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About this Book

Britain is populated by genetically engineered neuts – no males, no females.

Joe is a boy – an anomaly who should have been destroyed in the pregnancy pod, or given corrective surgery as soon as he was born. Rescued by DiG, an underground network, he’s nurtured to full-term and handed over to his parents. His differences must be kept hidden.

But now his body is changing, it won’t be possible to pass as a neut for much longer.

The heart-wrenching decision is made – he must go to the island, where there’s a secret community of others like him. The perilous journey to get there isn’t the end of Joe’s troubles. It’s just the start.

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]


Praise for Joe with an E

‘The concept is so original and so gripping that I can’t get it out of my head… Joe with an E encourages the reader to explore questions about gender, identity, family and belonging all through a page-turning adventure. The world of the book is both similar and different enough to our own that the story feels disorientingly real and supremely relevant.’

– Sarah Hagger-Holt, author of Nothing Ever Happens Here and The Fights That Make Us

‘At Joe with an E’s core is a clever, convincing concept of reversal with echoes of Noughts and Crosses but in terms of gender identity instead of race. This disturbing dystopia offers so much more as well. Through his eponymous protagonist, Joe, his parents, new friends Nats and Cain, and many more absorbing allies and villains, Paul Rand immerses you fully and skilfully into Joe’s unnervingly plausible world.’

– Jennifer Burkinshaw, author of Happiness Seeker and Igloo

‘A group of young people are trapped in a future where acceptance comes at the price of life-changing surgery. Paul Rand’s dystopian thriller is thought-provoking and gripping by turns, with the science of genetics and fertility cleverly woven into an adrenaline-fuelled quest for survival.’

– K E Salisbury, author of The Face That Pins You


Author’s Notes

My wife, Joanna, was told by her mum that had she been born a boy, she would have been named Joseph because either way, my mother-in-law wanted to call her baby Jo (or Joe). The convention is that the female names Joanna, Joanne, or Josephine are shortened to Jo (without an ‘e’), whereas Joseph and other male names starting with the same letters are shortened to Joe (with an ‘e’). However, maybe this isn’t a widely known convention because others often write my wife’s name as Joe and meanwhile some don’t follow the rules, such as Jo Johnson, brother of the infamous rule-breaking former UK prime minister.

In this book, the main character is called Joe because he’s a boy, but the name he was given at birth is Joh (intended to sound exactly the same as Joe or Jo) because he is born into a neut society in which names are genderless, and in which his differences must remain hidden. So in some chapters, the main character is referred to as Joe and in others he’s called Joh, depending on whose head we are in. However, later in the book, these conventions are intentionally blurred as Georgy, Joe’s parent, recognises that it’s time for their son to no longer hide as Joh but to become Joe, with an ‘e’.

The typeface used in this book breaks with conventions for fiction publishing. Most fiction is published using a serif typeface, e.g. Georgia. However, it is increasingly recognised that such typefaces are difficult to read for people who are dyslexic, neurodivergent, or visually impaired. Therefore, in line with the ‘Different is Good’ themes of this book, I have opted to use Atkinson Hyperlegible – a typeface designed to be accessible. Also for accessibility reasons, I have gone for the less attractive but easier to read left alignment (with a ragged right-hand side) rather than the conventional and neat, justified text.

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

For my wife, Jo, whose name is often misspelt.

You told me this book probably wasn’t possible, but then supported me all the way.


Part 1

Chapter 1

The constant thrum of the trawler’s engine dropped to a put-put-put. The island, which had been so close, began to drift away as waves hurled them back towards the mainland.

‘Why have we stopped?’ Joe shouted. ‘Look! I can see the jetty!’

‘Sorry, kiddo, but I cannae put in there.’ The skipper left the wheelhouse and strode towards him. ‘I daren’t risk it wi’ this wind. There’s rocks just under those there waves. One wee gust in the wrong direction and we’ll be smashed agin them.’

Another huge wave slapped at the boat and spat its spray over them.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll get you back to the mainland. Mebbe someone else can bring you out in the morning. If you still wannae go.’

The skipper’s weathered face creased with new worries – nothing to do with the waves or rocks. Here was another pair of eyes refusing to look directly at Joe. So far, the roll and pitch of the deck hadn’t troubled him, but now his hot chocolate from Carlisle station threatened to resurface. Was that really only this morning? Turning back wasn’t an option. He scanned the deck. The tarpaulin flapped against the upturned rowing boat under which he’d hidden as they left the mainland.

‘I’ll take that.’ He threw off the tarpaulin. ‘Just help me get it into the water and you needn’t worry about me anymore.’

‘You must be joking, pal! If I return to the harbour without ma lifeboat, I’ll have questions tae answer.’

‘But you don’t want me coming back with you, do you?’ Joe shouted through the wind. ‘Someone might see me, and then you’d be in trouble. And what about the money? I gave you more than what’s fair.’

In fact, he’d handed over everything he had, so certain this was the end of his journey. What if the skipper took him back but refused to return the money? He gulped a mouthful of briny air, urging the chocolatey reflux to stay down. That jetty was smaller each time it rocked into view.

The skipper shrugged and turned back towards the wheelhouse.

‘No, wait!’ Joe cried, but his words blew back in his face. ‘So I can have your lifeboat then?’ he muttered, confident he wouldn’t be heard.

Ignoring the splinters driving into his soft hands, he gave the lifeboat a tug. Too slow. He hoisted the bow upwards and ducked underneath. His ragged breaths echoed around the hull. The stench of stale fish wrestled his stomach for its bile. Forcing himself up, he lurched his wooden shell towards the trawler’s edge.

‘Oi, whadaya think you’re doing?’

One more step and he’d reach the railings. As if hearing his thoughts, the deck tipped him forward. Hoisting the boat as high as he could, he dropped its front end onto the railings with a thud.

Heavy boots stomped towards him. Joe scuttled further under. If he could lift this back end higher than the front, gravity should do the rest. Hands flat against the floor of the lifeboat, he thrust it upwards. Crunch! The back of the hull glanced off something solid. Crack! Was that his skull or the wood of the boat? His head throbbed, but he was still on his feet. Meanwhile, his opponent staggered backwards, hand on bleeding chin.

