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			‘One thing I know, that I know nothing. 

			This is the source of my wisdom.’

			Socrates

			

		

		
			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Day 1

			They cycled past the trimmed hedges of the park and on towards the Inner Circle. Jed was too big for the bike seat now, and she struggled as she stood on the pedals. His knees nudged uncomfortably at her hips; her body swayed but there was simple pleasure in moving at speed with her son.

			The sun was bright. Shadows lay sharply delineated against the tarmac.

			‘Hallo! Goodbye! Hallo! Goodbye!’ Jed’s hand waved back and forth, greeting his own shadow as it dipped in and out between parked cars.

			The back of her neck felt hot; she should have brought sunscreen. They would head to the Fairy Island – Jed’s name for it – next to the Rose Garden to play tag. A red tan line would streak his nape. They’d throw stones in the water. They’d share a picnic on the grass by the fountain.

			Later she and Matthew would be going out to that new restaurant in Kentish Town. She couldn’t remember the name. They’d be with friends so they’d have to get along, laugh at one another’s jokes. Maybe they’d have sex at the end of the night.

			A couple of cars purred past, her bicycle protected in its own lane between the pavement and the road. She turned left to the Inner Circle, stopped by one of the car-charging ports and attached her bike to the Maglock.

			Jed threw the safety-bar on his seat up and dragged his jumper over his head.

			‘Too hot.’

			He held his arm out, the jumper draped across one narrow wrist like a waiter’s towel. She stuffed it in her rucksack. When she straightened, the sunlight made her squint.

			‘Put these on.’ She hooked Jed’s UV sunglasses over his ears, then put on her own. ‘Come.’

			Jed took her hand and skipped across the fibreglass road panels, grey and squeaky beneath their feet. He looked ridiculous in his UVs, the mirrored blue lenses too big for his head. Through the black and gold gates they went into the seclusion of Queen Mary’s Garden, the landscaping the same as when she had been a little girl, save for the scarcity of leaves on the trees, and the heat for March. Her parents used to bring her here on Sundays to watch the starlings homing at twilight. She lifted her face to the sky. Some things are past, and will not come again.

			They turned left into the circular garden, the neat beds a cloud of clone-roses in full bloom. The previous year, the roses had blossomed in February.

			‘Let’s have a sniff!’ Jed raced to a flower of darkest red. He stuck his face into its centre. These farmed varieties carried that synthetic odour, like acetone. It set her teeth on edge. Jed didn’t know any different. ‘Smells like that lady’s house we went to one time, with the biscuits and the potty. Where we sang “Good King When’s His Lass”.’

			She giggled; voluntary service never sounded so inviting.

			‘It wasn’t her house, love. It’s called a nursing home.’

			‘But she did live there?’

			‘Yes.’

			They’d been only once, two Christmases ago. Matthew had strummed his guitar while she’d bashed out carols on the electric piano in the home’s main reception room. Jed had handed out tinsel, then sat in a plastic chair, bouncing on an inflatable cushion.

			She looked at the red rose, its petals thick and lustrous like velvet, its heart unfurling lazily towards the outer leaves.

			‘Deep Secret,’ read Jed from the black lacquer plate in front.

			She gazed at the other roses: different shades of reds, pinks, oranges, mauves. Like sweets.

			The advanced hybrids sat further off in a separate bed beyond the wooden pergola, wound with climbers. The petals of the hybrids flashed neon and electric blue and onyx through the gaps in a bench where two old ladies sat snacking on bananas. The odourless hybrids held no interest for Jed; this place was all about sniffing until he became light-headed.

			She turned to some egg-yolk yellow blooms, around which the pollen-drones were busily doing their thing.

			‘You know, when I was your age, Gamma and Grandpa’s kitchen walls were this colour.’ Jed’s eyes had glazed over. ‘Hey.’ She nudged his elbow. ‘You listening?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Cheeky.’

			‘I was thinking.’

			‘What about?’

			‘The Golden Ratio.’

			‘The what?’ She knew, but she wanted to hear his explanation.

			He dragged her closer to the rose. ‘It’s where things go in spirals. The number is 1.618, and it goes on forever. Miss Yue said: “look for it in flowers”.’

			‘Like Fibonacci.’

			‘Yeah. Like that. Except the Golden Ratio doesn’t really exist, Miss Yue said. She said Man made it up, to explain the existence of spheres mathematically.’

			‘Are you sure that’s right?’

			He frowned. ‘Not completely.’

			‘You’re only six. How d’you know this stuff?’

			‘Learned it in coding.’

			‘Learned about the Welfare State yet? Have you learned what the Welfare State was and which Prime Minister abolished it?’

			‘The what?’ He grinned, revealing two rows of white milk teeth before escaping to a different flower.

			‘Music can be Golden too, Jed. Spirals exist in a perfect piece of music and bees hum in it. In the key of C.’ But he was no longer listening.

			Her gaze returned to the yellow rose, thick thorns poking a warning from its stems. Her parents’ kitchen table had been too big for the room. The ridged oak top carried a particular smell, perhaps from the years of meals spilt, ground into the grain by a good scrubbing with a cloth. If she thought hard, in the far corner by the back door she could see the sun refracting off her father’s silver telescope.

			A pollen-drone appeared, hovered by her chin, alighted briefly on her nose, then flew away.

			‘Mama, come and smell these pink ones!’

			Her GScope rang inside her rucksack: Matthew. She’d assigned him the ringtone ‘Lazy Days’, which was appropriate, if a bit mean. She swung the bag round to her elbow and found the GScope folded like a paper note in the front zip.

			‘Matthew is calling, Signy,’ GQOS’ voice began, a little tardily, given the GScope was already ringing. ‘Would you like to—?’

			‘Let me answer.’

			Jed snatched the flexuous graphene sheet and flicked it upwards with a practised hand. A green circle of light flashed around the GScope’s camera lens. The Holoscreen appeared in front of Jed’s face.

			Matthew’s head was suddenly there; three-dimensional, transparent. His image danced against the backdrop of roses.

			‘Hey.’ She bent low, her face joining Jed’s in the tiny window at the corner. Why was her hair so flat? She fluffed it.

			‘Hi, Dada!’

			‘Hey, Jed.’

			There was tutting from the old ladies on the bench. She swiped her finger downwards through the air to lower the volume.

			‘Yes?’ he said.

			‘“Yes”? You rang me!’

			Matthew’s hand passed across his face, as if exhausted by the simple act of listening.

			‘No I didn’t.’

