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Praise for 59 Minutes


Genuinely blew me away. What a novel! I have always loved Holly’s writing, but she has truly levelled up – I was completely gripped. 59 Minutes is a race-against-time thriller, but it’s so much more than that. It tugged on my heartstrings and had me close to tears on more than one occasion. Impossible to put down.


Clare Mackintosh


A big-hearted book that pulses with adrenaline on every page. Holly Seddon is at the top of her game as she shows us the absolute best and the absolute worst of humanity. Stop what you’re doing and read it.


Erin Kelly


Part thriller, part love story, 59 Minutes is a tender contemplation of what it means to be human in the face of an extinction-level event. Peopled with characters whose lives matter from the very first moment, Holly Seddon perfectly captures the panicked, messy chaos of trying to reach loved ones in time.


Fiona Cummins


Some thrillers thrill, but 59 Minutes will change the way you think about humanity. Universal, challenging, and bold as hell: it’s going to take over the world.


Gillian McAllister


A race against the clock thriller that packs a huge punch. I was desperate to find out what happened to the group of characters whose lives Holly draws us into so brilliantly from the very first page. Such an original premise – bravo.


Nikki Smith


A tense and captivating read, with strong female leads and a cast of characters that I cared about deeply.


Lisa Ballantyne


Amazing premise, truly relatable characters, brilliant twist. Bravo!


Jenny Blackhurst
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‘Only mothers can think of the future because
they give birth to it in their children.’


Maxim Gorky




If.


If a 1200 kiloton bomb1 strikes central London, a fireball will vaporise more than a kilometre of the city. Covent Garden, Westminster, Waterloo, all destroyed. Millions of people will be gone in a second. And they will be the lucky ones.


In Kennington, where some of my characters live, and as far out as Brixton, Hackney and Hampstead, buildings will collapse, fires will spread and there will be millions of fatalities. Of those who do not die initially, burns and injuries will be universal. Many eyes will be blinded. Amputations will be commonplace.


Third degree burns will be experienced by humans and animals all along the borders of Essex, Hertfordshire, Kent and Surrey. Windows will smash, showering ‘survivors’ in glass. Then, the fallout will come.


If one of Russia’s rumoured nuclear torpedoes, known as Poseidon2, hits Plymouth, the effect will be a giant radioactive tsunami-type wave destroying the coast. This will be followed by unstoppable contamination spreading throughout Dartmoor and beyond. Choking and burning the ponies and the people without discrimination. The countryside will be uninhabitable for many years.


The following story is fictional, the above details are not.


 


 





1 The largest nuclear bomb in the current US arsenal, but far from the largest bomb tested by the Soviets. Data from Nuclearsecrecy.com/Stevens Institute of Technology


2 https://thebulletin.org/2023/06/one-nuclear-armed-poseidon-torpedo-could-decimate-a-coastal-city-russia-wants-30-of-them/
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CARRIE


It is a beautiful day for the world to end. People in their winter coats are silhouetted against a postcard skyline. Raindrops loosen from lamp posts and fall to wet pavements that shine like gold leaf. Luminous. Everything is luminous.


Fit for a finale, the South Bank has been threaded with fairy lights, peppered with market stalls and scented with sweet, mulled wine. The Thames reflects the whole scene back to itself, an ouroboros of festivity.


A little further down the river, under a stained concrete bridge, the seasonal standards of a brass band spill towards the London Eye. The cheerful music warms the waiting queue, which stamps its feet and puffs out cloudy breaths with something approaching rhythm.


This is the London that first drew Carrie and on evenings like this, it lives up to every promise. The reward for enduring that other London of lockjaw morning tubes, piss-stink corners and yellow crime signs.


And she’s not just in London this evening, she’s in Paris as she smells chestnuts and cigarettes. Or Vienna, as she trails her fingers along a wooden market stall. The tang of the river borrowed from Amsterdam’s canals. A hundred different accents. An accordion of cities pressed together.


Carrie jogs up the concrete slope away from the Thames and walks past rows of early diners opposite the Southbank Centre. Happy-hour cocktails and garlicky suppers. She has left work at the ad agency early, as most people do at the end of the week. It’s technically still afternoon but it feels like Friday night has already swung into place, a gin blossom glow on the faces she passes.


The end of the week. We made it.


Just minutes to go until she’s home with her family. Curly little Clementine, three years old, and Emma. Girlfriend, partner, twin heart. No label does her justice. Who gets lucky enough to fall in love with their best friend?