Joe’s muscles protested, begged him to let the boat drop. The sea taunted, tipping him back towards the centre of the deck. The wind joined the game, barged its way through his arms, ripped the boat out of his hands, and threw it overboard.

He should have thrown himself straight in after it. Instead, he took a small, steadying step backwards, into the skipper. Strong, tattoo-covered arms coiled around him. An intricately inked dragon leered at him, teeth bared, egging him on. He sank his teeth into the dragon’s hide. The skipper cursed. The constriction relaxed. Kicking back, Joe broke free, took a flying leap, and plunged into the sea.

He gasped and choked as icy water flooded his clothes, dragging him below the waves. Jeering gulls circled overhead. Stupid fool, you’re done for now. The water churned as the trawler’s engine kicked back into action. The skipper was leaving him to drown.

‘Wait!’ he tried to cry out through a mouthful of sea. He coughed, gasped in a quick breath, and shut his mouth tight before the wake of the trawler engulfed him.

By the time he’d resurfaced, the retreating boat was already halfway back to the mainland, but however small it looked, Joe was a speck in comparison – a speck that would soon be swallowed forever by the infinite ocean. Wait! Where’s the lifeboat? He should have swum to it as soon as he hit the water, instead of fretting about the trawler. He thrashed around, turning surely more than a full three-sixty before spotting it, bobbing up into view, not too many strokes away. He could still manage that, probably, just about.

His numb fingers could barely feel the lifeboat’s rough edges when they finally made contact. He tried to hoist himself up enough to clamber in, but whenever his muscles offered some grudging effort, the boat threatened to capsize. He thrashed in panic, spotting the approach of an enormous wave, but forced himself to stop. If I just float here, maybe it’ll lift me in. But no, the cruel wave raised the boat at least as much as it did him.

The gulls could jeer all they liked. He’d worked it out. Easing back down into the water, he edged around the boat to put it between himself and the approaching waves. He experimented with the next few waves, until he spied the big one racing towards them. Holding the boat at arm’s length, he lifted his legs as high as they would go. The wave tried its hardest to rip the boat from his hands. Gritting his teeth, he dug his nails deeper into the splintery wood. It’s working! The boat was sledging down the back of the wave and he was gliding on top of it. He let go with his right hand, pulled with his stronger left, kicked his legs, and tumbled into the boat.

As if conceding defeat, the wind and waves settled into a calmer rhythm. The island beckoned. Was that a shout carrying across the breeze? Joe fumbled with frozen fingers to unfasten the oars. He’d had a go at rowing once, on the little lake at Shibden, but there’d been no waves to contend with there. The scariest thing had been the shuffling around to take control of the oars from Georgy. It wasn’t the right technique – he knew that – but with arms like lead, he grasped just one of the oars with both hands and started to paddle.

Joe pretended for a while that he was making progress, that each feeble paddle wasn’t weaker than the last. He couldn’t blame the wind now. If anything, the steady breeze was wafting him towards the shore. Maybe he could stop paddling. No, he had to stay alert, keep driving forward. A short rest first though.

Letting the oar drop from his aching fingers, he pulled his knees tight to his chest, striving in vain to squeeze the shivers into submission. Curled up into a damp quivering ball, he tried to draw fresh energy into his lungs and then, through chattering teeth, to blow heat back into his core. Water lapped against his wooden cradle.

‘Come on, you can do it!’ a distant voice might have called. Or was it just gulls, cheering on their fledgling chicks?

The scrape of the hull on sand awoke him with a start. He eased his stiff body up onto his elbows and blinked the crusty salt from his eyes. Feet splashed towards him.

‘Hello! Are you OK?’ a youthful voice asked.

The face belonging to the voice stared down at him in a disorientating, upside-down sort of way. Wild hair, longer than he’d ever seen, draped down around him, tickling his cheeks. Excited breath warmed his nose and lips.

‘I thought you were never going to make it, but the tide washed you in and now you’re here. What’s your name?’

‘I’m Joe,’ he rasped. ‘Joe with an “e”, cos I’m a boy.’

Chapter 2

I’ll always remember every detail of the day we found out we were having a boy.

We’d both taken the whole day off work to go for our twenty-week scan. I’m not sure why they call it a ‘scan’. Aren’t the babies all under constant surveillance? Everyone knows the ‘scans’ are only for the parents’ benefit.

We arrived for our nine-thirty appointment at eleven minutes past nine. As soon as we’d parked the car, Cris was complaining that there would have been time for a cooked breakfast after all, but I’d rather be twenty minutes early than one minute late. By five to ten, Cris was bristling beside me, as we’d witnessed two others jump the queue.

At nine fifty-eight, the nurse approached us and led us through, not into the scan observation room, but a small consulting room just off the waiting area. The consultant stood up and walked around the desk to shake hands before signalling for us to sit on a squeaky, wipe-clean sofa.

‘Cris, Georgy, I’m Dr Khan. Thank you for your patience. I’m sorry that you’ve had a bit of a wait.’

Cris had no patience for false pleasantries. ‘Dr Khan, we’ve both taken the day off work to come and see our baby. Can we see it now, or is there some sort of problem?’

I put my hand on Cris’s arm and drew breath, ready to intervene and let the doctor proceed. Cris took the hint, sat back and gave a nod to Dr Khan.

The consultant continued with a grunt of thanks. ‘You will recall that, when we began this process, we advised you that dual-parent procreation carries a higher risk than the single-parent alternative?’

My breath held itself as we waited for Dr Khan’s next sentence. ‘I regret to have to inform you that we have detected a serious abnormality in the foetus. So, regrettably –’

‘What do you mean abnormality?’ demanded Cris. ‘What sort of abnormality has our baby got?’

‘Which means, regrettably, that we have no option but to terminate the pregnancy.’

‘Terminate the pregnancy?’ Cris exclaimed. ‘I’m sorry, Doctor, but until we have more information on this so-called abnormality, we’ll agree to nothing of the sort. This is our baby you’re talking about. The baby you sent us pictures of at ten weeks and fifteen weeks.’