			There was a hiatus, in which they both checked their call logs.

			‘GQOS must be getting old.’ His face creased into a smile.

			‘Weird,’ she said. ‘We’re in the rose garden at Regent’s Park.’

			‘I can see. Why are you whispering?’

			‘Why are you still at work? It’s Sunday afternoon. They are aware you have a family?’

			‘I’m leaving soon. Forgot to charge the car battery but I reckon I’ll make it back in a one-er.’ His shoulders sighed.

			Jed elbowed her out of the way. He stuck his tongue out at the screen.

			‘Oh, my tongue’s a funny colour, sort of blue. It’s the UV lenses, isn’t it? We’re busy – going to the Fairy Island. Bye, Dada.’

			‘Bye,’ she said, but Matthew had already gone. They should probably dispense with talking altogether and communicate solely via V-mail.

			Her screensaver, a photo of the family on holiday in Scotland two years ago, hovered in the air. Jed tapped her arm.

			‘You cross?’

			And she hadn’t had a chance to ask him to pick up pumpernickel. But then he’d have forgotten that too. Matthew forgot almost everything. She couldn’t decide if there might be something wrong with his brain, or if he just wasn’t interested in what she had to say.

			‘You have one new V-mail, Signy. Would you like to see it now?’

			GQOS’ voice from the GScope again. You could tell GQOS was an AI system because no human could sound that happy all the time.

			‘No thank you, GQOS.’

			The screen disintegrated. The park landscape stretched out uninterrupted in front of her.

			‘D’you remember, Mama, when I asked GQOS how many bees there were left in the world and she said, “I’m sorry, I don’t know how many boobies there are left in the world.” That was funny.’

			She laughed.

			Jed rubbed his nose. ‘Why did the droid cross the road?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Because the chicken was controlling it.’

			‘Did you make that up?’

			‘Nope. Fairy Island.’ Jed marched on between the bushes, down the shallow incline towards the lake. Forty feet ahead, on a plinth in the green water, a bronzed eagle signalled the north point of the island. ‘Basically,’ Jed sighed, ‘eagles don’t exist here in Regent’s Park. There are only two golden eagles left in the world and they’re in a special massive cage. Miss Yue told us. It should be a statue of a heron or a pigeon – something more appropriate.’

			‘That’s a big word for a small person.’

			‘Is it lunchtime?’

			‘Not yet. Let’s get to the island.’

			She felt good today – as if she fitted into life and life fitted into her. The question that yawned somewhere around her solar plexus, the feeling that she might be always missing something, was answered by this day: spent with her son and full of light and memory – like an echo. Jed ran ahead, stopping at the short wooden bridge that led across the lake. She followed him, passing the fountain where she’d once gifted a Leatherman knife to a long-ago boyfriend. He’d taken it with shaking hands, saying no girl had ever given him such a masculine present, then burst into tears.

			‘Go on!’ she called now to Jed.

			Jed trip-trapped across the bridge and disappeared down one of the island’s small gorse pathways. She raced to catch him up.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Day 2

			The concrete playground behind Jed’s school had claimed another victim. A small girl of two with fat and bloody knees was being comforted by her mother. Or maybe it was her nanny; you could never tell.

			Another day, another park. Not anywhere near as pretty as Regent’s Park and a tenth of the size. Signy stood in this particular one every weekday, watching Jed and his friends as they climbed the enormous slide from the wrong end, trainers squeaking on metal. They’d reach the top and tumble pell-mell, landing together in a heap. It would be Jed who always hurt himself – his chin, an ankle, a finger.

			Today his friends had been dragged home already: to Kumon, coding, Mandarin. She glanced at her wrist, though she could almost always tell the time without a watch now. She thought without resentment that this was one of the premier skills learned from the routine school pick-up. Snacks! Playground! Holoscreen! Children’s lives, existing entirely in the vocative.

			The asphalt around the fountains in the corner was dry. The fountains never worked, except for one solitary month in autumn when it was too cold. By summer, when hordes of sweating kids would stamp fretfully on the buttons, willing them to cool their hot little bodies, the jets would have given up.

			The buzzing of a police drone above. Or one of those environmental ones, testing for any remaining trace of beetle-blight spores. She wasn’t sure which was more depressing. The buzzing went up in pitch as the drone flew near. There it was: small, blue, property of the police.

			Nearly five o’clock.

			Jed was sprinting the perimeter of the roundabout. He was a fast runner; she’d give him that. He came to a halt and put his hands on his hips.

			‘Need the loo.’

			She took his arm and led him to the dismal toilet by the railings. The exterior had been painted green, as if Conglomerate North’s decision to colour-match it to the few trees made it somehow less offensive. The lonely tolling of a church bell up the road. Monday: she wondered what time Matthew would be home.

			He probably shouldn’t be driving today. They’d drunk too much sake last night at that disappointing new restaurant in Kentish Town with Aya and James. Matthew’s best friend and Signy’s best friend, together thanks to them. Aya had had lipstick on her teeth and talked on and on about their new baby, while James banged a drum for the reunification of Korea and how his stem-cell knee graft made him feel like the bionic fucking man. Signy had chosen the sustainable salmon because it said it came from the Orkneys. Who really knew what was or wasn’t safe to eat any more? The WaitreX robot had fiddled with the lighting all night and Signy’s tinnitus had been bothersome, especially when James leant forward to kiss Aya right in front of her. Signy had said ‘Get a room’ and no one had laughed. She’d grinned at everyone all night, crossing her eyes as heat built between her ears, finishing her boozy lychee dessert with a spoon that was too small for the job.

			‘Hurry up, I’m desperate.’ Jed was tugging at the button on his jeans.

			The playground toilet stank of pee. On the floor, matted balls of loo roll. Some things, she reflected, never changed. It was almost unbearably hot with the door closed. The light in the windowless cubicle made her face, tinted blue by her UV glasses, ghoulish in the scrubby mirror.

			On their drive home after the meal, just the two of them, she’d joked about Matthew’s never wanting to marry her and resurrected the argument about a second child. He’d told her off for being drunk, flicked the car into driverless mode and stared out of the window with his arms folded across his chest, until the road told the tyres that told the car that told them that the tyres needed pumping, and they both shouted for the car to shut up.

			‘Ugh, Mama, there’s nothing to wipe with again.’ Jed held up the palms of his hands. It was a gesture of comical hopelessness. He cantilevered himself off the seat. ‘And it’s not flushing.’

