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      To Sharon

   
      
      1

      
      Concerning Hope

      
      Like any responsible father, Hugh Morrison had installed cameras in every room in the flat. You bang them in like nails, the
         work experience had told him, and bang them in Hugh did. The internet said they transmitted to the police station. The bubble
         pack said they recorded. Hugh knew which to believe, and banged them in without a worry. You could only pick them up on the
         house wifi. The bubble pack said that too.
      

      
      That March morning, the cameras in the kitchen recorded Hope. Hope Morrison, née Abendorf, sat at the kitchen table, staring
         into space. She wore wraparound glasses with clunky earpieces. Now and again she tapped her fingers on the table, typing,
         or moused the tip of her forefinger about. She had a job in China, answering queries to a help screen. She couldn’t read Chinese.
         The query translations were automatic and most of the answers – all of them, if necessary – were also automatic, chatted out by a software module called Searle, but rewording the occasional answer did something positive to the site’s traffic,
         so there you were.
      

      
      Around about eleven the nursery called to say Nick had the sniffles, and could she please take him home before he infected the faith kids? Hope sighed and agreed. As she flipped the phone clip off she indulged a
         resentful thought that Nick had probably got the sniffles from the faith kids.
      

      
      Hope toggled her screen-work to Searle, took off the glasses, and left the kitchen table. She kicked off her mocs and stepped
         into her Muck Boots, pulled an open-mesh wool jacket over her loose cotton top and long linen dress and a cagoule over the
         lot, olive green over shades of berry. She parted the sides of her hair over the front of her shoulders, zipped up and hooded,
         sidled past the hedge of handlebars in the hall and headed out into the rain.
      

      
      Up the green, slippery, worn sandstone steps from her basement flat she went, treading carefully, to the pavement. Victoria
         Road, like (it seemed) half the streets in Finsbury Park this March, was obstructed by machinery: small JCBs digging out stumps,
         lorries carrying away felled trees, cranes and lifts steadying old trees as the chainsaws bit through their trunks, more lorries
         bringing New Trees to plant. In the hundred yards between Hope’s front gate and East West Road she passed a dozen New Trees,
         planted as saplings in November and already sixteen feet high. God only knew what they’d be like in the summer. Each tree
         as she passed under it held off the pelting rain like an umbrella, making the last fall of leaves from the old trees slightly
         less slippery underfoot.
      

      
      The nursery was a couple of hundred metres to the right along the southern side of East West Road. Hope crossed at the lights,
         dodging whirring cars and whizzing bikes whose smugly green owners thought the red didn’t apply to them. Past the high plastic scenery-printed screens around the nursery, through the metal-detector and biometric-scan gate, and
         into the joyous uproar of indoor playtime.
      

      
      Was it possible, Hope wondered as she looked for Nick’s hurtling trajectory amid the skein, was it possible at all to tell the difference between on the one hand faith kids and nature kids (of which Nick was the only one here) and on the
         other the rest, those you might call, under your breath of course, New Kids? Were these a centimetre taller than others of their age, a glimmer brighter of eye, a syllable more articulate? A step ahead
         in the race, a pace more sure-footed? A decibel less loud?
      

      
      At this moment, she couldn’t tell. She scooped Nick up. He howled and stretched out his arms for the teacher who, three hours
         earlier, had had to prise him off Hope’s leg. Hope inserted Nick’s arms into the sleeves of his big yellow cagoule (several
         times), lifted his camo lunch box from a high shelf in the lobby and reminded him of what was inside it, waved goodbye to
         the teachers, and departed. Nick had the sniffles all right, sneezing into the crook of his elbow several times, and just
         barely amused by watching the rain wash the snot off the sleeve of his cagoule. He only brightened when he got inside and
         his toy monkey ran to meet him.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Max,’ said Nick, picking it up and cuddling it.

      
      ‘Hello, Nick,’ said Max, its arms curling around Nick.

      
      Hope made Nick a GenSip and parked him at the other side of the table with Max on his lap and his lunch box open in front
         of him. She unfolded Mummy’s Special Glasses That You Mustn’t Touch and put them on. Searle had dealt with a score of enquiries,
         not all of them well. Hope sighed and got back to work. When she’d cleared the backlog, she warmed the kettle again and made
         herself a cup of instant coffee, and took a break by flicking to ParentsNet. She opened the Forums page and found it topped
         by a new thread with a slew of postings:
      

      
      Nature Kids Now Illegal?

      
      The incept story was a BBC item about a messy marital conflict. The couple were Iranian doctors, and (no surprise) militant
         atheists. The woman was six months pregnant. The man wanted her to take the fix. The woman, for reasons she refused to elaborate,
         didn’t. She wanted a nature kid. If she’d claimed a conversion to one of the sects – Druze, Hassidic, Mennonite, Sedevacantist
         or even any old New Age Earth Mother nonsense, the sort of thing she could have made up on the spot – she’d have been covered
         by the conscience exemption. But she hadn’t, and wouldn’t. Her husband’s insistence was equally stubborn.
      

      
      And, to everyone’s surprise, the judge in the family court had ruled in his favour. Or rather, as those on the judge’s side
         of the argument kept insisting, in the future child’s favour. Comments were already in the thousands – Hope tapped the Sense
         icon and watched a half-dozen animated talking heads summarise the main views.
      

      
      She sat back, hands lightly clasped over her belly, and thought for a bit. Then she got back to work.
      

      
      ‘Well I’m not bloody doing it,’ she told Hugh, that evening after dinner and Nick’s bedtime.

      
      ‘That’s fine,’ he said. He didn’t look or sound like he needed to say anything more. Hope, beside him on the sofa, head-butted
         his shoulder. It was like hitting a car tyre.
      

