsed speech. ‘The second reason is this.’


He spun his computer screen to face her. Nic stared at a recent colour photo of herself. Her profile and application to the MoR. With one long finger, he pointed to the orange box at the top of the form. PENDING.


Nic felt nauseous, her mouth filling with saliva. She didn’t want to look at the box, but looking at him was no better.


‘I can make this go red at any moment,’ Terence said softly, as if he were whispering a secret. He glanced at the screen and shrugged. ‘You’re on the edge as it is, what with your past mental health history, and the asthma inherent in your family, amongst other things. Two rejections already, and the age limit isn’t far away for you, is it?’


His words hit like a fist to the stomach. Three years until she hit thirty-five, the upper age limit for conceiving. After that, there was no hope.


‘You can’t do that,’ Nic blurted. ‘You can’t deny someone on such small things, things they have no control of, that’s not fair.’


Terence turned the screen away from her. He seemed amused by her outburst and then immediately angry. Nic tried not to shrink from his icy stare.


‘Life isn’t fair,’ he said icily. ‘But the system is.’


Visions of the orange box turning red, the word REJECTED on her application, made her shake. She put her hands under her thighs to stop them moving.


‘There is a way to fix this little problem, however.’


He pushed a piece of paper and a tablet across the desk towards her, then held out a biro and a stylus.


‘What’s this?’ Nic asked.


‘An NDA.’ When she did not reply, he explained as if to an imbecile. ‘A non-disclosure agreement. You sign this to say you’ll never speak of that woman’s death to anyone, ever again, and I don’t shatter your dreams.’


Hatred for the man engulfed Nic. He watched her like a giant cat watches its prey, knowing it can do as it pleases, batting it playfully until he’s ready to strike. She wondered how many other people had signed these forms, how many people had been granted the right to conceive for what they could offer in return. The thought made her furious, but she had no choice, and he knew it.


Without a word, she took the pen and the stylus. She knew she should read it, could hear Ally in her head telling her to always read the small print, but she feared she might throw up at any moment. All she wanted was to get out of that building as soon as possible and never return again. With a shaking hand, she signed the paper and then the digital version, put the pens on the table with a clatter, and looked at Terence.


‘Can I go now?’


The small, downtrodden child asking the teacher if her scolding was over. He held her stare, pinned her to her seat with those malevolent eyes, then stood up.


‘I’ll show you out.’


At reception, Terence watched her go. Nic didn’t turn back. She hurried down the hallway and jabbed at the lift button. The lift whirred in the eerie silence. When the doors opened, Nic jumped in, pressed the ground floor button, and closed her eyes. In the main foyer, the doors opened to a small knot of people. Nic pushed through them and headed into the toilets near reception. In the cubicle, she fell to her knees and emptied her stomach.
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Corina gripped the sides of the sink, eyes shut tight, and took a few deep breaths. She was glad the bathroom was empty and her ninth-floor colleagues had not yet appeared. But the clock was ticking, and soon they would be in, and she would have to go down and meet the Spanish party.


She looked up into the mirror and stared at her reflection to check if she had sufficiently hidden the dark circles under her eyes. Sleep had been elusive in the last few weeks, work manic with preparing for the visitors from Madrid, and the new head of the Ministry soon to be announced. This had unsettled her, but not as much as what she had just seen in her colleague’s office.


The door to the bathroom opened and Lyndsey, the office manager, breezed in immaculately dressed from head to toe, smile wide. Corina plastered her own on and put her hands under the tap. The water was too hot, and she winced and pulled back.


‘Morning.’


‘Good morning,’ Lyndsey said cheerily. ‘Ready for the big tour?’


‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’


Lyndsey stood at the adjacent sink and checked her reflection, even though no piece of hair was out of place, no item of make-up not perfectly applied. Corina wondered how some women knew exactly how to wear their make-up without looking like an eight-year-old had done it. Did someone show them, or were they just naturally gifted?