‘Okay,’ Carrie will say, as she pours out two big glasses of Friday wine while Emma orders a takeaway on her phone. ‘Get ready for the download.’ And every detail from the day will gush out, exaggerated for comic effect. Emma will then pull the ripcord on her own day. All those inconveniences and irritations converted into amusements, trifles, to delight each other.


Later, bellies full, they will fall asleep halfway through watching a film in bed. Clementine will burrow under their duvet at some point during the night, boiling them all. They’ll wake into the weekend and take it in turns to make cups of tea and fulfil Clementine’s demands for juice, iPad, snack. PJs all day. Absolutely nothing exceptional, and everything Carrie wants.


Carrie is so nearly there, but she’s enjoying here, too. As she skips, twists, drops a shoulder, nods her head, leaving a trail of ‘excuse mes’ behind her. She tangos around slow, entwined couples and smiles with delight as she engages in the brinkmanship of a mirrored sidestep, after you, no after you, with a tremendously old man who doffs an imaginary hat as she glides past.


Down the steps. Across the road.


From the sparkle and cheer of the Southbank, the grim arches under Waterloo’s tracks twang their minor chord. Cyclists weave with irritation as commuters march past The Archduke, which promises Cocktails, Steak, Jazz, in that order. Carrie buoys herself up then charges headlong through this passage, breath held against the ammonia fizz, guiltily sidestepping a Big Issue seller. She would, she really would, but she never carries cash. Who carries cash anymore?


She thinks of Emma collecting Clementine from day care this afternoon, singing songs to her as she pushes her home. They take it in turns to do the nursery run, but Emma’s new boss has little regard for her home life and for the last few weeks she has had to juggle work calls and WhatsApps with – what Emma calls – Clemen-time. Which is why, without really acknowledging it to herself, Carrie is rushing to relieve her of parenting duties. Why she will spend a few minutes on the tube rather than walk home in twenty-five. As she gets closer to the stone steps of Waterloo, she can feel Clementine’s solid warmth in her arms and Emma wrapping her arms around both of them. They call it Russian dolling and it’s the loveliest feeling. Until Clementine wriggles free, always busy. ‘She’s already so tired of our nonsense,’ Emma will whisper in her ear as she often does. ‘What’s she going to be like when she hits her teens?’


Carrie thunders up the steps, under the statue of Britannia and her torch, through the Victory arch and into the belly of the station. This has always been Carrie’s terminus, from when she and Emma were first allocated halls of residence in Kennington over a decade ago at the start of their degrees. A plan they’d made when they were ten and barely knew what university was. Just friends then. But never really ‘just’ anything.


Carrie heads for the lower concourse, barely skimming the surface of the station before she’ll be underground and away. The big clock suspended from the ceiling turns to 5.01 p.m. The place is filling up, strangers in coats plonking down next to each other on the tiny tables outside Starbucks and Pret. She wants to rally them as she passes. ‘We’re almost there, home is in sight, don’t give up now!’


Like airports, she enjoys how train terminals have an anything goes, international waters vibe. People shuffle into The Beer House as she’s on her way to work in the morning. If someone fancies slurping down noodles at 3 p.m. on a tiny bench seat, they don’t have to explain themselves to anyone. A person could lose themselves here.


Nearly at the steps now, she narrowly avoids a group of hyenas in school uniform. It makes Carrie think of her and Emma’s school days. Always a pack of two.


She feels her phone buzz in her back pocket, hears it trill at the same time. She usually has it on silent but now somehow, it’s obnoxiously loud.


All around her, other phones vibrate and chirp loudly. A field of crickets. As she pulls hers out, she sees hundreds of hands reaching into pockets and bags, or pulling phones away from ears to frown at the screens. The laughter of the teenagers – their phones already palmed – grows unsure.


Carrie stares at the screen, not realising she’s stopped moving until someone clatters into her from behind and nearly knocks her down the steps.


‘But?’ she says to no one. She is holding her phone out in front of her like it’s about to explode. Everyone is looking at their own phones, then at each other. The sound of the alert has died away, but Carrie can still hear it in her mind.


‘It can’t be real,’ a heavily powdered woman in her fifties with a faux fur hat says. But it’s a question not a statement. It can’t be real, can it?


Carrie stares at the woman, then drops her eyes back to her own screen, reading the words again but understanding nothing.


SEVERE ALERT. NUCLEAR MISSILE THREAT TO
SOUTH ENGLAND. 59 MINUTES UNTIL IMPACT.
SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A TEST.