With a calm, if not cold manner, a subtle smile passed across Dr Khan’s face. ‘I’m sure that you read the fertilisation agreement before signing it. So you will be familiar with clause seventeen-B that states, and I quote, “all genetic material provided by the parent, slash parents, for the purposes of creating a foetus remains the property of the clinic until the parent, slash parents, take delivery of the fully gestated baby on or around the two hundred and eighty-seventh day of the pregnancy”.’

The silence jangled my brain.

‘It is therefore the responsibility of this clinic, and myself as its lead consultant, to act in the best interests of the foetuses under my care and to terminate those for which a healthy and fulfilling life will not be possible.’

Dr Khan sat back and waited.

An eternity passed. I couldn’t think, let alone speak.

Cris again spoke for us both, managing somehow to be composed and quiet. ‘So have you done it already – the termination?’

The consultant edged forward again. ‘As a courtesy, we always inform the parents before any action is taken. But I’m afraid the protocols allow for no alternative.’

At last, I found my voice. ‘Can we see it, before you –’

‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible,’ Dr Khan replied, attempting sympathy. ‘This is also covered in the fertilisation agreement.’

Our hearts sank through the floor. The fight had gone out of Cris and, if I’m honest, had never found its way into me.

Seeing our utter defeat, Dr Khan offered some final words. ‘You are welcome to stay in this room for as long as you need, and when you are ready, Nurse Taylor will sign you out. I hope that, in time, we will see you here again in happier circumstances. I would strongly recommend our single-parent option. Most of our clients do find this works very well for them, even when there is a strong two-parent relationship into which a child can be brought.’

With no further words, the consultant stood, bowed briefly in our direction, and left.

Cris swivelled towards me and took my hands. Neither of us could find any words. We just sat, processing, stroking each other’s hands. How had this happened? How had the last twenty weeks passed by without a hint of anything amiss? What about the pictures we’d been sent of our developing baby? Why us?

There was a quiet knock on the door before it was eased open, allowing Nurse Taylor to peek in. The hubbub of expectant parents also wafted in, stirring up the smell of disinfectant off the wipe-clean sofa. ‘Can I get you anything? A tea or a coffee perhaps?’

In sync with each other, we both shook our heads. I looked up and made a decision.

‘I think we’d like to go now,’ I stammered, looking to Cris for affirmation. With an almost imperceptible nod to each other, we stood up.

Nurse Taylor patiently held the door open for us and led us towards the reception desk. Having filled in our departure time of ten-seventeen, the nurse handed us the pen to add our signatures. As I signed my own name, a small, folded piece of paper was slipped under my left hand. Without thinking, I started to unfold the note, but with a subtle shake of the head, the nurse gave us all the warning we needed and ushered us out of the building.

We sat in the car, engine off. I took a practised long breath in through my nose, let the air hover there for a moment, then pushed it steadily back through my lips. I unfolded the now-crumpled piece of paper, which I’d held so tightly in my fist all the way across the car park. Written in a hasty scrawl were just nine words and a time.

Your baby is safe. Meet me at Square Peg, 17:30.

The Square Peg was bustling with office workers as, at twenty-eight minutes past five, we pushed our way in through the door. We felt conspicuous, scanning the crowded pub. Actually, nobody showed us the slightest bit of interest, except for the youthful nurse, waving at us from a small table in the darkest corner of the room. Out of uniform, Nurse Taylor looked almost too young to be in a pub alone.

It had been a long and stressful wait from ten-seventeen in the morning until now. Neither of us had eaten, and we’d become increasingly short with each other as the day wore on. Too tense to consider driving into town, we’d opted to take public transport. My stomach had churned as the overcrowded bus lurched from stop to stop.

Nurse Taylor was already seated, with a full glass of lemonade, so as we weaved our way across the busy room, Cris peeled off to the bar. The nurse stood and introduced themself as Jay, reaching out a slender hand to assertively squeeze mine.

I sat on my hands, willing Cris to hurry so we could find out the meaning of Jay Taylor’s note. Two long minutes later, having handed me my glass of wine, Cris joined us and launched straight in.

‘So what’s this all about? Is our baby OK or not?’

Jay paused for a moment and then began. ‘You appear to have a perfectly healthy baby. It’s just that it’s what once would have been called a boy.’

The old clock above our table ticked as we tried to decipher what the nurse had said. Everything made sense, except for that last word, boy.

‘Sorry, what do you mean, boy? What’s a boy?’ Cris asked.

The clock did some more ticking. ‘OK, so you know how with most animals there are two types – cows and bulls, ewes and rams, hens and cockerels? Well, we think humans must have been like that once too. When we could reproduce naturally, like the animals do.’

‘So you’re saying that we’ve made an animal…a monster?’ Cris cut in. ‘Doesn’t sound perfectly healthy to me.’

‘No, Cris, that’s not what Jay said.’ I turned back to Jay, my mind still trying to formulate the question I needed to ask. ‘Our baby. Which is it? A cow or a bull?’ I slapped Cris hard on the thigh, halting what I knew would have been another unhelpful interruption. Cris glared at me with narrow eyes. I looked squarely at the youthful nurse. From their surprised expression, I judged they were not in a relationship.

‘Ah, yes, sorry…a bull. Well…not a bull, actually, because no, your baby isn’t a monster or any sort of animal, other than human, that is. Your baby is simply a male human.’

Cris leaned forward, ready to launch another volley. I gave the slapped thigh a gentle squeeze and sucked in air through my nose, reminding Cris to think for a moment before speaking.

‘So if a…what you call male human is natural, what does that make us? Are we unnatural? Cos I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I know any male humans.’ Cris’s ears started to redden again. I thought about intervening, but I had to admit, I was thinking the same thing. ‘It sounds to me as if our baby is abnormal, like the doctor told us.’

‘No, not abnormal, just unusual.’ Jay had clearly used these words before. ‘For too long, the fertility units have been terminating foetuses as soon as they spot what looks like an abnormality. People don’t want their children to be different from themselves. People are scared that a different child might not do so well in life. Understandably, people want things to be perfect for their children. But different doesn’t have to be bad. We believe that different is good.’

Different is good. Those words ran so contrary to my professional training but fizzed pleasantly around the back of my skull.