‘You’ll be fine,’ Lindsey said kindly.


Corina stared at her own reflection in the mirror as Lyndsey put away her lip gloss and felt plain in comparison. She tightened her ponytail, her golden hair about the only thing she appreciated about her appearance, but couldn’t find the will to move. Her mind was on Evan Lanmore, Ministry director, and the email she had seen on his computer. It had been little more than a glimpse over his shoulder as he was busy, unintentional on her part, but those few lines had sent a chill through her.


‘Everything alright?’ Lyndsey asked.


Corina avoided the concerned look of her colleague and smiled.


‘Yep, just tired. It’s going to be a long day.’


She crossed to the hand-dryer and by the time she had finished, Lyndsey was in a cubicle. Corina hurried out and fled to the safety of her office.


At the desk, she opened her laptop and groaned at the emails piling up in her inbox. A handful she deleted, a few garnered quick replies, and others she marked to deal with later. With five minutes until the Spanish delegation arrived, Corina flicked through her tablet and made sure her notes were in order, when a knock on the door interrupted her.


‘Yes,’ she answered, assuming it would be Lyndsey.


The door opened, and Jemima popped her head round.


‘Got a minute?’


‘Yeah, but literally just a minute.’


Jemima came in and closed the door. ‘Ah yeah, the delegation. Nervous?’


Corina shook her head. ‘I’ve done it before.’


While Corina had been the Ministry’s head of PR and Media for five years, having worked her way up from a deputy position, Jemima had come in as an apprentice the previous year, and had brought a perspective laced with scepticism that Corina was unused to in the MoR. All of it implied and whispered outside work, of course.


Jemima took a seat and fidgeted for a moment.


‘Everything alright?’ Corina asked.


‘I heard a rumour,’ Jemima whispered. ‘About the replacement.’


Jemima glanced around the room, and Corina knew what she was thinking. Anyone could be listening or watching. One thing the Ministry didn’t scrimp on was technology to further its own agenda. While civilians grappled with outdated tech and crashing software, the Ministry luxuriated in ultra-fast internet connections and the newest gadgets. Hidden cameras were not beyond them.


Jemima picked her words carefully. ‘It’s as expected.’


This was what Corina had feared. Some people would be thrilled with the choice of a new head for the Ministry, but Corina felt sick with dismay. She had heard the rumours, the promises he had made, the changes he wanted to implement, all pandering to the hardcore members of the MoR supporters.


‘I see,’ Corina said slowly.


For a long moment they held each other's gaze, and Corina saw her own worry reflected. She forced a smile and stood up.


‘Let’s catch up after work for dinner? I’ve got to go down and meet the delegation.’


Jemima agreed and departed as Corina switched off the radio and gathered up her things. The lift whirred in to life to take her down to the ground floor. Over the last few years, Corina had met several delegations wanting to replicate the MoR’s success in their own countries. In the beginning, she had sold the dream with enthusiasm, but now she felt unsettled at the prospect. Those three lines of email pulsed in her brain.


“Rehabilitation programme update: RP and BN give green light for indeterminate sentences for repeat offenders. Multiple sites for rehab camps narrowed down to China, Pakistan, Ethiopia, Egypt. Preliminary discussions under way incl. proposed funding and building permits. Await new legislation to proceed.”


Corina had no idea who RP was, but BN, was almost definitely Bo Newman, a legal wizard who had MPs in his pocket, influenced policy changes, and found loopholes for everything the Ministry wanted to implement. If he said the programme could go ahead, then he must be certain.


A zero showed up on the side panel and the doors opened with a ding. Corina fixed a smile on her face and stepped out.




*




The warm, stuffy air acted like an unwelcome embrace. Corina held her head in her hands and willed the paracetamol she had just taken to work faster. A noisy, crowded Mexican restaurant was the last place she wanted to be right now, but she had to meet Jemima and find out what she knew about the new head. She rubbed her temples and dreamed of a warm bath and her cosy bed when Jemima sat down.