      
      Hugh had taken off his work overalls hours ago, as soon he’d parked his bike in the hall. He still smelled of wood, which
         Hope liked. She didn’t like finding sawdust or tiny curls of wood-shavings snagged in the hairs of his chest or groin or head,
         which she sometimes did, even after he’d had a shower. She accepted the inconvenience, though, as part of the package. Hugh
         came as a package, all right, but what he didn’t come with was baggage. What you saw was what you got, and what you saw was
         a big bluff guy with a shock of sandy (as well as sawdusty) hair already giving way to male pattern baldness that exposed,
         to close inspection, freckles on his scalp. The only reason he wasn’t fat was that he worked so hard and so physically he
         turned every spare calorie to more muscle.
      

      
      He’d grown up on a wind farm on the Isle of Lewis. Father an incomer, mother a native. Like his parents, Hugh and Hope had
         met at university, where Hugh was studying wind turbine engineering. When, halfway through his degree, the bottom had dropped
         out of that market, he’d calmly turned to carpentry. He’d been doing that for a year when he and Hope had met. There was good money in carpentry, he’d explained, what with the
         China business and all the new kinds of wood. He took her on walks through whole forests of the stuff. His bike frame had
         grown in one.
      

      
      Hope and Hugh. H+H. H2. H4H. That was what Hugh used to carve on trees. Maybe still did, for all Hope knew.

      
      ‘So what are we going to do about it?’ Hope said.

      
      Hugh gave her a puzzled look.

      
      ‘What is there to do about it?’ he said. ‘If you don’t want to do it, nobody can make you do it.’
      

      
      ‘Have you been listening to a word I said?’

      
      ‘Yes, I have,’ said Hugh. ‘It’s a decision, not a law. Nothing’s been made illegal.’

      
      (He said the last word with a slow lingual and a long nasal vowel, like this: ill-lee-gal. It was from the maternal half of his accent, which showed up now and then like a mitochondrial gene.)
      

      
      ‘The point is,’ said Hope, irritated at what seemed wilful obtuseness for its own sake, ‘it sets a precedent. In effect the
         fix becomes compulsory.’
      

      
      ‘In effect, yes. But only if someone sues.’

      
      ‘Oh, come on. You know what’ll happen to insurance, social services, and everything like that.’ Hope waved her arms as if
         fending off midges. ‘It all closes in. And then they’ll make a law, like they did with pregnant women smoking and drinking.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Hugh. ‘There is that.’

      
      He stood up and walked over to the stove. The air in the room smelled resinous for a moment as he opened the stove door and
         loaded some new wood in. He worked the lever that ejected a brick of soot, added the brick to the stack by the stove, and
         then sat down again.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I suppose that just means we’ll have to break the law.’

      
      Hope had been half-expecting him to argue, to suggest some compromise. He didn’t share her opposition to the fix, and had
         now and again expressed some mild irritation at the succession of infant ills that its absence left Nick exposed to. He had
         once pointed out that the medicines to cure these ills were themselves very similar in principle and effect to the fix. Having
         found herself pushing at an open door, Hope stumbled and flailed.
      

      
      ‘We could always claim we had a faith issue with it,’ she said, half in jest.

      
      ‘No, we could not,’ Hugh said, folding his arms. ‘I will not pretend to believe something just to get a conscience exemption.
         Because it would not be true, and because you would have to do more than claim. You would have to show evidence of practice,
         even if it was just muttering in front of crystals or something. And that would set a very bad example to the boy, if nothing
         else.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t being serious,’ said Hope, hastening to reassure.

      
      ‘I didn’t think you were,’ said Hugh. He opened his arms and smiled a little. ‘I don’t want to hear even jokes about that.’

      
      ‘All right,’ said Hope.

      
      She knew that Hugh took religion very seriously, possibly just as seriously as had the Iranian couple whose case had brought
         about the whole new situation. And – all proportions guarded – for very much the same reason. He’d told her tales about the
         wind farms, in the wry tone of someone recounting things so absurd they were unlikely to be believed, but who insisted on
         their telling and their truth nonetheless. Neither old-time religion nor New Age woo-woo were, in his implacable view, deserving
         of any slack.
      

      
      ‘Damn it!’ said Hugh, vehement after a moment or two of pondering. ‘Last week we were so happy that you’re pregnant. Now we
         have to worry about this.’
      

      
      He jumped up and prowled the carpet.

      
      ‘There’s plenty we can do,’ he said. ‘These parenting sites, there must be thousands of people in this position. There’s all
         the legal challenges, there’s civil-liberty groups and all that. It’s not like it’s all going to happen without a fuss. And
         it’ll take longer than nine months, that’s for sure.’
      

      
      ‘Nine months is long enough for a lot of things,’ said Hope.

      
      ‘It is and all,’ said Hugh.

      
      Hope saw his gaze flicker to the whisky bottle on a shelf. She knew he wanted a dram, and knew he wouldn’t take one because
         she couldn’t. (Well, she could, but the monitor ring she wore on the same finger as her wedding band would log the violation
         with the health centre.) She wished she could persuade him, but knew from her earlier pregnancy that he would not be persuaded.
         For him it was a matter of honour, or maybe stubborn pride.
      

      
      ‘But you’re right,’ she said. ‘We can do lots of things.’
      

      
      And there they left the question for the night.

      
      Snow had fallen overnight, and likewise overnight the GenSip had worked its magic. Between them these phenomena made Nick
         eager for nursery. He didn’t even clutch Hope’s leg when she left him. She trudged home through another fall of snow, big
         wet soggy flakes that turned instantly to slush. She left her Mucks and cagoule to dry in the hall and padded in her mocs
         to the kitchen, where she tied on a floral-printed and ruffle-bordered pinafore apron in preparation for doing the housework.
         Hope had half a kitchen cupboard full of pinnies and half-aprons, most of them similarly retro regardless of their purpose
         or style or selling point: flirty, tarty, cheery, cheeky, Christmassy, shabby-chic, sophisticated, hostessy; pretty and practical;
         printed with flowers or sprigs or cupcakes or berries or heart shapes or vintage aeroplanes or Santa hats or polka dots or
         lipstick kisses or whatever.
      