A confused murmur spreads through a now motionless crowd. Staff bunch at each platform entrance, looking at their own screens. Some have walkie-talkies stuck to their coat lapels, their heads tilted as they absorb instructions.


‘No, it can’t be real, it’s just like that test a few years ago,’ Carrie says to the woman in the hat, but she’s not listening. She’s now talking to a young man with a precise beard he must tend daily with tiny scissors. He puts his hand on the woman’s arm and she places her hand on top of his, just briefly. Her fingers are thickened with rings.


For a fat second no one does anything. Then the Tannoy, which had fallen silent for the first time in Carrie’s London lifetime, announces with calm detachment.


‘Would Inspector Sands report to security immediately.’


At the same time, the huge advertising screen that runs the length of three platform entrances goes black. The giant digital Burger King Whopper that was squatting there like a fat toad has now gone. Across the width of the station, the rows of screens showing destinations start to flicker, the train times disappearing, the list of stops wiped.


Everyone holds their breath. Every screen in the station is now black. And then, all at once, they fill with an identical message: SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER.
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FRANKIE


Frankie wakes in the passenger seat, bent-necked and Picassoed in the warped wing mirror. She fell asleep somewhere near Bristol, although everywhere looks the same from the motorway. Warehoused fringes and constellations of Lego houses, their roofs just peeping out over the noise-proof fencing on either side of the carriageway.


While she slept, the road thinned from a multi-lane monster into a fragile grey ribbon. No more bright service stations, just the empty shells of old Little Chef diners.


Cottages and trees now creep to the edge of the tarmac, dusted exhaust grey. Spread out and a million miles from a city, they look like locations from horror films or true crime shows, where young women break down in their cars, stumble into sex dungeons and are never seen again. Then people like Frankie and Otis watch documentaries about them to unwind after work.


They are now in – or is it on – Dartmoor, and Otis is threading his way between rust-coloured banks, trees looming over them from either side.


‘These names,’ Otis says at every signpost they pass. ‘Sticklepath!’


Frankie joins in. ‘Black-a-Tor Corpse.’


‘Copse.’ He laughs with a kind of manic delight. ‘Not corpse. You massive goth.’


‘Is that a Dartmoor pony?’ she says, drily, pointing to a huge black horse, hair shining like granite, plodding along the fringe of a field.


‘Yes.’ Otis laughs. ‘Definitely.’


They play the Dartmoor pony game as they pass sheep and cows too. And when three pheasants leap out and zigzag like nutters in front of them, Otis jokes that each one of them is a Dartmoor pony, too. ‘And him, and him, and that fella too.’


Booking this romantic weekend break for them was a typically Otis move, though she hadn’t expected him to book somewhere so far away from Manchester. There are moors in the north, there is the epic beauty of the Lake District. But she likes a road trip, and she likes the two of them in his car, expanding their shared map. He has been reading guidebooks every night for the past three weeks, flipping through them in bed and reading aloud from the chapters he thinks she’ll like best.


Signs for Princetown begin, and Otis says that’s a euphemism for Dartmoor Prison. ‘Some really bad pennies in there, Frankie. Proper rotten eggs.’


They sweep through a village called Chagford, so perfect it might have been pieced together from Pinterest boards. The Christmas lights and decorations are strung up already but not switched on, as if pencil-sketched over the mellow market square. And now they’re out of the village again and weaving through a network of lanes that might be called paths in other circumstances.


A blood-red tractor appears, bearing down from the other direction. Most of the lanes have regular passing spaces bitten out of them but not this one. As the nonchalant farmer watches, Otis reverses jerkily and pulls into the driveway of a house, just a few minutes from the village but standing completely alone. She thinks again of the archetypal true crime setting, imagines what – or who – the householders might have in their cellar as Otis grinds the gears, his ears pink with embarrassment.


They finally reach their own rented holiday cottage. Square and squat, with cloudy walls of thick, creamy stone and a scratchy thatched roof. She nods that yes, it is lovely, and keeps all her jokes about true crime shows to herself.


Visibly relieved, Otis grabs the weekend bags with gusto and jogs off to the front door. She follows slowly and finds Otis in the kitchen, rifling through the welcome basket like it’s a Christmas stocking. A bottle of cider, some jams, a slab of flapjack, a loaf of bread, an artisanal bag of crisps and a frou-frou bar of handmade soap that Frankie will take home and never use. The fridge is an empty shock of white, but for one pint of milk and some local butter wrapped in paper.


