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Chapter One

Karen

The baby is shrieking. Now. Help me. Now. I have to go to it, stop it. The bedroom is dark as I fumble, skinning my knee on the bedside table. Now. Need. Now. I grasp my phone and silence the noise.

My health app blinks at me in the gloom. Test now! You have not submitted a pregnancy test in five days! I’ve heard they make the alarm sound like a baby on purpose, so women can’t sleep through it. Tom has been gone since six, and in any case he long since learned to block it out, just like the actual babies when they were small. Like every time, I think longingly of the day when this will end. I’m forty-five, so as soon as I have a doctor’s note to say my periods have stopped, I can have the fertility monitoring removed. Some mornings, as the app howls at me, that seems like a very long way off.

Feet cold on the bathroom floor, I unwrap a test, pee on it. It’s negative, of course. At my age there is little chance of me getting pregnant, even if Tom and I ever did manage to go to bed at the same time, but I still hold my breath till the result appears and I get my life back.

It’s time for me to be up anyway, my brain already clicking through my endless to-do list. Shower, dress. Breakfast for the kids, PE kits, schoolbags, dinner for later, how many nourish points I can get into it, if I’ll make my quota this week. I open the doors to my children’s rooms, as carefully as when they were babies. Rory is flat on his back, crushed by sleep like a child. When he’s like this, I can still find the shy boy he was, rather than the six-foot, loud, smelly man he’s becoming. I check he brought home his football gear – both of them lose things so often I’ve had to put tracker tags into their bags, or else I’m running to their schools every day and then I get a Late at work. I’m pleased to find Charlotte at rest too, hair spread out on the pillow, breath soft. She hasn’t been sleeping well the past few weeks – I think she’s anxious about her university applications.

Nothing about my kids was planned. Not getting pregnant at twenty-eight, not having twins. Then later, it was a good thing. I’d hit my quota for children in one. Four or more is when you get the real benefits, the tax breaks and perks, but I couldn’t face it by then. The loss of body and self and career, the slap of that great wave taking me down, drowning me in myself. The irony is, of course, I lost the career anyway. Isobel has escaped it, never marrying, never having kids. Sometimes I envy her that.

The negative test allows my bracelet to work, so I click it onto the machine and make coffee, one of the new Cornish strains. I’m allowed two cups a day and I eke out every drop. I force myself to eat a banana to get my own health points up, and leave yoghurt and fruit for the kids, who still haven’t stirred. I try to think if there’s something I’ve forgotten. Rory has Defenders later – is his uniform clean? Charlotte has Future Mothers – does she need ingredients? Is her project on baby first aid complete? They do so many activities to earn their citizen points that I can barely keep track. Now they’re seventeen they can be left alone at least, for an hour or two. Sometimes I get up too early on purpose, just for a moment to breathe alone.

As I step out the door into a mild October, so warm I don’t even need a jacket, I see Richard washing his car on the next-door driveway. As a senior officer in the PS, he gets an extra water allowance, and Tom often complains about how dirty our own gets in comparison. ‘Morning.’

‘Oh morning, Karen.’ He smiles, eyes crinkling. Most days, I let myself flirt a little with Richard. It’s harmless, and it helps me feel I’m not totally invisible.

‘How’s the little one? Sleeping through yet?’ Their sixth, Barney, was born three months back. I don’t envy them the exhaustion of those early days, though part of me still does crave it, the soft body squashed in my arms. I try to keep that part shut down.

‘Up all night. Tanya’s exhausted, poor thing. Maybe Charlotte would pop over after school, give her a hand?’ It wouldn’t occur to Richard to help with childcare or night feeds. The idea that men did this, for a few short decades, seems mad now. That Tom got up and fed the twins even though he had court in the morning. Did it really happen? Did I dream it? If so, why does he do nothing to help now?

‘Sure, I’ll ask her.’

Richard lifts the sponge in salutation, and I remember my father doing that, the yellow sponge and the bucket, and it’s so wild to me that things like this are just the same, when everything is different. ‘Have a good day now.’

‘I’ll try!’

The tram is quieter at this hour, so I find a seat, eyes flicking between the electronic ads that pulse on the tram’s walls and ceiling, and the videos on my phone. Large happy families enjoying electric cars and British-grown avocados. Non-working mothers. Online, three people I know announcing pregnancies. There are reminders that the Pill can cause breast cancer, assuming you could track it down when it’s been illegal for ten years. There’s footage of the protests this last week or two, after a woman died from a late miscarriage in Manchester. The hospital wouldn’t treat her as there was still a heartbeat until the end. A clip of protestors outside Westminster, cut to show snarling rage and defaced property. They have blocked the road beside the Unborn Memorial, which commemorates lives lost to abortion. I feel a stab of annoyance – yes, it’s awful what happened, but must they disrupt people’s journeys? There’ll be mothers losing pay for not making it to work in time, and if it spills over I might get home late. There’s a clip of the PM condemning protestors; his pretty wife, a former film star and now mother of six, beside him with her eyes modestly down. I recognise it as an old speech, or maybe he’s just saying the same things over and over, given this happens so often. Unavoidable. God’s will. Praying for her.

My meeting with Jonah is at nine. He’s twenty-five and has only been qualified for two years – between us, the four women on the team have over a hundred years of experience, and yet I’m still summoned to his office like a child. He motions to me to sit across from his desk, then keeps me waiting for a few moments while he clicks through something on his computer. Power-play. ‘Karen. How are we doing today?’

‘We are doing just fine, Jonah.’ I try not to put a sarcastic stress on the we. He’s so young he still lives with his parents.

‘Let’s review the logs for the past month.’ We do this every meeting, analyse my working patterns. The times I arrive, the times I leave, any absences, the keystrokes from my computer. ‘So you were late three times this month, Karen. Can you explain that?’

He’s required by law to ask these questions, since I’m a working mother. But he enjoys it also.

‘One day the tram broke down, so a lot of people were late, if you remember. Another day my son had a dentist appointment, so I had to take him.’ That’s the correct thing to do, practically mandated by law. But it still counts against me.

He’s making notes. I watch the little twitch of his pen over his tablet and I fight an urge to snap it in two. ‘And the third?’

‘I’m not sure I remember a third.’

‘September eighteenth. It was a Thursday, if that’s helpful.’

‘How late was I?’

He consults. ‘Seven minutes.’

It’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. Seven minutes and I’m being hauled over the coals. ‘I probably had to take a test, Jonah.’

‘Test?’

‘Pregnancy test. If it pings me unexpectedly I can’t wait.’ Can the commonplace really be described as unexpected? Every moment of the day, the bracelet I wear on my wrist is monitoring my body temperature, heartrate, diet. Any of these readings can prompt an additional test to the random ones we’re required to submit every week or so. If you don’t do one in time, your bracelet shuts off and you can’t access anything. Longer than that and things escalate.

He turns pale, licks his chapped lips. He could be my son, this boy. ‘Oh. Well, you should leave time for such things, Karen.’

‘It’s hard to leave time when you don’t know it’s coming, Jonah.’ I keep my tone as pleasant as I can, but he frowns. I wonder if he has a girlfriend, or sister, or any experience of what women go through now. The old shame around periods and babies has returned, as if we have collectively decided to shield men from it.

‘Well, whatever the reason, two Lates is the maximum, as you know, so I’m afraid I can’t authorise your bonus this month.’ Calling it a bonus is misleading – what it means is part of my salary gets withheld. There’s nothing to be done, so I just nod. I’ll have to forgo a haircut this month, postpone my plans to replace the sofa. ‘Let’s look at your children’s health scores.’ He can access all of this too, their bracelet stats, reports from their schools or friends, how many nourish points I got into their meals. The idea is to see if a child is struggling – a way to reduce the horrific rash of teen suicides we saw in the years before the changes. In reality, it’s another stick to beat mothers with. ‘I see your daughter has been flagged.’

‘Charlotte?’ I try to think. Have I checked her scores recently?

‘Her teachers have noted some moody tendencies, and perhaps an episode of crying?’

It burns into me, that this boy knows more about my daughter than I do. ‘She’s applying to university, she’s stressed.’

His hand hovers. ‘You know I don’t have to authorise your salary at all, Karen. I can order an investigation into how well you’re managing.’

‘I know that.’

‘But I won’t. Not today.’

What I long to do is pick up the tablet and smash it into his bumfluff-face. Instead, I force a smile. ‘Thank you, Jonah. That’s kind of you.’

He’s pleased with that. He likes to be seen as a good boss, all-powerful yes, but benevolent. ‘All right, Karen, back to work then.’

I return to my desk, feeling it vibrate all through my body. The rage, like a constant companion, a baby I grow inside me until one day it will burst through and tear my skin to shreds. How did we get here? I know how, I let it happen, but all the same I find myself marvelling at it. Like when you fall asleep in the car and wake up somewhere entirely different.

‘All right?’ Simone glances at me from her adjoining cubicle. She too has had her run-ins with Jonah.

‘Oh, you know. I was late a few times. He withheld.’

She leans in, lowers her voice. ‘Shame they don’t withhold for spending four hours a day on the matching app; he’d have no pay left. And still no girlfriend! Shocking.’

I stifle a laugh. It was risky of her to say it, but I appreciate her kindness. ‘How’s the Robinson case?’

She grimaces. ‘There’s no way in hell she’s going to win. But we have to try, I suppose.’ Her client’s being prosecuted for asking her doctor about a termination when she heard her baby was developing with no head. The judge suggested that she ‘enjoy her experience of motherhood, however brief’, and charged her with attempted murder. She’s currently sitting in Protective Custody while we try to get her out, or else once her child has been born, and died, she’ll go to the next step. The one people don’t come back from. There are supposed to be exceptions for extreme cases like hers. Recently, I have started to think the exceptions are there only to provide some hope. And hope can be treacherous. It keeps you stuck.

When I return from lunch, a depressing salad that’s all my health points will allow, I see the nurse in the boardroom, and my heart sinks. That means a spot-check, so all the women in the office, bar Miriam who’s fifty-five, and Simone who’s forty-two but had a hysterectomy after her fifth, line up. It’s strange, the whole office knowing when your periods have stopped. In the queue I stand with Alison from HR, rolling up our sleeves to save time. ‘Hope it’s not the one from last time, she was so rough. I had a massive bruise after.’ She lowers her voice. ‘Darcy just started.’

Darcy is ten. Still in primary school, but it’s common now for periods to start then. I twist my lip. ‘I’m sorry.’

She shrugs. ‘It’s OK.’ It’s not OK, but it’s normal. Nothing we can do about it.

It’s my turn. ‘Mrs Karen Levine?’ I bristle at the title – for years I was still Karen Ward at work – but it’s the law now that you change your name if you’re married. Like it always was in Japan and other countries. None of this is new, not really. I follow the nurse into the conference room, blinds drawn, a folding couch in the corner. ‘If you could just hop up for me.’

I already have my arm extended, braced for the cold slice of the needle, and look away as my burgundy blood fills the vial. The nurse is older than me, spared all this now. Hair iron-grey, as many of us have now that dye has been banned. Toxic to foetal development they say, like many things we can no longer get. She’s busy, getting the job done. I’m so jealous of her.

I know how this all works. Underwear off. Lie back, legs open in a diamond shape. The pressure of her gloved hand on my thigh. The dragging feeling inside as I’m scraped. The findings are logged on a database, so they have the most important data of all – who is fertile, and who is not. At forty-five, I somehow still am. ‘There you go, all done for now.’ I get down. Put on my underwear, feeling the slow slide of gel from my insides. I meet my face in the glass of the window. It looks bovine, accepting, but beneath it I could burn this whole place to the ground.

I go back to my desk and log in.

When I had my kids, it was already becoming rare, especially at twenty-eight – the pandemic, then the cost-of-living crisis, made people wait, or not bother at all. Those on the fence were pushed one way instead of the other. Schools shut down, birth rates plummeted, no one could afford a house and everyone worried about the climate, what kind of future awaited our babies. But now, on the tram ride and walk home, I count fourteen of them. Saucer-eyed, chewing on their fists, or tiny, folded into their mothers like the helpless mammals we are. The bloom on their brand-new skin makes me hunger to touch them, but I can’t go through that again, even for the extra allowances. It’s almost over for me. Please, it must be almost over?

As I walk up to the door, I’m thinking about what to cook. What vegetables Rory will eat, what Charlotte might reject for being too unhealthy. Sometimes, over the next few weeks and months and years, I would try to remember this last moment, coming home. When I stood on my doorstep fumbling my bracelet over the lock, thinking – aubergine or courgettes? The last time things were normal – our version of normal, anyway. The last moment before my life changed from the everyday, dull, into something else entirely. Into a story.


Chapter Two

Charlotte

Oh my God. No. No! This isn’t real.

I’m staring at the test like I could burn holes in it with my eyes. They must be faulty sometimes, right? Because it can’t be possible.

But God, of course it’s possible. I’ve known it for weeks now, deep down. Something not right in the core of me, like my insides are in the wrong places, a bomb ticking away. But then my last two spot-checks came up negative, and I did get my period three weeks ago, sort of. How can you tell if it’s a period and not just a bit of blood? There’s blood so many times, a little bit. I feel like those priests in olden times who’d sacrifice goats and go through their guts to find answers, except it’s my own guts this time. Nice, Charlotte.

I got a ping on my way home to test again – maybe going off readings from my bracelet. I hoped this test would be the same as the others. But no, there they are, two pink lines in the window. Pregnant. And my app is flashing at me, waiting for the results to be logged. In the space of two seconds, my entire future is wiped out. No university. I’ll have to live at home for ever since it’s not like I can get married, not with a baby. By the time I’m thirty, I’ll have a teenager. I won’t be qualified for any jobs. A gross feeling comes up through my legs to my throat, like I’m going to puke. This is my fault. I let this happen. I’m one of those girls. Oh Jesus, I am so, so, so stupid.

I’m sitting on my bedroom floor in total shock when I hear the front door unlock. Oh God. Please, not Dad, not Rory. ‘Charlotte?’ It’s Mum, home to cook dinner like she’s supposed to, with protein and vegetables and nutrients. I should throw the test away, I know, as I hear her come up the stairs. But I don’t move, for some reason. I’m frozen. So she knocks and comes in, and sees me sitting there. Sees the test. Sees its result.

The world stops for a second. Her staring at me, me staring at her.

The first thing she says is, ‘Have you logged this yet?’ I shake my head, wordless.

‘Don’t. Wait here.’

She runs to the bathroom, and I hear the cupboard open and the noise of her peeing. Then she comes back, another test in her hand. The app just needs a result. It doesn’t know who took the test.

‘Quick. Give me your phone.’ She scans the code from the new test and my bracelet turns green. Not pregnant.

I don’t know what just happened. I let out a shaky breath. ‘But Mum, why did you . . . ?’

‘Shh. Not another word.’ I wait, listening to the sound of our breathing in my quiet room. After what seems like ages, Mum speaks again. ‘How did this happen?’

‘You really want an answer or . . . ?’

She snaps, ‘Was it consensual?’

I shut my eyes. Jesus Christ. ‘Yes, Mum. God, can you not?’

‘Does Sam know? I knew you shouldn’t be dating! I was afraid of this!’

I can’t think about Sam. ‘No, he doesn’t know.’

‘You’re seventeen. You’re applying to Oxford. Did you even think about all that?’

I feel tears ache in my nose. ‘It’s not like I planned this, Mum. Please, will you help me?’

‘You mean . . . ?’

‘Yes. Please. I can’t do this.’ Neither of us can say the word. I can’t even think it.

‘And how do you propose I do that, Charlotte?’

I’m crying harder now. ‘I don’t know. You can sort it. You can always sort things.’

Her mouth tightens, like she’s thinking hard. ‘Not a word to your father or Rory.’

‘Duh! He’s the last person I’d tell.’ Rory might be my twin but these last few years it’s felt like sharing a home with a different species. I’m a whore. That’s what he’ll say. What boys like him think of us.

Mum looks at her bracelet. ‘Dad will be home soon. Can you act normal for a few hours while I think what to do?’

My face is red and swollen, my lip cracked from biting it. But it’s not like Dad notices me much these days. ‘I’ll try.’

‘OK. Now get up, throw that away.’ I do what she says. We have both just broken the law.

Somehow, we get through the evening. Dad hasn’t a clue, shovelling down his dinner of quinoa and aubergine (ugh), going on and on about this interview he has coming up to be a judge. I couldn’t have chosen a better time to hide something from him, not that he’s ever the most observant. It’s all about his career, his work, his calling he even says sometimes. Rory and I used to roll our eyes, but now he doesn’t do that any more. Tonight his eyes dart between me and Mum, picking up on something but not knowing what.

Mum says, ‘If everyone’s finished, I need to clear up, it’s almost bedtime.’

Dad looks at his bracelet. ‘Hm, yeah, we are eating late tonight.’

Mum starts to stack the plates. ‘It was the protest, you know. It delayed my journey home.’

Rory says, ‘It’s so inconsiderate of them to shut down the town like that.’ He’s just repeating what he’s seen online.

‘A woman died,’ I snap. Mum shoots me a look. Careful.

Rory has an answer for that too. ‘It’s sad when women die, but that’s part of the blessing of giving life.’

‘Some fucking blessing, bleeding to death in the hospital car park.’ Lenora de Santos was her name, this woman. I saw it online, on the posts that got through the censors. We swap stories like this at school, under our breath. Sepsis, haemorrhage, babies that could never survive but you still have to stay pregnant till it ends. We keep the boys at arm’s length, as best we can. But we want things too, sometimes. To touch, to kiss, to hear someone’s breath stick in their throat and know, I did that. But this is what happens. This is why you’re supposed to say no. I am so stupid. I wish I could talk to Sam, press my face into his shoulder and hear it’s all going to be OK, but I can’t tell him. Maybe he’s guessed already. He knows me so well.

‘That’s enough, Charlotte,’ says Mum, stern. ‘The laws are the laws and that’s all there is to it. And watch your language, please.’ Rory makes a smug face at me. I know Mum doesn’t mean it, that she’s just trying to cover up what she’s done herself, but I can’t help my rage. The unfairness of just being born a girl. It sits in my throat like vomit and means I can’t finish my dinner, which will deduct health points and get Mum into even more trouble.

I don’t sleep much – more lost points – and in the morning I wake up and it all hits me again. I am pregnant. With a baby. I’ve got on a train I can’t get off and all the doors are locked. My chest is closed up with panic. My hands creep to my stomach, still flat like it’s not real. Maybe it’s not real? Can the tests be wrong, sometimes? I press down and gasp as a crack of pain runs through me. There’s something in there. Something I can’t ignore any longer.

Rory hammers on my door and I jump. ‘Mum says get up, you lazy arse!’

I groan. ‘Go away.’

He bangs some more. ‘She says she can’t get any more Lates. Up, up!’

He’s so annoying, but Mum did say I had to go to school and try to seem normal. She makes us leave our phones on the hall table overnight, so we don’t stay up scrolling. When I get mine I see that Sam has messaged, but I don’t know what to say to him. Everything is normal but nothing is. Dad goes off in the car, Mum takes the tram, Rory and I wait for the bus. It picks us up from the door in case anything happens to us, like we’re babies.

‘You’re being weird,’ he says, scuffing his shoes along the front step.

I breathe hard through my nose. ‘God, shut up, will you.’

‘Bitch time of the month, is it?’

It will be useful if he thinks that. ‘Yeah, so?’

