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‘Great stuff’ Daily Telegraph


‘A dazzling debut from a new writer of exceptional talent, Floodland and its powerful narrative will keep children riveted’ Books Magazine


‘A compelling first novel, demanding but rewarding’ Scotsman


‘Sedgwick has created an engrossing drama’ Books for Keeps


‘Floodland is a gripping thriller . . . a visionary and moral fable’ Kevin Crossley-Holland


‘The writing is cool and controlled and occasionally lyrical’ Independent on Sunday
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Zoe ran. Harder than she had ever run in her life. Her feet pounded through the deserted streets of derelict buildings. Somewhere, not far behind, she could hear the gang coming after her. It felt as if her heart would burst, but she didn’t slow down. She’d been planning to leave the island for a long time, but had been putting it off. It was a big decision to set out to sea in a tiny rowing boat. Now she had no choice.


Before, no one had bothered her. Zoe was a loner. Most of the people left on Norwich hung around together in groups, but she preferred to be on her own. It was safer that way, because you never knew whom you could trust.


Somehow, someone had found out about the boat she’d been hiding. A boat was an escape route, a way to get away from Norwich, which got smaller every year, as the sea kept on rising. It didn’t matter that there could only be room for two people at most in her boat. Others had joined in the chase, and now a mob of about fifteen people was hot on her heels. There was only one way out; to get to her boat before they got to her. So she ran on, while her body screamed for her to stop.


“Get back here!” someone yelled angrily at her, though they couldn’t see her.


It wasn’t far to the little shed where she’d hidden Lyca, her boat. A couple more streets of derelict shops to where what was left of the city fell away into the sea. If the sea hadn’t come she might have been shopping here herself, with her parents perhaps. From much practice she squashed the thought of her parents as soon as it started, and kept on running.


Just before she rounded a corner, she heard more shouts from behind. They had seen her.


“There!”


“Come on!” shouted another voice. “Get her!”


Scared, she made the corner, but her feet slipped from under her on the wet ground. She went sprawling, and slid clumsily in the mud. She started to panic badly, and made a mess of getting up again. She had dropped her pack as she fell, but there was no time to pick it up.


The sound of running feet came closer. Another two seconds and they would be round the corner. She got up and practically threw herself over a wall. She landed awkwardly, but she’d won a little more time. She was in a graveyard. It led away down a hill to where a small brick shed stood near the water’s edge. Once it had contained all the equipment for looking after the graveyard, but now it contained Zoe’s boat. The previous night she had rowed around from the ware-house where she had found the boat and fixed it. The old building had been unsafe when she’d discovered it, and had been getting worse. She had decided to find a new place to keep her boat, and the shed seemed ideal.


In the dark she had dragged the boat the short distance from the water to the shed. It had been very hard work. At night she hadn’t noticed the deep ruts the boat’s keel had made in the sodden grass. In daylight, even in her mad rush, they were obvious. She would be lucky if no one had already found it.


“Lyca,” Zoe panted as she opened the shed door, “please be here, Lyca.”


It was all right. The boat was still there waiting for her.


Pulling it across the grass, and then into the water, she dared to look behind her for the first time. Her stomach twisted with fear. The gang were storming down the hill, weaving in and out of the crumbling gravestones. Zoe moved faster. She clambered aboard and put the oars out, then started to pull. They were at the water now, and though one or two stopped, the rest came splashing madly after her.


“Take me with you!”


“Come back! We won’t hurt you. Just take us with you!”


Zoe could see their eyes, clearly. She saw fear. But she couldn’t trust them. Since she’d lost her parents, she’d made it a rule not to trust anyone. Zoe had heard people say they’d lost someone, when really they meant they had died. In Zoe’s case, ‘lost’ meant exactly that. It was still unbelievable, and so stupid.


She looked at the crowd in the water again. If she went back, there’d be a fight over her boat, and she wouldn’t get a look in. She rowed on, pulling harder, even though she was safely away.