			‘You don’t need to wipe, it’s only a pee. And why won’t you stand up to do it?’

			‘Then it goes everywhere.’

			She lifted the lever on the sink tap. No water. Odd. The tap’s silver plating was dotted with a suspicious white crust.

			‘Broken,’ she said. ‘Fabulous.’

			‘You’re being sarcastic.’

			‘We’ll have to do without clean hands. We’ll wash them at home.’

			Something thudded against the outside wall of the toilet. Again, then again.

			‘What’s that?’ said Jed.

			They re-emerged into daylight and followed the wall around its edges. The small police drone was bashing itself repeatedly against the breeze blocks.

			‘What’s it doing?’

			‘Covering more ground than a hundred beat officers, apparently.’

			They watched it dash its own camera to pieces, its delicate leg-spindles splintering, dangling like snapped limbs, until the broken drone fell to the ground, lifeless.

			‘Droney!’ Jed lamented, dropping to his knees. ‘Why did you kill yourself?’ He looked at Signy. ‘Why did it do that, Mama?’

			‘I don’t know, love. A malfunction?’

			The playground had emptied. Odd how she hadn’t noticed. She’d never make a decent spy.

			Two other police drones – which didn’t look to be committing suicide any time soon, but fingers crossed, you never knew – hovered above three teenagers on the AstroTurf football pitch.

			Clouds were moving slowly across an increasingly white sky. No birdsong. The city hung over the park as if disappointed somehow; at the balding trees, the absence of wildlife, the endless drones.

			‘Time to go.’

			She took Jed’s hand and began the slow trundle back. An electric bike whizzed past on the cycle path, nearly sending Jed flying as he tried to balance on the raised barrier. She called out but the cyclist was already far away.

			They crossed the Holloway Road. Driverless cars purred silently up the hill. On the southbound lane, a phalanx of Magtrams and one of those mobile hologrammed car ads, all shining chrome and big wheels.

			‘That H-car is sage!’

			Jed craned his neck to get a last look as the hologram car accelerated, zooming right through the body of a tram and into the distance.

			She chuckled. ‘Sage?’

			‘What?’

			‘Your lingo. It’s funny.’

			‘No it isn’t.’ Jed was tapping each electric charging port along the street with his hand. He whipped his fingers away. ‘Ouch, this one’s hot.’

			She loved his hands. They were soft and warm and fitted perfectly into hers. He was singing. She leant in closer. It was a commercial jingle she’d composed a long while back: ‘At Icestar check out faster, use your palm, it’s smarter!’ The melody was catchy but irritating. He was bang in the key of E flat major. She ruffled his head.

			‘That’s my boy.’

			‘I am your boy.’

			‘It’s an expression. When are you going to start piano lessons?’

			He sighed. ‘Mama, not again.’

			They were on the other side of the A-road now; the street with the pastel-coloured houses, the original windows long gone. The solar-blue acrylic made her think of mirrored aviator shades. She missed being able to see into gardens beyond living rooms, imagining other people’s lives, greedy for ones she hadn’t lived.

			‘I’m thirsty.’ Jed smacked his lips.

			She brought out the bottle of water. She always carried one in her bag. Her mother liked to call her a ‘waterholic’; the phrase had been coined with a smile, but Signy had detected subtext. She handed Jed the bottle. It looked enormous in his arms. He unscrewed the cap and drained half.

			Tinnitus whined in her ear. She shook her head.

			‘That’s better.’ Jed had a water moustache.

			She grabbed his hand. ‘Let’s have a race.’

			They ran fast along the pavement. He was nearly quicker than her now, his legs scissoring back and forth like a film in fast-motion. Freeing his hand, he surged ahead, glancing back now and then over his shoulder. He liked to win. She couldn’t bear to disappoint him.

			‘I was first!’ He gave a victory jump.

			They turned into their street. Long lines of grey-brown terraced Victorian houses stretched left and right, reflections of clouds floating in uneven rows of more blue acrylic.

			‘Nearly there now.’

			‘Is Dada home? Can I do my palm?’

			‘No. And yes.’

			Palm-plates were touched, doors opened, coats dumped on the backs of kitchen chairs, UV glasses removed and piled with all the spares on the shelf above the sink.

			‘I’m actually really hungry, Mama.’

			He was always hungry. She hoped he’d grow to be taller than his two granddads, who’d both been dismally short.

			She pulled out the brand new book of blank music manuscript from her bag, bought in town this afternoon on a promise to herself, and without knowing quite why, hid it beneath the piles of Mozart and Beethoven on top of the piano.

			Jed shrugged his school bag from his shoulders and tipped it upside down. A muddle of pale sticks scarred with blight and shards of bark now decorated the living-room floor.

			‘Jed!’

			‘What? It’s for mine and Dada’s house! For the roof!’

			They both glanced at the small wood-blight house, sitting on its own little worktable in the corner. It was more of a log cabin, a tiny circle at the front for a door, beautifully crafted. Matthew called it a work in progress, an eco-project.

			‘You can’t argue with that.’

			Jed picked up his sticks and carried them to the house.

			She went into the kitchen. It smelled odd. She’d only been gone for four hours. Perhaps the bin needed changing. She hit the swing-lid and peered inside. Carrot peelings and an empty packet of biscuits greeted her. There were pumpernickel crumbs on the table, the remains of breakfast. She was a sloven. She wiped them up and dropped them, unthinkingly, into her jacket pocket.

			‘Oh, for God’s …’

			The pocket was already occupied by a piece of card. She pulled it out.

			A flyer: a glossy rectangle of white paper with a moon-in-a-night-sky graphic. ‘A silent five-day meditation retreat,’ it promised, ‘in the beautiful Welsh mountains in sunny June.’

			Vicky had invited her: a parent from school, one she actually liked. They’d bumped into one another, Vicky with her daughter Cassidy in tow, a few days ago. Signy had stared at the words on the card while Jed had stared longingly at Cassidy’s hoverboard. ‘A relaxing and restorative time for reflection.’ She’d wondered if she’d manage to not talk for that long. June: it was ages away.

			That smell; she scanned the kitchen for an unwashed plate or other guilty party. Jed entered and opened the freezer. The mulchy odour of thawing frozen veg filled the room. He was undaunted.

			‘Breaded prawn tails here. Can I have some for dinner?’

			‘Oh God, no.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘They’ve defrosted by themselves, love.’ And should have been chucked because they were recalled by the manufacturer for mercury testing, she wanted to say, but didn’t.