He holds up his hands, backs away. Rory has never had a girlfriend, so he doesn’t know much about women. Sometimes I think they are scared of us, even though they have all the power. Then he says, awkward-like, ‘Seriously, though, are you OK?’

It’s worse when he tries to be nice. ‘I’m fine. Just can’t stand the smell of your PE kit.’ He rolls his eyes, but laughs a bit too. I’ve covered it up for now, but I can’t get away with this much longer.

*

We’re in Social Awareness when it happens. Miss Chu is my favourite teacher – only twenty-six, with the side of her hair shaved under and a piercing in her nose. She tells us the truth, or at least as much as she’s allowed. When we were meant to watch the Silent Scream film in first year, and we were all crying because we’d heard you can see babies torn up in bins and stuff, she said the media player wasn’t working. Even though it had worked fine the day before. Today she shows us footage of the protests and asks us to think about how the images are presented to us.

‘It’s saying the protestors are annoying,’ says Nadia. ‘Selfish, disrupting traffic and that, costing people money.’

‘Right. But do you think that’s their aim, to be annoying?’

Hoda says, ‘Maybe, yeah – to get attention like? For their message?’

‘Which is?’

We all look at each other. Are we even allowed to say it? Hoda hesitates. ‘That . . . a woman died?’

‘Right. And she did. She died because she wasn’t given a procedure which would have been totally legal ten years ago. Those are the facts.’ Miss Chu says it easily, no tone, though we all know it’s close to breaking the law. You’re not allowed to promote maternal-foetal separation in any form.

‘Miss, what will happen to the protestors?’ I ask.

‘Well, some got arrested on the spot. Some will be geo-located through their bracelets and phones, and arrested later. Some will get away with it, I suppose.’ She’s sending us a message, I know. Telling us how to protest, if we ever do. The idea of it makes me shiver. I’ve never been to one, though I sometimes see posts about them, before they get taken down.

Just then, an alarm sounds. One we recognise. People sigh, and some girls mutter curse words, barely loud enough to hear. But I sit there frozen because I should have thought of this. It’s another spot-check. I’ve managed to get through two already, maybe because it was too early. But it will show up today if it did last night. Nadia calls, ‘Miss, I have my period.’ You can get out of the internal test if you’re bleeding. But there’s also the blood test and I won’t pass that.

‘Me too,’ I blurt. We’ve been synched since we were twelve so it makes sense. Nadia meets my eyes, confused – she knows I haven’t got mine; she asked me for a pad earlier and I didn’t have one. I look away. If I tell her she’ll be dragged into this too.

Miss Chu is chivvying us out of our chairs. ‘Come on, girls, the nurse is on a schedule. Nadia, Charlotte, you need to go down anyway.’ In a class of thirty girls, someone always has their period.

I throw a terrified glance at Miss Chu as I walk past. She has painful-looking acne on her cheeks, like a lot of us. Mum says they used to have drugs for it, or the Pill, but it’s all banned now of course. Miss Chu catches my look and, somehow, she gets it. She looks at me for a second that seems to stretch. She says, very quietly, ‘You feel faint. You can’t have blood taken today, OK?’

I nod. I can’t speak.

Down in the gym it’s the usual nurse, the one with hair on her top lip. Miss Chu says, ‘Hey, sorry, Nurse Janelle, Charlotte’s not feeling well today. I don’t think she should have any blood drawn.’

The nurse peers at me, suspicious. ‘She should go home, if she’s ill.’

‘I told her, but she’s very diligent, with the exams coming up.’

‘I have a negative test result from last night,’ I say. ‘I got pinged. Look.’ I hold up my phone and show her.

The nurse doesn’t care. She has a whole school of girls to get through, she’s busy. ‘Fine, I’ll log you as unavailable.’

‘Thank you,’ says Miss Chu. ‘Charlotte, come with me?’

Where is she taking me? Is she going to report me? I catch Nadia’s eye and she’s confused. We walk past all the other girls, who are rolling up their uniform sleeves and some even taking off their underwear, just to get out faster. We’ve been having these tests since we were ten. Kind of a pain, but normal.

Unless you have something to hide, that is.


Chapter Three

Isobel

My sister never calls me. Well, of course she doesn’t. Who makes actual phone calls now? So when I see her name on my screen, I worry. I take it in the hospital staffroom, a bleak space with flame-retardant sofas and coffee-ringed worktops. Reflected in the kettle, my face looks puffy, my hair dry and brittle, as if this place is leaching the life from me. ‘Karen? Is something wrong?’

‘Of course not.’ Her voice sounds strange. ‘Just catching up. How are things?’

She’s never wanted to know before. I try to see the kids every few months, taking them to afternoon tea or museums, but Karen and I don’t chat. We don’t spend time just the two of us, and since Rory and Charlotte hit their teens they’re mostly too busy. Future Mothers, Defenders, sport and extra tuition and volunteering. Kids have no free time these days, all their energy spent earning citizen points. So they can go to university, get benefits, match with someone decent on the government-run dating app, find a good job.

‘Well, the latest adoption’s a write-off. No word in four months now.’ There are so many babies in the country, but they haven’t made it any easier to take one home, at least not for a single woman. And IVF is banned, of course. ‘It’s just so hard.’

‘I know.’ She doesn’t know. ‘Listen, would you be able to meet me before work? The park near the hospital?’

She means before her work. I’ve been here all night and I’m no closer to finishing. ‘Why?’

‘I just – I want to ask you something.’

‘Can’t you ask me now?’

‘No. I can’t.’

I hear the tension under the fake brightness of her voice and finally understand. She wants to ask me something she can’t say over the phone. Something I’m not going to like, I can tell. I shouldn’t go. I don’t owe her anything, even if she is my sister.

‘All right. Fine.’

In theory I finish at eight after a night shift, but the patients are an unstoppable tide. My next is thirteen and pregnant. Though she won’t be for much longer, as she’s in the advanced stages of labour. The girl has hoop earrings, which she hasn’t taken off, and her hair scraped so tight it pulls her face up. She’s a kid. She should be playing and learning about algebra in school.

I check her name on the iPad as she whimpers and strains. ‘Hello, Nicole. I’m Dr Ward. How far along are you?’

She starts to cry. I can smell her sweat mixed with candy-sweet body spray. Her nails are painted in sparkling pink polish, chipped in places. That’s illegal during pregnancy, but it’s the least of her worries. ‘Nicole? Did you take something to make this happen?’ Records show she’s five months gone. There’s still a chance for this baby.

She cries harder. ‘I don’t want it! I can’t do this, I can’t!’ At least she hasn’t drunk bleach like many of the girls I see. There’s no way back from that, just two corpses on my hands.

‘Tell me what you took, Nicole.’ Once I log it on the system as a self-induced abortion, the PS will come, and the minute she can stand they’ll take her away. I know some of my colleagues write these incidents down as accidental miscarriages, but it’s risky – any foetal loss can be investigated, and if they find something in her system, I could be charged with accessory to murder if I don’t report it. Infanticide technically carries the death penalty again, though no one really knows if it’s enforced. ‘Can you tell me where you got it? Come on, I need you to work with me.’ Is there a way I can still help her – save both of them?

She starts sobbing and I’m wondering where her mother is, as a young woman comes in. I think she must be a friend of Nicole’s, but then I see she’s in her twenties. Nicole’s mother is wearing a denim jacket and short, stretchy dress. ‘What’s she done now?’ That phrase, so innocuous, may save the mother from prosecution too.

‘She’s given herself an abortion,’ I say crisply. ‘Or tried to.’ I can see the baby on the foetal monitor, heart stuttering on. I think of it inside, struggling for oxygen now, swept out by contractions long before its time. Poor thing. He or she had no choice in any of this.

The mother snaps at her daughter. ‘You stupid bitch. I told you, you just have to have it.’ She turns to me. ‘You can help her, can’t you? You can say it was an accident. No one would know.’

I leave the room before I scream. I have to fill in the chart – at the moment, it just says Nicole has abdominal pain, though her pregnancy is already logged. My gloved fingers hover over the button on the tablet. Miscarriages do happen all the time. I could fill in that it was an accidental loss. I could. But I don’t.

I tick self-administered abortion. Once Nicole has the baby, and she’s well enough to leave this place, she will be going in a PS van. I tell myself it’s the right thing. She’s a killer, after all. If she had another child, it wouldn’t be safe either. However young she is herself, it’s no excuse to take the life of someone else, and I believe that still, despite everything.

The baby is born less than an hour later, a little boy who breathes for two minutes before losing his fight. She could have had him, kept him inside for another ten weeks, given him up to someone who wants him, but instead she chose this. She’s crying into the pillow and bleeding on a pad when the porter comes to take away the body. I can’t watch so I look away, stripping off my gloves and putting them in the waste bin. Sometimes when I deliver an unwanted baby, I visit them in the nursery afterwards. Sometimes they grab my finger with their tiny hands, the nails like flakes of snow. They are always taken away again, of course, but at least those ones have a chance.

Karen’s waiting for me by the coffee stand in the park, pacing up and down. She looks tired, and I feel a brief stab of irritation – her life is easy, she has no reason to be so pale and drawn. Her job as a paralegal must barely tax her brain, Tom handles all the money and bills, her kids are almost grown. ‘What’s wrong? I don’t have long.’

‘Nothing’s wrong. I got you a coffee. But you’ll need to – you know. For the caffeine.’

I swipe my bracelet over the till and it comes up green. Because I am not pregnant, not ever. As the barista hands over my drink, I see the strain of her stomach against her uniform, and I calculate how far along she is – four or five months maybe. She meets my eyes, shy, and rubs her belly. ‘You’re not off work yet?’ I ask. Maternity leave is enforced for the first three years, to start from twenty weeks. I’ll have to report it if she’s breaking the law.

She blushes. ‘Special exception.’ I hear her accent and understand. She’s an asylum seeker. I see that beneath her own bracelet she has a chip, sitting under her skin.

Karen leads me down a path, crunching with the cinnamon of autumn leaves, chatting about her car and something at work. It used to be cold this time of year, but it’s still in the high teens and I can feel a skin of sweat under my blouse. ‘What is it really?’ I ask, once we’re in the middle of the park. The coffee is too hot, burns my tongue.

She shakes her head – wait. Holds up the wrist with her bracelet on, turns it off. They don’t record sound, we’re always told, but who knows. She takes out her phone, powers it down too, and motions for me to do the same. Once I do, she lets out a deep shaky breath. ‘Charlotte’s pregnant.’

My first response, an old throwback one, is dismay. What a waste. Then I gather myself. ‘Oh. Well, it could be worse – she’s nearly eighteen, she’s healthy.’

Karen’s face convulses. ‘But – her life! She wants to go to Oxford.’

‘I know it’s not ideal, but believe me there are worse situations.’ I almost tell her about Nicole.

‘I thought you would help,’ she whispers. ‘Help her.’

‘How?’ I genuinely don’t get what she’s asking me for a moment. Then I stare at her. ‘You’re asking me to commit murder?’

‘It’s not murder. Jesus. She can’t be more than a few weeks along.’

‘Well, it is, legally. What could I even do – I can hardly operate on her, in the middle of the hospital.’

‘There are pills and things. It’s early.’

I laugh at her naivety. ‘Believe me, if those even do exist, they’re locked up well away from my pay grade.’

She looks defeated. ‘You really won’t help?’

‘Karen, I can’t! You know that. Look, Charlotte has options, if she really doesn’t want it. What does Sam say?’

‘He doesn’t even know.’ Her voice oozes rage. ‘He’ll still go to uni, live his life, and hers will be ruined.’

‘It’s hardly ruined. Adoption does exist, you know.’

She makes a noise in her throat. ‘Oh, I see what this is.’

‘What?’

‘Who do we know that’s desperate for a child?’

I recoil. ‘That never even occurred to me,’ I say, voice stiff with hurt. But is it such a bad idea? If Charlotte doesn’t want the baby, she could go to university next year and still be part of the child’s life. Intra-family adoption is easier, they say. I let myself imagine a baby like Charlotte as a child. A sticky little hand in mine, chubby arms thrown around me. Calling me Mummy instead of Aunt Issy. It frightens me how much I want this.

Karen is shaking her head. ‘I should have known not to bother asking. When have you ever done anything for us?’

Anger tightens my jaw. ‘Well, I’m sorry I can’t commit a crime for you, and kill my great-niece or nephew, and maybe my niece too, and get myself sent to a prison camp. For God’s sake, wise up, Karen. Even asking me this, you’re breaking the law.’

‘She’s my daughter! I’d do anything for her. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand. After all, you love this, don’t you? You wanted these laws.’ With that final blow, she stalks off, and I know our relationship, already shaky, is damaged even more. And she’s not wrong, is she? I did want this. Some of it, anyway.

As I reach the hospital again, I break into a light jog. It might not be too late to undo what I did to Nicole. I could still change her chart. Say it was an accident after all, let her go home, give her another shot at life. Charlotte will be all right. She has Karen, and Tom, and she has me, and she’s smart, she’s privileged. But Nicole – Nicole has no one.

The room is empty, the bed stripped clean. She can’t have left already – she was so weak earlier, bleeding so heavily. ‘Where is she?’ I ask the nurse.

She barely glances up, busy at her computer. ‘Gone.’ The nurse is from the Philippines, hasn’t seen her own children in five years since leaving the country became so hard. I know she doesn’t like me because I don’t always think to ask about them. I don’t have the bandwidth.

‘Gone home?’ There’s not much chance of that, but part of me hopes it, though I set this train in motion. The nurse finally meets my gaze. She looks tired, grumpy at having to talk to me and take up an extra moment of her day.

‘The PS came for her, Dr Ward. Like you told them to.’


Chapter Four

Karen

Telling my sister was a mistake, I see that now. Maybe she’ll even report the pregnancy – it’s an offence not to, especially for a doctor. Her words echo in my head as I sit at my desk. Charlotte is young and healthy. Would it be the worst thing for her to have this baby? Then I remember the way she cried. The strain on her face I’ve been pretending to ignore for weeks now, the sound of her pacing in her bedroom at night. She’s terrified, and anyway I have already lied, started us down a road. Why did I do it, that split-second decision to take the test instead? I have no idea. But I did.

As I sit there pretending to work, I am thinking and thinking. Why would someone help me, even if they did know of a sympathetic doctor or underground clinic? I could be an undercover agent – there are lots of them about. The pro-life groups send volunteers, young women who think they’re doing good, starry-eyed with the sanctity of life. No, it has to be someone I trust, and if my own sister won’t help me, then who? Once I would have called Mum, but we haven’t spoken in years. I think of Marie with a stab, grown blunt and familiar. She would have helped. She had not been afraid at first, not until she knew she was dying, and then she had begged, begged for her life, and still they let her die.

Simone has a cold today. Her voice is hoarse and her eyes red. She must feel me looking at her because she glances up as she dabs her nose.

‘Miserable, isn’t it?’ I smile. I’m Nice Karen at work. I bring snacks, custom-tailored to those who don’t eat sugar, or carbs, or dairy. I don’t plan to kill my unborn grandchild.

She blows her nose. ‘You’d think in this modern world they’d have found a cure for it.’

I can’t ask her in the office, but it’s more or less lunchtime. ‘You, er, fancy some fresh air?’ She frowns. It’s a weird thing for me to suggest. I shake my bracelet. ‘Need to get my steps up! Earn some more points.’

She looks at me. Cautious. ‘I suppose I could do with the same. Yeah.’

We walk along the street at mismatched paces. Simone is tall and slim, of Somalian heritage, whereas I am short, Irish, unfit still despite all the health monitoring. Once we’ve gone a few steps down the bustling street, I hold up my phone with a message typed on it – turn phones and bracelets off. She looks around, then does it.

‘What’s wrong?’

I talk out of the side of my mouth as we walk. ‘It’s Charlotte. She’s – well, she got a positive.’ People don’t say congratulations now. The situation is complex.

‘Well, that’s a shame. What do you think I can do about it?’ She’s different, not the smiling Simone who always makes my tea exactly how I like it. And I don’t blame her, I’m putting her in danger right now.

‘Somebody must know. About the clinics.’

After a moment she says, ‘My sister tried to find one. When she found out her eighth had a chromosomal disorder.’ It sounds so medieval, her eighth, and yet if you don’t have access to contraception it’s the most natural thing in the world. My mother was one of eight, in Ireland.

‘Did she? Find one?’

‘She did. But after that – we don’t know.’

I don’t understand. ‘You don’t know?’

‘She went there that morning. We never saw her again.’

I stop walking. ‘What? Simone, what do you mean?’

She looks away. ‘Just that. We were told she’d been arrested in a raid, and that was that. She never came back. We don’t know what happened to her.’

I’ve heard of such things, of course – the camps, the threat of them hovering over us – but have never known anyone who actually got sent there. Part of me thinks, no, this can’t be right. There must be some mistake. I stare at her. Simone’s face twists, and I see the bitterness under her sunny exterior. The same that rises out of me like a sump well every day. ‘I’m so sorry. I had no idea.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s not the kind of thing you boast about. Having a sister picked up by the PS.’

‘But – didn’t they take her to Protective Custody?’ That’s where you go if you’re pregnant and they think the baby’s at risk.

‘We think she must have had the procedure already, when they got her. So – there was no baby to protect. She went to a camp, we assume. The family aren’t informed when that happens. We looked her up on the system and it said CD. That means the camps.’ Compulsory Detention, it stands for.

‘She just disappeared?’

‘It’s how it works, Karen. You know the laws.’ Of course I know, working where I do. I just – didn’t believe it, somehow.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Useless to say it these days, when we all have a loss, a child we didn’t want, a job taken from us, a friend or relative dead. A Marie.

‘Anyway, I don’t know how she found that place, and it’s gone now.’ This is the problem. Our information networks are broken, truncated by fear.

‘I’m sorry for asking.’

She just nods. ‘I need to go back now, or they’ll withhold.’ She could report me for this. I know she won’t, but also that I should never have put her in this position.

I start to panic. The day is half over. Every hour that goes by means Charlotte will have to do another test soon. Her bracelet will be sending signals, registering changes to her temperature and blood pressure. I turn my phone back on and see I have a message from her school. They need me to come and pick her up. Not feeling well.

My heart lurches for a moment – maybe it’s resolving itself, and no one even has to know? That would be the best thing, a solution to everything. But I can’t quite let myself believe it.

Charlotte is waiting in the school lobby after I get through the layers of security on the gates, the metal detectors and ID checks. Our kids are more protected than ever these days, unless they happen to be having a child of their own. I can see the marks of it on her, red eyes, pale skin. She’s tall and dark, like her father. But I see myself in her too, my mother in the width of her forehead, Isobel in her mouth. And Marie. I see Marie when I look at her, a twist of love and pain.

‘Hello, darling.’ I put on a fake voice, with great effort. If anyone is watching, this will only count in my favour. A devoted mother, putting her before my career. ‘What is it? Cramps?’

She shakes her head. My heart sinks – not what I’d hoped for, then. ‘Come on, let’s get you home.’ I walk her out, jabbering away non-stop to prevent her saying something incriminating, until we reach the car.

‘I found a place,’ she says, once the door shuts.

Thank God. I had no idea what to try next. ‘How?’

‘Miss Chu told me.’ Charlotte’s teacher, hero-worshipped by the girls. I’m amazed she would take that risk, but thank my stars she did.

‘Can you direct me?’ We can’t risk using our phones. I wish I knew how to turn off the GPS in the car, but I’m not sure it’s possible.

She nods. As we drive off, she is silent for a few moments, and when I look over, tears are sliding down her face.

‘Sweetheart!’ I grope for her cold hand.