‘Are you saying that our baby doesn’t have to be terminated?’ I asked, dreading a repeat of Dr Khan’s regretful words, in spite of all that Jay had told us.

‘No. I mean, yes, I am saying that your baby doesn’t have to be terminated. If you are willing to accept him, just as he is. We will save him and keep him for you to full term.’

‘But I don’t understand,’ Cris interjected. ‘The doctor clearly said this morning that termination was the only option. What’s changed?’

Jay looked directly at both of us, the fierceness in those eyes showing twice their maturity. ‘Nothing has changed. If your baby stays in that fertility unit, it will be terminated tomorrow morning. But with your consent, I can get him out of there…’

With our consent, our baby would be moved that very night to a secret, off-grid fertility unit, run by a group calling themselves simply DiG, standing for Different is Good. When it, I mean he, was born, arrangements would be made for us to collect him and take him home. We could then live a ‘normal’ life together as parents and child. There were people in place who could arrange the necessary paperwork so that our baby would have a birth certificate and would legally exist.

‘But I have to warn you,’ Jay concluded, ‘it won’t be easy for either you or him. He will be different, and although, as we say, different is good, there are things you will have to keep hidden.’

Jay looked at the two of us expectantly. Did we have to decide right now? Couldn’t we go away and talk it through, just the two of us – sleep on it, weigh up the risks?

But could we really let our baby be terminated, given a choice?

My brain wouldn’t stop tingling. Different is good. Cris and I looked at each other. Under the table, Cris squeezed my hand and I squeezed back.

‘We’ll do it, whatever it takes,’ Cris announced. ‘Just show us where to sign.’

Jay smiled and, though visibly relaxing, also betrayed nervousness as they leaned in towards us. ‘There can be no signatures, no paperwork that connects us. We leave no trail. You will need to trust me. I will rescue your baby tonight and you will be contacted again – but not by me – when he is ready to be handed over to you.’

‘But can’t we see it, I mean him. After the move?’ I asked, hope pumping my heart. If I couldn’t see our baby, how would I know that this was all real – that there was still hope? Surely, they could sneak us into this secret fertility unit. Please say yes, I begged silently as the bubbles in my brain threatened to blur my vision.

Jay’s eyes wouldn’t meet mine, choosing instead to study a scratch on the table. ‘I would love to say yes, but I’m afraid it’s not possible. We have to do everything we can to protect our operation. I’m sorry, you have a long wait ahead of you. But I promise, we will do everything we can to protect your child and deliver him safely to you at full term.’

And that was that. The young nurse, who we were only just getting to know, stood up, took the empty lemonade glass back to the bar, and disappeared out of the door.

Chapter 3

Drifting into consciousness to the raised voices of his parents was nothing unusual, but these voices were not Georgy and Cris, and Joe was not snuggled up under his own duvet. The scratchy blanket smelled musty, like ancient Adey’s flat.

One of the voices was deeper than any he’d heard before. ‘But we haven’t got time to wait. We need to send him as soon as he’s fit to go. Otherwise, it will be next year before anything happens.’

The other voice was a more normal pitch but was full and rounded, like the low notes from his clarinet; nothing like the coarse, nasal tones he’d grown up with. ‘We can’t! The poor boy’s only just made it to safety, and you’re wanting to send him back? Let him settle in for a bit and get to know us. Then maybe we can explain your mission and let him decide.’

Joe sucked in a breath and strained his ears. Was this argument about him already?

The deep voice again. ‘You know that won’t work. It’ll just be harder for him to leave. And more risky. He won’t pass as a neut for long. If we miss this chance, how long’ll it be before we get another boy?’

‘Which is another reason to keep him here for a while. You can’t father every new child on this island.’

Joe was still holding his breath. He relaxed his jaw and tried to let the air seep slowly out before taking another long, full breath, like Georgy had shown him when he felt worried about something. What was Deep Voice wanting to send him away for? And what did Clarinet mean by ‘fathering new children’? Surely, that would mean leaving the island too – to get new children here.

‘But if we keep him here long enough to follow your rules for mating, he definitely will be too old to go.’

‘Well, let’s just give him a chance to wake up and meet everyone first, shall we? And don’t you dare go filling his head with talk of your mission.’

Joe opened his eyes a crack to explore his new surroundings. Like in his own room, there was a discoloured damp patch in one corner of the ceiling, but this brown-edged stain must have been there a hundred years more, and whatever paper had peeled off the wall below it had long since been torn away. Across the ceiling, an empty light socket hung from a cracked yellow-white cable. Dust danced in the beams of sunlight that pierced their way through moth-eaten curtains. Joe blinked and opened his eyes wider.

‘Ah, so you are awake! I knew you were.’

He sat up with a start and then, aware of his bare torso, tugged the sheet and blanket around himself. He shivered, but not from cold. Under the bedclothes, he was completely naked, and there was someone here in the room with him.

Perched in a chair beside his bed, grinning at him, was the same wild-haired face that had greeted him last night, though they’d pulled a brush through their hair and tied it back into a loose, frizzy ponytail.

‘They told me to leave you alone today, but I knew you’d want some company. Come on, put these on and I’ll show you round.’

The wild kid threw some linen shorts and a T-shirt onto Joe’s bed and stood up expectantly, as if they thought he’d leap out from under the covers to join them straight away. Heat flooded into his cheeks, which the kid seemed to find funny.

‘What’re you blushing for? Don’t you think I’ve seen a boy’s tonker before?’

Nobody had seen his ‘tonker’ before, except Georgy and Cris, of course, and whoever had stripped his wet clothes off him last night. Maybe it was this kid who’d done that, in which case, they’d seen all of him already. He was never naked, except behind the locked bathroom door in their flat.

Joe pulled up a knee under the covers to mask the stiffening he could do nothing to stop. Why did it have to do that? How many other times had it delayed his getting up in the morning while Georgy stood at the door, threatening to come in and pull off his duvet if he didn’t get moving in the next two minutes? At least that wasn’t being threatened…yet.

‘Are you a girl?’ Joe asked, not daring to look at them in case they took it the wrong way, even if they didn’t seem to mind staring at him.