			The freezer drawers were swimming in water. A crashing sound of something hard hitting plastic made them both step away. A miniature iceberg calved itself from the freezer roof.

			‘It’s broken. Let’s call someone.’ He looked at her. He reminded her of an owl.

			She opened the door of the fridge; the light was off inside. Beads of water trickled down the walls, forming a small pool around an already-open box of synthetic chicken thighs and some rambutan on the bottom shelf. She pulled the synthetic chicken out and stared at the label on the side. Past its date by two days.

			‘Pooh.’ Jed held his nose.

			She chucked the packet in the bin, feeling guilty.

			She wandered to the fuse box in the hall. The lighted panel of virtual switches had gone blank. She slammed the lid shut, wandered back to the kitchen. She clapped her hands.

			‘On!’

			Nothing. She tried the hob. She flicked the light switch on the wall. Jed was sitting at the kitchen table, crestfallen.

			‘Power cut!’ she said.

			‘So I can’t have any supper and I can’t use the VR.’ The corners of his mouth went down.

			‘Let’s go to the shop at the end of the road, and you can have a real meat spring roll, and I’ll cut up some veg and you can have that raw.’

			‘Okaaay.’

			She grabbed her bag, their glasses.

			On the street, an older man from the house opposite called to her from his upstairs window.

			‘Have you got no electric?’

			It was the first time he’d ever spoken to her. She longed to correct his grammar.

			‘It’s probably the whole street. I’m sure it’ll be on again soon.’

			The man went back inside.

			They marched to the little Malaysian café at the end of the road. Ahead, pollution was visible in a sky turning milk-pink at the edges. She nudged her UV glasses further up her nose. The spindly branches of birch trees that once populated the whole of Whitehall Park poked at lonely intervals above rooftops.

			Through the café windows, two women whispering behind the counter, heads together. They looked up when Jed and she entered.

			‘There’s no electric,’ said one.

			‘I just thought we could buy a spring roll or something?’

			‘There’s only synthetic-meat spring roll now. Is that okay?’

			Jed scowled. Signy ignored him. ‘Synthetic is fine. Two, please.’

			They were wrapped in paper. The woman smiled at Jed but he was still sulking about the prawn tails.

			‘Here.’ The other woman thrust some orange juice and yeast milk into Signy’s hands. ‘The fridge is broken. We’re giving it away for free.’

			‘Oh, thank you.’

			She left the shop thinking that Jed and Matthew would need to drink the yeast milk tonight or it would curdle. She hated all milk, animal or vegetable; even the smell of it made her gag.

			

			She chopped cucumber and carrots into little sticks while Jed played upstairs. She’d better call Matthew, tell him about the electricity. She unfolded the GScope from her bag, swiped her fingerprint and flicked the screen on to the kitchen wall.

			‘Matthew,’ she said.

			Matthew’s profile photo appeared, all sunglasses and movie-star cheekbones. He was smiling; you could see the gap between his two top teeth. There was silence while GQOS tried to find a connection.

			‘Hi. This is Matthew. Please leave a message after the tone.’

			‘Hey, love, it’s me,’ she said into the empty kitchen. ‘Just wondering where you are – there’s no electricity on the whole street. Do you have any, wherever you are? Where are you? Call me.’ She added, ‘Please.’

			He’d probably be on his way home in the car, enjoying the silent traffic, singing along to Radio G with the window down.

			‘Track in GPRS. Matthew.’

			‘Tracking in GPRS,’ said GQOS. A map appeared on the wall. The little blue dot hovered and pulsed over her location. ‘Sorry, Signy. GPRS is not available at this time.’

			‘Track in Drone-Cam.’ At least they were good for something.

			‘Sorry, Signy. Drone-Cam is not available at this time.’

			Fine. She’d call the electricity board and find out when the power would restart. The battery life on her GScope read fifty-five per cent. What if she used it all up waiting on hold?

			‘Electroscene, North London,’ she instructed.

			She was patched through surprisingly quickly. A photograph of wind turbines popped up, morphing into the interior of a bee silo, thousands of farmed bees busy making honey out of sugar-syrup. Tinny muzak played. It was algorithm-composed, she could tell: the computers always left unnatural gaps between the end of one phrase and the beginning of the next. How noisy would it be to stand inside a bee silo? Like an extreme version of tinnitus, but deeper, louder. Thrilling.

			An automated message: ‘We are sorry, electricity and gas services are currently out of order but will be restored as soon as possible. We apologise for any inconvenience. Your custom is important to us.’

			‘Well,’ she said.

			‘I’m sorry, Signy – I don’t understand what you would like me to do,’ said GQOS. ‘Repeat your command.’

			‘Go away, GQOS. I mean, turn off. Jed – supper’s ready!’

			Jed galloped down the stairs; he made a great deal of noise for such a small boy. He climbed onto the chair and balefully eyed the meal on the table.

			‘Come on, eat up and then you can have ice cream.’

			‘Freezer’s broken.’

			‘Okay then – chocolate.’

			He shovelled cucumber into his mouth. She poured a glass of water from the tap and gave it to him.

			‘This tastes weird,’ he said.

			‘Don’t be silly, it’s absolutely fine.’ She took a sip. ‘Ugh.’ It did taste strange: sort of metallic, warm. The internal filter must be on the blink. ‘I’m sure it’s all right, just drink it.’

			The boiler wailed from the back room. She went to inspect it: the pressure dial had dropped to zero. Hydrogen was far more combustible that the old carbon boiler, surely? What was it that engineer had said – the one whose breath smelt of too much time spent in a van? When there’s no gas going through the system the boiler will make an awful noise, but it’s not dangerous.

			No gas. She flicked the switch. The wailing stopped. Good.

			Someone in the street was leaning on their horn. She marched down the hall, passing the painting of an old man, sketched in charcoal by one of Matthew’s many relatives. It was hanging askew. Matthew liked symmetry. She had a peculiar fondness for objects on the diagonal – pictures, rugs, ornaments – the haphazard nature of things at angles, as if they’d arrived there by accident.

			Through the bay window in the living room, she could see a car out of charge a short distance along the road. The driver was trying to push it to the kerb. Other cars waited behind, the drivers watching through windscreens with arms crossed like Olympic judges. Eventually they took pity and climbed out of their vehicles. Together they helped move the broken car out of the way. There now, she thought: teamwork.

			‘Everybody’s cross.’

			Two feet below and behind her stood Jed. He was chewing.

			‘You made me jump. What are you doing leaving the table?’

			‘I don’t like the carrots. They’re warm.’

