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About this Book

Three months after Joe, Nats, and Cain disappeared in the island’s only boat, a mysterious flying machine hovers above the community they left behind. Eva must choose who to trust, and who to put first – her children, or her partner Sandra.

Four days ago, Joe left Nats in a barn near Dover and didn’t come back. Still nursing an injured ankle, Nats must decide how long to wait, where to go if she doesn’t, and whether to trust the neut child who’s feeding her.Meanwhile, Joe’s parent, Georgy, is on trial for assaulting police officers – pleading not guilty on grounds of protecting their child from a greater harm, determined to open eyes and change attitudes.

If it’s Them against Us, first you must decide who is Them and who is Us.


This novel includes scenes and themes which may be upsetting to some readers. A list of content warnings can be found at the back of the book.

[View Content Warnings]


Author’s Note

A little over halfway through Joe with an E, Joe, Nats and Cain leave their island sanctuary, off the west coast of Scotland, and begin their journey across Britain. They leave behind a collection of ‘secondary characters’ who inhabit the island.

The beginning of Them and Us takes us back to the island. Whilst I know all these other characters quite well, I realise that my readers do not, having left them behind to join Joe, Nats and Cain on their adventure.

For those who would like to know who’s who in the island community, I hope the following will be helpful. If you’d rather just get on with the story, do skip straight to Chapter 1.

The undisputed leader of the island community is red-headed Sandra who is also the younger sister of Jay Taylor – the nurse who, in chapter 2 of Joe with an E, gives Georgy and Cris the news that their baby is a boy. At first, the island community was led by both Sandra and Tom. But things went sour between the pair after Sandra persuaded Tom to try to have a baby with her and he got the wrong end of the stick, thinking that Sandra was romantically attracted to him. In fact, the person she really loves is Eva. So Tom withdrew from the island community, finding himself a ‘hovel’ to live in on the other side of the island. Tom was also the one who caught Joe, Nats and Cain trying to leave the island and ended up helping to push their boat off.

At the same time as Sandra and Tom tried for a baby, Sandra encouraged Eva to do the same with Anthony. Both girls became pregnant and gave birth to the island’s first babies Katie (born to Sandra) and Peter (born to Eva). Subsequently, Eva has another baby, Grace, whose father is also Anthony. Sandra and Eva live together as a couple, co-parenting Katie, Peter and Grace, and later adopting four-year-old Charlie who was the sole survivor of the boat wreck in chapter 18 of Joe with an E.

Anthony also became the father of various other babies with other girls on the island and stepped into Tom’s shoes as co-leader of the island with Sandra.

There are four other named islanders in Them and Us:

Vicki, who runs the island café and was also the one who molested Joe in chapter 6 of Joe with an E.

Sally and her son Mikey. They got a brief mention in Joe with an E as Sally is pregnant with Mikey when Joe first arrives on the island.

Maisy, who was not mentioned by name in Joe with an E but is a slightly younger than some of the others – Sandra, Eva and Sally – and is spokesperson for a group which is beginning to question Sandra’s leadership.

I hope you enjoy reading Them and Us as much as I enjoyed writing it. As with Joe with an E, we have chosen to use an accessible typeface – Atkinson Hyperlegible – and left-aligned rather than justified text, which is recognised as being helpful for those with dyslexia. Different is Good.


Publisher’s Footnote: If you are reading the epub edition, the font and alignment can be adjusted using the settings on your device/app, including switching between your device/app’s default font and the font embedded in this ebook.


Dedication

A key theme of this book is parenthood – its joys and its challenges. So I dedicate it to Martha and Amos, who are a joy.


Part 1

Chapter 1

Eva

Eva leapt to her feet and squinted out across the sparkling sea, searching for the source of the mechanical hum. The labouring ewe bleated with alarm, or was it just the next squeeze? Eva knew what that felt like and marvelled at how little fuss her woolly sisters made each spring, when it was their turn. She crouched back down and stroked the ewe’s greasy coat.

‘Sorry, old girl, did I startle you? I should be focusing on you. Not that you need my help really, do you? You’re doing just fine.’

The ewe’s bass-note reply, deeper than even Tom could manage, almost masked the other sound that had got Eva to her feet in the first place. Some sort of engine. But there was nothing out on the water today; no fishers to keep a watchful eye on, no nosy day-trippers to scare away. They’d long given up hope of Jay keeping their promise to bring one final boatload of children across.

The spring breeze, filled with promise of warmer days, now carried a constant purr. Definitely mechanical. Human-made, not natural, yet no boats in sight. Could a sound like that carry all the way from the mainland? But no, that didn’t make sense. Today, the wind was in the west. No boat ever came from the west.

Eva straightened up again and turned to face into the wind, now gathering speed. Water leaked from the corners of her eyes and was blown towards her ears. She squinted and raised her hand to block out the white sun. A bee buzzed towards her. No, too big for a bee. Further away but thundering ever closer. A sort of flying car? Yes, there was sunlight glinting off what must be windows. Was this one of the machines from the stories her parents had told? Machines they had dreamed of putting back into the sky…before they’d left all that behind to move somewhere she wouldn’t be discovered.

It hung right above the centre of the island now, radiating shock waves, pulling the sky downwards to stop itself from dropping like a stone. Katie and Charlie would love to watch this. Peter and Grace, not so much. But of course, everyone, wherever they were on the island, would be witnessing this. Except even now, Sandra would be ushering everyone inside. Particularly the little ones.

Eva should have probably hidden herself, at least crouched back down beside the sheep and made herself less obvious to whatever eyes must be scouring the ground from those windows up there. Sandra would have every right to blame her if the machine settled and people streamed out of it to hunt them down.

The machine tilted forwards, circled back towards the endless western sea. A mix of relief and disappointment washed over her, as she fully expected the flying car to disappear back to wherever it had come from. Should she wave her arms at them – show the driver this was the right island, if this meant the world beyond had welcomed Nats, Cain, and Joe, and now searched for the rest of them? But what if whoever this was, wasn’t a friend? What if the neuts had now created flying machines? Too late if that was the case; the air around her now shouted even louder as the machine began to descend. It was going to land right in the middle of the oat fields.