‘Blimey, it’s a bit warm in here,’ Jemima said by way of greeting.


‘Air-con isn’t on. Energy saving measures.’


Another government mandate that didn’t stretch to the Ministry, or any government department. Do as we say, not as we do.


‘Ah, bummer. So,’ Jemima asked as she perused the menu, ‘how did the tour go today?’


‘Pretty good, I think.’ Corina didn’t want to talk about her lacklustre performance today. She had tried to find the enthusiasm she had once had, but it hadn’t been forthcoming. ‘How was your day?’


‘Oh, you know what the art department is like. Everybody thinks their idea is the only way to go, and nobody likes to compromise. All the while, I’m the apprentice, so I just do what I’m told.’


She closed the menu and smiled. The smell of delicious food made her stomach rumble, and as she had skipped lunch, she was desperate to eat.


‘That sounds like every department in the Ministry.’


She caught the waitress’s eye, and they gave their orders. Corina sat back and stifled a yawn.


‘Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night. Or the last few nights, for that matter.’


Jemima nodded and leaned forward, put her chin in her cupped hand and partially covered her mouth with her fingers. Corina sat forward and mirrored her.


‘So,’ Jemima said, her lips barely visible, her voice just audible over the noise of the restaurant. While most cameras outside the Ministry were now defunct, it paid to be wary of who may be listening, or lip-reading. ‘Radford, ay?’


Corina rolled her eyes. ‘They couldn’t have made a worse choice. How did you hear?’


‘You know I can’t reveal my source,’ Jemima said with a smirk.


‘And I don’t want you to,’ Corina said. ‘It’s certain, then?’


Jemima nodded. ‘Announcement will come in the next few days.’


Their food arrived, and the two women sat back and thanked the waiter. Corina started in on building her burrito, layering on all the options of sauces and accompaniments.


‘Maybe it’ll be OK,’ Jemima suggested. ‘You know how people make bold claims just to get elected or hired.’


‘Except in the Ministry, they often come true.’


Jemima arched an eyebrow and Corina looked down at her plate.


‘You know,’ Jemima said, a taco just in front of her mouth, ‘some people have said he’s related to Victor Hampden.’


Corina raised her eyebrows. Victor Hampden had been the brainchild behind the Ministry of Reproduction and was revered and reviled alike.


‘Really?’


‘Nobody knows for sure, though.’


‘It’d be easy to find out, wouldn’t it? Check a few records. There’ll be a blood connection. Unless he was adopted.’


Jemima shrugged. ‘I suppose an interested journalist might dig deeper, if they were brave enough.’


The two women held a look for a moment, then returned to their dinner.


‘I wish I believed things might be OK,’ Corina mumbled after a few mouthfuls of food.


‘I suppose,’ Jemima said, smearing salsa into a taco shell, ‘that we can just change jobs if it gets that bad.’


Corina was glad Jemima was looking at her plate and did not see the dismay that passed across her face. She thought of Angie from human resources who had left a few years ago out of nowhere. Only a long time after did they hear about her repeated rejections. Corina would never forget the day she found out Angie was dead. It had sent a shockwave through those who had known her at the Ministry.


She shivered and made no reply, filling her mouth with food even as her appetite dissipated. Her head was still pounding, and she wanted to get home as soon as possible, fall into a deep sleep and forget everything.




*




Corina received the call one morning, two weeks after dinner with Jemima.


‘He’s ready to see you,’ Leigh Radford’s assistant said over the phone.


‘Everyone in the department?’


‘No, just you.’


Corina’s heart sank. ‘I’ll be right there.’


She put down the phone and sat still for a moment. A group meeting with some of the other important members of the PR and Relations team would have been preferable, but Radford wanted to meet her alone.