In the bedroom upstairs, beams run up the walls and across the ceiling, caging them in like the ribs of a giant beast. They sit on the bed and bounce briefly in surprise, shoved from underneath by eager springs. It unbalances her so she tips towards Otis’s torso and he wraps a solid arm around her, his hand then snaking down her side and grabbing her buttock.


‘Oi,’ she says, but she loves it.


He smells of warm toast and black pepper. She closes her eyes and soaks up his heat but when she opens them, she sees Otis watching her in the ornate mirror. She can see how they must look to other people. Her, small, pale and solemn with thick, dark bird’s nest hair. Him, huge, blond, tanned and smiling, like a real-life Beach Boy. No one else gets it, but it works. It works perfectly.


‘Are you okay?’ he says. ‘You’re smiling.’


‘I am okay.’ She’s smiling even more now. ‘I’m really … really okay.’


He sags with relief. ‘I think I love you,’ he says, resting his Labrador head on hers. He always says this, like a mantra. Ever since the first time, over fish and chips, squished together on a bench under the electric lights of Ancoats Green.


‘I think I love you too,’ she replies, as she did then.


And now, suddenly, it is the perfect time. ‘And I have something … there’s something I need to tell you.’


Her phone makes a loud beeping sound on the bed next to her but the same sound also seems to come from downstairs. Is that his phone getting a text too? She ignores them both.


‘What is it?’ he says. ‘What do you have to tell me?’


‘Well,’ she says, ‘the simple fact is that I’m pregnant. I am with child.’


‘What?’ He laughs and she realises he’s still watching her in the mirror. His laughter dies in his throat and his eyes bulge. ‘Like, actually?’


‘Like actually. God, is that alright?’


For a moment, he says nothing. Wets his lips, swallows. And finally smiles.


‘Of course it’s alright, you weirdo! It’s bloody brilliant! How … how pregnant are you? You don’t look pregnant.’


‘You don’t get a massive belly on day one, dingus.’


Her phone makes that same sound again. A long screech that she’s never heard it make before. She doesn’t mean to look at it, she means to answer Otis properly, to tell him that she did the test yesterday, that she is five days late and doesn’t know quite how because they’ve always been so careful. Careful most of the time. Careful when sober. And that, while she had always been ambivalent about kids … now it’s happened, with him, she is the very opposite of ambivalent. She’s super-bivalent. She’s bloody delighted. But she doesn’t say any of this, because the screen is right there and she reads it before she realises what she’s doing. And her blood turns to ice.


SEVERE ALERT. NUCLEAR MISSILE THREAT TO
SOUTH ENGLAND. 59 MINUTES UNTIL IMPACT.
SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A TEST.
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MRS DABB


Wipe eyes, straighten back, clear throat. Tomorrow, she can unspool in private but today she just has to knuckle through for a few more hours. She can do it. She’s done it for so many years now. Even if it’s getting harder, not easier, it is just one day.


The kitchen stove is lit but the warmth doesn’t reach her bones. She can’t even smell the baking stockpiled throughout the afternoon. Mounds of scones heaped on the side, a Victoria sponge, sticky jam tarts. It looks grotesque now, gluttony masquerading as a shrine. She never gets this day right, never knows how to mark the anniversary in a way that will mean something to Bunny while not peeling the skin slowly from herself.


It’s Bunny who seems to know what to do with this date and has since she was tiny. At four, off her own back, she began the ritual of starting a joke before school and giving her mum the punchline when she gets home, ‘to stop you being sad all day’. This morning, she’d barely got up in time to catch the bus, toast half-chewed, juice half-drunk, but still, ‘Knock knock,’ she shouted as she pulled on her shoes and grabbed her bag.


‘Who’s there?’


‘Dejav.’


‘Dejav who?’


It hung in the air even after the door was slammed.


Any moment now, the school bus will deposit her daughter back home again. Then a swish of a school skirt, the rattle of a bag and Bunny will be up the little path and bursting through the front door, bubbling with laughter as she blurts out the punchline. Immediately embroidering some joy over the pain.


An engine rumbles outside and she rushes to the window, squinting outside. The school bus takes so long to weave through all the villages, that in winter, it is dark by the time it arrives. Through a gap in the shutters, the bus noses into view, shaking a little in its canine way as it appears to slow, but then moves off again without stopping. That’s not right.


She pulls open the front door and jogs after the bus as it trundles away, until finally the driver spots her in his mirror and shudders to a stop twenty metres down the lane. The light from the vehicle renders everything around it dense black.