Slowly, she watched as the people dragged themselves out of the water and waded back to the shore. Natasha was there too. That hurt most of all. Natasha was the closest thing she had to a friend. Zoe used to see her when the supply ships came, before they stopped coming. After that she saw her sometimes at the allotments, when she went to put some work in to earn food. They would only have a little chat, but it was enough to keep Zoe from cracking up. But now the allotments had sunk into chaos, too.


Zoe suddenly remembered their conversation the last time they’d met. She had been about to tell Natasha about her boat, and her plans to escape, but had decided not to. Maybe Natasha had guessed? From something Zoe had let slip? It didn’t matter now. The crowd stood quietly, watching her as she rowed away.


Zoe didn’t feel scared of them any more.


“Sorry,” she said to herself, quietly. She began to cry, but she didn’t stop rowing. Her uncut hair fell across her eyes, but she didn’t stop to push it away. Still she rowed on, her thin hunched frame working the oars until finally she had to pause for breath.


Feeling around in her pocket she fished out her compass. It was the last thing she owned that had belonged to her parents. For that reason she’d kept it in a pocket. If she hadn’t she’d have lost it when she dropped her pack. It was a little dented from her leap over the cemetery wall, but it was still working.


She pointed herself south-west, and rowed. She couldn’t remember the name of the place the supply ship used to come from, but she knew the big bit of Britain was somewhere in that direction.


She was rowing away from all she had ever known. It was a strange thing. Before the previous night, she had only ever pretended to row. Her dad had taught her, in the same methodical way he did everything.


“You’ll need to know how to do this one day,” he told her.


He’d taught her how to use the compass, as well as a lot of stuff about survival. Just in case the time came when she was on her own.


And so every now and then, when they weren’t busy just trying to get by, they’d sit in an old bathtub and pretend to row.


Even though it had seemed like a game to Zoe at the time, he’d made sure she was doing it right anyway. And she knew just how to do it, the only thing that surprised her was how hard it was to pull the oars through the water.


“Why don’t you look where you’re going?” she’d asked her dad.


“When you’re rowing, you mean?” he said.


“Yes. Why do you sit looking backwards?”


“It’s just the way it’s done,” he said. “You couldn’t row half as well facing forwards.”


It had always seemed strange to her, but now it was even worse. There before her was Norwich getting smaller and smaller with each stroke. She was heading into the unknown, without even looking where she was going.


She rowed and rowed, until her small supply of food had gone. She had put the compass on the floor of the boat in front of her, and every few seconds she checked her direction against it. There was no sign of land now, and a creeping fear began to seep into her. She looked at the compass almost every stroke; it was her only chance now. Like magic, its tiny hand kept pointing in the same direction. It knew where she was going, even if she didn’t. She lost all sense of time. The sun was somewhere way overhead, and beat on the back of her neck, making her feel dizzy. She pushed her hair out of her eyes, but the sea wind blew it back across her face. She felt faint. She was in trouble. She had just enough awareness to pull in her oars. Then she slumped over them.


In her stupor she replayed the nightmare where she had lost her parents.
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After the water came, Zoe and her parents had tried for years to stick it out on Norwich, along with another hundred or so. After a while, they realized they were fighting a losing battle, and that the sea was not going to stop rising. Zoe’s mum was ill, too. She seemed to have a sickness that came and went, and had lasted for weeks. They’d had enough.


Back then, there were still fairly regular supply trips from the mainland. A big ship used to bring as much food as could be spared, and anchor half a mile offshore. After rowing in with the supplies and sharing them out, the captain would ask if anyone wanted to leave. Usually there would be one or two more people ready to go to the mainland.


But just when Zoe’s parents had decided to get off the island, the boat stopped coming. Instead of the usual four or six weeks, three months went by before it reappeared. Finally it slipped into view late one night, as if the captain knew there would be trouble. By now a lot more people than usual wanted to get off the island. There was confusion; it was dark, and a terrible fight broke out to get aboard the two tiny rowing boats. Zoe helped her dad to get her mum on board one of the boats, just as it was pulling away from the shore. It was already dangerously overloaded. Two men were trying to push each other out of the boat, even as the oarsman took his first strokes. One of them succeeded in shoving the other out. There was only enough time and room for Zoe, or her dad, to jump in.