      
      The oldest of them, still there at the back, was a relatively plain floral-print Cath Kidston apron with matching oven gloves,
         which Hope’s mother had given her the day she went away to university and to live away from home for the first time. Hope
         still recalled the sheer disbelief and feigned gratitude with which she’d unwrapped the gift. For her mother, this sort of
         thing was ‘ironic’ (like that, with air-quotes). Her mother’s generation, Hope had often thought, had tried on and played
         dress-up in their grandmothers’ aprons as some kind of postmodern fashion statement, and left their daughters to find themselves quite unexpectedly stuck in the things, all wrapped
         and tied up with a neat bow at the back.
      

      
      Hope resented it sometimes. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her aprons, or the working in and from home of which they were
         both a practical part and a clichéd symbol, but that they’d come to stand in her mind for a larger failing of her mother’s
         cohort, who’d somehow let their guard down for a moment of post-feminist frivolity and found a whole shadow sexist establishment
         just waiting to pounce, to cry, ‘Ah! So that’s what you really wanted! We were right all along!’ and before you knew it, the
         tax advantages of having one parent stay at home were so significant it was more than it was worth not to do it unless you
         were something like a lawyer – like, for instance, all those lawyers who’d dreamed up all the ostensibly child-protective
         legislation that had put so many workplaces outside the home off limits for women of childbearing age whether they ever intended
         to have children or not, which meant that nine times out of ten the parent at home was the mother.
      

      
      For a moment she stood, hands behind her waist, fingers gripping the loops of the knot just tightened, and fell into a dwam
         as she gazed at the space in front of her. The main part of the flat consisted of the living room and the kitchen, united
         decades ago by the then-fashionable knock-through, an opening about three times the width of a doorway. The living room was
         at the front, facing the wall across a gap of about a metre or so; the kitchen to the back, facing the garden (or, as Nick
         called it, the back grass). Enough light came from the windows – the upper third of the front was level with the street – to give some cheering sunshine to the living room in the mornings and the kitchen in
         the afternoons. Today the light seemed paradoxically brighter because of the snow. At other times, and in the evenings, the
         flat always seemed to Hope darker than it should be, in the cold, dim light of energy-saving bulbs and tubes. The flicker
         of flame from behind the mica plate of the closed-system stove in the living room helped a little, lending a few cosy wavelengths
         of natural light to the scene.
      

      
      Likewise cheering touches were added by the paintings and drawings from her student days that Hope had framed on the walls,
         the far larger number of Nick’s paintings from nursery tacked up all over the place; the tapestries and crochets, which Hope
         had made or bought, thrown over chairs and sofa, and the shelves and stacks of books: art history, cookery books, needlecraft
         books, textbooks from Hugh’s and Hope’s university days – more art history, engineering and science reference works – all
         decoration really, when you could summon their contents in an eye-blink, but good to have even if a pain to dust. You couldn’t
         sell them, anyway: the second-hand book trade had collapsed under the dangers of fourth-hand smoke, with most of the stock
         sealed in vaults or incinerated. Hope’s guitar, though also sadly gathering dust in the living-room corner where it stood
         propped, now and then lifted her spirits too, especially when she picked it up, blew the dust off it, and strummed a few bars
         or, on particularly bad or good days, sang at the top of her voice in the empty flat.
      

      
      Hope washed the breakfast dishes, tidied Nick’s toys – which got everywhere even in the hour between him getting up and going to nursery – and made the beds and tidied Nick’s room. Max
         the toy monkey followed her around, picking toys up and offering them for her to play with. After a while he started to say
         ‘Max hungry’, so she set him to sleep mode and stuck him on the recharger. She made a coffee, hung up her apron, sat down
         at the kitchen table, opened her glasses and started working in China but not in Chinese. She took a break at eleven and checked
         the BBC. The nature kids issue had been knocked right off the front screen by a truck-bomb blast at a motorway intersection
         outside Munich: scores dead, hundreds injured, toll expected to rise. The atrocity had been claimed by the Neues Rote Armee
         Fraktion, a hitherto unheard-from local affiliate of the transnational insurgent franchise that everyone called the Naxals.
         Hope stared at fallen flyovers and mangled cars for as long as she could bear to listen. Then she shuddered and flipped to
         ParentsNet, where the nature kids thread had more or less taken over.
      

      
      No new light there. Hope decided to skip the crowd-sourced wisdom of pseudonymous strangers and consult some real people.
         She wrote an email and fired it off to six friends, then got back to work. By lunchtime she had four responses.
      

      
      
         Sheila: Hi Hope, Good to hear from you! Yes this is outrageous but remember it will go to appeal. Also legal challenge to
            faith exemption (i.e. need to extend it to non-faith conscience cases) has good precedent all the way back to that climate-change
            guy. Look up humanism for example, that’s explicitly covered. So not to worry and obviously has no personal bearing on you because the machinery won’t have ground
            out anything for a year at least. Best wishes re the pregnancy of course, you have morning sickness to look forward to ha-ha.
            xxx
         

         Fatima: Yeah well, if you think ParentsNet has gone wild about this take a look at the British Persian sites!!! But seriously,
            have you thought about Nature Kids Network, it’s a community for parents like you? Some woo-woo and anti-vaccers but mostly
            quite level-headed. They’re the place to go for serious advice, and they’ve already got lawyers on board. Though to be honest
            Hope, I never did understand the objection, though I quite appreciate it’s up to you and if what you’re afraid of does come
            about I will be on the streets for you. Keep well.
         