‘Miss Chu said she was disappointed in me, for being so careless. That she’d had high hopes, for my career. For Oxford.’ I did, too.

‘You can still have all that, once we get this sorted.’ Assuming this place is real and it works.

Charlotte nods again, but she still looks miserable. Paranoid about being overheard somehow – our bracelets? Phones, the car? – I turn the radio to a talk show, happy adoptive parents discussing their joy. They say it’s better this way, that women who don’t want their babies can let them be raised by people who do. Despite all this talk, Isobel has been on the list for three years and still no luck. She tried with donor sperm first, as that’s still legal, but nothing. Now she’s registered infertile. No tests for her. No instruments inside her several times a month. ‘Turn that off,’ I say, and Charlotte does. We continue in silence, both of us drawing in tense breaths. I watch as her hands mangle each other, picking at her cuticles, and resist the urge to bat them down. Is this going to work? It has to work.

The address is a small shop on an unfamiliar side of town, which looks closed. In the window are dusty comics and books with a feminist slant. It could be a trap – I’ve heard of such things, sting operations to catch the desperate. Then I spot it. On the bottom of the dirty window is a small decal – a coat-hanger symbol, bent into the R of the word Resist. I’ve seen the same one on the placards of the protestors, being bundled away into windowless vans.

At first it seems no one is there. Then the blind is pushed up and I hear a chain rattling. ‘Yes?’

‘Um – we were given your address. My daughter needs help.’ It’s so dark inside I can’t even tell who I’m speaking to.

The door opens and we are hurried inside before I can even see who’s there. ‘Quick, quick.’ The door shuts behind us. It’s a bookshop, as I thought, but everything is at least five years old, yellowed by the sun. A strong smell of dust and old paper. The person at the door is young, no more than thirty, with a shaved head and androgynous clothes. Non-binary, perhaps. It’s not allowed any more, not officially, but they can’t force people to conform in private.

‘Hi, I’m Rae. You’re safe here. How long?’

We all understand the shorthand. ‘I think a few weeks,’ says Charlotte in a small voice.

‘You turned your phones and bracelets off?’ We both nod. ‘This is your mother?’ Charlotte nods again. ‘You’re lucky – a lot of parents call the authorities themselves. So. We’re going to go next door, and my friend is going to look at you. She’s a doctor – Matilda.’ Rae directs Charlotte to a bead curtain. Behind it is a small space, a very old desktop computer, and a woman doing a crossword on paper. It’s like stepping into the past.

She’s older, perhaps sixty, with long and lovely grey hair. Her eyes go to Charlotte, softening. ‘Hello, love. How are you feeling?’

‘Um – not good. I’m getting these pains, kind of like stabbing in my side.’

‘Why don’t you hop up here and we’ll take a look.’

The couch is reassuring – covered in blue tissue, familiar. Some things haven’t changed, even when everything has. I look away as Charlotte pushes up her school jumper and shirt. How can she be pregnant? In my head she is still five, eight, twelve. A child. The doctor puts on blue gloves and palpates the abdomen, soft and pale. There’s something in her energy, calm and listening, that makes my heartbeat slow. What a gift, what a responsibility, to be the one who heals. I always envied that in my sister, her career, her skill. Please, please let this work. I won’t have Charlotte’s life end at seventeen, bringing up a baby, missing out on college and a career. Running around like me, washing socks and buying groceries and keeping tabs on four people’s schedules.

‘And you said a few weeks?’ says Matilda.

‘I don’t know. Just since my period.’

‘Well, it’s not unusual to bleed and still be pregnant. Any way you can be more sure?’

I interrupt. ‘What about the tests? She does them all the time.’ That’s what I don’t understand. Why hadn’t it shown up sooner?

Matilda glances at me. ‘The tests haven’t got any more accurate. It’s not uncommon to get a false negative, if there isn’t enough hormone in the urine yet. Or with certain complications.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I don’t know yet. I don’t have a sonogram machine here – our old one broke and they’re impossible to get now. Up to twelve weeks you can use the pills. After that, well, it’s more complicated. I’m going to give you the clinic details and we’ll just hope you’re within the first trimester. If you aren’t, you’ll have to go straight home and tell no one about this. There’ll be nothing we can do.’

‘Oh.’ Charlotte looks so naïve, and for a moment I’m angry again. If she’s too young to understand about the country she lives in, she shouldn’t be having sex.

‘Thank you,’ I say to Matilda. ‘We really appreciate your help.’

She waves it off. ‘Now you’re going to go back out to Rae, and they’ll tell you the address and you have to memorise it, because you can’t write it down. When you get there it will look like a private health clinic, specialising in dermatology, and it is that too. If anyone asks, that’s where you’re going. Teenage acne. But you mustn’t go in the front. You’ll go round the back, to what looks like a service entrance, and someone will let you in. At six tomorrow morning. You mustn’t be late or early – we absolutely can’t have a crowd building up. Do you understand?’

We both nod. The kindly woman has a core of steel. I imagine she has no choice. As we repeat the address back to her, I wish I knew more about her, this stranger who helped us when she didn’t have to. But I already know better than to ask.

Charlotte and I are home later than usual, so late that Tom’s already in the kitchen. He has opened a beer – as a man he gets more alcohol points than me, a still-fertile woman – but not emptied the dishwasher or started dinner. The anger is so familiar it’s worn out, robbed of its sting. Of course he hasn’t done these things. Why would I even expect it? ‘Where were you?’ He looks baffled by my absence, as if I’m the fridge or the oven, something immovable in the home. ‘You’re late again.’

‘She had a doctor’s appointment, remember?’ It’s barely even a lie. ‘Honestly, it’s lucky I have a good memory.’ Tom hasn’t taken either child to the doctor since they were babies. I sometimes wonder what my grandmother would say if she saw me here, and nothing has changed from her generation except I’m expected to earn money as well.

‘Well, it’s late. Rory’s starving.’ A touch of reproach in his voice, as if he’s incapable of feeding our son, as if said son is not almost eighteen.

‘We had to wait a long time.’ There’s a chronic shortage of healthcare workers, since so many of them are unwilling to stand by and watch patients die. ‘I’ll do something quick.’ I step over to the fridge, juggling multiple tabs in my brain again now that I can breathe a little. Did Rory do his homework? Did he bring home the form for the field trip? He needs new football boots; I have to find time for that. In the fridge are some vegetables, eggs. I can make a stir-fry, add nuts and noodles, some soy sauce and peanut butter – we’re allowed those since the kids are certified allergy-free. Shopping hasn’t been high on my agenda today.

Nor it seems has cleaning. Tom goes to put his bottle in the recycling and wrinkles his nose at the main bin. ‘That really needs to go out.’ Rory has a tendency to shove things down until the bag splits, and that’s what happens now, as I haul it out and rubbish cascades onto the floor – the little scraps of cellophane and packaging that still can’t be recycled – and in the middle, clattering onto the tiles, is Charlotte’s pregnancy test.


Chapter Five

Charlotte

Ohhhh noooo.

I can’t help but make a noise. Dad might not have noticed otherwise, to be honest. But he looks up at the sound, then down at the floor. He stops. There’s the test, face up, result clear. He looks at Mum. Then me. It must be written all over my face. ‘Oh, baby,’ he says, like his heart is breaking.

‘We’re dealing with it,’ Mum says, in a vicious whisper, lunging for the brush to get rid of the evidence. Why did I put it in the bin, for God’s sake? It should have been burned, dropped in a river, or at the very least in a bin miles from here. I’m so stupid. Godddd. I have messed up so, so much.

Mum and Dad are arguing. ‘What do you mean, you’re dealing with it?’

‘We have an appointment first thing.’

Dad gapes. ‘Karen! I could lose my job!’

‘She’s your daughter, Tom. This will ruin her life.’

‘But how could have she have let this happen? That Sam, does he know?’

I start to cry. ‘Daddy, please don’t.’

‘Of course he doesn’t know, Tom,’ Mum cuts in. ‘We can’t risk it. Look, it’s under control. You don’t have to be involved.’

‘You found a clinic? But do they really—’

‘Of course they exist, Dad,’ I cry. ‘Desperate people always find a way.’ It’s something Miss Chu said once. That you can’t ban abortion, just safe and legal abortion.

‘But you aren’t desperate, sweetheart! You’re a healthy young woman. You have a loving family, you’ll be fine.’

I can feel it all slipping away again, the small hope I’ve been growing since Miss Chu gave me the information and Matilda’s cool hands touched my stomach. He isn’t listening. He won’t break the rules for me. ‘Daddy, I can’t do this. I won’t do it.’

‘Charlotte. Sweetheart.’ He’s trying to be kind. ‘It won’t be that bad – we’ll help you. And it’s my job! I send people to prison for things like this.’ He doesn’t like it – or so he says? – but it’s the law and he has to enforce it.

‘No,’ I just say. ‘No. If you make me, I’ll, I’ll – run away. I don’t know.’ It’s an empty threat, since the PS would come after me and block my bracelet so I couldn’t pay for anything, but I have to make him see how scared I am. It’s not just the fear and university and all that, it’s more. It’s being found out. When the baby is born, I won’t be able to keep up my lie. Panic claws at my insides. ‘Daddy, please.’

He sighs for a long moment, then runs his hand over his face. ‘It’s tomorrow?’

Relief runs through me. He won’t stop us. Mum says, ‘It will all be over first thing. You never even knew about it, if anyone ever asks. I’ll accept all responsibility.’

‘You’ll check it’s safe? The clinic? I’ve seen some terrible cases, the filthy places they use.’

‘Of course. It’s just an easy pill, then all forgotten about. It’s early. Hardly even a thing yet.’

But his words make me even more scared. Is it going to be like in the films they show us at school, horrible dirty rooms with tables and knives? Surely not. They’re just going to give me a pill, like Mum said. I’ll swallow it and everything will be OK. I have to hope that’s true.

*

I hardly sleep at all, wishing and wishing it could be behind me already. Every time I turn over, my side hurts so much I catch my breath, and my head fills with pictures of babies in buckets, being bundled into one of those navy PS vans, blood pouring out of me until the world turns fuzzy and I’m gone. What does it feel like to die? Or be taken to a camp – are they as bad as people say? Do you really just vanish and never come back? I stare at my phone, which for once Mum let me take to bed, wishing I could tell Sam everything. But the more people who know the worse it will be, and he needs to be careful too. RU OK? He’s sent me a line of confused emojis at my ongoing silence.

Busy studying, I send back. Mum rationed my phone. That makes sense. She’s always monitoring my study time, in case I might not get all As in my exams, aka the end of the world.

I get up at five, gasping at the nausea rising in my throat. Don’t be sick, don’t be sick. I breathe hard until it settles enough to stand up. I meet Mum in the kitchen where she’s scrubbing away at the cooker, anxiety-cleaning. Her face is creased with worry, and I know that’s my fault. ‘I’m sorry, Mum. For all this.’

She throws up her hands. ‘I hope you’ve learned your lesson. I do remember what it’s like, you know? You and your brother weren’t exactly planned.’

I know this story. They were twenty-eight when they had Rory and me, and Mum says that was very young back then, that most of her friends didn’t have kids until as much as ten years later. ‘Did you ever think about doing – this?’

‘Of course not!’ Her voice has jagged edges.

‘Mum, come on. I won’t be upset.’

She sighs. ‘Maybe for a second. I felt so young, you know, and I was working so hard at my career. But we couldn’t have gone through with it. I was brought up thinking it was a terrible sin, and, well – we wanted you. Maybe just a few years later.’ At school we learned that abortion was illegal in Ireland, where Granny’s from, up until the 2020s, as long as forty years after the rest of the UK. That seems so mad, but then they went one way and not long after we went the other.

Mum seems to feel guilty she told me that. ‘I never regretted it for a second. You know that, right? You two are my life.’

‘I know, Mum.’ But maybe we shouldn’t be. Granny once told me Mum was top of her entire class in law school. Better than Dad even.

We slip out while it’s still dark. I can’t help but glance at next door’s windows to see if they’re awake. Tanya would definitely report us and she’s often up with Barney. I remember holding him when she came back from hospital. He was so light, his head so soft. Sometimes I think – maybe that would be nice? A little warm thing to love? As cute as Barney, just a little bit younger. Then I have Mum in my ear saying study harder, go to university, get a career. It’s like I don’t know how to cram myself into both of those futures.

The whole way in the car I feel sick with nerves, cold and shaky. It’s going to be OK, isn’t it? We won’t get caught. Matilda was kind, she wouldn’t send me into a trap. Soon we are there and Mum’s parking up.

The place looks completely deserted. The sign outside says it’s an aesthetic clinic, the kind of place you might go if you have spots, not that they can give you much for them now. As we get closer I can see there are no lights on inside. ‘They said round the back.’

But that’s deserted too, just a locked door in an alley with some bins. I knock on it anyway. We wait there in the cold dawn, shivering.

‘I think no one’s here, Mum.’

‘But why? I don’t understand.’

‘Look.’ I’ve spotted something, low down on the wall of the alley. The same symbol of the coat hanger. A girl at school had it on her file and she got suspended for a week. This time it’s been crossed out, with a black marker or something. Now I see there’s a small piece of paper taped to the door. These premises have been seized under the Protection of the Unborn Act of 2030.

Mum’s voice is flat. ‘I think . . . I think they must have been raided since yesterday. Apparently it happens all the time.’

Then she swears, quite loudly. She never does that. This must be really bad.

‘What are we going to do?’ I say, panicking. I thought this would work.

‘There’s nothing we can do. Go home. Try again.’ But she doesn’t sound convinced. ‘Come on, they might be watching the place.’

I scurry back to the car with my hoody up over my face. Then we just drive home. What happens now? I don’t know. And I can tell that, although she’s trying to be confident, neither does Mum. Once again the future falls to bits in my head. Am I really going to have a baby in a few months? I try to imagine it, the warm weight in my arms, just like Barney. The smell of his head, the little noises he made. I loved that. But can I actually have my own?

‘Mum, how can we try again?’

She’s tight-lipped and cross. ‘Stop asking questions, Charlotte. We have to start over, obviously.’

I don’t say it again, but I’m thinking – how? Go back to Matilda and Rae? Would there even be another clinic in town? It feels like something is clawing at my chest. I’m scared.

*

Rory’s still asleep when we creep in. Dad comes down in his pyjamas, his eyes gummy. ‘You’re back already?’

‘They were shut.’ Mum slams the fridge door. ‘Raided, most likely.’

Dad’s face falls. ‘Oh no. What can we do?’

‘It’s we now, is it?’ I’ve never heard Mum speak to him like this before. ‘I don’t know. Isobel already said no, of course. I can’t go around asking everyone I know, we’ll get reported.’

I see it then. I never should have let Mum take the test for me. I should have owned up right away and just dealt with my punishment.

The irony is that I had kind of started to accept it in that moment. Thinking that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, maybe I could still go to uni somehow afterwards, use crèches, or Mum can mind it or something. Have a warm little body snuggled against me. Would that be so awful? That’s when it happens. Rory, phone in hand, in the doorway in his pyjama bottoms, Arsenal shirt on top. He’s pale but holding his chin high, something in his eyes. Defiance. Self-righteousness. ‘I heard you,’ he says. ‘I know what you’re doing.’

Fuck.

Mum reaches for him. ‘Sweetheart, I—’

‘It’s too late. I reported it.’ He holds up his phone and there’s the health app, where anyone can input information about a pregnancy. ‘It’s what we’re meant to do! It’s the law!’

He looks between us, a little boy’s eyes above the stubble of a man, and for the first time in our lives, as annoying as he is, I wish I’d never had a brother.

This is bad. This is really bad. I think about running, but where would I go? They can track our bracelets and you can’t pay for anything without them. And I would still be pregnant, and Mum and Dad would be in trouble too. The future shrinks down to a dot. I have time to send Sam a message. I’m sorry. He sends back a question mark but I can’t explain. I keep thinking of that day in the kitchen that started all this. The hand on my waist, the catch of breath in the throat. I should have said no. I should have walked away. But I couldn’t. I didn’t.

We sit around the table and wait for them to come. No one’s eaten breakfast and I hear Dad’s stomach rumble. ‘I had to do it,’ Rory keeps saying, pacing about. ‘It’s the law, it’s my duty. That’s my niece or nephew, I won’t let them be killed.’

‘It’s nothing to do with you!’ I shout. ‘It’s my body.’

‘Not any more – it’s another person.’

I hate him in this second. Want to slap him, his smug face with the bumfluff he thinks he needs to shave. ‘It’s just cells! For God’s sake, Rory! Why did you do this? You’ve ruined my life!’ I can’t take it in, that he’s done this, that he’s the one who has reported me. He’s like a stranger, not someone I once shared a womb with.

He yells back at me. ‘You ruined your own life! You’re trying to kill a baby.’

‘You don’t understand, you—’

Mum puts a hand on my shoulder – it’s illegal to deny personhood to a foetus now. ‘Just tell them you only found out now. You were going to report it but you panicked. OK?’

I take a deep juddering breath, and not long after, there’s a knock at the door.

Dad gets up to answer it and I hear him say, ‘Richard!’

Oh my God. Why didn’t I think of this? Of course they’ve sent Richard. He literally lives next door. My brain skitters around in panic. Oh Godddd, this just keeps getting worse.

He comes in with a woman I don’t know, maybe twenty-five or so. Like him, she has on a navy polo shirt with a logo on it. When you look closely, the logo is a small red foetus, stitched over their hearts. People call them the Womb Police, but officially they are the Protection Squad. The PS. Richard looks so awkward. ‘Morning all. This is Chloe, who works with me. I understand we have a problem?’

Rory says, ‘She’s pregnant. They didn’t report it! It’s illegal, right? Right?’ He’s so desperate for someone to pat him on the head and say good boy.

‘Sometimes people don’t find out they’re pregnant for a while. Charlotte, Chloe’s going to take some details from you about the . . . situation.’ Richard’s eyes pass over me like we don’t even know each other.

The girl is so perky, even her ponytail bounces about like a puppy. She follows me up to my room. I tear my eyes away from Mum’s face. She is white and frozen. No more answers for me. No more plans or ideas, and that’s what really makes me panic, because Mum’s been telling me what to do my entire life. Chloe starts opening my wardrobe, like she owns the place. ‘OK, Charlotte, you should pack a few things because you’ll probably have to stay in Protective Custody for a while.’

People do at least get out of there sometimes. But they can trace the car, so maybe they’ll know we went to the bookshop and then the clinic. I feel dizzy thinking of what might happen to Mum and Dad, Rae and Matilda. All because I couldn’t say no. Stupid, stupid.

What to take to go to baby jail? I pack my phone charger and pyjamas, some school stuff, undies. When we go back down, Mum, Dad and Richard are standing about in the kitchen like they’re at some weird party. Even worse – Tanya is there, in her dressing gown, bouncing Barney on her hip. I look away from his big eyes and soft head. He’s almost three months now. I want to grab his little body, breathe him in.

‘Why’s she here?’ I say rudely. Mum flashes me a look, as if manners matter at a time like this.

‘I thought you might need some help,’ Tanya says, in her quiet way. I’ve never heard her raise her voice even once.

‘Nothing you can do will help.’

She just smiles sadly. ‘It’s God’s will, Charlotte. All of this.’

Chloe’s hand is on my arm. ‘We have to bring Charlotte in for scans, register her on the database. Everything that should have been done when she tested positive.’

‘Can I come with her?’ says Mum.