‘Alright there, Mrs Dabb?’ the driver says, as he opens the door. He’s nearing retirement but sits ramrod straight while she tries to catch her breath. God, she’s so horribly unfit. ‘My daughter should have got off,’ she puffs, as she looks into the belly of the bus. ‘Bunny,’ she prompts, though he knows this very well.


There aren’t many pupils left and they’re dotted around the seats, all in the same uniform. She looks down at herself, at the flour dusted on her ratty old sweatshirt, slippers collapsing around her feet. Bunny would be mortified if she was here, but she’s not. Where on earth is she?


The bus driver frowns. ‘She missed it today, love.’


‘What?’


‘She was on here this morning, but a no-show tonight.’ He smiles, like he sees this all the time. Like he finds it whimsical. ‘Probably too busy nattering or something, lost track of time. Or maybe she was kept back at school and didn’t want to tell Mum.’


She shakes her head. Not Bunny. She’s never been in trouble in her life and none of her friends, carefully vetted from the sidelines, would keep her ‘nattering’. They are all Good Girls™. And besides, Bunny knows how important today is. It’s important to her too. So even if she suddenly decided to tumble into teenage clichés, she wouldn’t do it today. It’s unfathomable.


‘I’m sure she’s fine, Mrs Dabb,’ he says, his accent a local rumble. ‘But I really need to get this lot home.’


‘But—’


‘Can’t you just call her mobile?’ A hint of impatience, underscored by the wheeze of the bus.


‘No, I … She doesn’t have one.’


The look he gives her is clear. Oh, it says, you’re one of those.


‘I’m sure she’ll show up, but I’ll get on the radio to the other school bus drivers, tell ’em to keep an eye out. If they see her, they’ll tell her Mum’s worried. Alright?’


She steps off the bus and onto the tarmac. ‘Alright,’ she says, but feels anything but. He pulls away even before the door has fully closed. She troops back towards her own front door, left hanging wide open. They can still do that out here, leave doors open and cars unlocked. They can but not her. She must be more careful.


Heart thundering, she looks at the little notepad next to the landline. Runs her finger down the short list of names of Bunny’s friends’ parents and starts to make calls. But no one has seen her since lunchtime and all their girls are safely home. ‘Jazzy says Bunny had a note from you excusing her for the afternoon,’ Jasmine’s mum, Daphne, says. ‘Is that right?’


‘What? What note?’


Muffled discussion. ‘Jasmine thinks it was a doctor’s note, but she’s not sure.’


‘A doctor’s note?’


‘Maybe a doctor’s note, she doesn’t know for sure. Have you called Bunny’s phone?’


‘She doesn’t have one. I … I was thinking of getting her one for Christmas.’ A lie.


‘That’s … hmm.’


‘What?’


‘Well, I just thought Jazzy said she was on the phone to Bunny the other day.’


‘We have a landline, I’m talking on it now.’


‘No, it was when Jazzy was off sick and it was at lunchtime, so Bunny was at school. I must be … it must have been someone else. Hang on, I’ll just check.’


The conversation is muffled and protracted. What takes this long if the answer is a simple no, of course she doesn’t have a mobile phone?


‘She says I must have heard wrong.’


‘What else did she say?’ It comes out as a bark. ‘Why would my daughter be going to the doctor by herself anyway?’


There’s a pause, the sound of footsteps and a door closing. ‘I …’ Daphne starts, her voice lowered. ‘Look, Bunny’s obviously forged a note of some kind to get out of school.’


‘But, she’s not like that!’


‘And Jasmine’s insisting I’m wrong but I really thought she was talking to Bunny on the phone the other day, and she’s definitely said something before about messaging her. I trust my daughter, I really do. Usually. But I think she might be covering.’


‘Covering for what?’


A pause. ‘Oh, I’m probably losing my marbles,’ Daphne says and the moment is lost. ‘Perimenopause brain, probably. I put the electric kettle on the gas hob the other day.’


‘You think my daughter’s hiding things from me?’


‘No! I didn’t … I wasn’t saying anything like that, but … well, did you write her a note to get out of school?’


‘No.’ It’s almost a whisper.


‘Look, I’ll let you know if Jasmine gives me any other intel. But I’m sure Bunny will turn up. And you know, she’s thirteen. Probably just trying to carve out a little independence.’


‘No,’ she says, her voice breaking. ‘Not Bunny. Bunny knows not to … She wouldn’t do that to me, not today.’


‘I’m sorry, love,’ Daphne says, and though the words are kind, the tone is slightly impatient. ‘I have to go. Good luck.’