         James: Hi Hope, interesting points. Tricky one really. I understand your concern, but as a doctor, I see too many kids with
            congenital conditions or so-called childhood illnesses (which can have very nasty consequences even when minor) that could
            have been completely avoided had their parents agreed to the fix to be as gung-ho as you are about the parents’ so-called
            ‘rights’. It’s like the tobacco/alcohol ban in pregnancy – lots of problems with that if you pose it as a ‘rights’ or ‘freedom’
            issue, and there was a lot of fuss about that before the ban, and it was predicted to be unenforceable and all that, but when
            it came in it was complied with except for the usual chav element, and the medical benefits are plain in the stats and hard to argue with if
            you’ve ever seen a case of foetal alcohol syndrome (which I have, though not recently, I wonder why? No I don’t). Obviously
            I’m entirely sympathetic to you, don’t get me wrong, and I’ll stand by you if they come for you (which they won’t) but as
            a doctor and as a friend my advice to you is to change the problem by changing your mind and just taking the goddamn fix.
         

         Must dash but let’s you and us meet up for dinner sometime. Regards to Hugh.

         Deirdre: Lovely seeing you the other day, with you all the way on this one, let’s have a chat over drinks oops coffee soon.
            Bye 4 now!
         

      

      
      What a great posse of friends I have, Hope thought. James in particular annoyed her, but she knew it was just the medicine
         talking. Doctors nearly always turned out like that.
      

      
      She dismissed James from her mind, and mentally from her Christmas-card list, and followed up Sheila’s suggestion. A search
         on humanism and a quick scan of the results left her more despondent than before. For a start, the humanist organisations
         and most humanist thinkers seemed entirely in favour of the fix, though not at all for making it compulsory or even hard to
         avoid. But what depressed her more was that she didn’t even agree with humanism. That there was no God was a given, as far
         as Hope was concerned, and being nice to people and making the most of your life struck her as a reasonable enough conclusion to draw from it, and in any case what she wanted
         to do. But beside the spires of theology and the watch-towers of ideology, it seemed a very shaky hut indeed, and not one
         that offered her much shelter or would stand up in court.
      

      
      She couldn’t see a way to make her objection to the fix a deduction from any body of thought. It came from a body of flesh,
         her own, and that was enough for her. She doubted that this would be enough for anyone else.
      

      
      One p.m. Back to China.

   
      
      2

      
      The Science Bit

      
      At the same moment, on the other side of town, another woman sat tapping a virtual keyboard. Unlike Hope, she was not working
         from home. She sat on a tall stool at a table in the corner of a laboratory on the tenth floor of the SynBioTech building
         in Hayes, Middlesex, where the EMI building had been. She was writing an article for Memo, the daily news site for people who read, if at all, on commutes. She was very pleased to be writing it, because she thought
         there was an important message to get across to the public (even the travelling public) and because it would earn her a hundred
         pounds.
      

      
      Her name – her name can wait. What we are interested in, right now, is what she was writing. It was this.

      
      
         Over the past ten years, synthetic biology – syn bio, as everyone in the trade calls it – has changed our lives in many unexpected ways. Now, with the Kasrani case, it looks like changing it again – and unexpectedly, again!
         

         But first – what is synthetic biology?

         One way of putting it is that it’s like genetic engineering, but done by real engineers. Just as civil engineering doesn’t
            mean building a dam by bulldozing soil from the riverbanks into some convenient shallow, syn bio doesn’t take whatever happens
            to be there in the DNA and modify it. Instead, it builds new genes – and other biologically active molecules – from scratch,
            out of their basic components, and according to a detailed understanding of how they work.
         

         The differences between this approach and the trial-and-error, suck-it-and-see methods of what used to be called ‘genetic
            engineering’ are immense. Synthetic biology has given us New Trees, which take up carbon dioxide twice as fast as natural
            trees, and endless varieties of other new plants, from the tough new woods to the ethanol fruits. Closest to home, it’s given
            us the fix, a complex of gene-correcting machinery made up into a simple tablet which when swallowed during pregnancy fixes
            errors in the baby’s genome, and confers immunity to almost all childhood ailments. Generations of animal testing and rigorous
            checking in software models run on the best supercomputers in the world have shown its safety and efficacy. For five years
            now, it’s been freely available to all mothers in the EU (and, by the way, made available without patents to companies in
            the developing world). None of the major religions has any objection to it – no human material goes into it, and it doesn’t add or take away from the
            human genome: it just corrects existing errors. Its effects aren’t even hereditary – it’s carefully designed not to affect
            the sex cells. The amount of pain and heartbreak and suffering it has already prevented is beyond calculation – and beyond
            dispute.
         

         So why do some people refuse it? Well, some religious minorities are against it, as is their right. But what motivates people
            like Mrs Kasrani? Sheer stubbornness? Some deep-rooted doubt about ‘going too far’ or ‘going against nature’? Or something
            else?
         

         We don’t know, because she isn’t saying. But while anyone has a right to object to any medical intervention, however beneficial,
            the rest of us have a right to know why. That’s why the judge ruled against her.
         

      

      
      She read it over, decided it was too complicated for Memo, and ran it through an app called MyTxt4Dummies. It came out like this:
      

      
      
         Syn Bio has made our world better. It cleaned the air. It gave us New Trees. It gave us the fix. The fix makes babies better
            before they’re born. So what’s with this foreign woman saying no to it? She isn’t even a god-botherer. Time to put up or shut
            up, missus!
         

      

      
      She sent it in, in time for the evening rush-hour version of Memo. She was ashamed to have her name on it, but she needed the money. She wasn’t employed by SynBioTech. She wasn’t employed
         at all. She had a grant from the Institute for Science Studies at Brunel University, on a postgraduate research project on
         laboratory culture in advanced biotech dry labs. A social-scientific study of the culture of engineers, for whom ‘laboratory
         culture’ meant something that grew on a Petri dish under a warm lamp. Her name was Geena Fernandez, but that wasn’t what her
         colleagues called her, behind her back.
      