Chloe smiles again. ‘Oh yes, of course. We definitely need you to come too, Mrs Levine.’ And then suddenly she’s walking towards Mum and she’s still smiling, with her healthy white teeth, but she also has handcuffs, thick blue plastic ones, and she snaps them shut over Mum’s wrists, catching her arms behind her back. Mum looks stunned. It happened so fast. That must be why Tanya’s here – they’re taking Mum, and they don’t think Dad can cope on his own.

I shout, ‘What? No! Richard, don’t let them do this!’ I should call him Mr Allen in front of everyone, really, but fuck it.

He shoots me a look I can’t read. Maybe he has a plan and I should play along for now. Act dumb. Be a good girl. ‘I’m sorry, but you do both need to come in till we get this sorted out.’

Then Mum and I are marched out to the navy van they have waiting, her in cuffs, me allowed to walk with my bag, Chloe’s hand still on my arm. There’s a driver in the front. Richard speaks to him but doesn’t get in the van with us. He turns away, talking into his phone.

Rory runs round the side of the house as we go, his gangly legs pumping. His face is frightened. ‘Mum! Char! Where are they taking you!’ I turn away from him. This is his fault, after all. And mine. It’s my fault.

The last thing I see looking back is the house, Dad and Rory on the lawn, growing smaller and smaller in the distance until they are gone.


Chapter Six

Isobel

They’ve been taken. Rory reported them. Of course he did.

I feel like someone’s thrown a bucket of water over me. Protective Custody is for pregnant women and girls where the baby’s at risk. The centres are safe places, for prisons at least. But the non-pregnant arrestees – mothers, husbands, friends – they go to the camps once convicted. We have at most a day or two to get Karen out of the system.

‘You must be able to do something,’ I say to Tom when he calls with the news.

His voice is bleak. ‘What? It’s my job to prosecute crimes like this.’

Tom has hopes of being a judge soon, hearing the rare cases that do make it to court. ‘If you can just get Karen home at least.’ Then, just maybe, if she was very careful and put nothing in writing, there’s a way to argue Charlotte had only just taken the test, and was still planning to report it. A young girl, in shock, Karen and Tom only just found out – it might work.

‘I’m trying. Our neighbour’s in the PS, you know. He might help. But Karen said you know someone in the government.’

‘What? That’s ridiculous.’

‘But you do, Isobel. Anita Colson. Didn’t you two used to be friends, at medical school?’

It’s been almost ten years since I saw Anita, but the sound of her name knocks all the air from my body. At first I’m filled with rage. How dare Karen tell him such a thing. But then, she doesn’t know the full story. And I can’t blame her, not really, for pulling every lever she can. If Charlotte were mine, I would do the same.

‘We . . . knew each other, yes. But not for years.’

I hear voices in the background, and Tom sounds fearful. ‘Please, just try everything you can. Oh, and can you come over tonight? I have to work late, and Rory can’t be alone.’

‘I have work too, Tom!’ And Rory is seventeen, but it’s still the law. One of the aspects that goes too far, in my opinion.

He begs. ‘I don’t know what else to do. I have some big cases coming up, I can’t get away. It’s going to be touch and go if I even keep my job.’ He’s so used to having a woman pick up the slack of his life. ‘Please, Isobel.’

‘Fine. I’ll be there.’

‘And you’ll talk to your friend? Dr Colson?’

‘She’s not my friend.’

‘Please. Just try.’

As I hang up, my beeper starts sounding for yet another emergency. I am so tired. I feel as if I barely closed my eyes in my little flat before I had to turn around and come back here. Beep-beep-beep. The alarm is shrill, calling me on. But if the entire day is an emergency, does anything actually count as one?

‘Not everyone deserves to be alive.’

That was the first sentence I ever heard Anita say. It was 2019, a good year, an easy year, with so many hard ones to follow. She was only five years older than me, but already teaching at my university, an oversubscribed course on medical ethics.

I remember sitting in the windowless lecture room in a flip-up seat, the fabric of it itchy under my legs, which were bare in shorts because I ran to my classes every day back then. Anita stood at the head of around a hundred of us students, no one on their phones or secretly doing assignments on their laptops. People sitting in the aisles. She wasn’t like our other professors; she was young, barely twenty-seven, and she was beautiful. Long blonde hair, a nose stud glinting, ripped jeans and camisole tops, the silk reflecting light along her collar bones.

‘Think about it,’ she went on. ‘You’re all here working hard so you can save lives. Why should your expertise be used on someone who won’t stop eating burgers or get up off the sofa, who smokes and drinks to excess?’

There were some gasps from the students, but I found myself listening raptly. It was as if she was speaking my own thoughts, the dismay I’d already felt on my hospital rotations, how many people seemed determined to destroy their own health just as fast as we were trying help them. She was saying what we were barely allowed to think.

She tapped the screen, which displayed a series of graphs. ‘Here’s what the NHS spent keeping the over-nineties alive last year. Why are we doing this, when they’re suffering and have no quality of life? Not to mention the profoundly disabled. Our population is ageing rapidly – the birth rate is already barely at replacement levels, which is 2.1 children per woman. In South Korea and Japan, it’s well below that. Who’s going to pay for all these non-working people if we stop having healthy babies? If this continues, we’re on track to have only two working adults for every non-productive person. It’s just not enough. We have to increase it – and part of that is looking again at selective abortion. We can’t avoid this hard topic any more.’

I remember someone mentioned immigration and she laughed. ‘You want to live in a country where FGM and honour killings are the norm? Where the budget for court interpreters runs into millions each year? That’s foreigners coming here, committing crimes against our people, and we’re paying for their translators. Let’s say the quiet parts out loud – the only countries breeding enough are not the ones we want immigration from.’

I was stunned. She can’t say these things. We’re doctors – we’re liberals! But I could see people frowning, nodding. One or two people walked out. A student in a hijab pushed her way down the aisle, tears in her eyes. I found myself torn. Some of what Anita said was hard to refute. Poor life choices did put a huge strain on the health service, and many of us did secretly wish we could offer euthanasia to those with no hope and in terrible pain, a kindness afforded to animals but not humans. As she talked and talked, I found that the rest of the world seemed to blur around the edges. She was a eugenicist, if anything. Not pro-life as such, and not religious at all, though she would later pretend, but pro raising the healthy birth rate. The white birth rate, though she was careful never to say this. She was interested in all these issues – euthanasia, the ethics of keeping people alive in comas, with severe disabilities, with dementia. Of denying treatment to people who smoked, or ate themselves obese. She didn’t feel distracted by the emotions of it, but she did feel that, practically, we had to reverse the plummeting birth rate. The stark fact that if enough women chose to exercise their freedom not to have children, we would simply run out of people who could work. That British values, liberalism, might be eroded if immigration went up any more. I didn’t believe that, but a lot of what she said made sense and I couldn’t deny it.

Anita would not remain a lecturer for long, her controversial stances soon getting her invited onto talk shows, a beautifully reliable source of rage-bait. I might so easily never have known her if not for that day, as she soared past me to her current heights.

I remember how I rose as if from a trance, or the end of an immersive film when you find they’re clearing the popcorn from around your feet. She was looking my way. Was she? Surely not. She was.

‘Isobel, is it? Would you mind staying behind for a moment?’ I thought at first I’d done something wrong, and my heart stuttered in my chest. Her smile as the other students trooped out, casting curious glances. ‘You had some very interesting thoughts in your last essay. I’d love to discuss them.’ I stepped closer to her, and that was the first time I ever smelled her perfume, that distinctive lily scent that was all her. It made me reel backwards, and she smiled, as if she had noticed. The glow of her attention.

I have not seen Anita in ten years. Not since the laws came in that she helped midwife. That I helped, too. Can I bear to, if she’d agree? I don’t know, is the answer.

The placental abruption has bled all over the bed. Our laundry bills here are staggering. She’s a young black woman, eyes shut in pain. There are three older women with her that I guess to be relatives, all talking at the tops of their voices in overlapping sounds I can’t take in.

‘You have to be quiet!’ I bark. ‘What’s happened? What’s your name?’ I address the patient but another woman answers.

‘She’s Kimi.’

‘OK, Kimi, what’s happened?’ I’m listening to her heart, which is surging in her chest as her body goes into shock. Placental abruptions can happen naturally, of course, but they’re usually in older women, whereas Kimi appears to be in her early twenties. If she did this to herself, there’s a big risk of infection. Knitting needles are what commonly get used, or skewers, or even coat hangers, like the resistance symbol I’ve started seeing about the place.

Kimi says nothing, but a woman sitting down answers for her. She has a deep authoritative voice, reminding me of senior consultants here, and is holding an enormous bag on her lap. ‘These things just happen, my darling.’ Her accent is West African. She must have arrived here before the new immigration laws. ‘We bring her in for the bleeding, it’s too much.’

‘How far along is she?’

‘Twelve weeks.’

That’s very early for an abruption. I think this was deliberate, but the woman meets my gaze calmly, with no fear. I say, ‘That’s unlucky.’

‘It’s God’s will. He saved her from carrying the child of a bad, bad man.’ A rape victim then, perhaps.

I can’t really argue with the concept of God’s will, though I also have never been religious, despite our Catholic upbringing. ‘We’ll run some tests, see if the bleeding is stopping. I’m afraid the baby won’t survive, at this early stage.’

No one reacts to that, which is the answer I needed. They all just look at me, as if daring me to judge. And how can I prove it? I could give her an internal exam, look for any trauma or tearing. I could call in the PS and let them investigate.

I strip off my gloves and pick up the iPad to log the case. I’m thinking of Nicole, the child I sent into custody yesterday. I’m thinking of Charlotte, carted off in a windowless van. And although I very rarely let myself, I think of Marie. What happened when she, like Karen, asked for my help, and I didn’t give it that time, either. For a mad moment, I wish I could talk to my mother, though what comfort she would ever offer I don’t know. I am so tired. I believed in these laws, once, thinking they would help. And they have, haven’t they? I no longer see people dying from poor health. The birth rate is stable, and I deliver healthy, beautiful babies almost every day, many of whom would have been aborted in the past. But it has also been ten years of watching women bleed to death, watching their faces change when I tell them I can do nothing for them, trying to resuscitate unwanted newborns found in bushes or public loos. I wanted change, but not this. Not this. And now it’s the turn of my own Charlotte, and I can’t even help her. I am so very tired of it all, and worse – knowing we might not be in this situation if not for me. On the iPad, I tick accidental abruption.

Anita ran in a marginal seat the first year the Hope Party stood in elections, and was elected with a solid majority. I watched her on TV, her smile bright enough to light up Blackpool Tower. She had lost the jeans and nose ring by then, and adopted the trouser suit of the conservative woman, but her hair was still long and shiny. People called her their problematic right-wing crush, or Fascist Barbie, back when you could still make jokes about such things. Dr Anita Colson. The government’s secret weapon. Now health secretary in name, but the true power behind the scenes, some say. I still can’t hear her name without my stomach turning over.

I sit in the break room and scroll through videos of Anita’s old speeches. There she is with her husband, the American academic who pioneered pro-natalist theory in GB. He has grey hair, and favours crumpled linen suits. They wave outside Downing Street and at charity galas. Karen has no idea what it would cost me to contact Anita, after all this time. I’m still furious at what she said to me in the park, the cruel hint that I can’t understand how she feels because I’m not a mother. But she’s my sister, and she could be on her way to a camp soon, and there’s Charlotte, her whole life ahead of her. All day, every day, I see women who are so desperate not to have a child they will poison themselves, pierce themselves with knitting needles. If I can save Charlotte from such horror, I need to try, no matter how hard that is. As my bracelet starts buzzing me to the ward again, I quickly find Anita’s old number and tap out a message, before I can change my mind.


Chapter Seven

Karen

It didn’t happen all at once. A law here, a small change to policy there. First they lowered the limit to twelve weeks, then six. Most people don’t even know they are pregnant by then. Then we couldn’t get our contraceptive pills – supply problems, we were told. Brexit. Then a health scare with one brand – a link to heart disease, everyone taken off it as a precaution. A social-media-led movement towards natural contraception, counting the days. But you can’t know exactly when the egg is released. So people found they were pregnant and there was nothing they could do about it any more.

We were in disbelief, then we were shocked, then outraged. Finally, compliant. It wouldn’t affect us; we were successful women. Middle class. I was thirty-four, with twins in school, and I didn’t have time for politics. I would ride this out.

First, the receptionist, just twenty-two, dropped out of her post, red-eyed and throwing up in the loos. Then the ovulation apps we had downloaded voluntarily were taken over by the government, feeding our data straight to them. They couldn’t force you to have a bracelet, but soon it was impossible to do anything without one – pay for groceries, or use public transport, or charge your car. Get a passport, then later, get a work permit. They started being scanned at the entrance to many venues. Couldn’t risk serving alcohol to someone who might be pregnant, not with the new laws about foetal endangerment. And not just alcohol – why not coffee, and sugar, and soft cheese, and seafood? Compliance went up as arrests were made, and people went away and didn’t come back.

Why didn’t we fight back? I ask myself this often, as I continue to buckle under, spread my legs for checks and upload my pregnancy status and watch my daughter go through the same. There was hope, at least at first, that this wouldn’t last. It couldn’t last, surely! That was ten years ago. Then there was denial. This wouldn’t affect me. I already had my kids, and I could be careful with Tom, use the ovulation apps. That lasted until Marie, when I realised that even if I could escape the laws, I still had sisters, and friends, and a daughter growing up. Now there’s mostly fear, of being taken away, of losing your kids.

And so we stay in our place, stuck. And then, of course, the dark truth – it is better for some. For many. For Tom, for example, his career thriving, while mine withered away. The air is clean, the environment is protected by the Future Generations laws, children are safe and cosseted, more babies are born. It’s the unborn who are really safe in this country, protected and sheltered inside. A woman’s body, that is only the shell around it. We all know it and we’re trying to live with that knowledge, but some days, some days it is just so hard I don’t know how I can get up in the morning.

Sometimes I think about my past self, that harried woman with Botox and highlights, rushing to the office and gym, remembering birthdays and dentist appointments, worrying about the silt of life, while all along the waters were rising about her ears. I would tell her this – it doesn’t happen all at once.

We are driving. Protective Custody. It means they can keep any girl or woman in captivity for her whole pregnancy, if they fear she might harm her baby in any way. They can do it for medications you might keep in the house, even if they’re not yours, or if you have a glass of wine at a wedding. If your family or co-workers report that you seem sad or stressed, or anything less than delighted to be growing a person inside you.

The van looks innocent enough from the outside, navy with the same red logo of a foetus. The windows are tinted, so I see the world slide by, but it can’t see me. There’s a bad smell, under the fake reek of pine forests – vomit. That’s what happens when you keep arresting pregnant women. Charlotte is hyperventilating and I reach for her hand, which is ice cold. They took the cuffs off at least, once I was in the van. ‘It’s OK.’ I put my arm around her, rub some warmth into her. She’s wearing the same jeans and hoody she had on this morning, and I breathe in the comforting smell of my washing powder. Of home.

‘We’re being arrested, Mum! People don’t come back from that!’

‘No, no, we’re going to be fine.’ I still can’t let myself believe this is the end. Maybe that’s how they get you, how they march you over a cliff – you can’t let yourself take in the worst until it’s right in front of you. Stupid, stupid hope.

She’s pulled away from me as soon as we arrive. A nondescript building of sandy brick, with a car park and low roof. I can tell from the lingering smell of chlorine that it was once a leisure centre. I think I remember coming here once as kids, Marie just a toddler, Issy and I in matching nylon costumes. Mum scolding us, the cold of the water and smell of the changing rooms. A lifetime ago. Charlotte is marched down a corridor, our hands torn apart so fast I barely realise. ‘Where are you taking her?’

It’s that maddening girl Chloe. ‘She needs an ultrasound, Mrs Levine. To check on the baby.’ I bite my lip not to scream that it isn’t a baby, not yet. It’s too late for that now – I have to concentrate on getting us out. I’m taken to a waiting room, windowless with dingy carpet, like a tax office or something. I spot several women in the advanced stages of pregnancy, and others either not showing yet, or like me, in trouble for assisting a crime. On the wall is a TV screen playing the government adverts that infest the internet. Black and white images, stats from the past. Children dying from air pollution. Climate change out of control. Kids who had never seen an animal in the wild, scarcely even a bird after their numbers plummeted to nothing. Pandemics. The birth rate diving to less than one child per woman, an ageing population.

I look away as the images turn bloody. Foetuses mangled in buckets. Alien eyes. Tiny fingers. Then the images switch to colour, a warm honeyed palette. A husband and wife, both white. Five small white children swinging between their arms. Clean air, green rewilded spaces, warm and dry homes, renewable energy, well-paid jobs so the ‘breadwinner’ can earn enough to keep the family. These women are so happy. Their teeth are straight and white. Their hair is bouncy and usually blonde. Their children are smiling and healthy.

It’s over an hour before I’m called into a smaller windowless room. My interviewer is an older man in a suit. I don’t know where Richard went, and I wish it was him here, at least a familiar face, though I’m not sure I’ll ever get over the humiliation of being arrested by our neighbour. I see this man’s fish pin and I understand who and what he is.

‘We’ll need your bracelet, please.’ I haven’t taken it off for so long, it’s left welts on my wrist. I hand it over and he places it on a scanner to view its data.

‘Mrs Levine. Please sit.’ The chair is plastic, scuffed. Another thing that hasn’t changed. ‘So your daughter is pregnant, likely for some weeks, but no one has reported it.’ I shake my head in a bewilderment that isn’t entirely feigned. In truth I don’t understand how it’s gone on this long without showing up on the many tests and checks. ‘You had no idea?’

‘Of course not. She’s – she doesn’t confide in me.’ I smile weakly. ‘Do you have kids?’

He looks affronted, as if no one has ever dared ask him a personal question. ‘She logged a negative test yesterday,’ he says sternly. Of course he has access to all the data. They know our cycles to the hour.

‘Well – you can get false negatives,’ I say vaguely. ‘Can’t you?’

‘She has a boyfriend?’

I feel like a collaborator giving his name, though they probably already know. ‘Sam Obako. But I didn’t know . . .’ I didn’t think they’d had sex, I was going to say. They’re rarely alone and when they are they seem to just study, test each other with flash cards. Perhaps I am naïve. Tom and I had sex all the time when we were not much older than them. Some days at university, we would only get out of bed to make tea and pee. Those days are long gone now.

‘Mrs Levine, you went to your daughter’s school yesterday. You picked her up and drove to an area south of town.’ The bookshop. I slip into panic for a second, thinking of them, the harm I could bring to their door.

‘Um – yes, Charlotte was feeling sick so I wanted to find a pharmacy.’ My story is as thin as a sheet of paper, and yet I’ve balanced my life on it. You can’t even buy painkillers now without showing your pregnancy status.

He consults his tablet. ‘You also drove to a location in the north of town very early this morning. Why would you do such a thing?’ They must know it’s a former clinic, if it’s been raided.

‘We . . . we went for a run. We were both up early and thought we’d get the health points.’

‘You shut your bracelet off several times in the last few days.’

‘I’m trying to be more . . . mindful.’

It’s not illegal to turn them off, though it’s hard to do much without them. He narrows his eyes at me, but he can’t prove it isn’t true. I have to hope, anyway.

He asks me so many questions. Over and over, why I went to the school, why I drove Charlotte to town, where we went, why we didn’t buy anything. When I first found out she was pregnant. I pretend I am Tom for that – last night, when the contents of the bin fell onto the floor. Rory will have told them that we were discussing it this morning. Does he know we tried to find a clinic – or worse, that we did find one?