She replaces the handset and looks at the time. Five o’clock. Bunny is now an hour late and has been unaccounted for since midday. It’s dark, cold and the anniversary of the worst day of her life. She pulls open the front door, the emptiness of the dark air slaps her in the face. ‘Oh, Bunny,’ she says. ‘Why today?’


Silence is the reply.


But then it starts.


The sound reaches her ears, her hands, so that she crouches down, palms pressed against the side of her head before her brain understands what it’s heard. And still the sound whoops and whines, soaring and dipping like an electric bird.


The unmistakable wailing of a siren across the moor.





58 MINUTES
UNTIL IMPACT
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CARRIE


5.02 P.M.


Carrie is incapable of drawing breath, her senses reduced to nothing but a thunderous heartbeat. The crowd bulges around her and she looks for someone who knows what to do. Proper adults, trusty faces in crisp uniforms. But no one else seems to know how to act. The staff are still bunched by the platform gates, looking like children in their uniforms. Wild-eyed, they stare back at the crowds. Two members of staff at the nearest gate start to argue. Fragments of it reach Carrie.


… just let them on …


… need to follow procedure …


… nowhere to fucking go anyway …


People merge into soup. More bodies fill the space around her. Faces bleached of all detail by terror. Panic washes over the glass roof, up and down the escalators, sloshing over the platforms and onto the tracks. She can smell it.


A woman slips off her pointy-heeled shoes, throws them to the floor and runs towards the underground entrance. This unleashes others. Normally aloof, waves of commuters start to scramble to get below ground. Seek immediate shelter.


Carrie knows she should move but her body is not on board with her brain, and she feels herself grow smaller as she’s bumped, shoved, lifted up and moved. More people flood into the station from outside. Bodies press into the shops and food places.


‘Please walk in an orderly fashion and remain calm,’ the Tannoy says.


Where are the police? The army? She can hear sirens outside, but this is London and there are always sirens. Look for the helpers, that’s the phrase. But she can’t see any and can barely move. She is cubed, diced, someone’s leg between her knees, someone’s forearm over her eyes. But there must be something to do, somewhere to go, a plan. There is always a plan.


She gasps for air and twists to see behind her. Yet more people pour in from outside, through the entrance over there in the corner, and over there by the toilets and at every other entrance she can see. People flow relentlessly inward. Not at speed, there isn’t enough space for that, but slowly rolling in like boiling sugar, ready to set around her.


The never-true-darkness of a London sky hangs heavily over them, just the other side of the glass roof.


Will that fill with blinding light?


An elbow glances off Carrie’s chin as a tall man shuffles past, fighting his way towards the platforms and then goodness knows where. The trains are all cancelled, and some passengers who had already boarded are jumping back off and cramming down the staircases that are cut into the platform surfaces, leading to the underground trains. The doors down there must be closed because people then start bubbling back up and spilling out onto the platform. Some shove their way towards the main concourse, scrambling over the barriers and joining the crush.


More people are jamming on to the trains, apparently hoping to flee for the countryside. She would do the same, most likely – a country-raised girl will usually return there in the end – but Clementine and Emma are not in the country, they are in Kennington. She can walk there in twenty-five minutes, run back in less. And they need to be together as a family, that’s just a given.


And there’s Pepper who lives upstairs from them. Their landlord, but ‘landlord’ barely covers it. Beloved friend. Father figure. De facto grandfather to Clementine. A man who, despite his acerbic and grumpy appearance, has one of the kindest hearts she’s ever known. He will need help too. An anathema to him but tough tits, Pepper. He’s wound the neighbours up so much with his bitching and troublemaking that they’ll all leave him well alone. So if Emma hasn’t already, Carrie will get him to bring his supplies down to theirs, hunker down with them in their ground floor flat. It’s technically his flat anyway, he owns the whole building. And yes, it will be hard to prise him from his things. The photographs and paintings that cover every wall from artist friends, lovers and enemies. The countless knick-knacks. But she will carry him down if she has to, wriggling and kicking like Clementine when she’s tired.


Yes, she thinks, this is a plan.


Even as she makes her decision, she’s being shoved and shunted further from the exits. She’s closer to the now open barriers of platform 17. A train that was due to leave for Woking sits crammed with people, their faces pressed against the windows in dreadful hope. ‘It’s not gonna leave,’ a man in a train company jacket is shouting to anyone who’ll listen, waving his arms at the windows. ‘You’re gonna have to get off!’