The machine dipped out of sight, its roar echoing off the hills. Then the sound of a distant memory invaded her – the slowing, lowering whine signalling the end of the washing machine cycle. The day before she’d left, her parents had insisted on washing every item of clothing she possessed, even though they all knew she’d fit less than half of them in the one rucksack they’d bought. Her parents would love to be here, marvelling at the fantastical flying machine with her. Or would they be pulling her away, shielding her eyes from the sight and even now packing bags ready to escape again?

The ewe’s final push was celebrated with a congratulatory chorus from all her fellow mothers, then the first faltering bleat from tiny new lungs that would soon know exactly how they could be used to find their mother.

‘Oh, well done, old girl. See, you didn’t need my help at all, did you?’

Eva hurried the soggy newborn towards her mother. The sooner she could see the mother had accepted baby, the sooner she could go in search of the flying machine.

That was what she planned to do, wasn’t it? Sandra would be furious – would want her back at the village, not striking out on her own to investigate. She and Anthony would already be arguing over how to deal with the mystery vehicle that had dropped out of the sky. But it would only take Eva ten minutes from here to get over to the oat fields. It made sense to go and look, and then report back to the village.

Eva’s heart thumped almost as fast as the pulse of the flying machine before it went silent. What would Sandra be planning? It wouldn’t work to hide until the invaders left, not this time, and they had no boat to escape on. Even if they’d still had Joe’s little boat, it could only have saved a few of them. Eva felt a sudden chill. Who would they choose to rescue? The children, probably, But who would go with them, and where would they go? And what about all the babies? She pulled on the thick woollen jumper that had been tied around her waist.

The ewe uttered a weary but healthy bleat, to which the lamb gave an enthusiastic reply. Leave us alone now, we’ll be fine.

Yes, but what about the island’s human residents?

Chapter 2

Nats

What now? What do I do if he doesn’t come back? I’ve got to assume now that he won’t. Not after four days. Or is it five? How do people even keep track of the days – whether it’s Monday or Tuesday, Friday or Wednesday? Joe always seemed to know. What will I do without him? He knew when it was safe for us to walk during the day – when we wouldn’t be stopped for not being in school. I wouldn’t have a clue. How will I know it’s safe to move again?

Ouch! Not today. Yesterday, I thought my ankle was fully better, but I must have slept on it funny. It was a non-school day when I first twisted it. I know that because he was so ratty with me that day, because we could have gone all day without stopping. But it wasn’t my fault I tripped on a tree root. If anything, it was his fault because it was him who suggested pitching our tent on the edge of the golfing field. At least, I think it was his idea. There were some days when we’d reach the same conclusion at exactly the same moment. There were others when we didn’t get each other at all – when even if I explained what I was thinking really, really carefully, he’d still have that blank look on his face. Or he’d say, ‘Yes, I know, but…’ and then repeat back to me an argument that was almost exactly what I was saying but somehow still disagreeing with me. Is that why he didn’t come back? Had he finally had enough of me? I must have been horrible to be with, those last few days. I’m sorry, Joe. Please come back.

It must be only four days since you left, because last time you went shopping you bought two packs of bread rolls. I need you back, so you can show me again which coins are which. I don’t mind choosing what to buy, but I get confused when it comes to paying. Our island tops are so much easier – all worth the same, no matter what colour or size they are.

So anyway, we started and finished the first pack of rolls just before you left. It was a bit greedy, but we were hungry. ‘I can always pick up some more from the shop on my way back,’ you said.

He wouldn’t have said that if he was planning to leave me, would he? He is a planner, but not a pretender. What I mean is, he wouldn’t plan to leave me and then intentionally say something to pretend he wasn’t.

Which means you can’t come back. Either you’re lying injured in a ditch somewhere, or you’ve been caught. Maybe you got onto the boat for a closer look at the controls while the fisher was off buying chips? But then the fisher came back. Would you have dared? I would have, but you’re not me.

I could eat some chips now, I reckon – stuffed between the two halves of one of my remaining bread rolls. He promised to bring some back for us that night. My tummy must have been rumbling right up until I fell asleep. But I woke up and it was morning, and there were no chips and no Joe. So I opened the new packet of rolls and ate one of those instead, to keep me going until he got back. I’ve done the same each morning since, and now there are two left. So it’s been four days. Or will it now be five because I’m about to eat another one, leaving one on its own in the packet? What will I eat the day after tomorrow?

I’ve still got the rest of the money, so I could go and find a shop. I’ve even got the book of maps, if I can work out how to read it. You’d said you didn’t need it anymore – that you’d stick out less if you weren’t carrying it. But what if it could have helped you escape? That’s another reason you must have been planning to come back. You’d have taken at least some of the stuff with you. I probably wouldn’t have noticed, even if you’d taken your blanket, though I’ve been glad to still have it while you’ve been gone –

What was that? I sit up and hold my breath. The stone we’d found to hold the barn door shut has just scraped across the concrete. Hidden behind the rusty old tractor, I can’t actually see the door from here, but it’s definitely now open a crack. There’s a stripe of light down the wall to my right, and the smell of the manure heap wafts in.

‘Joe, is that you?’ Why did I do that? Stupid! Joe would be round here by now if it was him. Can’t be him. I try to suck the words back out of the air. No sound. Maybe I was imagining it. Maybe it was only a strong gust of wind.

At first, I honestly thought it was Charlie, the little face peering at me from behind the enormous tractor wheel; so like the frightened but trusting face that I first met wrapped in blankets on that horrendous stormy night. Like then, I needed to act like everything was going to be fine.