			‘How else are you going to see in the dark?’

			‘I don’t need to see in the dark, Mama.’

			He would tonight if they didn’t get the electricity back on.

			They were in the centre of that Venn diagram between night and day.

			‘The only decent torch, Jedster,’ she said, ‘is locked in the camping box in the attic.’

			‘I’m not going into the attic in the dark,’ said Jed.

			‘Well. Neither am I.’ She laughed. He did too.

			Jed fetched the small plastic torch from his bedroom but it had run out of battery. It had been hers as a child. She must buy some AAAs, if she could find a shop that still had any. They found some long white candles in the back of the kitchen’s Drawer of Doom that contained all the small things they could never find a specific home for. There was also a half-melted FOUR in sparkly blue.

			‘When was I four?’ said Jed. ‘That was ages ago. I wanna use this one for bedtime.’

			‘You can definitely use it because it’s yours.’

			He punched the air.

			She quite liked being without light to begin with, then later on, she didn’t. The noises of the house, the feeling they were being watched from corners where the flame from the single lit candle couldn’t reach. No. Silly. The whole area was in blackout.

			She and Jed played Dinosaur Top Trumps until it was too dark to see. She extinguished the candle and ushered him upstairs for a bath. The water spluttered and coughed from the tap. It ran for a minute. She dipped her hand in: freezing cold.

			‘I forgot – the boiler’s broken. No bath for you tonight.’

			‘Yesssss. Let’s light my candle.’

			She pulled out some matches and lit the FOUR. The bathroom filled with shadows. Jed made animal shapes with his hands against the wall.

			She tried calling Matthew again; nothing. Perhaps his car had run out of power, like the car on the street. She wondered if public transport was working.

			

			She tucked Jed into bed and read him a story in the flickering light. When the candle was out the room was darker than it had ever been.

			‘Ooh, spooky. When’s Dada going to be home?’

			‘I don’t know, love. Soon.’

			It was spooky. She didn’t like it.

			‘Love you, Mama.’

			‘Love you too, my darling. Sleep well and sweet dreams.’

			‘I wish the hall light was on. Can you switch the bunny on with the battery?’

			She’d forgotten about the plastic bunny. She hunted on hands and knees until she found it at the bottom of his toy basket. She placed it carefully on the bedside table where its weak pink glow brought relief to both of them.

			‘Phew,’ said Jed. Like every other thing in the house, the batteries were old. ‘Will the electricity be normal tomorrow?’

			‘’Course, don’t worry.’

			She felt her way carefully down the stairs. The halogen street lights were off. Two foxes hollered to each other in the back garden. The house was pitch black. When she looked behind herself, she couldn’t see a thing. She had never experienced darkness like it apart from weekends at the cottage in Warston. Though the sky there was illuminated by stars, the moon. This city darkness had a heavy, crackled quality like black foil.

			She searched with her hands for the other candles in the drawer. There were six in all, white, greasy, bought in expectation of dinner parties that never happened. She lined them up on the kitchen table and relit the extinguished one with a shaking hand. She hadn’t had anything to eat since a sticky supermarket rice ball at lunch. She went over to the mantelpiece to examine her wrinkles in the mirror: too dark. The GQOS-assist sat in its corner.

			‘On!’ she said.

			Stupid thing. She’d never liked it anyway.

			‘Mama?’ Jed’s voice echoed on the stairs.

			‘Yes, love?’

			‘A pollen-drone’s trapped behind my bed and now it’s come out and it’s bashing itself against the window.’

			She returned to his room, candle in hand.

			‘Okay, where is it?’

			‘Ssh. I don’t know. It moved. Listen.’

			The soft buzz of the pollen-drone in flight. She stared at the ceiling. Silence. The buzz began again.

			‘There!’ he cried. It was by his bookshelf.

			She waited until it had settled against the wall and scooped it up with one hand, closing her fingers around its glossy black body, its tiny propeller. She must be careful or she would break it.

			‘Is it tickly?’ he whispered.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I love that,’ he said. ‘And they can’t sting. Sage!’

			The propeller stilled. She opened the window and freed the drone to the elements. The propeller jumped to life and it took off.

			‘There you go.’

			‘What’s it doing here? Why isn’t it back in its cosy home?’

			She laughed. ‘Drone-hub. It’s called a drone-hub.’

			‘I like cosy home better.’

			‘Me too. With real bees, it was the females who were the workers and the drones were the lazy males who sat in the cosy home all day impregnating the queen.’

			‘Like Dada,’ he said, and they both giggled a second time.

			Back downstairs and ruminating on the second synthetic-meat spring roll, she sat on the sofa, pulling her laptop towards her, flipping the lid. It was working. Weird. She squinted in the flare of unnatural light, throwing the SOLA roof panels a brief prayer of thanks. Though why they were able to sustain a laptop, and not lights or a boiler, was beyond her. The icon at the top of the screen read twenty per cent. She sighed. So much for the nanowire battery. She typed: ‘BBC News electricity blackout London’. Somewhere at the top of the house, the floorboards were making a snapping sound, contracting as the night cooled.

			‘London has been plunged into darkness today, as several utilities have been cut to at least six million homes across the capital. Conglomerates have been left without heating and light. The government has assured concerned citizens that it is working to resolve the problem as soon as possible.’

			Beneath this, a recorded interview with the managing director of Electroscene, the electricity provider, apologising for the inconvenience. Yes, people would be compensated. Old people should stay in – some of them may be able to remember the blackouts as far back as the 1970s. Let’s keep this in perspective.

			She would keep this in perspective. She closed the laptop. The room dipped several hundred lumens. The candle flame quivered.

			She couldn’t think of a single thing to do. She flicked a guilty eye at the piano. Her new music manuscript pages were waiting, safe in their hiding place. No, the sound of playing would wake Jed.

			Yesterday’s Gelos News lay folded next to her. She must be one of the only people left on Earth still reading hard-copy. Though she didn’t really read it, she reminded herself, so much as do the puzzle pages, tut over the music reviews. She searched for anything by Gethin Jones, but the science section was a pull-out and it had either gone missing or dropped en route from the shop. Never mind.

			Her childhood friend from Warston; whenever she thought of Gethin, it was as a small boy running around naked save for a pair of brown cotton shorts and red wellies, lambing sheep and fruit-picking. Gethin’s hands had always been grubby and he’d smelled of margarine. Now he was science editor at Gelos. He’d modestly told his mum, who’d told Signy’s mum, that working for Gelos was better for his soul than working for the Reference Daily Online, but only fractionally.