‘Might be. Does it matter if I am?’ The kid gave an exaggerated sigh and turned towards the low door in the corner of the room. ‘Oh, OK. If it’ll make it quicker, I’ll wait outside. But don’t be too long. We’ve wasted half the day already!’

As the door opened and shut again, strains of the debate that was still going on wafted in from somewhere beyond, but the voices were quieter now and it was impossible to hear what was being said. Maybe the girl would explain. She must have heard the arguing voices too, at least as much as he had. She was a girl, wasn’t she? She – it felt strange using that word for a fellow human being, even though Joe’s parents had always made a point of calling him ‘he’ when they were alone with him and had told him there were others he’d meet one day who were ‘she’. He edged around and sat up on the edge of the bed, careful to keep himself covered, despite now being alone.

It took a while to ease the new T-shirt over his aching arms and shoulders. Where were his underpants? None of his own clothes were anywhere to be seen. Had someone taken them to be washed and dried, or had they been thrown away? For now, there was nothing but the shorts the ‘she’ had given him. How would it feel, going around without underpants that tucked everything neatly into place? Of course, he didn’t need to hide what he was anymore, but did that mean he should just let everything swing about?

‘Come on, Joe, I’m not going to wait much longer,’ sang out the voice from the other side of the door.

The blood rose to his face again. He grabbed the shorts and pulled them on. However naked he still felt, he couldn’t stay hidden in here all day. He’d just have to be careful how he positioned himself and hope his ‘tonker’ behaved. At least the shorts were long and baggy. He slipped his feet into some old but clean trainers, which had been left at the foot of the bed, and ventured out of the room.

A bright-red apple was thrust at his chest. ‘Well, come on then, we’d better get away while we still can.’

A warm hand grabbed his and pulled him through another door. Joe tugged his hand free to shield his eyes from the bright sunlight. A gust of sea air ruffled his clothes. They were standing amongst a small cluster of ramshackle cottages that couldn’t have been far from the shore, judging by the clear sound of waves crashing on a pebbly beach. Could he hear the shrieks of little kids playing? Surely not. As he searched for where the sound was coming from, his eyes widened, seeing someone stoop to lift a crying baby out of its cradle.

Perplexed, Joe turned towards his guide. ‘How come they’re here? I didn’t think anyone came here until they were, you know, our sort of age.’

‘Oh, they didn’t come here. They were born here! The two little kids are Peter and Katie. They were the first two. Then that’s Eva and her baby daughter, Grace. She was born just three weeks ago.’

‘You mean you’ve got a fertility unit on the island?’ Joe asked, astounded.

‘Don’t be silly. Babies are born naturally here.’

What did she mean? How else were babies born except in fertility units?

A shout from inside the cottage interrupted them. ‘Natasha, is that you? Is Joe with you?’

Joe looked at the kid, whom he guessed probably was a girl, like Eva, but younger and wilder. He turned to go back into the cottage, but the girl tugged on his arm.

‘They’ll catch up with us soon enough, but let’s have some fun first. Anyway, you need some things explaining to you, and there’s no-one better at explaining things than me!’ She led him to the corner of the cottage and pointed towards a grassy hilltop. ‘See that hill there?’ Her eyes sparkled. ‘Race you to the top!’ Without checking for agreement, she was off up the stony lane and away from the cluster of cottages.

Joe glanced back towards the open door once more. No-one called for him to return. So, with every muscle protesting, he set off at a slow, stiff jog after the girl. His unsecured bits flapped about inside his shorts. He slowed to a more comfortable walk – she’d just have to wait.

A few others waved to him as he passed other cottages. Like Eva, several of them had babies, either in their arms or strapped to their backs. ‘Hi, Joe!’ they each called out. One girl hailed him from the top of a ladder and then turned back to fixing the slates on the roof of her cottage. Another, who was out digging in a vegetable patch, paused to watch him as he passed. As she waved and shouted her greeting, her stomach bulged ominously under her T-shirt.

Joe thought he only saw one other boy. In the doorway of the last cottage, a figure, a little bigger than himself, sat in the shadows, rocking on his chair, head down studying fidgeting hands. No shout of greeting came as Joe ran past. He wasn’t even sure if the other boy had seen him.

Heart thumping, Joe gradually managed to slow his panting with deep breaths of the fresh, clear air. Gulls glided and dipped over the sparkling sea. There were other islands in almost all directions – some larger and craggier than this one, others tiny pimples that sometimes disappeared beneath the waves. Some were a distant dot on the horizon, one or two almost close enough to swim to, but there were no other signs of habitation. For a moment, Joe was back in the rowing boat, the night before, floating all alone in an infinite sea.

‘Well, you took your time!’ Her chirpy voice snapped Joe back to the present and the fact that he was now far from alone. She sat, leaning back against a jumble of rocks, taking large bites from a juicy apple. ‘Come and sit down then, and we’ll introduce ourselves properly.’

Joe eased himself down, tucking the loose bits of his shorts tightly under his legs to keep the breeze out and his bits in. The girl lunged for the apple she’d given him earlier as it rolled out of his pocket and threatened to tumble off back down the hill. She presented it to him again and settled beside him, so close that their sleeves brushed against each other.

‘You eat that while I talk. You must be famished!’

Her name was Natasha, or Nats, or Nat, or sometimes Tasha. Stef, the only parent she could remember, had always called her Nat, but people here wanted to call her Natasha, insisting that she adopt a more feminine name now she was on the island. Some then shortened this to Tasha, which she hated. She didn’t see why she couldn’t just be Nat or Nats, like she’d always been. Joe should call her Nats and nothing else, please.

‘So, what about you Joe? Have you always been Joe with an “e”? Is that the name your parents gave you?’

On his birth certificate, his name was written as Joh. Georgy had explained to him that they’d wanted to call him Joe with an ‘e’ at the end, like people used to in the old days, but Joh was better because it was more normal. Not that the two spellings sounded any different, but they knew it was different, and that somehow also made it sound different.

‘They’ll probably try to call you Joseph here. They like us all to use names that sound definitely male or female. Here, different is good, we say.’