      
      They called her ‘the science bit’.
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      Hugh

      
      Hugh Morrison shook wet snow off his hooded Barbour jacket and hung it up in the cupboard in the hall just beyond where the
         bikes stood. As he did so he glanced at the shelf at the top of the cupboard. The frayed cardboard carton that he thought
         of as the suicide box – it contained a bottle of whisky and a pistol – was still there. The pistol was a high-power air-pistol
         replica of an automatic, and thus doubly illegal, but quite undetectable by sniffing for explosives. Hugh had no intention
         of committing suicide with it, or with the whisky for that matter. Hope didn’t know about the contents of the box, and the
         carton itself was above her eyeline and she was unlikely ever to notice it. The cameras in the hall didn’t see into the cupboard
         – Hugh had made sure of that when he’d banged them in – and there were no cameras in the cupboard.
      

      
      He turned out of the cupboard and into the hall. Through in the kitchen, Hope looked at him over her shoulder from the sink,
         a smile just beginning. A little closer, Nick hurtled towards him, arms open, Max the toy monkey bounding in pursuit. A metre
         or so behind the boy and the toy, just below the eyeline between Hugh and Hope, quite solid, a stocky man with long red hair
         and a blue-dyed face walked at a diagonal across the narrow passageway. The hide pieces wrapped around his feet and strapped
         around his calves made a wet sound as his heels came up, and a faint, distinct thud as his heels came down. The fur of his
         sleeveless jacket was beaded with water, his check trousers soaked to the knees, but his hair and his arms were dry. He gave
         Hugh a sidelong glance a second before he stepped through the wall, and jerked his head a little to the other side, looking
         away, as if Hugh were an apparition he was aware of but did not care to face.
      

      
      Hugh dropped to a squat, opened his arms and caught up the boy and the robot. He carried them both hugging and laughing through
         to the kitchen. As he stepped across the path the apparition had trod, he caught a distinct whiff of rank unwashed human mingled
         with the fresher smell of brine.
      

      
      Hugh had grown up facing the new Atlantic, looking out at icebergs while wind-power blades beat the air overhead. Most of
         the people he knew were locals – the natives, they called themselves, the Leosich – but although Hugh had been born on Lewis,
         he knew he wasn’t a Leosach. One day when he was about five years old he was playing with his toy spade in some left-over cement and sand at the edge of a new windmill site
         overlooking Cliff Bay. As usual in certain conversations at that age, he was talking about himself in the third person.
      

      
      ‘So then he mixed them up like this,’ he explained to Voxy, who was kneeling in her muddy skirt at the other side of the mess,
         ‘and then with the other hand he picked up the water.’ Hugh lifted a rusty paint tin full of rainwater. ‘And he tipped it
         in and sort of stirred it, no I mean he shoved the spade under the mix and lifted and then turned it over as he poured the
         water on, skoosh, and—’
      

      
      ‘Who are you talking to?’

      
      Hugh felt a jolt go through him. The water splashed. He set the tin down, dropped the spade, and looked up. Murdo Helmand,
         a tall Leosach with a glass eye from the war, stood in bright yellow overalls and hard hat looking down at him. Murdo Helmand
         worked sometimes on the new windmills.
      

      
      Hugh didn’t know why he felt like he felt when he’d been caught doing something bad, but he did.

      
      ‘Nobody,’ he said.

      
      Voxy gave him a hurt look across the mound of half-mixed concrete. She stood up. Hugh stared at the two wet patches where
         her knees had pressed on the thick woolly fabric wrapped around her legs and tied at the waist with some kind of hairy string.
         He couldn’t look at her eyes. After a moment, he was seeing nothing but the trampled green grass and yellow flowers behind
         where she’d been.
      

      
      ‘Nobody!’ he repeated, angry this time, his eyes stinging as he looked again at Murdo Helmand. He wasn’t going to cry. He wasn’t.
      

      
      ‘Nobody?’ said Murdo Helmand, teasing. ‘So you were talking to yourself, were you?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Hugh said, relieved. ‘I was talking to myself.’

      
      Murdo Helmand laughed. ‘Only crazy people talk to themselves.’

      
      He winked with his good eye (back then glass eyes showed only black and white) and strolled away to laugh with his mates on
         the site. Hugh felt hot. He didn’t know where to look, so he looked down.
      

      
      ‘He looked down,’ he said, but not out loud, ‘and he picked up the spade and went on mixing the cement, and it got sort of
         like mud and then he looked up but he couldn’t see Voxy, and he felt really sorry because Voxy had been with him lots and
         was always nice, well maybe not always.’
      

      
      With the back of his hand, splashed with wet cement and water, Hugh wiped under his nose. It felt gritty. He sniffed, and
         something stung inside his nostrils and he sneezed. He tried again with the opposite wrist, which was clean, and that was
         all right.
      

      
      He stood up and looked around. From where he stood, on the side of the new site, he could see straight out to sea. The site
         was a hundred metres or so above the wide sandy beach, facing out on a bay between the two headlands: one all crags and cliffs,
         black with the white dots of gulls and gannets; the other rounded and green, a huge mound of grass-pinned sand, with a small
         cemetery on its slope. The breakers rolled straight in, crashing on the sand. Behind him the hill went up to a horizon a hundred or so metres away. He was forbidden to climb
         that heathery slope, because over the hill was a loch. He had, of course, climbed the slope, and nervously approached the
         loch’s rush-bordered shore, then turned away and run back, muir-burned heather twigs blackening and scratching his legs. Hugh
         firmly believed, though he had never been told, that the dark waters of the loch covered a crashed fighter aircraft with the
         skeleton of the pilot still in its cockpit, and that an eel with a body as thick as a man’s and of proportional length swam
         in it, and on occasion emerged from it to gulp down a stray lamb or unwary child.
      