			She turned to the concise crossword. Seven down, five letters: ‘Destiny, Fate’. She searched her brain. Nope.

			She barely saw Gethin any more. He lived just fifteen minutes away, but they’d lost touch and she’d never bumped into him in London, not once. Only on the rare occasion that they’d return to Warston across the same weekend would she set eyes on him.

			Something caught in her throat, as though she’d swallowed a badly shaped piece of puzzle.

			The street below was silent. Behind the blued-out windows opposite she could see outlines: three sets of shoulders hunched, faces illuminated by the glow from a computer screen. Young people: far younger than her. She wondered what careers they were dreaming of. The computer cast its light beyond them to a wall-poster behind their heads: the word LANIAKEA curled around a drawing of a drone. Something about it was familiar. A place, perhaps? A Chinese youxiu band? Whatever.

			Perhaps she’d try to contact Gethin tomorrow if the power hadn’t come on. He’d have an idea about what was happening.

			She tried Matthew’s GScope again. Still nothing. She stared into the candle flame and twiddled her thumbs as her father used to, to make her laugh.

			‘Hey, Dad,’ she said.

			Time passed. She was playing Grandmother’s Footsteps with her watch. After an hour she gave up waiting for Matthew and went to bed feeling anxious. This was character-building: everything would be all right in the morning; Matthew would be home soon.

			In the bathroom’s blackness she brushed her teeth in the odd-tasting tepid water. Some instinct made her go back down to the kitchen, where she filled three large saucepans with water from the sink. She dipped a tumbler and drank a glass to check if it tasted different but it was still horrible.

			She climbed into bed, congratulating herself for being good in a situation, which was what someone in a story would call what was happening to her right now.

			She woke with a jump to the crunchy sound of the lock sliding back on the internal door to their flat. It was still night. She lay motionless, heart beating hard. Her breath grew shallow. Footsteps mounted the stairs. Her body stiffened.

			There was the familiar creak on the seventh tread. He cleared his throat. Matthew. She’d known it would be him, of course she had. She felt her way to the door of the bedroom in her T-shirt, calling his name softly in case she woke Jed.

			Matthew’s body appeared larger in the darkness, solid like the trunk of a tree. His mouth brushed hers in greeting.

			‘Sorry. The car died on me somewhere along the frigging A40. I’ve walked all the way from Chiswick in the dark.’ He put his head into Jed’s bedroom. ‘How come there’s a light on in here?’

			‘The camping bunny.’

			He went to rearrange Jed, who would be caught in a tangle of sheets. She waited on the landing, hearing Jed’s childish breathing deep and fast like an animal, before returning to the room and crawling under the duvet. Matthew came in and closed the door. He removed his jumper, trousers and pants and dropped them all in a puddle on the floor, his glasses escaping his pocket, clattering across the floorboards.

			‘Bonkers, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘How was your day?’

			Naked now, he hid his crotch in his hands and hopped in beside her.

			‘Why d’you do that? I do know what you look like without clothes on.’

			‘Dunno. Feels safer.’

			‘Weirdo. My day was … There’s no electricity, no gas, Matt.’

			‘I am aware. Thank you.’

			‘Also, the water tastes weird. You’re weird. It’s all weird.’

			‘Don’t worry, it’ll be fine by tomorrow.’ His eyelids clicked as he rubbed them.

			There was silence. They lay side by side like corpses.

			She said, ‘You know, the electricity’s out over all of London, not just our area? That’s what I read on the BBC.’

			‘Yeah. The Underground is out. The trams. The Maglev is out.’ In a pastiche of the 1940s World Service he said, ‘This little London lady is having a crisis. Her husband’s shirts lie unironed and no one has done the dishes. What’s a gal to do?’

			Matthew had executed an excellent impression of a dog barking in the distance when they’d first met. Then he’d spoiled it by barking every time she’d arrived at his door.

			‘Jed brought more blighted sticks for your wood house,’ she said.

			‘Bless him.’

			They were silent for a moment.

			‘Bloody computer systems,’ she whispered. It sounded like the right thing to say.

			‘This is what happens when the UEC votes to abolish nuclear power. They’re imbeciles. What do they expect? This is it. Ta-da.’

			‘The laptop’s working, but nothing else. And what are you going to do about the car?’

			The mattress dipped as his body turned towards her. He spoke close to her ear, breath warm on her hair.

			‘Collect it tomorrow. With the portable charger, if there’s any juice in it. I mean, it was totally chaotic.’ He chuckled.

			‘It’s not funny.’

			‘Sorry. You sound tense. I’m just trying to cheer you up.’

			He felt for the radio on the bedside table, switched to battery-power mode, and tuned into the news.

			‘How do you feel about this situation?’ a broadcaster was asking someone.

			‘Oh, not so bad. I’m not worried about owt.’ A woman with a Hull accent.

			‘Do you remember the blackouts in the seventies?’

			‘I do.’

			‘And if you don’t mind me asking, how old are you?’

			‘I’m a hundred and one.’

			‘A hundred and one. Do you worry about being cold tonight? Falling over in the dark?’

			Matthew laughed. ‘Oh God, don’t make her feel worse than she already does.’

			‘Ssh. You’ll wake Jed.’

			‘Oh no, lad. Cold? Ha. It’ll take more than a temperature of eighteen degrees to put me in danger.’ The old lady’s breath blew a gale into the microphone.

			‘Thank you. I’m moving on to someone else now. Yes, you.’

			The sound of leather soles on wet pavement.

			A young man’s voice. ‘This United Ecological Congress ought to be ashamed of itself. Everyone knew that closing down nuclear power plants, killing jobs and creating one mainframe that’s responsible for all energy, all utilities, was a recipe for disaster. We didn’t vote for this. Get it fixed.’

			‘A man after my own heart,’ said Matthew.

			More talking. More opinions. It all added up to very little. After ten minutes Matthew yawned.

			‘Heard enough?’

			‘Yeah.’

			He lowered the volume and picked up his in-ear phones. He liked to listen to the World Service while he slept.

			‘Shouldn’t you save battery?’

			‘Sig, it’ll be back to normal tomorrow.’

			‘Aren’t you worried?’

			‘No. I’m fine.’

			‘“No, I’m fine.”’

			He leant up on one elbow. ‘What?’

			She sighed. ‘Nothing. Just …’ She tried to think of a nice way to say it. ‘Boarding school boys.’

			‘That’s me,’ he said with satisfaction.