Eventually, at an indeterminate point, he glances at his screen. ‘All right, Mrs Levine, that’s all for now.’

A different PS officer is waiting for me in the doorway. A sturdy woman of around my own age, with hair scraped back in a bun and the same navy polo shirt. She takes hold of my upper arm without a word. A faint pressure.

‘What’s happening?’

The man says, ‘You’re going with Mary now.’

‘I can’t go home?’

‘Not just yet.’ Not yet. They must have no proof I’ve been trying to get an abortion for Charlotte. Although it’s illegal not to report a pregnancy right away, it’s a lesser crime, and anyway they won’t be able to prove when I found out. I’m taken down a long grey corridor, uncarpeted, where that chlorine smell is stronger. I can see there’s an old painting of a wave all along the wall and the memory hits me again. The little girl I used to be, goggles on and swim cap digging into my forehead.

A child is walking the other way down the corridor, her arm gripped by a similar escort to mine, her face blank and white. The girl’s in a school uniform. A primary school uniform. I can’t help but jerk my head to stare at her. ‘God, how old is she?’ I blurt, when they’ve passed.

My warder gives me a flicker of side-eye. ‘Nine.’ One syllable. A world of horror. She must realise she wasn’t supposed to say that, because she grabs me harder as she drags me to a door. ‘Wait in here.’

It’s a cell. A grey mattress, bare floor, no windows That’s it. She locks the door, and I understand I’m a prisoner and there’s nothing I can do. I just have to wait while they decide my fate. I wonder what they’re doing to Charlotte, if she is safe. They won’t hurt her while she’s pregnant. Surely? But me, it’s a different story. I don’t think I care as long as she’s all right. Rory comes to my mind, a swell of love and rage twisted in my chest. How could he do this? I remember his face as the PS van pulled away. Bewilderment, like a little boy. He didn’t think it through. He’s only a kid still, despite his deep voice, his height.

I sit on the bed, feeling it sag beneath me. The air smells of someone else’s sweat, harsh bleach. I’ve scanned every inch of the cell about a hundred times when I spot something I didn’t see before – a symbol, scratched lightly into the skirting board, as if by a fingernail. RESIST. The ‘r’ made from a crude coat-hanger sign. Someone from the resistance has been here, then, and left this to show people they are not forgotten. Somehow, I am glad to see it, whatever’s coming for me next.


Chapter Eight

Charlotte

‘What are you in for?’ says the girl across the table from me. ‘You know like, prison. Lol.’ She has a strong London accent.

I’m sitting in the canteen of the Protection Centre, eating some kind of stew, full of vegetables and protein, that tastes of absolutely nothing. They told me I have to eat, for the baby. Despite there being so many girls and women in here – at least forty that I count – it’s so quiet she and I are talking in whispers.

‘I didn’t report it in time.’

It feels like it happened such a long time ago. Years since Mum found out. Months since Rory called the PS on me. Since Richard and Tanya stood in our kitchen while they took me away.

‘You don’t look very far on – maybe they’ll believe you didn’t know.’

‘Maybe. And you?’ It crosses my mind she could be a spy, sent over to get the truth from me. I’ve heard stories like that, from girls at school.

‘Oh, I’m not up the duff after all. Just some bad readings, I guess.’ She takes a big bite of the horrible stew, as if she is starving, and I see how thin her wrists are. We’re both wearing loose grey tracksuits, and as she scratches at her hand, I see a bandage over it. ‘So we don’t run,’ she says, catching my look. She’s been chipped. Will they do that to me too?

‘Why are you still here, then, if you’re not having a baby?’

‘I suppose I must have pissed them off.’ She shrugs. ‘I’m Mai, by the way.’

‘Charlotte.’ I’m grasping at whatever bits of hope survive, floating in the sea like pieces of a shipwreck. ‘I heard that I might be able to go home and have it there, like on Home Custody?’ Surely they won’t make me stay in here all that time. Seven months seems like for ever. What about my exams, my friends, Sam? Will I be allowed to see Mum and Dad? I wonder where they took Mum and if she’s in trouble too. ‘That happens, right?’

‘That’s what they say. I guess you’ll find out if it’s true.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You ever met anyone who got out of here?’

I try to, but I can’t think of anyone. There was a girl at school who got pregnant, but she never came back. She was eleven. When we asked what happened to her, we were told she moved away to live with relatives, but it felt like a lie.

Mai has been glancing round the room, her eyes darting, and now she leans forward a bit and says very quietly, ‘You know about the resistance?’

I just nod. That’s what the coat-hanger signs are. But I don’t know anyone who’s actually in it, of course. It’s totally illegal. ‘You’re . . . ?’

She shrugs once more, a one-shouldered gesture of not caring. Or trying not to care. ‘Sometimes we can get stuff. To – help.’ She nods to my stomach and I understand she’s talking about abortion pills.

‘Is it – safe?’

‘Fairly. All the stuff is old now, of course. Doesn’t always work.’

I realise I’m rubbing my belly under the table. If I could get out of here, is there still a chance I could sort this? ‘How?’ I say, eyes darting about the room. ‘How would I ever know who to ask? If I do get out?’

She speaks so quietly it’s like she barely moves her mouth. ‘Blue paper doll.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Shh. Just remember it. Blue paper doll.’

I’ve no idea what it means, but I store the information away.

‘Charlotte.’ There’s Chloe again, behind me, her hair still perfectly neat in its ponytail. ‘Can you follow me, please?’

Mai looks down at her food, spooning it blankly into her mouth as if we never talked.

I walk after Chloe through the corridors in the ugly plastic shoes they gave me. They took all my stuff including my phone and bracelet, so the skin on my wrist looks white and weird. ‘Where’s my mum?’

‘I don’t know.’ Her face is blank, so I can’t tell if it’s true or not. I wonder if they got to Sam yet, if he’s been taken somewhere like this or if they won’t care, since he didn’t know about the baby. How much of the truth he would tell them if pushed. How much he has guessed.

We pass a few other rooms, including one where women are sitting in armchairs feeding babies, breasts out. ‘They had their babies, but they didn’t go home yet?’ I really have no idea how it works. I should be scared, I know, but it’s like my brain is full of cotton wool and I can’t take it in. I’m pregnant. Mum and I got arrested. I might have to stay here, in this prison, for the next seven months.

Perky Chloe is annoyed at my questions. ‘Those babies are being adopted. It’s good if the mother can feed them for a few weeks first.’

I wonder if that’s their choice, these women, or if they’re forced to do it. Their faces looked blank, drugged almost, except they’d never give drugs to someone breastfeeding.

‘Am I staying in here then?’ I ask her as I shuffle along. I just want to fall asleep and wake up to something better.

‘The doctor needs to see you first.’ Not again. I’ve already been scanned and poked and prodded by a nurse and an ultrasound person. We’ve reached the door of another room. Chloe comes in closer and lowers her voice. ‘Charlotte. You don’t seem to understand that you’ve committed a mortal sin here. You’ve tried to kill God’s greatest blessing. There might not be proof of what you did, but you know and I know that’s the truth. And you’ll answer for that in hell, if not here.’

Then she smiles. Steps back and holds the door for me. ‘In you go.’

It’s cold in the room, in the draughty gown they gave me, and with no pants. I have goosebumps all down my legs as I lie on the doctor’s couch, on the same crinkly blue paper the nurse has at school. Chloe stands in the corner with her hands folded in front of her. I don’t want her to see me half naked; I’m embarrassed. A few moments later, a doctor comes in, and I’m sad to see it’s a man, older than my dad, white coat on, blue gloves. I don’t want him to touch me. ‘Charlotte Levine?’

Next thing his hand is under there and suddenly his fingers are in me. I can’t help but yelp. He’s so much rougher than the nurses at school.

‘No need to make a fuss,’ he says, cross. I can smell his old-man’s breath as he gropes about and I bite my lip against the pressure like I do during the regular tests. It will be over soon. Ten seconds. Five. He sits back, takes off the gloves. Looks on the computer. I hug my knees to myself, trying to be small and safe. ‘You’re ten weeks pregnant, Charlotte. You really didn’t know?’

Of course I am. But I didn’t know if they could tell. ‘No, doctor.’ I fake a nice-girl voice. ‘I bled a bit, even.’

‘That can happen.’ He clears his throat. He and Chloe exchange a look, and my stomach drops, I feel sick. Something is wrong. ‘Can you look at this for me?’

He turns the computer and shows me a grey pulsing shape on black. I tense away but he presses down on my leg. ‘No, you need to look. That’s your baby.’

It looks like nothing. A blob.

Chloe says, ‘Did you plan to kill it, Charlotte? Your own child?’

I bite my lip again. Taste metal. ‘No! I just – didn’t know what to do. I was upset.’ It’s what Mum told me to say. They can’t prove I didn’t want it – can they?

The doctor points. ‘There’s something else. What we can see on this scan, Charlotte, is that your pregnancy is ectopic. Do you know what that means?’

What a spiky word. Ectopic. I try to think. ‘Um – it’s not growing in the right place?’

‘Correct. The foetus has implanted in your fallopian tube, the left one. It means that, very sadly, your pregnancy is not viable. That’s likely why it didn’t show up on tests sooner.’

Ohhhhh. Just like that, the future starts to take shape again. Oxford, getting married one day. Not having to tell everyone the truth after all.

‘You mean – I’m not going to have a baby after all?’

‘Ectopics are not viable, no.’

No baby. It will just go away like I hoped it would, so why do I still feel a pit in my stomach, like guilt, and fear, and even sadness? I feel numb kind of. Like none of this is real. ‘So . . . I can go home then?’

He tuts. ‘As long as there’s a heartbeat, the laws still apply. We’ll keep you in here for observation. In the meantime, we wait for it to resolve.’

Stupid. I knew this – I knew this! We learned it at school – but somehow, I still find myself thinking, oh, but not me. It won’t happen to me. ‘Even if – you said it can’t be born? Even in that case you can’t just – isn’t there a pill or something I can have?’ Even as I’m saying it, I know that’s wrong. It’s a crime to even ask for it. But it doesn’t make any sense.

They swap another quick look and my stomach drops and I know any chance I had of Home Custody is fading. ‘That doesn’t matter, Charlotte,’ says Chloe. ‘The baby is a living person still, with the same rights as anyone.’

I know better than to say that isn’t true, that it’s just some cells about to burst in my insides. ‘I see.’ Play dumb. Play meek. That’s the way to get out. ‘So what does it mean? Will it be dangerous? Don’t you bleed a lot with something like this?’ I’m remembering things I’ve seen online. Horror stories.

A silence. The doctor says, ‘We’ll be monitoring you closely.’ Not really an answer. ‘It will likely resolve itself in the next few weeks.’

That’s better than seven months, but they won’t meet my eyes. ‘Doctor—’

‘That’s enough, Charlotte.’ He turns around to me with something in his hand like a staple gun. ‘Give me your arm, please.’

Dumbly, I do, and the pain burns into my flesh. What the hell! I pull it away but it’s too late. There’s a bump under the skin on my wrist, and four red dots oozing blood. ‘Jesus! What was that?’

‘Your chip, of course. It will heal in a few days.’

Oh my God, it hurts. It hurts so, so much. I blow on it as if I’ve burned myself. Stupid tears are in my eyes as he slaps a dressing on it then dismisses me. ‘You can go. For now.’


Chapter Nine

Isobel

I leave work early so I can be at home for Rory, and make him a dispiriting meal of boiled potatoes and lamb chops that I find in Karen’s fridge. He pokes at it. ‘I don’t really like lamb, Aunt Issy.’

‘It’s all there is. Don’t you ever cook? Pasta, even?’ My mother had Karen, Marie, and me chopping vegetables and stirring pots as soon as we could reach the stove.

Rory is nearly eighteen but he looks baffled by my question. ‘Mum cooks.’

‘But she has a job – do none of you ever help? What about your dad?’

‘He works late.’ I’m getting a little glimpse into what Karen’s life is like. Yes, children are safer now, but this seems ridiculous. ‘I’m sorry, Aunt Issy, can I leave this?’ I spare him the lectures about starving children overseas, like my mother would have given, because I can’t eat either. I’m too worried, about Karen, about Charlotte, about the message I sent to Anita. Why would she reply, after what I said to her last time we met? We haven’t spoken in more than a decade. Why would she help me now? But if she won’t, what can I do? I don’t think Rory has taken in quite how serious this is.

He leaves his plate for me to clear, but hovers a minute. ‘Was I wrong to report it? The baby? Mum was so angry.’

‘They’re in a lot of trouble, Rory.’

‘But it’s the law! Isn’t it?’

I sigh. ‘It is the law. I do the same all the time at work.’ Can I really blame him for doing what he’s been taught?

‘Really?’ He wants to believe me, to not feel the hollow burn of guilt in his chest. I know because I feel it too, but I can’t offer it to myself, that gift. I could have helped Charlotte, or at least tried, and I didn’t. Like with Marie. ‘How do you know it’s right?’ he asks. ‘If the girls are like – just kids? Like Char?’

That’s the question I’ve been asking myself since this happened. Before that, if I’m honest. A doubt that has been growing and growing inside me every time a woman dies under my hands. I believed in the laws – I still do in many ways – but not like this. Not like this. I’m still a doctor, after all. It doesn’t make medical sense that there is no room for the exceptions, the pregnant children, the non-viable pregnancies, the rape victims, the cancer patients. The Maries. And yet, even after that, I have enforced the laws that killed her. How can I judge Rory for doing the same?

‘Honestly, I don’t. I just hoped that, on the whole, the new laws are for the best.’ For the greater good, that was what Anita and I used to say. Not good for everyone. It never can be.

But this? Charlotte?

He nods, unsure. ‘I didn’t mean to make Mum angry. She’s always angry anyway.’

I realise that I have been angry too, in a quiet, imploding way, for years.

Rory and I are watching football with the sound down low when we hear the car. I’m surprised to see Tom come in the door with Karen, and the relief makes me dizzy. So they let her go. She smells different. Industrial bleach and fear. ‘Is Char OK?’ Rory asks, nervous.

Karen’s eyes are red and chafed. Her voice is hoarse. ‘You don’t get to ask that.’

Tom murmurs, ‘Go easy. He was just following the law.’

Rory hovers, tears pricking his eyes. ‘Mum, I’m sorry! I thought it was the right thing. I’m sorry!’

Karen says, ‘Go on, get out of my sight.’ A phrase of our mother’s that Karen and I always hated. He goes. Tom casts Karen a reproachful look and follows Rory upstairs.

I face her, anxiety butterflying in my stomach. Something is wrong. ‘Well? Is she all right?’

Her legs give way beneath her then, and she sinks onto the sofa. Her voice comes in a sob. ‘It’s ectopic. She’s going to die, Issy. She’s going to die.’

I stare at her, my own face reflected in the mirror behind her. I never wear makeup, and often think I look tired, skin red and dry from endless surgical masks, no natural light. But now, pinched with worry and horror, Karen’s face is broken, and I look younger than her, finally. All I can say is, ‘No. No.’ I am stunned by the news. Literally stunned, like an animal hit over the head before it falls, folding its body for death.

Charlotte. I held her first in this world, before Tom even, when he was late from work, the twins arriving early and the trains stopped from strikes, as so often happened that year. I stayed with them in those early days, tending to the babies’ stumps and changing nappies while my sister sank into the mattress with exhaustion. The love I had for them, their floppy feet and chubby wrists, it was a glimpse of what I’d feel for my own child. Not to be, it seemed. They are my only ones, and I love them like my own anyway.

‘No,’ I say again, as if I can change reality. ‘No.’

‘Yes, for God’s sake. It’s real. It’s happening again.’ Karen draws her knees up on the sofa, hugging them, with her shoes still on even. ‘It’s hopeless.’

I run over what I know about ectopics. They occur in 1 or 2 per cent of all pregnancies, so I’ve seen many in my career. I try, ‘They don’t always – she won’t necessarily . . .’ But even before the laws, they were very often fatal if not treated immediately. Charlotte will be left in that centre until hers bursts, and then she might have only minutes. Her insides will fill up with blood and fluid and she’ll start going septic. It’s one of the most dangerous conditions a pregnant woman can have.

‘“Not necessarily.” That’s enough for you, is it?’ Karen snarls, her anger whipping me. ‘You wouldn’t understand, you’re not a mother.’

I jerk. ‘That’s cruel. Can you stop saying things like that?’

She clearly hasn’t showered since her arrest, and is starting to smell rank. She is just inches away, but to reach out and touch her, comfort her, seems impossible. It’s been this way since we lost Marie. Like a wall between us.

I hear the pain in her voice. ‘I can’t do it, Issy. I can’t lose her too.’ She looks up at me, her face raw. ‘Please. Please do something this time.’

‘I can’t—’

‘We let her die. Marie.’

I flinch as if she’s struck me. ‘We didn’t know. That they would – enforce it like that.’ They, I said. As if these were not laws I helped create.

‘But we know now. Be honest with me. This could kill her, yes?’

I wish it weren’t true, but it is. ‘It’s very dangerous. Maybe if we can get her home, I can monitor her.’ If I watched her every second, I could rush her to hospital the minute it happened. Would that be enough?

‘But how? She’s locked up in there.’

For the greater good. That was my mantra when I fell for Anita’s grand plans, voted in her party, and I hadn’t realised the basic fault of it, that none of us is immune to love, and that love is selfish, dark and greedy and desperate. There is no greater good. I understood it finally after Marie, and I am not willing to lose Charlotte, even if it helps a hundred other people. A thousand.

As Karen buries her face in her knees and lets out a sob, I slide my phone from my pocket, willing there to be an answer. A way out of this nightmare, the worst thing that’s ever happened to us, and now it’s happening again. When I see her name pop up, my heart swoops and falls.

Dear Issy, I was so happy to see you get in touch. I often think of you. What’s this favour you need from me? Do let’s meet. Anita.

It feels inevitable, that I would contact her, that I would see her again. Like there was never any choice.

‘I know someone who might be able to help,’ I say, and watch Karen’s face brighten with a shaft of hope, like sunlight on water.

Public transport, that’s one of many things the new laws improved, so I arrive in central London in half an hour the following morning. I almost wish it was longer, since I’m not ready to see her. But I never could be. There are layers of security outside the Department of Health, of course, but my name is on the list, so I go through a scanner and a pat-down and am given a temporary lanyard. Sweat pools between my shoulder blades and hair sticks to my face. I am a mess – she’s always had this effect on me. A security guard carrying a gun directs me to a lift, where I’m met by a young woman in a black suit who doesn’t speak to me at all, but guides me down long winding corridors, wood-panelled and august. Every second I’m thinking – she’s here. She’s in this building. She’s only metres away from me.

‘Issy.’ There she is, in an office doorway. It’s her, a little older, a little thinner, her blonde hair still shiny and long but with a more artificial look. Her usual trouser suit, in a deep purple. ‘How wonderful.’ She reaches to hug me, the pressure of her body, strong and muscled, the smell of her skin, which is the same, the lily perfume. I’m afraid I might have gasped a little. ‘Come, come, sit down.’ She signals to the assistant, who is over before I’ve got my jacket off or said a word, placing a coaster, pouring water. ‘Thanks, Jameela, you can go now.’

We are alone. Anita and me.

I finally meet her gaze, and I haven’t been sure how it would be, if the bitterness would rise up, if there’d be stiffness and anger between us, but I can feel something else happening instead, more dangerous. I pick up my water for something to do with my hands.