Joe wasn’t sure he could ever imagine being Joseph. He’d always had such a simple name. Joseph sounded unnecessarily complicated. Anyway, how would he spell it? Josef or Joseff? Or maybe it was spelt Joseph with a ‘p-h’ at the end. Who knew?

‘I think I’d rather stick with Joe,’ he said, staring out once more across the sea. ‘I feel different enough here as it is. Everyone else I’ve seen so far seems to be a girl, except for that boy outside the last house.’

‘That’s Cain. He was the last to arrive before you. Came months ago, right at the start of spring, before any of this year’s lambs were born, and I’ve still not heard him speak. I’m not sure anyone has much. Apart from Cain, there are two other boys – Anthony, who’s co-leader with Sandra – and Tom, who lives in a little run-down hovel on the far side of the island and keeps himself to himself. That’s why we’re all so excited about you arriving Joe,’ she said with a wide smile. ‘Soon as I found you, I could tell you weren’t going to be silent like Cain or a recluse like Tom. You’re not like Anthony either, and that’s a good thing.’

‘But if you’re all so excited about me arriving, what was that I heard about sending me away again? You must have heard it too – how long were you sitting there by my bed?’

‘Oh, don’t take any notice of what Anthony says.’ Nats waved her hand as if swatting at a fly. ‘Yes, I heard that too, and Sandra’s right. There’s no way we can send you away. We need you too much here.’

Joe was intrigued and confused at the same time. He’d never felt ‘needed’ before. He knew his parents loved him, but he also knew life would have been much easier for them without him, and he’d never had friends who’d needed him. ‘Need me for what?’ he asked.

‘To help make the babies, of course,’ Nats said with an excited squeal. ‘Anthony’s been helping to make almost all the babies here so far, but Sandra says we need other boys to help as well – that Anthony can’t do it all on his own. Although she also says nobody should do it until they’re ready. So Sandra will have to decide when you’re ready.’

‘But you said you didn’t have a fertility unit. How do you make the babies here without a fertility unit?’

‘They grow inside the girls. Baby Grace – she grew inside Eva. And did you see Sally in her garden on the way up here? She’s got a baby inside her at the moment. It’ll be coming out any day, they reckon.’

Joe wondered, but wasn’t sure he wanted to know, how they got the baby out. No doubt Nats would explain that to him at some point.

‘What about you? Is there a baby inside you too?’ he dared to ask.

‘No, of course there isn’t. It can’t happen for me yet, cos I’m not old enough and my bleeding hasn’t started yet either. A girl’s bleeding needs to have started before she can have a baby, and even then, Sandra says it’s better to wait.’

Joe’s mind whirred, contemplating how he might ask what part he’d be expected to play in helping to make babies and how Sandra decided when someone was ready, but Nats was on her feet again, apparently ready to dash off somewhere else.

‘Come on, I need to show you the rest of the island.’

Joe eased himself up. Nats spun him around to look out over the harbour and the small cluster of cottages they’d come from. ‘That’s the village. We’ll go back there later, but for now, we’re going this way.’ She grabbed his hand and yanked him back around, launching them both down the other side of the hill.

They startled some sheep, scattering them in different directions away from their peaceful grazing. The cows at the bottom of the hill looked up as they passed but soon returned to their ruminations.

Through a gate and onto an old, weedy and crumbling tarmac road, they stopped to catch their breath. As Nats pulled the gate closed behind them, Joe let out a surprised shriek. Charging towards him where he stood, came a flock of about thirty chickens. He stood on tiptoes, surrounded by the feathery clucking beasts. Nats laughed raucously.

‘Hello, ladies,’ she sang out. ‘I’ve forgotten to feed you this morning, haven’t I?’ Taking Joe’s hand again, she led him through the churning sea of feathers to a small metal dustbin. ‘Here, grab a handful of this,’ she said, lifting the lid with the flourish of a magician.

Before Joe had a chance to react, Nats grabbed a large handful of grain for herself, and as if she was magnetic, the sea of chickens moved as one around her, leaping and squawking as stray kernels fell from her hand.

Joe dug into the bin, and instantly he was surrounded. In haste, he hurled the handful into the swarm of feathers and watched as it eddied away, centring itself on the spot where the largest portion had landed.

Nats strode around, filling troughs with more seed and transferring water from a water butt to a can, to other troughs. Lid back on the dustbin and watering can back next to the water butt, she turned again to Joe. ‘Ready to go again?’ she half asked him, already setting off down the road.

Joe lurched after her, determined not to be left behind again. A few chickens seemed keen to join them but soon lost interest and fell back to scratching around for grubs or investigating the feeding troughs.

They ambled on, now at a more manageable pace, past a couple of cosy-looking cottages with smoke curling up from their chimneys. Beside these cottages were fields of vegetables in neat rows. Joe recognised cauliflowers and cabbages, carrot tops peeking out of the soil and beanstalks climbing tepees of long, straight sticks.

As they walked, Nats pointed things out. Where they milked the cows; where the reservoir was that supplied them with clean drinking water; who lived in which house and what each person did to support the community. They were going to have to start a school soon, and Nats had volunteered to be the teacher, but Sandra and Anthony had turned her down, claiming they needed someone a bit older; someone who was perhaps mother to one of the children herself. Nats looked forward to a time when she was no longer the youngest, not counting the kids and babies.

They left the road over an old rickety stile in the wall and squelched their way across boggy fields towards the place that Nats said was the absolutely best place on the island. Joe almost didn’t notice the low, grass-roofed bungalow perched all alone on a slight rise in the landscape, a makeshift fence carefully marking out the boundary of the property.

‘That’s Tom’s place,’ Nats whispered. ‘He’s all right when you get to know him, but I wouldn’t go knocking on his door without an invitation.’ Nats went on to explain that before he’d moved out here, Tom had lived in the room Joe had been given. Joe imagined Tom’s new place must be mustier than that old blanket and ancient Adey’s flat put together.

Just past Tom’s hovel, they dropped down onto a tiny, sparkling beach. As his feet crunched onto the beach, Joe looked down and gasped. What he’d assumed was shingle was actually thousands of tiny seashells.

‘Told you it was the best place,’ Nats said with a smile, holding a handful of shells under his nose. ‘Look, each one is unique. No two are the same.’