			He rolled onto his front, earphones in, and dropped immediately into a deep sleep.

			She stared at the ceiling, wide awake now, listening to Jed’s rhythmical breathing in the next room and the beginning of Matthew’s snores. Sometimes he’d moan on the exhale; it was almost musical. She would have quite enjoyed it if it hadn’t kept her awake.

			Her breath was uneven, her chest a cloth bag tightened by a drawstring. In the street below she heard the voices of two teenage boys discussing the increased probability of getting laid now there was no power. She smiled in spite of herself and turned away from Matthew.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Day 3

			

			‘Mama. Mama.’

			Jed’s face was close to hers, his nose touching her forehead. When her eyes opened, she saw his polar bear pyjama-top had ridden up, the whey-coloured skin of his tummy illuminated by a thin shaft of sunlight creeping its way through the blinds.

			‘Is it morning?’

			‘Sshh. Yes, whisper, or you’ll wake Dada.’

			Matthew was face down in the pillow, one leg spread out, as if he had fainted in the night and been placed into the recovery position.

			‘He looks dead.’

			‘No he doesn’t, Jed, don’t say that.’

			‘Why not? That’s how he looks.’ 

			She hoped this day was going to be all right. She hoped for lights. And gas. Solar power. Electricity. Cars. Trams. Normal things.

			‘Time is it?’ Jed asked, squinting at the window.

			She switched her GScope on: 7.15 a.m. The battery had run down another few per cent.

			School.

			She padded out of the bedroom, Jed in tow, and climbed the stairs to the bathroom. The shower spluttered and hissed. Cold water flowed. She jumped in and out of the jet, freezing. Jed stood outside the shower cubicle, laughing at her through the glass.

			‘Bollocks,’ he said. ‘I can’t write steam letters.’

			‘Jed! How d’you know that word?’

			‘You say it. Is it a schoolday?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Will school be open?’

			‘Yes. No. I don’t know.’

			She’d better call Mum, and see if she’d made it to the DoctreX. She shivered her way back to the bedroom, dressed Jed, dressed herself, scooped up her GScope.

			‘Morning.’ Matthew yawned expansively.

			‘There’s still no electricity or gas or anything.’

			‘It’ll be fine. It will come back on today. Seriously, don’t worry about it.’

			She frowned but he didn’t notice. Jed threw himself on the bed.

			‘Dadaaaaa!’

			Matthew tickled him under his armpits. The two of them could barely breathe for laughing.

			‘Stop! Can we build the wood house, Dada?’

			‘When you get home from school.’

			Another squeal. She liked watching them. She put her fingers to her lips.

			‘The neighbours.’

			‘Why are you always telling us to be quiet, Mama?’

			‘Yeah, Mama. Why?’ Matthew was grinning at her.

			She took her GScope downstairs to the kitchen and dialled her mother’s home tag in peace.

			‘The tag you are calling is temporarily unavailable.’

			She tried her mother’s GScope: switched off. Would Warston have electricity? There was nothing there except houses and a church. Her parents’ cottage did have two big gardens back and front full of flowers, but you couldn’t use a rose to light a house.

			Thoughts of Warston were always rich with fondness and melancholy and an almost imperceptible piercing in her heart, like a tiny needle that has skidded off its thimble for a moment. On Signy’s last visit her mother had brought her dad’s telescope, relegated to the attic, into the playroom. She imagined it there now on its tripod, pointing skywards, hopeful.

			Mum wasn’t taking care of herself, she knew. The last time they’d Scoped, the conversation had gone like this:

			‘I’m going back to the DoctreX tomorrow about my kidney. “DoctreX”. “GQOS”. Listen to me.’ She pronounced it Jee-koss. ‘Whatever happened to human diagnosis?’

			‘Ma, you know how to say it – GEH-kose, like the lizard. Gelos Quantum Operating System.’

			‘Well.’

			Signy had softened. ‘And you’ve been forgetting your meds. I told you not to send back the MediX.’

			‘He was always bossing me about, telling me to take this, take that.’

			‘It’s a robotic medical system. That’s what it’s supposed to do.’

			‘He’s a can on wheels. He couldn’t save your father.’

			‘Don’t say that. It’s self-learning. And DoctreX is far more accurate than any human. Let me know what it says. And remember to drink more water.’

			Her mother’s voice had lowered to a whisper. ‘And I didn’t send him back. He’s in the shed.’

			‘You can speak up. It’s an “it”, not a “he”, and it can’t hear you.’

			‘Oh, but he can. I switched him off but his little eyes keep blinking. He’s recording me each time I go in there.’

			‘Recording you what? Pulling out the wheelbarrow? You’re hardly MI5 material.’

			‘No. Well. Your father’s observatory papers.’

			‘His research is old and out of date now, Ma.’

			‘Barely three years he’s been gone, and already you’re telling me this?’

			‘Science moves fast, Ma. I’m just saying.’

			‘Well, don’t. Tell Jed I’ve got a new hose for the garden he’ll like. It’s got a trigger.’

			When the call ended, Signy had told Jed about the hose and he’d actually been excited.

			‘What’s for breakfast? I’m starving.’

			Matthew slid into the kitchen. In his hands, the battery-powered radio was spitting out static.

			‘Pumpernickel with warm and slightly rancid Yeasterine. Cereal with warm and slightly rancid yeast milk. Rambutan and apples.’

			Matthew grinned. ‘I’ll only eat them if they’re warm and slightly rancid.’

			‘What’s wrong with the radio?’

			‘Not working.’

			Matthew opened the fridge and carefully pulled out the melting Yeasterine as if it might escape between his fingers. He looked a bit less relaxed than he had last night. She was glad: she didn’t want to be the only one worrying. He fiddled with the radio frequency, tapped the back panel. The radio crackled. The sound of blurry voices, as if someone were speaking underwater, against a high-pitched mechanical hum.

			‘For Pete’s sake. What is going on?’

			He threw the radio onto the table. It lay there wobbling, silver, like the rejected spratlings she and Gethin would leave at the side of the brook as children.

			She’d always tried to throw the fish back into the water before they’d died, but Gethin would shout at her. It was funny, she thought, that someone who had been so mean to animals as a child had ended up at a newspaper covering the big scientific stories – the beetle blight, algorithms in charge of utilities, nanobiotics, Trinculated coding – the list went on and on, she could barely keep up. Jed seemed to absorb information about these things like a plant via osmosis. Or maybe it was school where he learned it. She felt suddenly old.