She smiles. ‘You got in touch for a reason, I imagine, not just a catch-up.’ Her gaze is so clear and firm. ‘Your niece, is it?’

I forgot she was always ten steps ahead of anyone. She’ll have looked up the records already. ‘She’s in custody with an ectopic pregnancy. I’m so worried she might bleed out in there. And – if you remember, we lost . . .’

‘Of course. Your sister.’

She remembers. I look away. ‘Yes. You can imagine how upset Charlotte’s mother is.’

Anita is clicking at a tablet. She’s put on some glasses, dark-rimmed. They suit her.

‘OK. She won’t be released until it’s over, but I don’t see why we can’t get her out on Home Custody at least.’

‘Really?’ I can hardly believe it.

‘Saves the resources of the state, doesn’t it. And she’ll be closely monitored, of course. Regular check-ups, home arrest, and she’s been chipped already. She can’t exactly go anywhere.’

I try not to wince at the idea of that, a chip punched into Charlotte’s small hand. ‘Of course.’

She presses a few buttons. ‘There. I’ve emailed the centre director. They’ll contact your sister if Charlotte can be released.’

It’s doable. There is hope. Anita always had this effect – moving through the world’s obstacles like a hot knife in butter. Achieving the impossible.

‘Oh, thank you. Thank you.’ All the anger I’ve held against her for years converts to a flood of gratitude. Charlotte could still haemorrhage at home, but at least I’ll be there to care for her. I’ll take time off work.

But I should have known that, with Anita, you never get something for nothing. ‘You know, I’ve often regretted that you chose not to work with me any more. Your input was so valuable.’

She knows very well why I did that, and for a moment the old familiar rage closes up my throat. ‘I – I don’t agree with the application of the current laws. Surely you can’t support letting a healthy young woman possibly die from an unviable pregnancy.’

I have to be careful. What I’m saying is borderline illegal.

Anita’s face is compassionate, and that somehow makes it harder. ‘I know it’s difficult. Laws are always blunt instruments. Lives get crushed beneath them, that’s just how it works. For the greater good.’

I feel a ripple of anger in my gut. ‘She’s my niece, Anita. They’re all I have, those kids. I don’t care about the greater good, in this case.’

She sits back on her desk, arms folded. ‘I’m sorry you can’t see what we’re trying to achieve. That you didn’t share my vision in the end.’

I realise I am shaking, thinking of all that went between us. ‘I did share it. I do. A lot of it, anyway. The need to stabilise the birth rate, the right to life, protecting the environment, that’s all worked. But the rest, Anita? Women bleeding to death? Little girls having babies of their own?’

Her face changes, her voice turns cold. ‘I don’t see you fighting it, Isobel. You send girls to the centres all the time, don’t you?’

‘Look, I toe the line, I do what I have to. I can’t help anyone if I’m taken away myself.’ That’s how I justify it to myself, keep getting up in the morning. ‘And I don’t want healthy babies being needlessly killed – I want them to have a chance at least.’

‘And maybe one of them could be yours?’

Her eyes are blue and clear, just enough understanding in them to wound. She knows me so well; she has always seen me inside out.

I suck in breath. ‘It seems not.’

She sighs. ‘You’re right, Issy. The system isn’t perfect. It isn’t what I hoped for, not by a million miles. But we did what we set out to do, and I believe that in time, we’ll – iron out the kinks. It’s the nature of things that sometimes people you love will be caught in the crossfire.’ She smiles then. ‘Even if you did get in touch for a favour, it’s still good to see you, Issy.’ That complex tone, half sardonic and half vulnerable. I don’t trust a thing she says.

‘You too. I – I’ve often thought of you.’ Dangerous.

She opens her mouth as if to say something, then instead stands up, dismissing me. ‘Take care. I hope it all works out for your niece, I really do. And please do think about coming back on board. I would – really appreciate it.’ Is she saying it’s a favour for a favour? That helping Charlotte is conditional on me coming back?

‘I – I’ll think about it.’

For a second she leans over me to open the door, and I catch her scent again, and I hear her murmur, so quiet I’m hardly sure it’s real: ‘I’ve missed you, Issy.’

I was only able to get the morning off by promising to work all night, and when I take the train back to Reading, the hospital’s in its usual chaos. My colleague Arjun is filling in charts by the reception desk, a smear of blood on his white coat. ‘Oh thank God, there you are. I’m drowning here. Severe abdominal pain, three minutes out. Suspected rupturing ectopic.’

For a moment I think – Charlotte – but I see on the chart it’s an older woman. Of course it has to be an ectopic now. I barely have time to wash my hands and put on a gown before a gurney bursts through the ambulance doors. The woman is curled onto her side, breath shallow and pained. She’s maybe forty, her face contorted with pain, hair in an incongruous pair of bunches.

‘There’s a pregnancy logged but it didn’t show as ectopic before this,’ says Arjun, running alongside me.

I read her name from the tablet – Kasia Gochek. ‘Mrs Gochek, do you mind if I examine you?’ I push up her gown and palpate her swollen abdomen. She’s way too big for an ectopic. ‘How many weeks?’ I ask Arjun.

‘Twenty-two.’

Too late for an ectopic, too. My stomach contracts as it always does when I realise I’m dealing with bad news.

‘Her most recent scans are on the system there. I can’t make them out, so I thought I’d ask you. It’s her eighth pregnancy, all the others proceeded well. Her husband’s had to stay with the kids.’

I pick up the tablet and scroll through to them, ghosts of black and grey. There’s the pregnancy, the size you would expect for twenty-two weeks. But it’s not in the fallopian tube, where an ectopic would usually be. This is something rarer – tubal ectopics occur at least every ninety births. But this could be easily missed by a non-specialist sonographer. ‘Well?’ Arjun is impatient, frightened he’s made a mistake.

‘It’s growing on the ovary. Look. It happens sometimes, though I’ve never seen one myself. There was more space to grow so it didn’t rupture before this.’

His voice is lowered, but I doubt Kasia can hear us, she’s in so much pain. She’s making a low panting sound, like an animal. ‘What’s the treatment for that?’

I hand him the tablet. ‘There is none. There’s still a heartbeat.’ Surely he knows this. He’s young, but he’ll have seen women die before. We all have.

‘But when it ruptures – I mean, the bleeding . . .’

It will be so much worse than a normal ectopic, and even that can kill a woman. Likely, she will be dead in under a minute. There’s probably nothing I can do for her, and if I break the law I’ll be arrested, and then I can’t help Charlotte. But how can I let this woman die right here, while I do nothing? I find that I can’t.

I’m moving to call for an OR, ready to do something for once in ten years: break the law and take the consequences. But suddenly my choice is removed because Kasia spasms, lifting her head and feet off the bed, and making a guttural noise. The sheet under her is suddenly wet with blood, spreading out as fast as a spilled glass of wine. ‘She’s going!’ I touch her forehead in a movement as unconscious as breathing. Her skin is clammy and cold, her breath shallow. This is death. The woman is dying. There is so much blood. As I’m standing by the bed it has smudged on my trousers, leaving a red tidemark. I step back as a drop patters onto the floor.

Arjun is frantic. ‘What do I do? I’ve never seen one this like before. Can we transfuse?’

He runs to order blood, even though I know it will be too late. These laws, the heartbeat test, they go against everything we’re taught as doctors, and I don’t know how I have accepted it all this time. Kasia opens her eyes, terror in them. ‘Please. Please.’ Don’t let me die, she means. She knows what is happening to her. Just like Marie when she asked the same thing. I think of Charlotte, if she were bleeding out under the hands of some other doctor, some stranger.

‘Dr Ward. Isobel!’

I just stand there. Frozen. ‘I – I’m sorry, Dr Sharma. It’s too late.’

The horror of it, the bed soaked through and her gown clinging to her legs. In less than two minutes, Kasia has turned blue and she has bled to death. I don’t remember calling it or walking out. Next thing I know, I’m in the changing room scrubbing blood off my arms. Nothing can be done about my trousers and shoes, so I throw them into the biohazard bin and don scrubs, the plastic clogs we wear in surgery. I’m shaking with adrenaline and fear, and something else. Rage. I think it’s rage. It’s been a long time since I let myself feel that. I couldn’t save that woman here, in a fully equipped hospital where we see such cases all the time. How can I save Charlotte when it happens to her, even if I do get her home from the centre?

I should go back to work, I know. There are always more patients coming, coming, coming. Instead, I let myself into the equipment store and fill my coat pockets with as much as I can carry, bandages and gauze and more. Then I walk right out the door.


Chapter Ten

Karen

I can’t get out of bed. I’ve often heard people say that and thought, God, just get on with it. But now it’s me lying there, as the day drags on and Charlotte is still locked away from me.

Even in the midst of all this, the worst news we’ve ever had, Tom got up at six and dressed for work.

In the dark, I stared at his pale back as he pulled on his shirt. ‘You’re still going in.’

‘I have to, Karen.’ I heard what he wasn’t saying. That I will likely lose my job, and someone needs to earn. That if he follows the rules, enforces the same laws I have broken, there’s a chance of redeeming our family. I know all this but the anger eats away at me, burning a hole in my solar plexus.

‘Isobel thinks we can get her out on Home Custody. Don’t you want to be here if so?’

He sighed. ‘Look. Charlotte is sick. She has this – condition. Isn’t it better to leave her there, where she’ll be safe? How can we care for her at home?’

‘Isobel will—’

‘Oh yeah, your sister who’s always been there for us?’ It was snarky, but he had a point.

‘This is different.’

‘It wasn’t different last time.’ I looked at him through the gloom and saw his face was bleak. Tom had loved Marie too. Everyone did. ‘Karen – I thought I would never see you again, yesterday. It’s a miracle you aren’t on your way to a camp already. So I’m begging you, stop whatever it is you’re doing. Leave her where she is until it’s over.’

‘But she could come home!’

‘And then what?’

I said nothing. He sat down on the bed, making it creak. I pulled away, drawing my knees to my face. ‘Be honest, Karen. You’re going to try again, aren’t you? Look for another clinic?’

I hadn’t let myself think that, because how would I even find another? But every day, every hour that goes by makes it more likely she’ll die from this, getting bigger inside her, sucking the life from her. ‘I don’t know.’

He leaned over, his voice a whisper. ‘Listen to me. This isn’t happening. It’s far too risky. You only just got away with it this time – I don’t even know how. Richard must have pulled some strings. There won’t be a next time. I mean it.’

‘Oh you mean it, do you? Well that’s terrifying.’ I’d never spoken to him like this.

His voice was pained. ‘I know you haven’t been happy. Not for a while. But it’s not my fault things are like this.’

The words spewed up, the ones I’d been keeping down for years. ‘But it suits you, doesn’t it? That I have to cook and clean and take care of the kids, while you can just – be the big man. Become a judge. Do it all. Well, I had dreams too. Remember?’

I don’t want to live in this world any more, not since it came for my daughter, and yes, maybe I should have fought harder when it was other people’s daughters, but here we are. He still wants to make it work, inside their harsh laws that he helps uphold. But Charlotte could be dying right now. She could be dying and we wouldn’t know.

He tried again. Touched my arm. ‘When this is over, we can talk—’

I shook off his hand and pulled away. ‘When it’s over, she might be dead. So I’m at least bringing her home, as soon as they say I can. Leave the car for me. You can walk.’

‘But—’

There’s no but. I see it now. I said, ‘I can’t do this any more. It’s breaking me, trying to hold onto myself, take care of everyone at the same time. You used to be my partner. Not . . . my boss.’

‘I – I didn’t realise.’

‘You should have. You didn’t want to.’

I’ve been lying here all day now, as my sister got Rory up for school, which should have been my job, but I couldn’t even look at him. Isobel said she was going to see her old friend, Anita Colson. They used to be close, though not close enough that I ever met her. Isobel never talks about that time, or the work she did back then for the government. To what extent these laws are her fault. It’s one of many things we step around, pushing us further and further apart.

Hours pass. I stare at the ceiling, seeing only one thing – Charlotte’s face turning blue and the light going out of her eyes. I have seen this before. I only rouse myself when I hear Rory’s voice outside the window, coming home off the school bus. Who’s he talking to? I can make out the voice of another teenage boy, low burrs catching on words, still settling into a man’s groove.

I fling myself from bed. Next thing I’m tearing downstairs, passing the takeaway boxes Tom has left out from last night. It will go on my record that I didn’t make dinner. It will come up in my next salary review. I find I don’t care.

I hurry down the drive, still in my pyjamas, with unbrushed hair and unwashed face.

‘Mum!’ Rory recoils at my dishevelled state. ‘Oh my God, what are you doing?’

There he is. Charlotte’s boyfriend Sam stands beside Rory, in the same Defenders uniform they wear to school on Thursdays. It’s sort of a cross between military cadets and the Scouts. They teach the boys self-defence, survival skills, practical things like electrical repairs and woodwork. I should be pleased Rory is learning useful things, but they also teach them about the Unborn, about their right to control the girls they date.

I’ve never known what Charlotte sees in Sam – he’s tall and gawky and seems to only think about school and exams. And this is all his fault.

‘Did you know?’ I can barely keep the venom from my tone.

Sam is even taller than the last time I saw him, and he’s shaved off his braids into a buzzcut like Rory’s. He looks at the ground. ‘Um – I only found out yesterday. I came to see if she’s OK.’

‘Come on, Sam, she’s pregnant, let’s not beat about the bush. You must have realised this was a possibility. I guess you were just too selfish to think about Charlotte’s life, huh? Her future, her body?’

He mumbles, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’

‘Did you pressure her? She’s a child, Sam.’ It’s not really fair when she’s only a few months younger than him, when she said it was consensual, but I know how boys can be. How men can cajole, and push, until you even think you agreed.

Sam has flushed red, tongue-tied.

‘It’s not his fault, Mum,’ protests Rory. ‘We have needs, we can’t help it. It’s up to girls to say no, be mature about it.’

I close my eyes for a second, not trusting myself not to scream. I open them again and there’s my son. Taller than me now. Hair on his chin, muscles in his arms. His Defender uniform, that I washed and ironed, making him a little soldier. But he’s still my baby, that howling red infant laid on my chest beside his sister, only a heartbeat ago. ‘Rory. I know you thought it was the right thing, reporting Charlotte. But she might die. Do you understand? There’s something wrong and she might die.’

‘How was I supposed to know that!’ cries Rory. ‘I did what I’m meant to.’

‘She really might die?’ says Sam, blanching.

‘Yes, she might. That’s what happens when you force girls into sex. It’s their lives on the line while you still get to go off and play dress-up soldiers.’

‘But I didn’t . . .’ Sam falls silent again.

Rory is staring at the ground now, red-faced. I’m embarrassing him, I know, but I can’t stop. ‘What can I do?’ he mutters. ‘I can’t take it back. I wish I could.’

‘I just hope you’ve learned your lesson, both of you. All this crap, this men’s-rights stuff, the misogyny, it might sound great in front of your little boys’ club, but in reality, it’s life and death.’

‘Is everything OK?’ A different voice behind me and I turn to see Richard. He must be on a late shift today, as he’s dressed down in jeans and an old band T-shirt. The Killers. I remember them, vaguely. Richard takes charge. ‘Sam, you go home now. Rory, why don’t you come and do your homework at our place? I think your mum needs a break.’

Rory shoots me a final guilty look. ‘I didn’t know she was sick, Mum. I didn’t mean for this to happen.’

He wants me to absolve him, forgive him, but I can’t. I turn away as he shoulders his backpack and walks towards Richard’s house.

Richard looks at me, reproach in his glance. Pull yourself together, Karen. ‘They didn’t hold you, I see. I put in a good word for you.’ I shouldn’t be angry with him. Like Tom, it’s his job to enforce the laws our government made, that people voted for. To protect the Unborn. ‘How is she?’ he asks, awkward.

‘The pregnancy is ectopic, Richard.’

‘I heard.’ He winces. The old squeamishness from men about our bodies is back. This man has six children; he must understand the mess and chaos that go with it. He hesitates, picking his words so as not to break the law. ‘Sometimes it’s God’s will that a woman doesn’t become a mother yet.’

‘She’s seventeen, she’s hardly a woman.’

‘Yes. But at least she’s being well looked after.’

‘You believe that?’ I snap. ‘She could die.’

He avoids my eyes. ‘Karen, I sympathise, and believe me I don’t want Charlotte to suffer. But this way it ends and she can go back to normal. Go to university.’

‘I’m just afraid, I’m so afraid . . .’ My voice hitches. ‘If they don’t get her help in time . . . she’s a kid, Richard. And you know my sister died of an untreated miscarriage.’

‘I didn’t know that. I’m sorry.’

‘It was right at the start. Almost ten years ago.’ Marie’s face flashes before me, her lips blue and eyes huge. Karen, help me. Do something.

His voice shifts slightly, a crack of humanity opening up. ‘I’m so sorry, I really am. But I’ve done what I can. We just have to hope now. Pray.’

I stare at him for a long moment. Once, a few days ago even, I would have accepted that excuse, that he’d done what he could. After all, what can any of us do, just ordinary people against the laws of our country? But now I find that I can’t accept it any more. ‘Well, I’m her mother, so I don’t have that luxury.’

I turn and walk back into the house, the rage inside pushing at all my edges. As I look back I catch sight of Tanya in her kitchen, one of her toddlers in her arms. Her face is calm and serene. The perfect mother. Unlike me.

Inside, I shower and pack a bag in the hope I can get Charlotte out today. A clean hoody and jeans, snacks, painkillers. I throw open the door to Rory’s room too. Bed unmade, laundry on the floor, all left for me to do. The posters on his walls are of Christian bands, pro-life propaganda. I stare at one of a foetus floating as if in space. Defend the Innocent, it reads. Normally we hear protect. Protective Custody, the Protection Squad, the Protection Centre. Defend is a little more extreme, more violent. Crossly, I make his bed and can’t stop myself bending to inhale the pillow. The smell of my little boy somewhere in there under the hair gel and sweat. He can’t be so far gone. If I can get Charlotte home today, I’ll make amends with him too. I know he was just doing what he’s been taught.

I’m in the house alone for the first time in years. Rory next door, Tom at work, staying later than usual, even. Charlotte gone. It’s already dark when I hear a car pull up and see it’s my sister. A stab of rage at her. She could have helped, and now it’s too late.

When Isobel gets out of the car, I see she has blood on her jumper. I open the door. ‘What . . . ?’

She’s erratic, talking fast, pushing past me. ‘Look, I think you should try again. Or rather we should. I’ll come with you, check the place is OK.’

‘Slow down. What do you mean?’

‘Charlotte, we can get her out tonight, we can take her somewhere.’

‘You changed your mind? What about the laws?’

‘I can’t watch her die too, Karen. I just can’t.’

I look at my sister now, her hair wild, blood all over her that I hope is someone else’s. I ask her, ‘What would you do? If it was your daughter?’ Like Tom said, we only just got away with it last time. He’ll be expecting to find me here when he gets home, with or without Charlotte. What will he do if we’re gone? Call the PS? I don’t know any more.

Isobel meets my gaze. ‘I would try everything. It’s too dangerous to wait.’

I’m filled with a new sense of resolve, and I know it’s because I no longer feel totally helpless. Being afraid, being in danger, is better than sitting useless and watching someone you love die. ‘And you’ll come with us?’

She hesitates. ‘This is a serious crime, you know. Foetal abduction. Murder. So we have to be very, very careful.’

She’s saying we and that answers my question. ‘I know. OK, we’ll take my car. Let’s go.’