In quiet companionship, they crouched amongst the shells, foraging for the best specimens. For a while, they were innocent children, playing on the beach. Neither of them noticed the tall, stocky figure stalking towards them, and both jumped when he spoke.

‘All right, you two?’

Joe’s eyes grew wider as they moved from the thick hairy legs standing beside him, up to the face, which seemed to be sprouting clumps of dark curls on its cheeks and chin.

‘Oh, hi, Tom. Nice of you to come and meet Joe,’ said Nats, grinning up at the bushy face.

Tom nodded and grunted at Joe. ‘Everyone’s looking for you both. I thought I might find you here, in Nats’ favourite place.’

Nats threw down her handful of shells and stood up. ‘I s’pose we should go see what they want.’

‘Community meeting apparently,’ said Tom. ‘Thought I might come along myself.’

Joe’s ribcage squeezed on his lungs. He gasped in a quick breath and fought to control the outflow. Was this it? Were Tom and Anthony going to wrestle him back out into the sea? Or perhaps this was the time when Sandra would decide in front of everyone that he was ready to help make babies, and then all the girls would scowl at him and hand him over to Anthony and Tom to throw him off the island when he confessed that he didn’t know how.

Chapter 4

Joe followed in Nats’ wake as she pushed her way into the already crowded café. Apparently, it was the biggest room in the village’s largest cottage and about the only indoor space where the whole community could meet. The hubbub of chatter dimmed as they made their way to the last empty table. Joe counted twenty-three girls, including all of those he’d seen earlier in the day. A few might’ve been around the same age as him, but most, he thought, were probably older. Six babies were being passed around like pass-the-parcels, and then there were Peter and Katie, chasing each other under tables and squeezing between chairs. Cain perched on a stool in a dark corner, acknowledging no-one as he muttered to himself. Standing by a long counter, a tall, fair-haired boy conferred with a red-haired girl, who was, if anything, a centimetre or two taller. By a process of elimination, the boy must be Anthony. Like Tom, Anthony had hair on his face, though it was softer and fluffier than Tom’s dark curls.

Joe’s view of the tall, earnest pair at the bar was interrupted by an apron-enwrapped tank of a girl pushing her way directly towards him. A plate was balanced expertly on the fingertips of her left hand whilst, with her right, she shoved other patrons out of her path.

‘Hiya, Joe, my name’s Victoria, but you’ll call me Vicki.’ Leaning across Nats, she set the plate down in front of Joe.

Joe’s stomach rumbled as he eyed the thick doorstep sandwich, made with the densest bread he’d ever seen. A mound of steaming, chunky chips competed for space on the plate.

‘Thought you might be hungry,’ Vicki said with a wide grin. ‘It’s on the house.’

As Joe mumbled his thanks, Nats reached across to help herself to some of the plentiful chips, but before her hand could reached the plate, Vicki slapped it away. ‘Oi, they’re not for you, young lady! If you want something to eat, you can pay for it like everybody else, thank you very much.’ Then, turning to Joe, ‘You make sure you eat it all yourself. You look like you could use it.’

Whilst Joe tucked into the food and allowed Nats to steal a few chips, the café filled up with even more girls until there were no more seats and a few were left standing in the space around the door.

Joe was shoving the last piece of sandwich into his mouth when the tall redhead hammered a table with a spoon.

‘Thank you, everyone, if we can bring this meeting to order.’

The room was now fully attentive, save for the quiet chattering of Peter and Katie and the tittering of a few younger teenagers, amused at Sandra’s formality.

‘Thank you,’ Sandra repeated. ‘It looks like we’re all here, so can I begin by…’

A commotion in the crowd around the door drowned the end of Sandra’s sentence. The room gasped as Tom ducked in and pushed the door closed again with his back. So he had decided to come after all. When they’d got halfway back along the road, Tom had told the two of them to go on ahead, that he’d catch them up, even though his long strides had so far shown no sign of struggling to keep up. ‘He’s bottled it. He won’t come now,’ Nats had said before they were even out of Tom’s earshot.

‘Don’t mind me,’ Tom grunted as several of the girls jostled to make space for his large frame.

A flustered Sandra shuffled some papers before continuing. ‘So, as I was saying, let’s begin by welcoming our new arrival, Joe, in the er, customary way.’

The ground shook as the assembled crowd all stamped their feet in unison. Then the thundering stamps were overlaid with a crescendo of whoops and cheers. It was several minutes before Sandra succeeded in bringing the gathering back to order, and even then, she had to pause several times as stray whoops ricocheted around the room.

‘Now, it won’t have escaped your notice that Joe is a boy.’ She was forced to wait again as a few more whoops echoed back and forth. ‘And I know that we’ve all been waiting for more boys to arrive for some time.’ Joe had been staring self-consciously at his empty plate but now looked over at Sandra, expecting to see a mischievous grin. But there was no trace of humour in her face.

Having once again waited for the attention of her audience, Sandra impressed on them the importance of giving the new member of their community adequate time to settle in before expecting too much of him. ‘And may I remind you,’ she added, ‘in case any of you are entertaining any um…fantasies, that Joe is off limits in that regard until I say otherwise.’

‘Reckon they like the look of you.’ Nats chuckled and dug her elbow into Joe’s ribs as, on hearing Sandra’s edict, disgruntled muttering erupted around one crowded table.

Sandra raised her hand and battled on with her speech, despite the ongoing murmurs. ‘I know some of you think it’s all just a bit of fun, and yes, we do want to grow our community with more babies. But that’s all the more reason to take it seriously, and to recognise the consequences of our actions.’ No-one could miss her pointed glance towards the door. Following the path of her eyes, Joe caught Tom raising his eyebrows before fixing his gaze firmly on his feet.

Sandra moved the meeting on, going through various aspects of routine island business. Rotas were handed out, detailing who was responsible over the next few weeks for things like collecting and disposing of waste, chopping firewood, and keeping watch for new arrivals. There were updates from various people about current milk yields, which vegetable crops were due to be harvested, and plans for mating the ewes and rams. Joe tried to follow it all as exhaustion pushed its way in through the soles of his feet and flooded up his body until it submerged him completely.