Corina left her office and brooded on this as she headed to the tenth floor. The Ministry functioned through a hierarchy of various levels and department heads, so that contact with anyone at the very top was minimal. She could count maybe ten times in five years that she had met with the former head of the Ministry. Maybe the new head was about to blow this system up.


The tenth floor was quiet, deserted almost, as Corina stepped out of the lift and headed for Radford’s offices at the far end of the hall. Her footsteps thudded on the fake wooden floor. She passed nobody, but now and again muffled voices deep in conversation reached her from behind closed doors.


Corina pushed through the double doors and into a large foyer where Radford’s private secretary sat behind his desk. The foyer was opulent and sparse at the same time. Expensive art dotted the bright white walls, and while there was little furniture, what was there was glass-topped or highly polished mahogany. A faint, sickly smell of vanilla filled the air.


‘Good morning, please go on through, he’s expecting you.’


‘Thank you,’ Corina replied.


She knocked, waited for the call, and stepped into the office. The main room was vast, blindingly bright, with the floor to ceiling windows behind the desk that overlooked the back of the Ministry building. A little to her left sat a small suite of sofas, and a door behind that, she knew, led to a private room.


Radford sat behind the desk and stood to beckon her over.


‘Miss Pullman, please, have a seat.’


‘Thank you,’ she said and approached, put her hand out over the desk, ‘it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.’


‘Likewise.’


They shook hands, and Corina sat down. Radford was a slim man, brown hair thinning on top, round glasses over his brown eyes. Everything about him was old-fashioned and made him seem out of place in this modern building.


‘You took the Spanish delegation on a tour, I heard?’ He asked.


‘I did.’


She waited for the negative feedback that was bound to come. Her heart had not been in the endeavour and there had been a number of colleagues who might attest to that.


‘My predecessor had an almost religious fervour at spreading our work to other countries, didn’t he?’


Corina was not sure whether to reply. Tamen Brown had been serious, quiet, not exactly approachable, but she had not disliked working for him. Everyone had known where they stood. Only now she knew what he had been planning before he left his position: had she ever really had the measure of him?


She smiled and nodded her head a fraction, unwilling to pass any comment on him, despite what she had learned about his intended rehabilitation programme. Perhaps Radford would junk the project the way every Prime Minister did when they took power: a petulant display to prove they were better than the person they were replacing.


‘A shame he had to retire so early, with all those health problems.’


Something about his tone implied he knew otherwise, but Corina kept her face neutral. Speculation was dangerous, and it made little difference to her personally whether Brown had retired over an illness or other personal reasons.


‘But that’s not my concern,’ Radford went on. ‘I don’t care if the Spanish liked our methods, whether the Belarusians want to copy us, or if the Bolivians hate what we do. None of that matters to me. What matters to me is the people of this country, and the children who have not yet been born, as well as the ones who have.’ Radford nodded as if he appreciated his own words. ‘In my opinion, this place has been drifting along doing the same old thing, expecting different results and seeing nothing new in return. I’m here to change that. And you and your department are an integral part of it.’


‘How can we help? What can we do differently?’ Corina asked with a benevolent smile on her face.


Radford returned it, displaying a slightly crooked set of teeth that put Corina in mind of a shark.


‘I have many ideas I want to implement. Some people aren’t going to like them, but I firmly believe this is in the best interest of society. What I need is someone in each department I can count on to help me. A head cog in every part of the machine to make it run smoothly, and your department is virtually the most important part of reassuring the public that this is in their best interest.’


Radford paused and leaned forward, a predatory smile on his face.


‘So my question is this: can I trust you to help me with my vision?’


Corina’s pulse quickened. The temperature controlled room felt too warm. She wanted to look away, run away, and she certainly did not want him to trust her. Her fears of him taking control of the Ministry were going to come true. She knew that with a fervent certainty that she had about little else, and he wanted her to help him.


Worst of all, he knew she had no choice. If she failed or refused, she would lose her job, and her future family, should she even decide she wanted one. What choice did she have?


‘I’ll do my best,’ Corina lied.