She turns, sucks in a breath, and starts to elbow her way back towards the archway she came through just a few minutes ago. Some people instinctively shuffle to make space, others don’t seem to see her at all. She catches more fragments.


… fuck is wrong with you, man, move your …


… nothing left of the city …


She starts off polite, timid, but after being pushed back twice, and clobbered with a bag, she stops saying please and just starts shoving. Hard.
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FRANKIE


5.02 P.M.


‘This has to be rubbish, right?’ Frankie holds her phone out in her palm like a rescued bird as Otis continues to stare at her belly in the mirror. The cottage is too warm, a smell of reheated dust tickling her throat. A chunky reclaimed radiator tuts as Frankie shoves her screen in Otis’s face again. He frowns. The same look he gets when she gets gloomy about climate change, politics, calories on menus, traffic accidents, and on and on until he tells her, gently, to shut up and have a bag of crisps. Life can’t be that bad if we’ve still got crisps.


He starts to read out loud from her screen, stilted in a way that shows her exactly what he was like as a schoolboy. Eager to please, slightly guileless. She feels the burden of tears welling and coughs to stop all that. Because Otis is a grown man and not a little boy. Because this is a happy moment. Because this is not a real warning. It cannot be.


‘ “Severe alert, nuclear missile threat.” Nuclear missile threat?’ He looks up and then back at the phone. ‘Nah, that can’t be real. Who sent it?’


‘It wasn’t a number, look, it’s not a normal text, it just appeared on the screen.’


‘Like that test a few years ago?’


‘I never received it.’ She’d joked about it at the time. Not one of the designated survivors, clearly.


‘Maybe it’s another test,’ he says, handing it back. ‘Or maybe they’ve sent an alert by accident. Anyway, I don’t want to think about that, I want to think about …’ – he presses a big palm to her stomach and she instinctively sucks it in – ‘our baby.’


‘Due on July nineteenth,’ she says, ‘and apparently the size of a poppy seed, but—’


‘A poppy seed?’ He pinches his fingers together. ‘How is that even possible?’ He shows her his fingers. ‘How big is a poppy seed? Like this big?’


‘Otis.’ She reaches for his hand and holds it.


‘I don’t know seeds,’ he says, frowning and allowing her to lace her fingers through his.


‘Otis, I’m so happy you’re happy but can you just check your phone as well, just so we know for sure. I don’t think we should assume …’


‘Ay, alright.’ He gets up with a grunt, pats down his pockets and then plods out of the room with a lack of urgency she finds reassuring. Of course it’s bollocks, it has to be. It’s total bollocks, and they’ll celebrate with that fancy bag of crisps from the hamper, he’ll bring them back up for sure. She’s eating crisps for two now, that’s the joke she’ll make. It is waiting on her lips as he runs back up the stairs, his feet slapping the wooden steps so hard it shakes the floor. He has no crisps.


‘I got it too,’ he says.


They thumb their phones, trying to find news. Nothing happens, the screens just hang. Frankie opens Twitter, or whatever it’s called now, and tries to refresh it, but it’s just stuck on the timeline from when she last looked in the car, the same binary politics, sarcastic hot takes and weird promoted tweets from crypto bros and elasticated bra companies. Otis doesn’t even use social media, something she admires and finds annoying because it makes her feel bad about her own screen time.


Otis tries to call his mum. ‘Nothing’s happening,’ he says, holding the phone away from his ear and trying again. ‘She’ll be doing her nut.’


Frankie tries to call her brother Seb back in Manchester, who always knows what to do. Nothing happens. She tries again but there’s no ringing, no recorded message. Then she remembers he’s in Dubai.


‘If this is a hoax,’ she says, ‘it’s still managed to jam the networks.’


‘There’s a telly downstairs,’ Otis says, standing and offering her his hand, helping her up as if she’s newly fragile. Oh god, she thinks, I like that more than I should.


The remote control for the TV sits on a handmade doily, which upsets Frankie for reasons she can’t articulate. It feels so quiet and normal here in this gently fussy room, with its low beams and lacework, that she can feel hope holding her insides in place.


The news will tell us it’s a hoax and then we can add this to our roster of things to joke about. Then get back to talking about our magical poppy seed baby.


Poppy, she thinks, that’s a nice name. She likes natural names like that, plants and animals. Countryside names for her city kid. She imagines Otis with a little girl called Poppy. Plaits and miniature T-bar shoes. Tiny fingers to wrap him around. He’ll be the loveliest, most devoted dad. No beer benders and hangover-fuelled rages. Their baby, their Poppy, will never be hidden in a cupboard ‘just in case’ like Frankie and Seb during their father’s worst years.