      
      On his left and a little below him was the windmill site, a broad flat excavation filled with concrete and sprouting metal
         rods and plates. Generators chugged. Lorries toiled up the slope from the road. The components of the tower were stacked like
         pieces from a kit for an enormous toy, around which a score of workers swarmed. Leosich and incomers, men and women were hard
         to tell apart in their yellow overalls, though more incomers than Leosich and more men than women wore the white hard hats
         of engineers and overseers. Down-slope from the windmill site was the local school building, Valtos Primary, due to reopen
         in August. Hugh knew he’d have to go there. He was quite looking forward to it, but he hadn’t been able to explain to Voxy
         what it was all about.
      

      
      ‘I don’t see how you can learn things sitting inside,’ she’d said. ‘Only the new priests do that, and they don’t know fuck
         all.’
      

      
      Hugh had found this very funny, but when he’d swaggeringly repeated it to his mum, she’d frowned and asked him where he’d
         heard that sort of language and she hadn’t been too pleased when he wouldn’t tell her because he didn’t want to snitch on Voxy.
      

      
      Voxy! Hugh walked carefully around the perimeter barriers of the site, looking for her. He didn’t call out – he knew he didn’t
         need to. But he couldn’t see her anywhere. All the time Murdo Helmand’s taunt kept coming back to his mind, like he could
         hear it inside his head. Only crazy people talk to themselves. But he wasn’t crazy and he hadn’t been talking to himself. He’d been talking to Voxy. He’d always known that other people
         couldn’t see Voxy, but it hadn’t seemed important. It was just one of those things, like that other people couldn’t hear things
         you said in your head (except Voxy, of course, who could). Now it seemed very important indeed, because it meant that if people
         saw or heard him talking to Voxy, they would think he was talking to himself, and only crazy people talked to themselves.
      

      
      Hugh never saw Voxy again, and whenever he saw people that other people didn’t see he didn’t speak to them. Some of these
         occasions were more significant than others. Now and again he thought about Voxy, but fewer and fewer times as he grew up.
         The funny thing was, though, that whenever he thought about Voxy, he saw her in his mind as she would be now, if she’d grown
         up in pace with him. He could still remember her as she’d appeared when he was a little kid, and she was a slightly older
         and cleverer kid, but when he spontaneously thought of her, it was always as a girl, or later as a young woman, about the same age as himself. In his adolescence she featured sometimes
         in his sexual fantasies, but not often, and he came to turn his mind away from her as a figure in such fantasies – he became
         uncomfortable with it, not because he felt it was wrong, or thought of her as a sister or anything like that, but because
         she was in a sense too real, more real than the images of real girls he knew, or the women in the pictures he found on the
         net.
      

      
      One evening, in his third year at university, he met her. She was singing in the Students Union bar of Aberdeen University.
         Hugh was standing at the serving hatch, waiting for a pint of bitter, when he heard a woman’s voice and a guitar. Nobody sang
         in bars any more, not even in Students Union bars, so he turned around. The woman was sitting cross-legged on the bench at
         the rear wall, head down, strumming a guitar that lay across her knees. She wore tight blue jeans tucked into high brown boots,
         and a wool open-mesh jacket over a tight T-shirt. Her dark brown hair was piled in a loose knot, skewered by what looked like
         a wooden knitting needle, on top of her head.
      

      
      ‘Twenty pounds,’ said the bar person. Hugh handed over the coin and took the plastic glass, without looking away from the
         woman, and let the guy behind him move to the head of the queue. The woman was singing some English folk song. As she hit
         the chorus, she tossed her head back, and Hugh saw her face for the first time. He nearly dropped the glass. He actually splashed
         some of the beer, which at a pound a gulp was something he’d never done before.
      

      
      She looked exactly like he’d imagined Voxy would look now.

      
      His startlement passed. He took a sip and edged towards the rear wall, weaving around standing groups and Formica-topped woodchip
         tables and orange plastic chairs. The fluorescent lighting, dim but harsh, glared off the Union bar’s white walls and colourful
         DrinkAware posters of vomit pools, car crashes, liver dissections and facial injuries. White noise and discords were just
         audible enough on the sound system to disrupt normal conversation and jangle the nerves, but not loud enough to drown out
         the woman’s singing.
      

      
      A small crowd, a dozen or so, had formed a semicircle around her, and elsewhere in the room heads had turned to face her,
         some with tentative half-smiles, some with looks of vague puzzlement, a few with frowns. Hugh elbowed into the semicircle.
         The abstracted, unfocused gaze of the woman’s big dark eyes snagged on the intensity of his look. He responded to the eye-locked
         moment with a quick, casual nod, as if she were someone he knew, which he felt she was. Her double-take became a triple, but
         it didn’t shake her voice by a note.
      

      
      She was into the final chorus and one or two of her listeners had joined in by the time Hugh felt a parting in the press of
         bodies behind him, then a nudge.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me.’

      
      Hugh turned to meet the vaguely familiar face of a male student: glasses, ponytail, piercings, strands of beard, busy important
         frown. Oh, yes: Craig, the Student Union’s social secretary, recognisable from his campaign flyers a few months earlier. Hugh
         stepped aside. Craig took a few paces forward and stopped, leaning slightly forward from the waist.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said to the woman, ‘but I’m going to have to ask you to stop singing.’
      

      
      The woman shrugged. ‘I have stopped,’ she said. She had an accent that Hugh could only identify as English, and that sounded
         to him posh. The accent wasn’t in the least like Voxy’s, but the voice was. Her complexion and her eyes made him think of
         rowan and heather, of peat lochs under grey skies.
      

      
      A few voices were raised in objection.

      
      ‘Fuck off, Craig!’

      
      ‘She’s no using a mike!’

      
      ‘Oi!’

      
      Craig turned and glared, then spread his hands. ‘Nothing to do with me, folks,’ he said. ‘It’s the law, and you know it. If
         we allow singing or music in here, we’ll lose our licence.’
      

      
      ‘Aw, fuck, can you no turn a—’

      
      ‘Same goes for swearing,’ Craig added. ‘Creating a hostile environment.’

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ the woman said. She stood up and waved her forearms. ‘Thanks for the support, everyone, but leave it.’