‘Hello, I’m Nats. What’s your name? Don’t worry about me. I’m just resting here for a while. No need for anyone else to know. You won’t go and tell anyone else I’m here, will you?’ OK, I’m starting to sound a bit nervous now. I roll up my trouser leg to expose my still-bruised ankle. It looked even more impressive a couple of days ago. The child probably can’t even see the bruises in the dim light of this barn. ‘I just need to stay a little bit longer for this to get better, see?’

I put on my most confident smile and look up, but the face has gone. The breeze wrapping itself around me tells me the barn door’s still open, even wider than before. Crap! What now?

Right. I can’t take Joe’s bag with me as well as my own, but I should probably take as many of his clothes as I can carry – in case I find him, or in case I bleed all over my trousers again. I’m sure I must be due another bleed sometime soon. I shove all the clothes in, and my bag is already overflowing. I’d better take the book of maps too, but I could carry that in my hand and put the money in my pocket. Oh crap, I must be almost out of time already. How many minutes will it take for the kid to get to wherever there are adults? Will they come and find me straight away or will they take some persuading?

I’m going to be caught, I know it, and then I’ll be put to sleep and given my operation to turn me into a neut. If they do put us to sleep. Anthony said sometimes they didn’t. Joe and Cain have probably already had their operations. Mine would be different to theirs. Hani once told us about a girl who had died after her operation. ‘Why do the neuts do it if it kills us?’ Vicki had asked. ‘They didn’t think we should exist anyway,’ was the reply. Oh crap, I don’t want to die, and I don’t want to be a neut!

I swing the bulging bag onto my shoulder and shove behind the tractor wheel what I’m leaving behind. What if Joe hasn’t been captured? What if he’s stuck somewhere, injured like me, or trapped like we were in the scrapyard? What if even now he’s on his way here to find me again? Could I still hide here – tuck myself in behind the tractor wheel with all my stuff? Or should I leave everything and run? Come on, got to decide, one or the other.

Something thuds to the floor. What have I dropped? Is it something important? Not if I’m leaving everything here. A large, wrinkled apple rolls to a stop by my feet, showing me it’s impressive bruises. Thud! And another. Where are these apples coming from? Joe hadn’t bought any apples last time he shopped. I told him not to because they taste disgusting at this time of year. Apples are only good for eating raw in autumn and winter.

I spin around, perhaps a bit too fast because at that moment, the kid drops all the rest of the apples. I look past them, which isn’t hard, given how little they are, searching for the adult who’s surely followed them in.

‘D’you like apples?’

I barely hear the question the first time it’s asked. Satisfied that, for the moment, I’m not about to be wrestled to the floor by someone bigger than me, I dare to stare straight at the kid. Have you really come back alone?

‘I got some apples. D’you like apples?’ the kid repeats, quieter than before, but then I am concentrating on what they’re saying this time.

‘Thank you, yes, I like apples.’ I can’t be picky at the moment, can I?

The kid nods and is gone. I hope they’ve not gone to get more apples. The tumble of apples now littering the floor is more than enough, unless they come back with a jam pan and a stove.

The kid hasn’t come back, either with more apples or with the equipment needed to make jam, or with a parent or police officer to take me away and turn me into a neut. The apples are brown in the middle, as well as on the outside, but together with the other food I’ve got left, they’ll keep me going for a few more days of waiting for Joe to come back, so I won’t be out looking for more food when he comes, and I won’t be seen coming or going by whatever adult the kid belongs to. Even if they come into the barn, I’ll be out of sight here – this tractor can’t have been moved for years.

The door-stop-stone scrapes across the concrete some more. I shuffle back behind the front of the tractor.

‘D’you like sandwich?’ a timid voice breathes.

I shuffle from my hiding place. Already the sandwich is summoning my nose. Two doorsteps of something not quite our island oatbread but a world away from the bland fluffy rolls I’ve had to put up with recently. A pink chunk of ham hangs precariously between the child’s greasy fingers. I can’t let that fall to the ground. When was the last time I had proper meat?

I lurch forward. The kid takes a startled step back. ‘Sorry.’ I grab the sandwich just as the kid is about to let it fall apart on its way to the floor. ‘Thank you,’ I remember to say before my mouth is too full to speak. I feel rude as I edge back into the shadows. I should try to befriend this kid in case they think I’m being ungrateful and decide to betray me. I lick my fingers and swallow the last bite as I try to work out what to say and how to say it. But the kid is already gone.

Chapter 3

Eva

The machine perched in the nest it had carved for itself amongst the unripe oats. If this was some sort of rescue, Sandra would still be livid about the oats. The machine’s ‘wings’, if that’s what you could call them, drooped towards the ground, now they were no longer spinning. How did such slim blades hold all that up in the air?

More oats had been trodden down into a path leading from the machine’s nest to the edge of the field. There, two identically clad figures stood, hunched over something flat and black held by one of them – something about the size and shape of a large book. A few metres away in either direction, two others, guards, constantly circled, scanning their surroundings through masks that stretched from forehead to neck. In fact, yes, although the two in the centre had their backs to her, Eva could see that all four were similarly masked, as if the wonderful fresh island air would somehow poison them. Who were these people?

Eva gasped and ducked down into a crouch behind a bush not tall enough to hide her. One of the guards stopped, facing only a few degrees away from her and raised…yes, it had to be a gun held out in front of them. Had they seen someone? What if Vicki had told the children to go out and play for a bit and their games had led them away from the village, out to here? Eva couldn’t breathe. The children wouldn’t know what a gun was. She tried to pick out the same spot the stationary guard was staring at. Could she see movement? If only she had the watch binoculars.

She should move, draw their attention away, towards something that was definitely moving. Her pulse throbbed in her neck. If she stood up now, they wouldn’t shoot, would they?

Eva pulled her knees under her, placed her hands flat on the grass and eased onto her feet, instinctively holding her hands up and out to show she held no weapon. A shout shot towards her, whistling past her ear without making any sense. She flinched but forced herself to stay on her feet. Her heart threatened to explode with the pressure, but she was still standing, not downed by a bullet. The two in the centre had turned. All four were now staring at her. She swallowed her fear, at least tried to, cleared her throat, but couldn’t find any words to call back. More shouts, this time between the four companions, without any of them taking their eyes off her. The two sentries lowered their guns but not their guard.