			She went to find her own GScope and returned, sitting herself at the table.

			‘GQOS. Open LiteWallet.’

			‘I’m sorry, Signy, but LiteWallet is temporarily out of service. No funds available at present.’

			‘No bloody money?’ she said. ‘What the fuck?’

			‘Mama!’ Jed admonished, through a mouthful of cereal.

			‘Eh?’ Matthew peered over her shoulder. ‘You’re kidding me?’

			‘That’s what it’s saying. The system must be down.’

			‘That is fucked up.’

			‘Dada!’

			‘Well, everyone’s in the same boat, I suppose.’

			She punched out a message on the GScope.

			‘There’s still the ATM on Junction Road.’

			‘That dinosaur?’

			‘Also, there are some Litecoin cards in my pants drawer,’ he said, which made her laugh. ‘What? For emergencies. Take some. What are you doing now?’

			‘Texting.’

			‘Old-school. Who?’

			‘Gethin.’

			He might be at work. He might be at home staring at his GScope, just like her.

			‘Your boyfriend?’

			‘To ask him what’s going on.’

			‘Ooh, Gethin –’ Matthew’s voice went up an octave – ‘you’re so clever with all your science.’

			‘Bugger off. He’s an old friend, that’s it.’

			Matthew snorted.

			‘Mama’s got a boyfriend?’ Jed asked.

			‘No.’ Matthew ran the water from the tap, filled a glass and downed it. He winced. ‘This water’s disgusting.’

			Jed nodded. ‘That’s what I said!’

			She fed them pumpernickel with melted Yeasterine and silo honey. She ate her slice with honey but without the Yeasterine. The honey was gritty and tasteless. She put the pumpernickel down and stared at it.

			‘When are they going to improve this stuff?’

			‘Mama, you should be thankful there’s food on your plate,’ said Jed. ‘Some people in the world are starving.’

			‘Yeah, Mama,’ said Matthew, his eyes crinkling.

			They had an apple each.

			‘Matt, we shouldn’t empty the saucepans of water I filled last night. Okay?’ Something dark inside her opened its wings. ‘Hey!’

			He looked up. ‘What?’

			‘Did you hear me?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What’d I say?’

			‘God, calm down.’ He blinked. ‘You said – water – don’t throw it away.’

			‘Sorry. I’m edgy.’

			She put the plates into the sink and washed them in cold water.

			‘You’re telling me.’

			Normal things. She left Matthew with his head bowed over the faulty radio, grabbed a twenty Litecoin card from his pants drawer and walked Jed to school.

			Their street was quiet. Rounding the corner onto Holloway Road, it seemed to her as if everyone had come out this morning, most of them walking in the car-lanes. The whole place had been inadvertently pedestrianised. Cars that had run out of charge sat abandoned by their owners on the fibreglass road panels like tortoises. Adults held the hands of children; no rush, meandering, squinting in the day’s glare despite their UV glasses. It actually looked rather jolly. She grinned and raised her eyebrows at a man with two little girls. He grinned back.

			She crossed into the park. On the grass by the playground with the broken toilet were the remains of yesterday’s suicidal drone.

			A young woman approached from the side, taking Signy by surprise.

			‘Sorry love, d’you got a Scope with battery? Mine’s run out. I’ve gotten stuck here last night. I’ve slept in the park and I need to call my boyfriend to let him know I’m okay.’

			Signy shrugged. ‘Sorry. I haven’t got battery either.’

			The woman’s eyes narrowed. Signy hurried away, taking Jed with her. Far behind her now, the sound of the woman trying someone else.

			‘That lady had actual hard money in her pocket,’ said Jed.

			‘She did?’

			‘Yep. I saw a whole roll. Probably a million.’

			Signy smiled. ‘Maybe not quite that much.’

			The school gates were closed. Several sets of parents stood in front of a note taped to one of the metal rails.

			The school is shut today due to unforeseen circumstances. Sorry for any inconvenience. We look forward to seeing you all soon!

			Next to it, the half-ripped poster with instructions on how to spot Bovine Staph in children.

			She sighed. ‘Bollocks.’

			‘I told you you say it,’ said Jed happily. ‘Can we go to the playground in the park?’

			Her child. Her throat felt full and empty at the same time.

			They’d better not go to the playground. No. What they’d better do is go to the Lianhua supermarket further up the road to get food that didn’t require refrigeration. Just in case.

			She turned to a dad who, on occasion, she’d exchanged smiles with across the rubberised green moguls of the school yard.

			‘Any idea what’s going on?’

			‘I’m supposed to be delivering a presentation at work in thirty minutes.’ He shook his head. ‘Instead, it’s colouring in and cold beans for lunch. What are you going to do today with your kids?’

			‘Kid,’ she said. ‘Singular.’

			The dad gave her a funny look. She instantly felt tired.

			‘Remember Raymond Briggs’ When The Wind Blows?’ said someone.

			They began the journey back the way they’d come. Into the park they went. She’d better try her mother again, check in. She spoke to GQOS, unfolded the GScope. The call hadn’t even connected when the young woman without her phone was back, a finger in Signy’s face. Signy threw the GScope into her bag.

			‘I’m calling my mother,’ she snapped. ‘She’s elderly and lives by herself in the middle of nowhere. I have barely any battery left. So—’

			‘I’m sorry, Signy, but I don’t understand the command,’ GQOS bleated from her bag.

			People were staring. Signy slalomed through the cycle barriers at the park’s edge, hands shaking.

			‘Lying slag!’ the woman yelled as she turned the corner.

			Halfway up Holloway Road, Jed said, ‘What does “slag” mean?’

			‘Someone who isn’t nice.’

			There were scratches on the lenses of her UV glasses. She pushed them onto her head. Sod the UV. She looked up. High above, police drones were buzzing.

			Jed followed her gaze. ‘Are they watching us?’

			‘No, love.’

			‘Who are they watching then?’

			‘Everyone, maybe?’

			Ahead, a crowd of people waited at the Magtram stop outside the supermarket. They were going to wait a long time for a tram. They passed the newsagent, the self-drive office and the little hairdresser’s next to the Maglev station. Closed, closed, and closed. Ten yards from the stop she saw that the crowd wasn’t waiting for a tram at all; they were queuing to get in to Lianhua’s. The line began in front of the beautician’s, hidden behind its metal grille, and serried around the tram shelter. People looked disapproving as she and Jed jumped the queue. The automatic doors were no longer automatic, but jammed open with two wedges of wood.
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