      
      A few hands clapped, Hugh’s included. The woman turned away and clicked open the snaps of a guitar case. The crowd dispersed,
         part of it following the social secretary in a still-protesting huddle. Hugh stayed where he was. The woman packed away her
         guitar. She seemed to be on her own.
      

      
      ‘That was good,’ said Hugh.

      
      ‘Thank you.’ She frowned. ‘Do I know you?’

      
      ‘No,’ Hugh said. ‘But … ’

      
      He didn’t know what to say.

      
      ‘It’s funny,’ she said. ‘I thought you looked vaguely familiar.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe I just looked familiarly vague.’ Hugh was at that time working on the theory that when you couldn’t think what to say,
         you said the first thing that came into your head, however flippant or banal. It seemed to work for everyone else.
      

      
      The woman gave a small, unimpressed laugh.

      
      ‘Could I get you a drink?’ Hugh said.

      
      ‘Oh, would you?’ She sounded surprised. ‘Thanks awfully.’

      
      ‘What are you having?’

      
      ‘A vodka and lime, please. That’s not too girlie, is it? You can say it’s for yourself, can’t you?’ She grimaced. ‘I don’t
         have my cert updated, and anyway … ’ She shrugged one shoulder, then looked away.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I know,’ said Hugh. This time he knew what to say, but didn’t because the woman herself so plainly didn’t want to speak
         about it: the humiliation and annoyance of having to show she wasn’t pregnant before she could buy alcohol. Instead, he sighed
         sympathetically, then smiled complicitly. ‘Mind my pint.’
      

      
      He put the glass carefully on the nearest low table, and rejoined the queue. By the time he got back the beer was flat. He
         didn’t much mind.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, uh …?’

      
      ‘Hugh Morrison.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Hugh.’ She sipped, regarding him.

      
      ‘And your name is …?’ he said.

      
      ‘Hope Abendorf.’ Another laugh, this time at herself. ‘And I’ve heard all the jokes since kindergarten.’

      
      ‘Jokes?’
      

      
      ‘My nickname was Hope Abandon.’

      
      With her slender English-posh vowels, that did sound a little like her name, the way Hugh heard it. Hape Ebendon.
      

      
      ‘No jokes about that from me,’ said Hugh.

      
      ‘Good,’ she said.

      
      They went on talking, and didn’t stop. There was one awkward moment, when she was telling him something about her course –
         art and business studies, which as she said was about right for minding some village gallery or craft shop in the Home Counties
         – and his attention wandered. A tall, long-haired, bearded guy in leathers and metal – could have been a biker, could have
         been a re-enactor – strolled past and suddenly turned and fixed Hugh with a blue-eyed glare and said, in a language Hugh didn’t
         speak and had never heard but did understand, ‘You be good to that one,’ and strode straight on, through the wall as if it
         weren’t there. Or as if he weren’t, to be more rational about the matter. It had been ten years since Hugh had seen someone who wasn’t there.
      

      
      ‘Am I boring you?’ Hope asked, her tone light but sharp.

      
      ‘No. Sorry.’ Hugh blinked, and shook his head. ‘Something you said just reminded me of something, that’s all.’ He smiled.
         ‘You have all my attention.’
      

      
      The way he said it, slow and precise, it sounded like a promise. Which, as it turned out, he kept.

   
      
      4

      
      A Scar of Thought

      
      Fiona Donnelly rang the doorbell at 10.15 the day after Hope’s queries to her friends. She was about forty-five years old
         and she was a district nurse. She’d been alerted by Hope’s monitor ring, which like all such devices logged its results with
         the local health centre and the national database. Her visit had popped up on Hope’s diary when she’d fired up her glasses
         that morning, and Hope had nodded in agreement. Mrs Donnelly had been her visitor when she was pregnant with Nick.
      

      
      Still, when Hope opened the door and saw Mrs Donnelly standing there in the little basement-flat front yard under a light
         dusting of snow, she felt a slight pang of dread, like she always did when she saw someone in uniform on her doorstep. It
         wasn’t much of a uniform, just a hooded blue fleece over a blue tunic and trousers, with a few badges and discreet sensors
         – cameras, mikes, sniffers – pinned here and there over the chest, but there it was. Authority. Hope had had a slight nervousness about people in uniforms since she was a girl in Ealing, back
         when Ealing was still des res and she was about ten, and the men from Environment had come to take away the Aga.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Mrs Donnelly,’ she said. ‘Come on in.’

      
      ‘Fiona, please, Hope. It hasn’t been that long. Let’s not be strangers.’

      
      ‘No, no,’ said Hope.

      
      Fiona took off her fleece, shook the ice particles off it, looked about for a peg and hung the garment on a handlebar. The
         two women walked crabwise past the bikes, and sat down at the kitchen table.
      

      
      ‘Coffee? Tea?’

      
      ‘Tea would be lovely, thanks. No milk or sugar.’

      
      Hope put the kettle on and rustled up tea bags. Out of the corner of her eye she watched Fiona slip a computer out of her
         tunic pocket and wave it in front of her chest before setting it down on the table. The nurse peered and poked at it for a
         few seconds, then sat back, no doubt relieved that no molecules of dangerous substances had been detected in the air.
      

      
      Over cups of tea Hope and Fiona did some catching up. After about ten minutes Fiona pushed away her empty cup, tapped the
         tabletop beside her computer and moved to business.
      

      
      ‘Work OK?’ she said. ‘Not too stressful?’

      
      ‘Oh, no,’ said Hope. ‘Not at all. It can run itself if it has to, and if it gets too stressful – can’t imagine, but if – I
         can just let them know I need some time off. They’re always happy to have me back after I’ve been away.’
      

      
      ‘Fine, fine.’ Fiona’s finger twiddled on the tabletop, writing. ‘Any general health problems? Anything that might not have
         shown up on the logs?’
      