The one holding the black book thing raised a hand in a wave and, no longer hunched, revealed their slim but curved figure. Eva gasped again. Female. Definitely female, under the hat, mask and clothes. So not neuts. Not sent by the government or police. Maybe from Anthony’s ‘world beyond’. Perhaps they’d been right when they speculated that Nats, Cain and Joe had selected themselves for Anthony’s mission, without even telling him, and had gone in search of the world beyond. If so, was this evidence they had succeeded, that they’d made contact with other non-neut humans? Humans with technology far superior to anything anyone in the world Eva knew.

These people, whoever they were, were no picnicking day-trippers who could be scared off by a few ghostly hoots. And surely it was a good thing to be found, wasn’t it? Many here had long dreamt of finding a bigger world of people like them; of no longer needing to hide; of no longer stressing over how to stay warm, dry and healthy through the next winter.

The female stepped forwards and called out again to Eva, but whatever it was she said was lost in the mask, or down the tube protruding from it. Eva didn’t dare to move; those guns still looked ready to put a hole in her at a moment’s notice. The female set out towards her. The guards didn’t like that and called after her. The female stopped, turned, gabbled something to her companions, looked back towards Eva, dared to take a few more steps forwards, putting more distance between herself and the guards. She waved again, then beckoned, then shouted slow, purposeful syllables.

‘Can…yoooo…something…slewly toovards…uz?’ She beckoned again in such an over exaggerated way, which would have been comical had Eva been able to control her quivering limbs.

Keeping her aching arms outstretched, flitting her eyes from one guard to the other, Eva stepped her way down the hill. The female continued to beckon as if directing traffic until, when Eva was little more than three metres from her, she gave the firm signal to stop.

Although her accent was strange, Eva understood what the female said next perfectly well without the accompanying hand gestures, even through the muffling of the mask that tried to seal the words in, along with whatever air she was breathing in there.

‘My name is Maggie. We’re friends of Joe. What is your name?’

Chapter 4

Nats

Right, I’ve thought it all through logically, like you would, Joe, and here’s why I’ve decided to stay here, for now.

I pick at the perished rubber of the old tractor tyre to help me concentrate. I need a pee but can’t go until it’s darker outside.

Firstly, if you’ve been caught, which I’ve convinced myself (almost) that you must have been – oh, please don’t let it be true – then you can’t have told them, yet, where I am. Are they hurting you to try to get you to talk? Please no. I can’t bear to think of what they must have done to you. If you’d told them already, they’d have been here days ago, hauling me out of hiding. So you must still be holding out. Don’t let them torture you Joe – tell them where I am. I don’t care anymore. Maybe I should give myself up so they don’t hurt you, but then what if you haven’t been caught? Oh, I don’t know.

Stop it! Think like Joe. Right. Secondly, they will be looking for me. Or still looking for us, if they haven’t got you yet. They knew there were two of us, so if they have captured you round here somewhere, they’ll definitely be on the lookout for me. I wonder how many people they’ve got searching for me. So anyway, if I go wandering off down to Dover or walk into some shop somewhere or even take a walk down the road, I’m putting myself in more danger than I’m in by staying here, even though Lottie knows I’m here.

Lottie’s the name I’ve given to the kid, by the way. I don’t know her actual name because she never stays long enough for me to ask. Yes, I know she’s a neut, so I shouldn’t really call her ‘she’, but to me, she’s a girl. I’ve got this theory, Joe, that actually some neuts are really a ‘him’ or a ‘her’ inside; they just haven’t got the right bits on the outside to show it. Does that make sense? At first, Lottie reminded me of Charlie, who is, of course, a boy, so because she’s like Charlie but a girl, I thought maybe I could call her Charlotte.

A big chunk of rubber from the tyre comes off in my hand, and I start to break it into pieces.

Do you remember that game we used to play – you, Cain and me, when we were on the island? The one where we’d think up names for each other if we’d been a boy instead of a girl, or a girl instead of a boy? Cain hated it when we called him Caitie, and little Katie thought it was hilarious, which made it all the more fun. You were boring, insisting you’d just be Jo if you were a girl. If we called you Joanna, which is what Jo is usually short for anyway, you said that was silly because it was just two names stuck together – Jo and Anna – but it really was a name they used to give to girls. Why do lots of girls names end in an ‘A’? Joanna, Victoria, Sandra, Eva, Matilda, Natasha. Urghh, I hate that last one. Even though I am a girl, I’d prefer Nathan or Nathaniel any day, if I can’t just be Nats. At least then nobody could ever call me Tasha, which doesn’t even start with the right letter.

Anyway, do you remember when Charlie started spending time with us and I said we needed to think of a girl name for him? Cain was so quick to say that Charlie would be Charlotte. He almost buried us in books to find the one called Jane Ayre, written by a person called Charlotte, who Cain said was definitely female. And he said Charlotte and her two sisters were all famous book writers but at first, they pretended to be men because people then didn’t believe women could write. People then must have been even more stupid than neuts are now.

That’s another reason why I’ve decided that although Lottie is a neut, she must really be a girl inside. So, I’ve shortened Charlotte to Lottie. Yes, I know it doesn’t start with the same letter, like Tasha doesn’t either, but how else can you shorten Charlotte? Char doesn’t work, and the only other option is Charlie, which just doesn’t sound like a girl to me. Of course, Cain said Charlie was sort of short for Charles, which is stupid because it’s exactly the same number of letters. He had lots of books by a man called Charles who wrote stories about people being poor and badly treated. But it always worked out well for the poor people in the end – do you remember? I wish we’d brought some of those books with us. Not Jane Ayre. That was too miserable. If you do come back, please don’t be blind and injured like Mr Rochester was.

I really need to pee. Is it dark enough out there yet? I don’t think so. Just give it a bit longer. A few more minutes, not that I have any idea how long a minute is, stuck in here.