‘Good. There’s going to be a lot of changes around here and everyone’s going to need to be on board.’
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The stench of rotten food hit her before she opened the lid of the communal bins. Nic held her breath, lifted the lid, threw in the black bag, then let it bang shut. As she turned to leave, she found Sidney in front of her, carrying his own rubbish. She had not seen him since the night of the suicide. Dark bags under his eyes told her he wasn’t sleeping much better than she was.


‘Evening,’ Nic said.


‘Evening,’ Sidney replied. ‘How’ve you been?’


Nic stepped away as he opened the lid and threw his bag in.


‘Fine,’ she lied.


He shut the lid and moved away from the stench to join her. Sidney gave a sad smile and studied her face.


‘You sure?’


Nic thought about lying and then shrugged. ‘Not really.’


‘No. Me too.’


Sidney pushed his hands into his trouser pockets and looked around. There was nobody else nearby, only passing traffic on the road, and the birds in the trees keeping busy before the sun set. 


‘The funeral’s next week,’ Sidney said quietly. ‘I know you didn’t know her, nor did I really, but I felt like I should go.’


‘That’s kind of you.’


‘I’m not saying you should,’ he added.


‘No, no. It’s fine. I,’ she hesitated for a second, ‘I probably shouldn’t.’


Sidney held her gaze for a moment. ‘I understand.’


‘Please give her family my condolences.’


Sidney smiled sadly. ‘I will. Take care of yourself.’


Nic turned away and headed back upstairs, where she slammed the front door in anger. Ally came into the hallway on hearing her.


‘What’s up?’


‘Nothing.’ Nic said.


Ally bit her lip and went into the living room. Nic followed and slumped down on to the sofa. From the kitchen, Ally piped up:


‘Sally and Gabe invited us for dinner at theirs on Friday? Gabe said he’d make enchiladas. Remember how much you loved those last time? Oh, and they said we can go to theirs for a BBQ on Parade day.’


Sally and Gabe had just had their application accepted a few months back. Would Sally be pregnant already? Would she show? Could Nic stomach to see and talk about their imminent newborn?


‘We hate the Seven Day Parade and everything it stands for.’


Ally arched an eyebrow. ‘Yes, but we love BBQs and drinks with friends. Anyway, enchiladas?’


‘Maybe,’ Nic said at last.


Ally came back into the room.


‘Come on, we haven’t seen them for ages.’


‘I’m not sure I feel like it,’ Nic said truthfully.


‘Why not?’


Nic avoided eye contact and picked up the TV control.


‘I really want to go,’ Ally said.


‘You can go. I’m not stopping you.’


Ally took a breath. Nic could tell she was about to start an argument when the TV lit up and a breaking news banner scrolled across the bottom of the screen.


‘Oh shit,’ Nic said.


‘What?’ Ally snapped and turned to the screen.


‘There’s a new head of the Ministry. It’s Leigh Radford.’


‘Oh, shit indeed,’ Ally said, the argument about dinner with friends momentarily forgotten. ‘So he ruined transport, and now he wants to fuck up families.’


‘He’s had some extreme views in the past about “feral parents” and taking stronger measures against illegal pregnancies,’ Nic said.


‘Well, that doesn’t affect us, at least.’


‘That’s not really the point,’ Nic snapped. ‘It affects plenty of others.’


‘I know. I’m just saying that it won’t affect our application, at least.’


Nic bit at the skin around her thumb. She hadn’t told Ally what Terence had said about their application being on the edge, as if keeping it quiet would make it untrue. Instead, she had lied and told her it was simply a follow-up from the last interview after their IT system had crashed and some of her details had been lost. She felt guilty, but if her silence bought them the chance to have a baby, then it would all be worth it.


Ally pushed Nic’s thumb away to stop her biting.


‘Don’t. It’ll bleed.’