I pause only to grab the keys and the bag for Charlotte, and cast a backwards glance at Richard and Tanya’s house. I wish I could tell Rory where we’re going, but I can’t trust him. Better he doesn’t know.

I start the engine as Isobel climbs into the back. ‘Whose blood is that?’ I ask.

She wipes her hands over her front, looking down as if noticing it for the first time. ‘It doesn’t matter. Let’s just go.’


Chapter Eleven

Charlotte

Mum and Aunt Issy are waiting for me outside the centre when the guard marches me through the gate. I feel my shoulders sink from where they’ve been, around my ears somewhere. They really let me go. Home Custody. I didn’t believe it when they told me.

Why?

I don’t know.

Mum puts her arm around me and makes a noise when she sees the bandage on my hand. ‘Oh, sweetheart.’

My voice is small. ‘Rory reported me.’

‘I know. I suppose he felt – he was doing his duty.’

‘I don’t want to see him. I can’t go home if he’s there.’ I don’t get why Aunt Issy is here. She looks distracted and weird – and is that blood on her jumper? ‘What’s going on, Mum?’

She and Aunt Issy exchange looks. Mum says, ‘Look, we need to take you somewhere else, tonight. Another clinic. It’s too dangerous to wait, your aunt thinks.’

I stare between them. ‘But – where? Did you find another one?’

‘No. Well, not yet.’

I think of what Mai told me. I didn’t see her again. After the ultrasound they sent me to my room, which was nice enough – comfy bed, TV. No window, though, and a lock only on one side of the door. ‘There was a girl in there. She told me something. Like three weird words. Blue paper doll. I didn’t get it at first. But I think it’s like an address. You know that app you can go on, and every place in the country has like, three words that send you there?’

Mum is nodding. ‘Yes. I know what you mean – it’s directions – a way to find a precise location. Gosh, that’s quite clever.’ She opens the car door. ‘Get in, Charlotte.’

‘What about this?’ I hold up my hand with the chip in it, which still stings with pain. ‘They can track where I go.’

Aunt Issy finally looks at me. Her voice is hoarse. ‘We have a small window, I think, before they’ll expect us home.’

‘Let’s go.’ Mum chivvies me into the back and starts the car. I guess she’s not going to ask me what I think.

We drive for a while, the lights of the motorway dazzling my eyes in the dark. I can’t stop crying, sniffling as quietly as I can. I meet Mum’s gaze in the mirror, but there’s no point in saying anything. Even if by some miracle we find the new clinic, it might not work. I could die, like Aunt Marie. I can hardly remember her now, just her curly hair and the way she made you feel like everything was all right somehow. I’m still trying to process what they told me in the centre. There will be no baby. At some point it’s going to rupture and it will be over. I should be relieved, but I’m scared. The pains in my side are already bad. They said that’s because it’s growing in the wrong place, and that’s why I’ve been sick and dizzy too. If we can’t find help then I just have to wait. To burst, to bleed.

We used our phones to look up the words Mai told me, and it was a place off the M4, so we’re driving there now, phones and bracelets switched off. Why did Mai help me, anyway? Could she have been a plant – a spy? There’s no way to know.

We drive on and I watch the dark roads pass us by, flashes of streetlights, people watching TV behind their curtains or asleep already, safe inside. It’s late. Dad and Rory will be going to bed soon. I wonder where they think we are, what I’ll say to Rory when I see him again. If he’s sorry for what he did.

Eventually Mum turns into a depressing business park, lined on either side with offices, glass windows like closed eyes. It’s so late I can’t believe anything could be open. There’s a storage facility and a trampoline park, no people anywhere. Mum parks the car anyway.

And I can’t move.

Mum says, ‘Charlotte, get out. We’re here.’

‘I just – can I think for a moment?’

Mum’s tone is brisk, annoyance breaking through. ‘What’s there to think about?’

Fat tears are rolling down my face. ‘In the centre they said things. That I was evil, a killer. That if I was a normal girl I’d love my baby already, not try to get rid of it. Is – is there something wrong with me?’

‘Charlotte, this is serious.’ Aunt Issy explains it to me as if I’m a patient. ‘It’s more blood than you can ever imagine. Like your body’s being drained. Do you understand?’ I look again at the red on her jumper, a tidemark of it.

‘But – what happens next?’ If it works, do I just go back to my life? Will they know we came here, send me to prison anyway? And Mum and Aunt Issy too?

‘There is no next,’ she says gently. ‘It’s what my old consultant used to say, when I was a junior doctor. You do what you have to, when it’s life and death, and you don’t worry about what comes after.’

I try to take off my seatbelt, don’t manage it. ‘They said it was God’s will. That it happens this way.’ Mum and Dad don’t really believe in God, but I’ve never been sure myself. We’re told so much at school it’s true that it kind of . . . sinks in. ‘Maybe this is to punish me for wanting rid of my baby.’

‘There is no baby.’ Mum comes around and undoes my belt like I’m a kid. ‘Now come on, get out of the car. Your aunt and I have risked everything to help you and we’re almost there. Just get out.’

They good-cop bad-cop me to standing and trudge towards the building, which looks like any shut-up office. There’s a To Let sign outside.

‘Look.’ I’ve spotted a symbol chalked onto the pavement. Coat hanger. ‘That’s the resistance symbol.’ Funny how until a few days ago the resistance seemed nothing to do with me, kind of annoying at times if anything. Now I’m desperate for their help.

Aunt Isobel raps on the door, which is glass and blocked out with stickers, brand-new. ‘Hello?’ No answer. We wait.

The door is wrenched open by someone with shaved hair, dressed all in black. ‘Rae!’ I exclaim. I’m so pleased to see someone I know that my knees start to sag.

Rae’s face creases in recognition. ‘What happened to you?’

Mum explains, ‘We – well, we were detained. You had to move?’

‘Yes, the PS were sniffing about the old address. Shut the place down, though we all got away, thankfully. Come in, quick.’

They shut the door behind us, and we’re in a cold corridor, with bland bare walls and floors. An empty noticeboard and the smell of new paint.

‘Her pregnancy is ectopic,’ Aunt Isobel says. ‘She’s ten weeks along. I’m her aunt – a doctor.’ They’re talking like I’m not here. I’m still crying a bit, but I feel a little better too. Something about Rae and Matilda makes me calm down. They wouldn’t work in a dangerous clinic or feed me rat poison like the stories you see online.

Rae looks at my hand. ‘She’s chipped?’

Mum says, ‘We just got her out of PC. We think there’s time?’

‘Maybe. Has to be now, though, we don’t have long. Come on.’

Rae leads us deeper into the building. We pass various rooms with handwritten signs taped to them – interview space, please be quiet; recovery room, handwashing protocol applies. Then they push open some swing doors and we’re in what I suppose is a reception normally, one or two other women sitting bundled up, their faces sunk into big coats or scarves because it’s freezing in here, like you’d expect an empty office building to be. One is bald and puffy, and I think she must have cancer. Of course, they stop your treatment if you’re pregnant.

Another door opens and there’s Matilda, with her silver-grey hair and surgical scrubs.

‘Hello!’ I’m as happy to see her as I would be my own grandma.

She smiles at me. ‘You found us, then. You’re still pregnant?’

‘Ectopic,’ says Rae. ‘Ten weeks, like you thought.’

‘Oh really? I am sorry. Are you OK, sweetheart?’

I nod. Matilda’s kindness makes me cry more, somehow.

‘The problem is I don’t have the right treatment for you, Charlotte.’

‘You don’t have methotrexate?’ says Aunt Issy.

Matilda gives her a defensive look, like she’s protecting her turf. ‘Not for years. You’re a doctor?’

‘Yes. A&E.’

Matilda thinks for a moment. ‘All we have here are the regular pills. We could try that first – it might work?’

‘It’s risky.’ Aunt Issy frowns. I see Matilda clock the blood on her jumper, and I wonder again what happened. If I even want to know.

‘Less risky than surgery. We have some facilities here, but nowhere near what you’re used to.’

My skin is crawling with anxiety. It’s already the middle of the night – if someone comes to the house to check on us, or looks at our bracelet data, they’ll know we didn’t go straight home. Or Dad or Rory will report us and I’ll be back in the centre, this time for good. Or worse, a camp, once I’m not pregnant any more.

Matilda looks at me. ‘Is this what you want, Charlotte?’

I feel something snap inside me. She’s saying it’s OK, that I don’t have to just wait for this to end. That I don’t have to be punished because I wasn’t pure enough, because I didn’t say no. ‘Yes. Please, yes, please just try.’

My breathing eases as she leads me away, like she’s in charge now and I just have to follow along. We walk through some open-plan offices. All the furniture is still covered in plastic, the legs of the chairs and the light fittings. The desks have holes where computers and phones would sit. ‘Wait here, Charlotte.’

I collapse into a plastic seat, suddenly tired to the bone. We’ve broken so many laws. Is there still a chance we can get back home, tell them I had a miscarriage? Will they believe us? I wonder if Richard’s doing anything to help, behind the scenes. If he’s why Mum and I got out.

There are three other women waiting with me, and none of us speaks or makes eye contact. I wonder if they’ve taken pills, if they’re waiting for something to happen inside them. For something to die. The clock ticks around, five minutes, then ten. Rae appears and gives me a pill from a little plastic cup. I take it in my hand. So small. Will it really save me? I put it in my mouth and wash it down with the cup of water they pass me. It tastes bitter and horrible in my throat.

‘OK?’ Rae watches me.

I nod, try to smile.

‘You just have to wait a bit now.’

Some time goes by. I don’t know what to do without my phone, so I just sit there with my mind swirling about. I think of Rory, and Dad. The centre, the bleachy smell of it, the way nobody could look right at you. That girl, Mai. The blood on Aunt Issy’s jumper. And the rest.

Rae is with us, sitting at the bare reception desk as if they work here, checking long paper lists of names. I see them sweating, though it’s cold in the building, cold like new cement and stone. ‘Are you OK?’ I ask.

Rae pulls the collar of their shirt away from their neck, red in the face. ‘It’s the hormones. My blockers ran out a year ago.’

I want to ask more but there’s a sudden noise. I react so quickly it’s like I heard the vibrations before they reached my ears, on my feet, heart racing.

‘What was that?’ cries another waiting woman. Fear runs through the room like a current.

I know what it was – the sound of van doors slamming shut. Heavy feet. And I know what it means. They’ve come for us. I catch the other woman’s eye and see she has realised the same, and we start moving, almost as one, towards the back door. At the front of the building, from the lobby, I hear battering – the front door was locked behind us, so that will slow them down, but not for long.

‘Charlotte!’ Mum is shouting from the next room. ‘Charlotte, are you here?’

She bursts through from the lobby, Aunt Issy behind her. ‘Come on. We have to go.’

Matilda has come out of another room, a surgical gown flapping, mask and cap on. There is a smear of blood on her front. ‘Is it the PS?’ she says, voice choked up like she’s terrified, and that’s what makes me really scared too.

‘I think so.’ Mum is pulling me by the arm, hard enough to hurt, and I’m panting. ‘I’m so sorry, I have to take her. We need to run.’

‘Go. There’s a back door.’ Matilda calls something after us. ‘Greenfields! Go there! The farm!’

In the room Matilda came out of, I see a woman lying on the table, legs in stirrups. She raises her head, groggy. Aunt Issy sees her too and slows down. I can see her instincts are telling her to go to the woman, help her.

Mum barks, ‘Isobel, keep going!’

We run down a corridor and there’s a fire door. Please don’t be locked. I push the handle, waiting for the wail of an alarm, but there’s none. We run across the road, and I see our car ahead of us, parked at the kerb. Mum has the keys out, pointing and clicking, and we scrabble at doors. ‘Charlotte, get in the back and lie down. Now!’ I can hear raised voices coming from the front of the clinic, more hammering. It’s a raid. The clinic is being raided, like they always are. It was only a matter of time.

Aunt Issy seems frozen, standing on the pavement. ‘Did we bring them here? Were they tracking us?’

Mum yells at her. ‘It doesn’t matter! Get in!’

She pushes me into the back like I’m a kid, jumps in the front, and after a long second Aunt Issy gets in too and we drive off. In the back mirror I can see three windowless PS vans, the same as the one they took me away in. There are soldiers too, in their SWAT gear, and with them is a group of boys in Defenders uniforms. They’re on their knees at the front of the clinic, in a semicircle, and praying loudly. They hold banners with pictures of dead babies. I imagine the faces of Rory, Sam, the other boys I know in Defenders. I hear screams from inside the building. And we are just leaving. We didn’t stay to help.

That’s when I see him. The man in the PS uniform, directing the raid. It’s not my imagination filling in his face. It’s him. It really is Richard. He’s come after us. He’s here. I lie down on the seat, face pressed against the fabric, breathing hard. ‘Mum, drive!’ Somehow, I had never understood this was what he did all day, seeing him leave in his uniform each morning, but I get it now. He’s one of them.

Then someone runs out in front of us on the road. It’s the woman from the operating room, in a gown tied at the back, blood running down her legs. She is frantic, waving.

Aunt Issy makes a noise. ‘Oh my God. Leaving it half-done could cause sepsis. I have to help her.’ But Mum just keeps driving. She just swerves.

Aunt Issy shouts, ‘Karen! Stop!’

‘I’m sorry. We can’t risk it! We have to go.’ Mum’s face is running with tears, and she’s biting her lip so hard it’s bleeding. Her hands are white on the wheel and she drives, just drives, so fast out of the business park and towards the motorway.

Out the back window, I see the woman has stopped running. She lowers her waving arms to her sides, as if giving up, and as we drive away, she is quickly reduced to a dot in the mirror, until I can’t see her at all.

I think about what Aunt Issy said earlier. There is no next, not in a life-or-death situation. You just have to act, or it will be too late, like when you cut someone open in surgery. There’s no time to worry about the scars.


Chapter Twelve

Isobel

Karen is frantic as she drives away from the bleeding woman. ‘Oh my God. I can’t believe I did that. Oh God.’

And I, a doctor, didn’t force her to go back. How selfish catastrophe can make us. I tell myself the Protection Squad will at least look after the woman, but I know that’s not why I did it. I only wanted to save Charlotte, when it came down to it. I think of Kasia Gochek, her face turning blue as I watched, helpless. I don’t even know who I am if I can’t help people.

I clutch the sides of the car seat, the material rough under my fingers. Karen drives like a maniac for about ten minutes, not knowing where we’re going, no time to even switch on our phones, and finally stops in a layby. Ahead is a slip road onto the motorway. We’re all breathing hard, as if we’ve run a marathon.

‘Charlotte? Are you OK?’ She’s been lying down in the back seat and I can’t see her. I keep thinking of the woman with blood on her legs.

Charlotte makes a choking noise, then tries to sit up, flailing around.

‘The child lock!’ snaps Karen. I pop it off and Charlotte opens the door and throws up onto the tarmac, retching hard. There goes the pill she took. Even if it would have worked, it won’t have been absorbed yet. ‘See if she’s OK.’ Karen massages her temples. ‘I need to think.’

I get out and rub Charlotte’s back in circles, feeling the fragile bones of her spine. ‘Come on now, that’s it.’ I forget sometimes she is very young, even if she did think she was old enough to have sex.

Charlotte sounds so miserable. ‘The pill won’t work, will it?’

‘I don’t think it would have anyway, darling. We’ll have to think of something else.’

‘Richard was there. I saw him.’

Karen meets my eyes. If so, maybe the PS did track us to the clinic.

‘What do we do?’ I ask Karen. ‘Go home and hope they didn’t spot us?’

‘We can’t go home!’ Karen yells. ‘She’s still pregnant, isn’t she? This was all for nothing if we go back now. And they probably know we were here, if they’re following the chip, or the car even. If we go back now, we’re screwed.’

She’s right. ‘So what then?’

‘I don’t know! Let me think, for Christ’s sake.’

I get back into the car, leaving the door open. The smell of vomit is sharp, and I feel the same churn in my stomach, bitter and corrosive. ‘Where even are we?’ It’s disorienting, not being able to use my phone. Although it’s pointless keeping it off unless we get rid of our bracelets and the car too.

‘Somewhere near Oxford, I think.’

I don’t have a sense of the country any more – it’s many years since Karen and I used to pore over our father’s AA road map, tracing the snaking lines of roads and rivers, the jagged edges of the coast. Back when we were children, our parents in the front, bickering over directions, Marie in between us in her car seat. Don’t fight, Karen, Issy, let’s be friends. Let’s sing a song, let’s make daisy chains, let’s act out Little Women. How we wished for a fourth sister, so much that we always tried to force our next-door neighbour, Jenna, to take on the role of saintly dying Beth. Marie always wanted to be Amy, naughty and pretty, but she was more like Beth herself. Too good for this world, and she is gone from us. I wonder if Karen is thinking what I’m thinking – that our only option now might be to go to Ireland. To our mother. Would she even help us? It’s been so long since those painful things were said and never healed.

Charlotte clears her throat, wiping her face with her hands. ‘Hello? You’re both forgetting something.’ She holds up her arm. ‘I still have the tracker in me.’

Shit. She’s right.

Karen looks stricken and I feel the same. Did they use that to follow us to the clinic – did all those women get arrested because of us? I had thought it too soon for us to be tracked, but I have no idea if that’s true.

It’s Charlotte who comes up with the answer I can’t bear to think of. ‘Aunt Issy, you need to cut it out of me.’

‘No!’ Karen exclaims. ‘What are you saying?’

‘We have to.’ She looks at me and her gaze is ready. Brave. ‘Can you do it?’

I could. I took a scalpel and sterile wipes from the hospital when I left, swiping whatever equipment I could get my hands on. ‘Are you sure? It will hurt.’

‘I don’t care. I just want it gone.’

I nod. Before I change my mind, I have my instrument out and am snapping on gloves. I swab her skin around the chip, a bump the size of a sim card.

Karen has her hands over her face. ‘I can’t watch this.’

By cutting it out, we are crossing another line. I don’t even want to know what the penalty is for this. ‘Ready?’

Charlotte’s arm rests on the dashboard and I steel myself to lower the scalpel. This is my niece, my beloved girl. There’s a reason we don’t operate on those we love. But I make the incision, piercing her unblemished skin. She sucks in breath but doesn’t cry. Quickly, I find the edges of the chip and tweezer it out. ‘I can’t do stitches but the bandage should hold if you’re careful.’ I clean the wound and apply a tight dressing, which blooms with red blood. ‘You were very brave, darling.’

She cradles her hand, breathing hard. ‘What now?’

I hold up my own arm with its bracelet. ‘We need to lose these too. And we should ditch the car.’ It seems unthinkable now, but I remember very well the world before smartphones, when surveillance only meant CCTV cameras and even those weren’t common. Not a device you wear on your wrist at all times. Not something we began to do voluntarily, with enthusiasm even.

Karen says, ‘But where are we going? I don’t know how to even find another clinic.’

‘Well, I don’t know either!’ I snap.

For a moment there’s silence, just the purr of the car around us and the distant road.

Then Charlotte says, ‘Matilda said something, when we ran out. Greenfields Farm.’

I remember now. ‘That’s right, she did. But what does that mean?’

‘It’s a place, I think. A resistance place. Miss Chu said there were some. We could turn on our phones and look it up, then, I don’t know, find a new car? One that can’t be tracked?’

‘An old one,’ says Karen. ‘There are some about still. If we get petrol then we won’t have to pay to charge it, so we can ditch our bracelets too.’

I’m struggling to keep up. ‘So what, we just drive to a random place? Risk it all again?’