I’m as miserable as Jane, here on my own. But I’ve decided to stay because firstly, they can’t have found out from you where I am. And secondly, because they probably are looking for me, so it’s best if I stay hidden, at least for a bit longer, so I’m not caught like Oliver Twist was, except it worked out all right for him in the end, because they found out he was related to the old rich man and it wasn’t really his mum’s fault he’d been left in the horrible workhouse. A bit like it’s not our parents’ fault they couldn’t keep us. I wonder if my parents are still alive. Not that the farm was like the workhouse in Oliver Twist. It was actually more like Fagin’s, except Hani was no Fagin because we were made to stay at the farm while Hani went out to get what we needed, whereas Fagin sent the children out to bring things back for him. Get to the point, Nats!

OK, sorry. Well, thirdly, I’ve decided to stay here because I don’t know what else to do. At least here I’m being fed, even if it is only cold sandwiches and bruised, wrinkled apples, and I can stay warm under the extra blankets Lottie brought me yesterday. If I left, I’d have to decide where to go. Even if I did get as far as finding a boat in Dover without getting caught, would I be able to get it across the sea to France without falling in and drowning? What do I know about boats? I wouldn’t be sorry if I never had to get on one again. But if I’m not going to France anymore, where should I go? If I could pluck up the courage to get on a train again, and didn’t get caught, I could go back to Scotland. But how would I find the island? Even with your map book, you were never completely sure which bit of coast we’d landed the boat on.

So does that sound like the best thing, Joe – to stay put for now? I think you’d say that was best, wouldn’t you? At least then, if you are still free, you’ll know where to find me.

Right, I really do need to go outside and pee now.

Chapter 5

PEOPLE’S COURT OF CANTERBURY

Case No. 57-143

Date: 27-04-157 (Day 2)

JUDGE: The Hon. Just. Joh Samuels

DEFENDANT: Cn. Georgy Turner

(09:30)

JUST. SAMUELS: Citizen Turner, I see the seat beside you is empty. Where is your new legal representative?

CN. TURNER: Your Honour, I have not appointed a new representative.

JUST. SAMUELS: Citizen Turner, we adjourned this hearing yesterday after you dismissed your lawyer, and I instructed you to appoint new representation for the continuation of your case this morning, did I not?

CN. TURNER: You did, Your Honour. But –

JUST. SAMUELS: So, I assume the vacant seat beside you is an indication that you wish to be represented again by a court-appointed lawyer. Really, Citizen Turner, if we had been able to continue with your case yesterday afternoon, you might have been walking out of here a free citizen by teatime. I’ve never known someone so keen to be returned to their prison cell.

CN. TURNER: Your Honour, I have not appointed new representation because I intend to represent myself. According to the People’s Constitution, Article 29.6, defendants have the right to –

JUST. SAMUELS: Yes, I am well acquainted with our constitution, thank you. I would usually counsel against such a decision, but since we are already almost at the end of your case, I am content to proceed. Citizen Kelly, can I ask you now to continue with the case for the prosecution?

CN. KELLY: Your Honour, we are calling no further witnesses and therefore conclude the case for the prosecution.

JUST. SAMUELS: Thank you. Now, Citizen Turner, I advise you to follow the example of the people’s representative and keep your case for the defence as concise as possible. Do you have any witnesses to call, or shall we proceed directly to the summing up?

CN. TURNER: Your Honour, I would like to call Sergeant Stephenson as my first witness.

JUST. SAMUELS: Citizen Turner, Sergeant Stephenson has already given their evidence as a witness for the prosecution yesterday morning, and counsel for the defence had their opportunity to question the witness.

CN. TURNER: But as I am now representing myself, I would like to question the witness again, Your Honour. I’m afraid I can’t remember the exact statute number, but I believe that when new representation for the defence is appointed, the new representative has the right to re-examine –

CN. KELLY: Objection. Your Honour, the defendant has not appointed new representation, therefore –

JUST. SAMUELS: Overruled. Citizen Turner, I sincerely hope you do not intend to cross-examine all of the prosecution witnesses we heard from yesterday. I recall Sergeant Stephenson to the witness stand.

[Pause]

JUST. SAMUELS: Sergeant Stephenson, thank you for returning to the stand. Do you understand that you remain under oath, following your testimony yesterday?

SGT. STEPHENSON: I do, Your Honour.

JUST. SAMUELS: Excellent. Your witness, Citizen Turner. Keep it brief, please.

SGT. FINCH STEPHENSON

Questions from CN. GEORGY TURNER

CN. TURNER: Thank you, Your Honour. Sergeant Stephenson, five and half weeks ago, on the morning of nineteenth March, you called me and arranged for a car to take me to a police station in Newcastle that same evening. Can you please tell the court the purpose of your call and my trip to Newcastle?

A. We wanted you to speak with a person being held by Newcastle police, whom we believed to be connected to your child.

Q. And what age was this person you wanted me to speak with?

A. I don’t know. It’s hard to say.

Q. Can you perhaps guess? Was this person an adult, over eighteen?

A. I can’t be sure, but no, I don’t think so.

Q. So you were holding a child in a police cell?

A. Yes, but –

Q. How long had you been holding the child when you called me?

A. I’m afraid I don’t recall.

Q. I came up to Newcastle on the Friday. You told me at the time that the incident on the train had occurred on the Monday. Do you recall this now?

A. Er, yes, that sounds about right. Although I was not directly involved in the arrest of the person in question and was only made aware of the incident a day or two later so –

Q. So the child had already been in custody for four days. Is this normal, Sergeant, to hold a child in custody, in a police station, for over ninety-six hours, for the crime of pulling the emergency stop on a train?

A. It is not, but –

Q. What is the normal police procedure in such cases? What normally happens to children when they are arrested for a crime of this nature?

A. They would be returned to their parent, or parents, if possible and appropriate, or placed into temporary foster care if not.