Nic let her hand fall into her lap. For some time they watched Radford smirking at the cameras, his bald head and dated glasses shining in the flash of bulbs. The newsreaders reeled out his previous endeavours and speculated on what was to come. After a few minutes more, Nic grabbed the control and turned the channel over.




*




The pharmacy was dead in the early afternoon. The lunch rush had gone, and the school rush was an hour away. Nic finished serving a customer when Cindy came in from the alcove where they prepared prescriptions. With Sandeep leaving early, this was the first time they had been alone since the police visit.


‘Did you get those orders sent?’ Cindy asked.


‘Eventually, after I rebooted the computer twice.’


‘It’s a wonder we can function with that heap of junk,’ Cindy murmured as she tidied up the counter. ‘Honestly, things were better when we bought everything from the Chinese. Now we have to beg for the metals and all the other stuff just to make our own and they cost five times as much.’


Nic nodded in agreement, but stayed silent. She didn’t want to get deep into a geopolitical and economic analysis with Cindy. Even if you agreed with her, it was impossible to tell if you were doing the right thing. Non-committal responses were the safest option.


‘So,’ Cindy said, and leaned against the counter, ‘how’s everything?’


Her tone was alien, almost caring, to how she often sounded. Nic eyed her warily. Not only was Cindy a tyrant to work for, she was also a huge gossip. Manipulating anyone for answers was second nature.


‘Fine,’ Nic replied and stepped around the counter to tidy up some shelves on the shop floor.


I saw a dead woman’s body after she killed herself, got a visit from the police, dressed down and blackmailed by the MoR, and am fairly certain my application to have a child is going to be denied for the third time. But, yeah, fine.


Despair was trying to creep up like a rising tide, the cold, murky waters threatening to choke her.


‘Oh, alright,’ Cindy said, affronted and trying to hide her disappointment. ‘Nothing bad going on, is there? You can tell me, you know, if you need help.’


Nic almost laughed. She couldn’t think of anyone else she would be less likely to confide in. Aside from her judgmental mother, perhaps.


She composed herself and put on a big smile.


‘Honestly, it was nothing much, just a few questions about someone in my building.’ A dead someone. Twisted limbs, bloody mouth and nose. ‘I appreciate the offer, though. Thank you.’


Nic didn’t mean it and Cindy probably knew, but took the cue to stop asking questions, and the two of them carried on with their work until they collected their belongings, turned off the lights, and locked the pharmacy.


Nic said goodbye as Cindy wandered off, moaning about how her train was probably going to be late. She stayed where she was outside the darkened pharmacy, taking advantage of the slow but steady WI-FI before she got too far away. The days were getting longer, and the light was only just fading. Summer flirted with the end of spring. Nic waited to connect to her inbox and watched the commuters pass by.


At last her email loaded, and she stepped away, conscious that her bus would arrive soon and she would have to wait twenty or thirty minutes until the next. She walked as she scrolled. Most of the mail was junk, but one important one sat nestled between all those irrelevant items.


Application Status Update. The Ministry of Reproduction.


Nic stopped abruptly and someone collided into her from behind. She mumbled an apology and glanced up as a tall, young man looked down at her, flustered beneath his floppy brown hair. He stepped back.


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to.’


‘No, it was my fault,’ Nic said.


The man glanced around, made a face akin to a smile, then stepped aside and hurried away. Nic stared at her phone, heart speeding up. Her finger hovered over the screen.


She took a deep breath, tapped the email, and felt the world tip sideways.




*




Nic watched from her bed as shadows moved across the ceiling. Ally phoned in sick for her and put up with Cindy’s grumblings with uncharacteristic restraint. Nic’s stomach ached from crying and from hunger, but she had no appetite.


Ally perched on the edge of the bed. ‘You have to have some water and a bit of food, at least. Please. For me.’


‘Maybe later.’


When depression took hold, her appetite nosedived. Her head throbbed and her eyes felt puffy. If not for Ally, she would’ve drunk everything in the house the night before.
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