      
      Hope shook her head. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. She straightened her back and wiggled her shoulders. ‘I should get a bit more exercise,
         and take a few more stand-up breaks, but with all this snow … ’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I know. Global warming. Well, so long as you keep that in mind. Get outside more than just the school walk and the
         shops, OK?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I do, I do, we go for walks at weekends … ’

      
      ‘Fine, fine – like I say, keep it in mind, make a little extra effort. Anyway … we’ll book you in for a first check … next
         month?’
      

      
      Hope put her glasses on, invoked the diary, tapped the table and synchronised diaries with the nurse’s computer.

      
      ‘OK, the twelfth of April, fine. Twelve-thirty.’

      
      Fiona looked down at the tablet, sighed, and looked up.

      
      ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Sorry I’ve got to say this, but … I’ve got to. You’ve thought about the fix?’

      
      ‘I’ve thought about it.’

      
      ‘And are you going for it this time?’

      
      Hope compressed her lips and shook her head.

      
      ‘Why not, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      
      ‘I do mind you asking,’ Hope said, more lightly than she felt. ‘But I just don’t want to do it, and that’s that.’

      
      ‘Do you have any safety concerns about it?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Faith issues?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Hope said. ‘I don’t.’

      
      ‘Shame,’ said Fiona. ‘Because I could have set your mind at rest about safety, and given you some tips about placing a faith
         objection.’ She put a forefinger against the side of her nose, and tapped, gazing idly out of the window at the bare branches
         of the bush outside. ‘You’re absolutely sure you don’t have a faith objection?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m sure,’ said Hope. ‘We – Hugh and I – have been over all this.’

      
      ‘Much as it pains me as a not very good Catholic,’ Fiona said, with a wry look, ‘I have to tell you that there are non-religious
         faith objections, if you see what I mean. Off the top of my head, uh, Green Humanism for one … ’
      

      
      Hope burst out laughing.

      
      ‘Green humanism? What’s that? Humanism for little green men?’

      
      ‘It’s about leaving human nature alone, as I understand it,’ said Fiona, a little stiffly. ‘As well as the rest of nature.
         No mucking about with genomes. I gather they also object to the New Trees.’
      

      
      ‘Well, there you are.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’ve got nothing against New Trees. And I could hardly pretend to, because Hugh works with new wood all the time. Well, half
         the time, but you know what I mean.’ Hope propped her elbows and began waving her hands. ‘Look, Fiona, Hugh and I have been
         through all this. It’s not enough to claim you believe something, you have to show it in some way, and I’m just not prepared to do that if I don’t actually believe in something,
         and the fact is, there’s nothing out there for me to pretend to believe in, let alone actually believe in.’
      

      
      ‘Well in that case, my dear, I’m afraid you’re stuffed.’

      
      ‘So to speak!’ Hope acknowledged Fiona’s joke. ‘But isn’t it enough that I just don’t want it?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Fiona. ‘It isn’t enough.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Well, if that was enough, if just saying no and not giving a reason was enough, where would we be? It would be just chaos.’

      
      ‘It’s enough now,’ Hope said. ‘Or was until a couple of days ago. And I don’t see chaos.’

      
      ‘Well … ’

      
      ‘And anyway,’ Hope went on, ‘the ruling is being appealed, so I’m not in any legal difficulty by not having the fix.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Hope, but you are. The ruling stands, and unless it’s overturned on appeal or the law is changed, we have to take
         it into account.’
      

      
      ‘We?’

      
      ‘The Health Service. We have to do our best to persuade.’

      
      ‘Fair enough,’ said Hope. ‘But I can’t actually be compelled. Not yet.’

      
      ‘Uh, that’s not strictly true, Hope. The local health centres have all changed their policy in line with the ruling. There’s
         a provision already for court orders. We hope it won’t come to that, obviously.’
      

      
      Hope felt a cold jolt.

      
      ‘But there must be thousands of mothers in my position! You can’t take all of them to court!’
      

      
      Fiona rubbed the back of her neck, between the collar of her tunic and the curve of her pinned-up hair.

      
      ‘Well, no,’ she said. ‘But I’ll be honest with you, the idea is that a few cases will be enough to make the rest fall into
         line. You just have to hope your number doesn’t come up.’
      

      
      ‘This is so fucking unethical,’ said Hope.
      

      
      ‘No, it’s not,’ said Fiona. ‘Not on any ethics I was taught, at work or anywhere else.’

      
      ‘What about my choice? Doesn’t that count for anything?’

      
      ‘Yes, it does. You do have a choice. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.’

      
      ‘It’s no choice if it’s hedged about with conditions I can’t meet.’

      
      ‘But the conscience exemption—’

      
      ‘That goes against my conscience!’
      

      
      ‘Look,’ Fiona pleaded, ‘the centre will give you every opportunity, they’ll bend over backwards to accommodate everyone who
         has a genuine conscience-based objection, they’ll hand out exemptions like Tesco vouchers. But what they can’t accept is people
         just saying no for no reason.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t get it,’ said Hope. ‘If faith kids are allowed to be just the same as nature kids, the problem can’t be that bad
         in the first place. I mean, you’re not allowed to beat your child just because the Bible says you should. You’re not allowed to rely on praying over a sick child, no matter what
         your beliefs are. If the child’s sick enough, you’ll still get hauled up for neglect if you don’t call a doctor. So the fact that the nutters can get away with this one means the fix isn’t all that important – it’s
         regarded as a good thing to have, I’m sure, but not having it can’t really be thought of as that bad. So why can’t I just
         say I don’t want it?’
      

      
      ‘It’s the principle,’ Fiona said. ‘When we had conscription, we allowed conscientious objection. But you had to convince a
         board that your objection was genuine conscience and not just cowardice, because otherwise every coward or anyone who just
         didn’t want to be bothered could claim it was conscience. You can’t have people dodging an obligation just because they don’t
         feel like it.’
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