Q. And can you tell the court where this child is currently – with their parents or with foster parents?

A. Um, neither.

Q. Neither with parents nor foster parents? So where are they?

A. They remain in our custody.

Q. In the same cold and stinky cell in which I met with them?

A. Er, no, we had them transferred to our custody in London.

Q. Ah, to more appropriate accommodation for a child perhaps?

[Pause]

Q. Why not into the care of foster parents or even the child’s own parents?

A. I, er…no, the parents could not be located and a suitable foster placement could not be arranged.

Q. So, the poor child is still festering in a police cell. Am I correct?

[Pause]

Q. Has the child now spoken to you or any of your colleagues?

[Pause]

CN. KELLY: Your Honour, the witness was questioned comprehensively on the case in hand yesterday. Can you please ask the defence to move on to matters more relevant to this case or dismiss the witness?

CN. TURNER: Your Honour, when Sergeant Stephenson called me to Newcastle, it was because the police had been unable to get the child to speak. In my opinion, the child was in a state of severe trauma. If this is still the case, six weeks later, there should be serious questions raised about the mental state of this child being held in Sergeant Stephenson’s custody. Surely, the court should be horrified to hear that a mentally disturbed child has been held in police custody for six weeks, against all protocols and in blatant contravention of the People’s Constitution.

JUST. SAMUELS: Indeed. Citizen Kelly, I’m beginning to wonder just how comprehensive your questioning of this witness yesterday really was. Citizens Turner and Kelly, please both take a seat for a moment. I would like to ask the sergeant some questions of my own. Perhaps then we can move along more swiftly.

SGT. FINCH STEPHENSON

Questions from JUST. JOH SAMUELS

JUST. SAMUELS: Sergeant Stephenson, you lead a small unit of police officers from the London Police Force, am I correct?

A. That is correct, Your Honour.

Q. Excellent, and what is the brief of your unit, and to whom do you report?

A. Er, I’m afraid I can’t divulge. This is state-sensitive information, Your Honour.

Q. Did you ask Citizen Turner to sign the Official Secrets Act before involving them with your investigations in Newcastle, Sergeant?

A. I did not, Your Honour.

Q. Then, I believe you can answer my question in open court, Sergeant.

A. I was leading investigations into a child trafficking gang, Your Honour.

Q. Yes, yes, but that was wrapped up months ago, was it not? It was in all the papers. Congratulations for your successful operation, but what is your unit investigating now?

A. Some of the children are still at large, Your Honour.

Q. At large? Surely, ‘missing’ would be a more appropriate term, would it not?

A. Er, yes, Your Honour, some of the children are still missing.

Q. So, when your officers attempted to apprehend Citizen Turner’s child in Dover, this was simply to question them as a witness and then see them reunited with their parent. Correct?

A. Er, yes, Your Honour.

Q. And the child picked up in Newcastle. They remain under your care?

A. That is correct, Your Honour.

Q. Quite unusual for a serious organised crime unit to take on long term childcare, is it not? What’s the story here? Why can the child not be placed with foster parents? There are procedures, are there not, for such situations?

A. There are, Your Honour, but this child is a little different. Difficult to place, Your Honour.

Q. Because they won’t speak? An experienced, state-approved foster carer should be more than competent to deal with this.

A. There are other complications, Your Honour.

Q. Very well, please explain these ‘other complications’.

[Pause]

CN. TURNER: Your Honour, it is not complicated at all really. The child in police custody is a boy. A male child. As is my sun, Joh.

JUST. SAMUELS: I beg your pardon – your what? No, don’t answer that. Citizen Turner, I had asked you to sit down. At the moment, I am asking the questions, and Sergeant Stephenson, in the witness box here, is the one who should be answering them.

CN. TURNER: But this is ridiculous. The reason we are all here is because my child, Joh and his friend Cain are male children, like you get male and female lambs, or male and female chickens, or –

JUST. SAMUELS: Citizen Turner! You will sit down. May I remind you of the reason we are all here. You are accused of assaulting two police officers and conspiring in the theft of a fishing vessel.

[Pause]

JUST. SAMUELS: Thank you. Now, as to your suggestion that a human could be male or female, like an animal, I think we all find that notion more than a little distasteful when the subjects of these assertions are children. We will hear no more of this. The witness may stand down. Citizen Turner, do you have any more witnesses to call.

CN. TURNER: I do, Your Honour, but when I gave my list to the clerk this morning, they said they could only act on such a list if it was presented by my legal representative. I tried to explain I was representing myself, but –

JUST. SAMUELS: So you have no further witnesses to call.

CN. TURNER: No, I mean yes, I do have further witnesses to call, but they are not as yet in the courthouse, Your Honour.

JUST. SAMUELS: I see. Citizen Turner, let me be frank with you for a moment. It is, of course, your right to submit your list and call further witnesses, but your list will have to be examined by the prosecution as well as by this court, which will all take time, during which I must return you to custody. Or we could move directly to summing up, and I suggest to you that there is a, let’s say, better than even chance you will walk from this courthouse today as a free citizen. Are you getting my drift, Citizen Turner?

CN. TURNER: I am, Your Honour, but I feel it is important for my witnesses to be heard.

JUST. TURNER: Very well. In that case, you will ensure the clerk has your list, and then you will be remanded in custody until such arrangements can be made.

Chapter 6

Eva

The woman called Maggie strode along the road beside Eva. The other three kept a few paces behind, the eyes of the two guards ploughing grooves across Eva’s back as they swept over the landscape. Half the oxygen she inhaled refused to be squeezed into her lungs. Was she their hostage now, or had she volunteered to lead them to the village? She could have led them away from the village instead, but they’d hovered over the island in their bird, and they weren’t dumb neut day-trippers. They knew where to find the heart of the community. Besides, they came with convincing messages from Joe, and they weren’t neuts. These are people like us, for goodness’ sake! Sandra would still be suspicious, though. Sandra would have preferred to talk about it, make a plan before first contact with these invaders.