A beat in time, one last moment of hope, then she presses the power button and they watch the television screen come to life. Otis reaches for her hand and they stand in front of the telly, staring. There is no proper picture, just a black screen with a white crown on it, like the header of a government website. Subtitles roll along the bottom that match the calm voice speaking.


‘… announcements will be made about the care of children in after school and childcare settings, your food and water supply, delivery of stable iodine tablets and care of animals and pets. Do not make mobile or landline phone calls—’


They look at each other, their hands becoming slick in each other’s grip.


‘… because the phone system could become overloaded. Any emergency notifications will still reach your phones even if the networks are down, so keep them charged for as long as you can.’


The words start to swirl into one another. In the distance, Frankie can hear a siren. Army? Police?


‘Further announcements will be made about the care of children in—’


‘It’s really real,’ Frankie says, putting her other hand on her stomach and allowing Otis to fold himself around her, muffling her words into his hoodie. His heart is the fastest she’s ever heard it. A rabbit heart. Hunted and trapped. ‘Oh my god, Otis. What the hell are we going to do?’
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MRS DABB


5.02 P.M.


‘Breathe in, one, two, three; out, one, two, three.’


She cannot see, panic whiting out her vision. She is on the floor, gripping the tiles with her bitten nails. Her ears amplify the sound so it swells through her skull, crushing all her thoughts. The air riffles her clothes though she can’t feel its chill.


But she is breathing. In, one, two, three. Out, one, two, three.


‘This is a trauma response,’ her old therapist’s voice says in her head. ‘You’re not in actual danger, your body is just misidentifying risk because of …’


But this is a risk, she argues mentally, with a woman she’s not seen in years. This is a fucking siren, Miranda!


She keeps breathing, as slow and steady as she can manage, until her vision clears and she is back in her body, able to scramble to a stand. What is …? Why is …? Where is …? She tries to parse all her thoughts into separate strands, lay them out in the right order.


When she slams the front door closed, a faint siren can still be heard inside the cottage.


In the lounge, she fumbles for the TV remote. She thinks, of course, of Devonport in nearby Plymouth. Of the nuclear submarines still being serviced there, despite everything. Of how fast the sea wind whips over the countryside towards Chagford, towards this little house, biting away at the soft stone, clawing its way inside. Twenty-eight miles from Devonport to here, as the crow flies. And she thinks of Bunny, out there in her thin coat, utterly unprotected.


Then she thinks of her daughter at some earlier point in time, carefully forging a note and doing a good enough job that no one from the school has called to check. Why did she do it? If she actually had a doctor’s appointment there’d be no reason to keep that secret. And if it didn’t say she had a doctor’s appointment and Jasmine was either lying or guessing, what else could it have said to allow a thirteen-year-old out of school, unquestioned? Was she just buying time? Some kind of head start so she could run away? Does she secretly hate me?


Five hours at least before her absence was noted. How far could she have got in five hours? Multiple towns and cities. There’s a train station near her school, she could have easily gone to Plymouth, Bristol or Exeter. From Exeter, she could be in London in about three hours. Exeter St David’s to Paddington. Or Exeter Central to Waterloo.


‘Stop.’ She hears Miranda’s stern voice. ‘There’s no evidence she’s left the area. You’re spiralling and that won’t help find your daughter.’


She flips the television on, usually set to the local BBC channel, sees the ticker tape news, and drops the remote.


‘Oh my god.’


She has to find Bunny, she has to find out where Bunny has gone, and drag her back to safety.


She thunders up the stairs.


Bunny’s room is chaotic. Clothes strewn everywhere, schoolbooks dumped on the floor. ‘Bunny Dabb – French’, ‘Bunny Dabb – History’ in colourful bubble writing. The air smells cruelly of her, a cloying mix of hair products and birthday-bought perfume, the slightly sour biscuity smell of the unmade bed, long overdue a stripping.


Heaps of dust create a new topography on every surface. Bunny is now responsible for cleaning her own room and so she just doesn’t. Oh, who cares. Why did I ever care? She is such a good girl in all other ways, so what if she wants to live in age-appropriate squalor?


There is no ‘running away’ note, no obvious signs of bags being packed but it’s such a mess, who knows?


Time is ticking, and she needs some kind of clue. She collapses down onto her knees and then all fours to rummage under the bed. Jigsaws they used to do together on a Sunday, piles of exercise books from previous school years, a photo album she can’t bear to open. Nothing of any relevance to where she could be.
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