The room fell silent. Was everyone now watching him falling asleep? He forced his eyes open again and shuffled himself back into an alert-looking position. No, Sandra had taken a seat on a high stool and everyone’s eyes were now on Anthony, who stood in Sandra’s place, holding a tatty book aloft in his left hand.

The deep resonance of Anthony’s voice was hypnotic. ‘Five months ago, this book came into our possession.’ He raised it even higher. ‘It was brought to us by our good friend Cain.’

Everyone looked over towards Cain, who didn’t look back at anyone.

‘This book is a sort of diary, which the author called a logbook, from a time long before even our parents’ parents were born, when people like us, males and females, were considered normal. A time when neuts were almost non-existent. A time when all babies were nurtured not inside pregnancy pods, but in the wombs of their mothers, as they are here.’

Anthony had the complete attention of every soul in the room. Even the babies and toddlers had fallen under his spell. Unnecessary as it was, Anthony’s voice rose to a climax. ‘This book confirms what we have always known in our hearts. We are not anomalies. We are not abnormal. We belong in this world.’

The room erupted in a spontaneous cheer and more foot stamping. But silence soon returned, as Anthony had not finished.

‘This diary also tells the wretched story of how and why the world changed. How, by the actions of a few selfish people, our kind were driven to extinction. That story will be told here another day, and may it be a lesson to us all.’ Anthony took a moment to look at each member of his audience.

‘But this book also holds the promise of a much greater truth. I have read all the words carefully, and it is clear to me that there is a world beyond the one in which we all grew up. A world beyond the realm of the neuts. A world that the neut authorities must surely know about but have cut us off from. A world that remained untouched by the plague that neutered our own ancestors.’

Anthony’s voice dropped to almost a whisper. ‘We need to find that world. We can find that world.’ Again, he paused to make eye contact with everyone in the room. His gaze lingered a long time on Joe. Joe shuffled in his seat. And then Anthony was talking again, now at a faster tempo. ‘We plan to send out an expedition from our community here, to make contact with that world. To find the place beyond this small, remote island where I am convinced there are people like us. Not a few dozen, but millions.’

The spell was broken, and all around the room, people started talking amongst themselves.

‘When will you be going?’ someone shouted.

Anthony raised his voice above the din. ‘I would love to lead this expedition myself, but sadly, I could never pass as a neut.’ He stroked a fluffy cheek. ‘No, this mission must fall to some of our younger friends here. At least one girl and one boy, to show our friends in the world beyond that we are just like them.’ Again, Anthony’s gaze burrowed into Joe. ‘I’m not looking for volunteers tonight, but I will be setting up a planning group for those who would like to help in whatever way they can.’

The meeting dissolved. Futile though it was, Sandra stood up again to thank everyone for coming. A gust of air told Joe that the door had been opened, and looking over, he saw that Tom had gone. A few others followed soon after, but most stayed in the café. There was plenty to talk about, and animated chatter filled the room. Drinks were soon being passed out from the bar, and from somewhere, a battered violin was produced. To Joe’s surprise, the violin was passed to Cain, who struck up a jaunty tune. Joe yearned for his precious clarinet, abandoned amongst his meagre pack of belongings on that dratted trawler.

Entranced by Cain’s music, Joe barely noticed Nats say something about going to get some drinks and wasn’t aware of Anthony taking her place at the table until his deep voice cut through the music. Startled, Joe shuffled back in his chair.

‘Don’t worry Joe,’ Anthony said with a smile. ‘Like I said, I’m not asking for volunteers tonight. All I’m asking is that you read this.’

And there it was, the wrinkly old book – apparently far older than the grandparents Joe had never met – being pushed across the table towards him.

Chapter 5

25/03/2031

Observations recorded by Dr M. Harvey

Wrexford Fertility Centre

07:50

Serious anomalies observed in all 36 hr+ embryos during routine checks at 07:30 this morning. ALL embryos have failed, disintegrated into culture.

I have started this new logbook to record all further observations and developments related to this incident.

08:35

Technician S. Robbins has also checked all 36 hr+ embryos and concurs with my findings. No viable embryos remain in any of the batches.

We agreed to bring forward the first checks on newly fertilised embryos from yesterday. Whilst there is less evidence of the existence of any previously viable embryos, these appear to have suffered the same fate. We have no viable active embryos in this clinic.

08:50

Reviewed data logs of oxygen, CO2 and nutrient feeds for the last 24 hours. Levels all within tolerance throughout. Routine top-up of nutrient feed recorded at 14:30 yesterday, carried out by FertiChem in accordance with normal maintenance contract. Environment logs also show stable temperature and humidity throughout.

Protocol says this needs to be immediately reported to HFEA.

09:20

Doesn’t normally take this long to get through to HFEA. Beginning to wonder whether whatever’s happened might extend beyond our clinic.

09:30

Suspicions confirmed via email from Telford clinic, seeking second opinion. Attached pictures almost identical to ours.

09:55

Just finished call with HFEA. Instructions are as follows:

Cancel all appointments for the rest of the week (our licence has been temporarily revoked, pending an inspection).

Send all staff home, except receptionist and myself (HFEA emailing through standard wording for receptionist to use when answering any calls).

Don’t touch anything. Inspectors will be in contact in due course, but don’t expect anyone today.

13:20

According to the news, we are one of 38 IVF clinics so far to have shut their doors today, cancelling all appointments. One news site is reporting that in one unnamed clinic, all unfrozen embryos have been destroyed. HFEA has released a statement, saying that all appointments at fertility clinics are being postponed as a precaution, pending further investigation.

13:30

Decided not to wait for HFEA inspectors before doing own research. Taking a closer look using our electron microscope won’t be disturbing anything more than we have already in this morning’s routine checks.

15:05

Took a selection of embryo culture samples through to the research lab to examine through our electron microscope. Sample included cross-section of 36 hr+ batches, which had been in various stages of development, and also a few from yesterday’s batches.

All samples show the same: amongst the disintegrated embryo cells, thousands of tiny virus particles, like nothing I’ve seen before in all my years in training, research, and practice. This virus also reproduces faster than any I’ve seen before.
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