Where was everyone? Stupid question. It was normal to walk the length of the road and not see another soul. But the familiar sounds and smells of soil, air and sea all fled and hid themselves in their wake. Eva’s ears rang with silence, aside from the grating rattle of the masked woman’s breathing and the crunch of no-nonsense boots behind them.

The boots stopped. Eva took a few faltering steps onwards before halting herself, aware before looking up or back that she now stood as a solitary mediator between opposing sides.

‘Eva?’

What was that look in Sandra’s eyes? Confusion? Worry? Accusation? She could usually read Sandra’s moods no trouble at all. That’s what made them work so well together. Others didn’t appreciate the burden Sandra carried for the community. Anthony carried nothing, except for a misguided sense of his own importance. The prize bull. Tom had a lot to answer for – dropping everything on Sandra’s shoulders and excusing himself from community life. Selfish bastard. But here he was now, standing beside Sandra, worrying loose stones with his foot, refusing to look at Eva except for the usual injured, fleeting glances, ever puzzled over the relationship she had with Sandra. What was he doing here? Did he think Sandra suddenly needed his protection or something?

‘Sandra, I…’ She glanced over her shoulder. The woman, Maggie, was edging forward to join Eva. Arms by her sides, palms forward, trying her best to look friendly and harmless behind the mask that betrayed mistrust of even the air.

‘So, I’m guessing they made it – Nats and the two boys. They’re all safe with your people now, are they? Sorry, I’m Tom by the way.’ Tom stepped forward, taking control, intentionally pushing Eva aside with his line of sight. ‘I’ve thought about them every day since I pushed them off in their little boat, wondering whether we’d ever hear.’

‘What? You helped them?’ If it hadn’t been for the presence of their invaders, Sandra would have swung around in an arc to face Tom down. But the road in front was too crowded for her, so she hung back, hurling rocks of accusation at his back. ‘They were only kids. You should have stopped them! Why wasn’t I told about this? Don’t you think the rest of us have been wondering too? Why didn’t you tell us, tell me, at least?’

Tom didn’t look back, already trusting the new woman and looking to her for a steer, more than he ever had Sandra. But he threw words over his shoulder, nonetheless.

‘And if I’d told you, what would you have done? What good would it have brought without knowing if they’d made it?’ He paused. ‘I didn’t know anything about it until the night they left.’ He was lying. ‘I couldn’t have stopped them.’

‘Couldn’t have stopped them? You told her you helped push their boat out!’

‘Zandra, pleeze.’

Sandra’s flaming eyes shot across to the woman in the mask, guttering into confused indignation at the use of her name by this uninvited alien presence.

‘Eet ees Zandra, eesn’t eet?’

Sandra nodded and edged up to stand beside Tom. Pulse beginning to settle, Eva sidled across to join them, reaching for Sandra’s hand. Sandra allowed their fingers to intertwine, but Eva’s squeeze was not reciprocated. The woman, Maggie, waited patiently for the three islanders to finish their shuffling. Even her weaponised companions relaxed their guard.

‘I have news of your friends, but I think here on the road is not the place to share it with you. Is there somewhere more…comfortable, where we can talk?’

Tom’s hovel wasn’t what Eva would call comfortable. Why he’d chosen to live here was a mystery, when there were four much better built empty cottages too remote for anyone else to consider. Actually, it wasn’t a mystery at all; it was one big sulking statement telling everyone how hurt and rejected he felt when Sandra dumped him. Except she hadn’t dumped him because she had never seen him that way in the first place.

However much this hole might have suited Tom’s bruised ego, it was hardly an appropriate venue for hosting their first guests from the world beyond. But it was Tom who correctly read Sandra’s hesitancy and suggested his place might be best for a conference with the visitors, rather than marching with them into the village. It wasn’t untidy exactly, nor was it dirty, but nothing was put away. A clean bowl, mug, spoon and fork, but no knife, sat neatly in the centre of the easy-wipe table, its faded green surface chipped around the edges long before its current careful owner. Next to the stove, a dented but pristine pan kept company with a well-sharpened knife – not the sort you’d want to eat with – on top of a home-crafted chopping block. A stack of neatly folded clothes towered out of an old crate perched at the end of the bed.

‘Sorry, I’d offer you all a drink, but we’d have to take turns,’ Tom quipped.

Idiot! Thought he was such a wit. Even if he had a full tea service, these visitors wouldn’t accept any food or drink from him, and he knew that. They wouldn’t even share the same air! And anyway, how would they drink anything with those masks on?

Maggie took the single chair Tom had to offer after a brief exchange – in words Eva couldn’t decipher – with the other one, a male, who’d been introduced as Lewi. The two guards remained outside. There was barely enough room as it was. Tom, folding his knees up to his chin, perched on his low bed and shuffled across to offer Sandra the space beside him. Sandra chose instead to adopt a standing lean against the unlit stove. Eva shifted from one foot to the other by the door, tilting her head this way and that to see past the bulk of Lewi, who seemed oblivious to the obstruction he was, or that there was a perfectly reasonable space he could have moved to next to Maggie’s chair.

Eva almost coveted the masks still worn by the visitors, if they helped at all to make the stuffy air more breathable. Though if their breathing echoed around inside those masks as much it sounded like it did, she’d soon have to rip the mask off and escape this poky, suffocating room.

Maggie began to recount the details Eva had already heard from her: Joe in hospital, but with their people; Cain captured; Nats’ last known location in a barn near to where Joe had set off across the sea, and she had an injured ankle.

Unable to see Maggie’s face properly, and with her strange way of speaking, Eva only caught half her words. Perhaps she should make her excuses and escape back out to the hillside, see how the lamb and her mother were doing. Maybe she would have done, if it had been Sandra and Anthony. But Sandra and Tom? Not that Anthony was any better than Tom really. Eva always avoided being alone with Anthony, aside from those few occasions when it had been necessary. But that wouldn’t be happening again now. She’d told Sandra she wasn’t doing it again. The four kids between them, counting Charlie, was surely enough. She’d done her bit.