She saw her dad hesitate. She had never seen that before; he always seemed to know what to do. She could see him torn between getting in the boat with his sick wife, or putting his daughter in with her.


Zoe looked at the other boat; there was still a little room to be had. She decided to help her dad; to make the decision for him.


“You go with Mum; she needs you,” she yelled.


“No!” said her dad.


“I’ll get in the other one.” She pointed. “I’ll see you on board the ship.”


“No,” he said, “You get in the boat . . .”


Then the oarsman noticed them.


“Only one of you!” he shouted. “And make it quick! The ship’s already full! We’re leaving.”


He started to pull hard now.


“Dad! It’s only as far as the ship. I’ll see you there . . .”


Still he hesitated. Zoe forced her decision. She backed away from the boat.


“I’m going for the other one. Get on board, Dad! Quick!”


She saw the relief in her dad’s face as he climbed aboard from waist-deep water.


“Zoe . . . well, go then!” he shouted. “Get in the other boat! Hurry, Zoe!”


Zoe turned and saw with horror that the other boat was already leaving. More people were arriving from the town, too, sensing this could be the last chance to get away. They headed for the boat Zoe was making for. She ran across the slimy muddy shore, and tried to climb in over the stern of the boat, then someone hit her on the chin. She fell back dazed in the mud, and watched as the boats moved away towards the lights of the ship.


Suddenly she realized that she was being left behind. Her dad thought she was on the second rowing boat, that he would see her on the ship. She knew the captain wouldn’t come back for her. With all these people there would only be another fight. She had to let her dad know now, before the rowing boats reached the ship. She tried to shout, but her voice was weak with exhaustion.


Then she thought she heard her dad call to her.


“Zoe? Are you there?” came his voice through the dark.


“Dad! I’m here! Come back! Get them to come back! Please!”


She thought she was yelling, but in reality she could only manage a whisper. There and then a numbness came to her. Her brain closed in on itself, blocking out the full impact of what had happened. She blacked out, the sea lapping at her legs.


That was a long time ago, though she had no idea whether it was six months, or even a year. It was impossible to tell. She hadn’t thought to mark the days, and the weather was so weird you couldn’t even be sure what season it was. After waiting a long time for her parents to come looking for her, she began to lose hope. There was no way off and the supply ship never came again. She guessed life was getting harder even on the mainland. She had been sure her parents would come and find her, but maybe they couldn’t get a boat, or maybe they’d never even . . . She pushed that idea from her mind, as always, but it didn’t change the fact that she was stuck.


Then she had found the boat.


She rowed and rowed, getting weaker all the time, until finally she collapsed over the oars, exhausted.


The boat drifted.


When she woke, it was dawn.


“Damn!” she yelled, for the whole wide sea to hear. Once again she fought to stop the panic rising inside.


“I could be anywhere.”


She checked the compass, against the direction she was drifting in.


“South-west. Could be worse.”


Even so, there was no sign of any land, in any direction. But then, turning on the thwart, she saw it for the first time. She opened her mouth in surprise, but said nothing. Far away on the horizon was a massive, ancient, stone building. It had two tall towers that stuck into the sky, one at the end and another shorter one in the middle. She couldn’t see that there was any land underneath it, and it looked as if it was floating on the sea.


Turning back in her seat, she put her head down, and started to row towards the floating cathedral.


It would be somewhere to stop for a while, at least. She needed to sleep, and to find some food and water. Maybe she could find out where she was, so she would know which way to go on. Perhaps the ship that took her parents away had stopped here too. Someone might have seen them. But then, it looked to be only a little island. Zoe thought there probably wouldn’t be anyone left on it.
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