‘So what are your plans for getting Nats out?’ Tom had always had a soft spot for Nats. She was the one person he’d still talk to after his move out of the village.

‘We would like to help to get her to safety, of course. But there are many risks to consider. We cannot simply fly in to such a populated area as we have done here, and there is a good chance she may by now have moved on or been discovered. Maybe a better way is through building relations with your government and then negotiations.’

‘They’re not our government. Nobody should be trying to build relations with them.’ Sandra’s eyes flamed again, outshining the dull light that pushed its way through the single, grimy window. ‘And we don’t want to build relations with you until Nats is safe, either back here with us or with Joe in France.’

Maggie didn’t stop to translate Sandra’s words for Lewi, launching instead into single combat with Sandra.

‘But Zandra, you have children here, yes? And Joe tells us that many have died. Our first priority must be to bring all of you here to safety.’

‘You think you’re here to rescue us? We’re doing fine here, thank you, and so are all our children. Joe was only here a few weeks – not long enough to properly integrate into our community – and he and Cain had no right to take Nats away on this –’

The bed creaked as Tom leaned forward. ‘If you’d heard their arguing on the night they left, you’d know Nats was as determined as either of those boys to go. In fact –’

‘If I’d been there that night, we’d not be having this conversation now because I’d have stopped them.’

‘And you wonder why people keep secrets from you?’

What did Tom mean? Everyone trusted Sandra. They knew that everything she did was for the good of the community. OK, so maybe sometimes she had to make unpopular decisions. But they were always the right decisions, weren’t they?

Maggie sat back, arms folded, a slight grin playing across her face, as if she enjoyed watching other people argue. Lewi was clearly agitated. His back shifting constantly, forcing Eva to also keep on updating her position to see past him. But Maggie looked like her pulse never rose above fifty-five and she was in no hurry. She would wait until Sandra and Tom’s argument had burnt itself out.

‘Don’t you dare try to project your feelings onto anyone else. Or your guilt. I thought you cared about Nats, but it seems there’s really only one person you care about, and we all know who that is.’ Sandra took a breath and looked around at the others.

Taking his cue from Maggie, Tom was now almost horizontal on his bed. That was something Eva hated most about Tom – the way he could drop a few words in to make Sandra boil over without ever raising his voice.

The still moment Maggie had been waiting for had arrived. She chose her words carefully. Eva jealously admired how she already seemed to understand Sandra. It was like how Sally always was when Katie or Peter got a splinter and they wouldn’t let Eva or Sandra anywhere near it but would sit still and quiet, with only the tiniest of winces, as Sally teased and broddled at their palm.

‘I am sorry, but of course, you have built a wonderful community here. Do not underestimate how much of a wrench it was for Joe to leave. He has told us many impressive things about how your island works. I think my own community could learn a lot from your ways.’

Although she alternated her calm gaze from Sandra to Tom and even to Eva, like one well acquainted with public speaking, Maggie’s words were crafted especially for Sandra.

‘Of course, we will do what we can to secure the safety of Nats, and hopefully also the boy, Cain, but you understand this will take time and patience.’ She paused, allowed the fog in her mask to clear. ‘In the meantime, since we are here, with your permission, we would love to meet the rest of your community – particularly the children.’ She beckoned Lewi forward, though really it was more a small step to the side. ‘Lewi here is a doctor. He would like to…can…if you like, see your children and babies. Help with any medical issues. We have brought medicines in our helicopter.’

Helicopter. So that was what the machine was called. Eva allowed the word to do somersaults in her head, reliving the buzz of watching and feeling its thunderous descent. She could volunteer to accompany Maggie back to the helicopter to collect the medical supplies. Maybe she’d be allowed to see inside, examine the controls. Would they leave the helicopter there in the oat field or lift it off the ground again to bring it closer to the village? How much space did it need? In her mind, Eva was already hovering over the village, sitting beside Maggie in the driving seat, watching and learning about the science of flight.

‘All our children are well, thank you. We have no need of a doctor. My sibling was…is…a nurse. I know how to keep everyone healthy. Nobody has died on this island for a long time.’

‘Ah yes, your sibling is Jay Taylor, no?’

Eva landed with a bump. Sandra’s head jerked up in surprise, but was that also a glimmer of hope in her eyes? Did Maggie know Jay? Was Jay alive and safe in the world beyond? Sandra hadn’t knowingly spoken of Jay since the day after the storm, but Eva knew how Jay haunted Sandra’s dreams.

‘You know Jay?’ Eva surprised herself, vocalising the question on Sandra’s face.

‘Only from what Joe has told us. Have you heard anything from Jay since Joe and his friends left? Joe told us about the storm and the many who died in the wreck. He said you hoped Jay would come himself – sorry, themself – with other children. Did he, sorry, they –’

‘We are fine, and we don’t need your interfering, thank you.’ Sandra glared at Maggie as she spoke. ‘We’re glad for Joe that he reached you, but we never asked him to go. I knew it would be too dangerous, and so it proved to be, for Nats and Cain at least. Please, leave us and find Nats.’

Chapter 7

Nats

At the sudden burst of barking, I tumble off the top of the gate. I land on my bum – but as I push myself up, my ankle twinges for the first time in days. Crap! I should have opened the gate like any ordinary person. Why did I even try to set out for the shop? I can trust Lottie to keep feeding me, can’t I?

I can’t see the beast through the inky darkness, but its low growl through bared teeth rattles my bones. Can it see me, with its night vision? I shuffle away from the gate, into the prickly shelter of the dense hedgerow, but my movement triggers another volley of flesh-ripping barks. I pull the straps tight on my empty rucksack, give my ankle a reassuring rub, and place my palms flat on the damp earth, ready to push myself off and make a dash for it. The next bark bites my ear off, and my elbows buckle. The hedge quivers, soaking me in drips as the hound wrestles its way through, growling, barking, barking, growling.
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