Charlotte shrugs. She is pale and clutching her wrist, but seems stronger already. ‘Unless you can think of something else?’

The first thing we need to do is get rid of our bracelets. All of us have whitened skin around our wrists from where they have sat for years, never taken off even to shower. Before we do it, we buy as many supplies as we can in a little car-charging station nearby. We get snacks – using up all our nourish points since they have little that’s healthy – and waterproof jackets packed into bags. Karen finds a dusty road atlas, like Dad used to have. Sold as a novelty now.

The till is automated, and when we swipe Charlotte’s bracelet it beeps and a cashier comes out, tired in a tabard. Another immigrant with a chip in his wrist. ‘Pregnant?’ His eyes rove between us, settle on Charlotte.

‘Um, yes. But she won’t be eating any of . . .’

He doesn’t care, just swipes his lanyard to authorise the sale. We bury our bracelets and phones under a scrubby bush out the back, and I feel a wrench saying goodbye to the little strap of microchips and rubber. Stupid. Charlotte actually sobs when Karen takes her phone away. ‘But how will we call Dad? Let him know we’re OK?’

I meet Karen’s eyes and look away. We won’t be calling Tom. Maybe ever again.

We drive. Oxford comes into view in the distance, the dawn pink over those famous spires that have stood for so many centuries. ‘There’s the college Charlotte’s applying to,’ says Karen, indicating one distant tower.

‘I guess I’m not going now,’ says Charlotte, her tone flat.

‘Of course you are!’ says Karen.

‘How, Mum? They’ll know we took off, pretty soon if they don’t already. It’s going to be on all our records.’ She’s right, but we can’t think about that now. Stem the blood, stitch the wound, just go forward. It’s what I’ve always been taught.

Next, we drive to the address of a vintage car dealer Charlotte found online. It will be trackable, but they won’t know where we went after that. If they are even looking. Will they really come after us, when Charlotte’s baby can’t be born anyway? I don’t know. I can’t think about it.

The address is just someone’s house, his driveway full of old cars. We wake the owner up and he blinks as us in his pyjamas, his Birmingham accent pronounced. ‘You’re looking for what?’

Karen gets to the point. ‘We need a car. An old one. Will you take a swap?’

‘Swap?’ He looks bewildered.

‘This for one of these old ones.’ She indicates her brand-new electric model. ‘Hardly ten thousand on the clock. It’s worth way more than any of these.’

‘But I can’t . . . we’d need to fill in the paperwork, log it onto the system.’

Karen says, ‘Just don’t do it. Give me the keys, we’ll leave our car.’

‘I’ll get in trouble!’

‘I mean it, you can keep mine. Sell it for whatever it’s worth, or drive it yourself.’

‘But these old cars, you have to buy petrol for them.’ And where would you get that nowadays, when only a handful of vintage enthusiasts drive cars like this?

‘You have some here, I imagine? In cans?’

Finally, he nods. Five minutes later we’ve moved all our stuff from Karen’s warm, comfortable car, and are jolting out in an ancient Toyota, not even a hybrid. It must be fifteen years old at least, since they stopped making these long ago, and it stinks of petrol from the can Karen has stashed at my feet. But it will do the job. Out the back window, I can see the man walk up to Karen’s car, examining it carefully, wary of the bargain we’ve offered him.

In the back of the jalopy, Charlotte opens the road atlas. She’s never had to follow a map in her life before, but she figures it out, following the lines with her finger. ‘There’s four Greenfields in GB. Two are in Scotland, one in Cornwall, and the other one is on the way to Wales, near Bristol.’

‘You think that’s the one?’

Charlotte nods. ‘I think so. It’s kind of a village in the middle of nowhere.’

I watch her face in the mirror. Her colour is better now she threw up, and she doesn’t seem feverish or confused. I think again of Kasia, the way the blood pooled dark in the sheets below her. That will be the last case I handle at work – I have burned my bridges for ever with the hospital, and I feel the sadness of that come at me from a long way away. And I think of Marie again, since that was the last time I went on a long journey with Karen, the three of us in the back, fractious and kicking. Even if we find Greenfields, I don’t know what they can do for Charlotte. She needs surgery, unless by some miracle anyone has a stash of the drug she needs, banned for years now. But since we can’t go back, we just have to carry on, and find a scrap of hope from somewhere.

We drive. The sun rises, and I’m struck by how green the country is. You forget, going from hospital to car park to flat. Fields have been rewilded, and there’s a huge increase in birds swooping by, even insects crushed on the windscreen. All of this is thanks to the Future Generations laws that Anita helped bring in. I wonder what she’s doing right now. If she’ll get in trouble for helping Charlotte out of the centre – or if she sent the PS after us. If she has thought of me since. The shine on her hair, the weight of unsaid things between us. I knew it was dangerous, to see her again. That part of me is alive again, an addict trying a sip of alcohol after years of sobriety. She wanted something from me, and I didn’t give it. Not something Anita enjoys.

Charlotte falls asleep in the back, her chest moving softly. I keep watching her in the mirror, for any signs it’s other than a restful doze. Karen and I don’t talk. Too tense. Too much to say and no words for any of it. Several hours later, a sign for Greenfields appears, and Karen turns off the B-road. It’s a village, as suspected, small and quaint, with half-timbered houses and a narrow main street. We drive around some more, looking for a farm. I feel my anxiety building all the while. What if they turn us away? What if it’s a trap?

‘Look!’ cries Charlotte a while later, as we pass the opening to a dirt lane, off a country road, her young eyes seeing what we can’t. A tiny mark, easily missed. Scratched into the gatepost is the shape of an R. A coat hanger.

We bump along the track towards a large red-brick farmhouse. I can see figures in the fields around it, cows, horses. Lots of people have started to live like this, off-grid. It’s not illegal, if you can make it work.

As we pull into the muddy front yard, several collie dogs come out to bark at us. I tense, but Charlotte, who has always loved animals, gets out and drops to her knees, cooing soft words and stroking their ears. ‘Hello! Hello! Aren’t you sweet?’

A tall woman is standing a few feet away. She’s wearing overalls, mud-stained, and her dark hair is plaited into elaborate braids. She’s about my age, and I recognise the strength in her stare. We won’t be welcome here if we cause any trouble. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Is this Greenfields?’ Charlotte stands up. The knees of her tracksuit bottoms are muddy. ‘We got your name from a clinic. I’m pregnant, and I need help.’ It’s the first time I’ve heard Charlotte say these words out loud, admit what’s going on. I want to tell her not to be so trusting, not to give us away right off the bat.

The woman tilts her head. ‘And how old are you?’

‘Seventeen. This is my mum and my aunt; she’s a doctor.’ The woman meets my eyes, and I feel the same shock I did when I first met Anita. Oh, there you are. Air gathers beneath my heart.

‘We’re sorry to just turn up,’ I say, flustered. ‘We found a clinic, but it got raided. So we came here. All we had was the name.’

‘Did anyone follow you?’ Her gaze shifts back to the road.

‘I don’t think so. We haven’t used our phones, and we threw away our bracelets.’

‘Good. All right, come in. I’m Maggie.’

Karen is taking our bags out of the car. ‘You’re in charge here?’

She frowns. ‘No one’s in charge here. It isn’t that kind of place.’


Chapter Thirteen

Karen

The woman who seems to run the place, though she claims she doesn’t, ushers us in. We take our meagre belongings and follow her inside, to a large and cosy farmhouse kitchen with a huge wooden table. There are several women peeling potatoes, rinsing lentils, stirring something on the Aga. They glance up as we pass but don’t say anything. Everyone wears jumpers, overalls, homespun and functional clothes. One of them looks about Charlotte’s age, another must be sixty. Something about the energy of the place, the subdued calm, tells me there aren’t any men on the premises. Maybe it’s like those feminist communes they had back in the eighties.

Isobel is asking if they have any medical facilities.

The woman shakes her head, dislodging several dark hairs from her braids. ‘Not as such. But we’ve taught ourselves some things. We’re mostly a place to stay, when people are trying to get to Ireland.’

I say, ‘That happens? There’s a way?’ My sister meets my eyes. Ireland means our mother. I don’t know if I’m ready for that.

‘There’s a way, though it’s dangerous. We can get you onto a boat, I think. But if you’re caught you all go to the camps, the owner too.’

It may be our only option. If they can’t help Charlotte here, maybe we can get in and out of Ireland under the radar. It’s extremely unlikely, but it’s the best we can hope for right now. My head reels with everything that’s happened. I left home thinking I would be back within hours. Now we’re miles away, and I can’t even contact Tom to tell him. I never even said goodbye to Rory, or hugged him, or told him I didn’t blame him for what happened. We can’t pay for anything and I have no clean clothes. We’re totally at the mercy of this farm and its inhabitants.

I say: ‘Do you know what happened with the clinic raid, near Oxford? Matilda, Rae – you know them?’

Maggie shakes her head. ‘I haven’t heard anything about that yet. But if they were taken, they’ll be in a camp too.’

My heart sinks, but I’m too agitated to think of more than Charlotte. ‘Can someone see her now?’

Maggie looks at her watch, which I notice is an analogue one. You never see those now. ‘We’ll check her over, and then if we can’t help, we’ll think what to do next. I assume you’re staying with us tonight?’

Is it really this easy? Do some people just offer their help, no matter what it costs them? ‘Yes please, if we can.’

She turns to my sister. ‘And – Isobel, is it? If you’re a doctor, we have a few small cases you might look at while you’re here, if you don’t mind. I’ll take Charlotte and have Pat check her over.’

Issy says, ‘Pat – that’s a nurse, or a midwife?’

Maggie smiles slightly. ‘Kind of. She was an aromatherapist.’

I look at Isobel, whose eyebrows have gone sky-high. This is what we’re reduced to now. Herbs, flowers, the old ways. ‘So you don’t have any medicine here as such?’ asks Isobel stiffly.

‘Herbal medicine, home remedies and things. They can be very effective, actually.’

I can feel my sister’s disapproval. ‘What she has can’t be treated like a normal termination. It’s much more complicated.’

Maggie has a way of getting what she wants, I suspect. She smiles easily. ‘There’s no harm in letting her talk to Pat. Charlotte, why don’t you come with me?’ She goes, looking back at me dubiously. She’s pale from lack of sleep, but looks better than she did when I prised her from the grip of the guard at the centre. No longer smelling like she was mine, in unfamiliar clothes and with a tang of fear on her skin. Not to mention the horrible chip. It’s probably going to scar, where Isobel took it out.

My sister goes off too, hissing, ‘Don’t let her take anything without talking to me,’ and I am left alone.

Finally, I have a second to assess our situation, looking around at the dusty, sunlit farmhouse. We are safe here at least, it seems, and we can rest a while, gather our strength, eat nourishing food and breathe fresh air. If anything does go wrong with Charlotte, Isobel is here. Outside of a sterile operating room, she’s in the best place she can be in this harsh country. But if nothing changes in the next day or so, we have to try and get to Ireland. And what then? Can we ever come back? Is this how you become a refugee – you leave home one day and your life falls apart and you just run, you run and you can’t look back?

I’ve often envied my sister for the certainties of her job, the knowledge that just by existing in the world she can help people, save lives. That could have been me, if I hadn’t chosen a different path, not had the children when I did, become the top lawyer I’d planned to be. Of course, I thought at that point I could still have it all. Stupid, that we ever believed this. Even back then it didn’t work without colossal sacrifice.

I feel uneasy without Charlotte under my eyes. At any minute her body could burst like ripe fruit, draining her to a slow and terrifying death. I don’t know who anyone is. A woman with purple hair directs me vaguely upstairs, to an empty room with bunk beds and a sink in the corner. It smells of other people, so I open the rickety old window and look out over the fields. It’s a long time since I’ve been to the countryside, and I’m surprised by how much bird noise there is, how green and lush the trees. Much more than I remember as a kid. It’s October. Harvest time, still warm in the day and cooler at night. And we are on the run. It’s crazy.

My hands keep itching for my phone to call Tom. He’ll be frantic. He’ll call the Protection Centre, I imagine, and be told I picked Charlotte up then disappeared. Maybe Richard will tell him we were at Matilda’s clinic, if he saw us there. And if he did, can they follow us here despite the precautions we took? I just have to hope Tom will understand. If I ever see him again.

In a large carved wardrobe that looks to be at least a hundred years old, I find a sweatshirt on a hanger. On the front it reads Disneyworld Florida. It’s at least cleaner than my own, which reeks of nervous sweat, so I put it on and go downstairs, plunging into the large, chaotic house. I follow the pull of noise to the kitchen. It’s blasting with heat and full of people, women of all ages, children running underfoot, several babies being passed from arms to arms. Even now, even when a child can mean death to so many, my heart squeezes at the sight of them. The helpless feet dangling down. The saucer eyes taking everything in. Back when the Hope Party got in, ten years ago, I had been one of those wavering in my vote. I almost agreed with my sister that all babies deserved to live, with their vulnerable heads and senseless babble. But it isn’t as simple as that. They can’t just live: someone has to take care of them, someone has to push them through their bodies. So I don’t know if life is a right, or not exactly.

I have barely set foot in the kitchen when a woman hands me one of the babies, leaving to pull on mud-stained boots by the door. I blink at the sudden weight in my arms. I can’t tell if it’s a boy or a girl, a plump placid child, taking me in. Oh, darling. The love, even for a stranger’s baby, so immediate. Such a burden.

The baby’s nappy is wet, but I see a changing station on a dresser in the corner. The nappies are cloth, which I never used with the twins, so I struggle to pin it up as the sturdy legs windmill and squirm. As I wrestle with the fabric, I think of my own home with all its modern conveniences, Tom in the living room watching TV, Rory in his bedroom on his computer. My heart fails for a moment. I was angry with him yesterday; I sent him away without even a kind look. I didn’t imagine we would flee that same day. And now when will I see him, or Tom, again? So many things left unsaid between us, angry words left unforgiven. However I spin it as an emergency, I have abandoned one of my children, and there are penalties for that. And never mind the law, I have left Rory to deal with this alone. His guilt, which I know he has despite his bluster. His confusion. What will we do if Charlotte’s pregnancy ends? Go back home? Surely we will be arrested again. The centre for her, the camp for me and likely Isobel too. It’s a crime to abduct a minor, even your own child, and it’s also a crime to ‘abduct’ a foetus, even if it’s inside your own body. I can’t imagine a way back. All I can see when I close my eyes is the shape of a boat, the bulk of it pulling away from the land, the first moment when you know you’re underway. Of getting Charlotte to safety.

When I come back from changing the baby, Maggie is at the stove, stirring a large pan of what looks like porridge. She tastes, put the spoon back in. ‘Needs salt. Karen, hi.’

‘Can I help? There must be something I can do.’

She glances at me, and I have the impression of taking her away from a vast list of more important problems, every second of her attention hard-bought. ‘Issy mentioned you’re a family lawyer.’

Issy, she’s calling her already. ‘Well, I was. I’m more of a paralegal now.’

‘We have one or two issues with custody, as you can probably imagine.’ She reaches over and chucks the baby under its chin. ‘These little ones, for example. The biological father can petition to get them back – it’s why so many women run with their babies, or when pregnant.’ So not everyone who comes here wants an abortion.

‘Where’s this one’s mother?’ I smile at the baby and am rewarded with a gummy grin. God, I would go to war for this kid and I don’t even know its name. Or gender.

‘That’s Lotus.’ This doesn’t help me and I feel maybe it is gauche to ask about gender here. Maggie says, ‘The woman who birthed Lotus is still here, but doesn’t care for her.’

‘Why?’ I blurt. This shocks me, not just because it’s against the law, but because how could you abandon such an adorable little person?

‘The conception wasn’t consensual.’ Maggie frowns at the porridge and sets down the spoon. ‘She’d decided to have Lotus adopted, but the man who did it – he put in a claim for custody.’

Lotus looks up, examining her own chubby fist as if it contains great wisdom. I imagine being raped, going through all that pregnancy and birth entails, then having your rapist put in a claim to be the child’s father. To see you several times a week. To be alone with your child, or perhaps even take them away for good while you’re judged unfit.

But Lotus is here now and beautiful, heartbreakingly perfect like all babies, snug as new-fired pottery. How can I wish she was never born? I just don’t know.

Maggie is already moving away, calling over her shoulder. ‘Did you see Charlotte, by the way? Pat says the saline won’t work for her, as your sister thought, so I’m afraid you probably need to think about the next step. There are some herbal treatments that may help, but it’s not very likely.’

‘Right. So we need to try and get to Ireland.’ And that means I’d have to see my mother. My mind jumps ahead to boats, logistics, moving on from this brief peace we’ve found.

‘Maybe. Charlotte said she wanted to stay here.’

‘What?’ I hand the baby over unceremoniously to a passing woman and go in search of my daughter.

Charlotte is by the fence, cooing over a pair of horses. One brown and one white, coats shining with care. As a child she was obsessed with ponies – we never let her learn to ride, afraid of the danger from falls. I see she has a clean bandage on her wrist, where her chip was.

‘What’s this I hear about you wanting to stay?’

She looks up at me. ‘And hello to you too, Mum.’

‘Don’t be rude. What’s going on?’

‘I just . . . Mum, can we breathe for a second? They can’t help me here, right? I can try the herbal thing, Pat said, but it probably won’t work. So then what? We just keep running? Get more and more people into trouble?’

She’s right, but what other choice do we have?

She goes on: ‘Even if we give up now, then what? We can’t go home. They’ll be waiting for us, won’t they? I’ll go back to the centre until I bleed, and you, Aunt Issy – well. It won’t be good, will it? And Ireland, that’s, like – what? Some tiny boat, maybe drowning in the sea? Being a refugee, with nothing at all? Just these clothes?’ She indicates her grubby tracksuit, the one they gave her at the centre. All we have here is what was in the bag she brought with her, and the few bits I gathered when I left.

‘Well, what’s your great idea?’

She shrugs. Her hair is lit by the autumn sun. She is taller than me already but all the same I want to fold her into my arms, hold her safe against my body. ‘I don’t know. I just – I like it here. It’s peaceful. I was thinking – maybe they’d let me stay. Once it’s over.’ She reaches over to scratch the horse’s head. ‘I’ll be eighteen soon, Mum. I’m not a kid.’

A flash of anger runs through me. ‘Then why am I legally required to cook all your meals, wash your clothes, to the point where you don’t even know how to make a cup of tea? Why did I give up my career – my life – to make sure you have every single thing you’ve ever wanted? And look, you’re still not happy. You had sex, and you weren’t even careful. What more do you want from me, Charlotte?’

She jerks as if I’ve slapped her, then her face hardens. ‘I never asked for any of that, Mum.’

‘It’s all for you. This new world. For the children, so you can be protected and healthy and safe.’

She rubs her wrist. ‘Protected isn’t much different than in prison, you know. Everyone says we need choice. What if I choose to stay here? Not to keep on running?’

‘Choice is sacrifice, Charlotte. It’s just another name for giving something up. You’re right, we can’t go home. But we won’t be safe here either – they’ll come looking for us, sooner or later, and then everyone here will be arrested too. That’s if you haven’t already bled to death. You need to be in a hospital.’

I see the understanding dawn on her. ‘But . . .’

‘I mean it. All these women, all the girls, they’ll be in camps. The kids will go to homes or be adopted, maybe overseas. So I’m begging you. Try these herbs, and if nothing happens, just keep going. At least if we get to Ireland there’s a chance for you.’

She pauses for a long moment, looking at the horses, the gleam of the late-afternoon light on their coats. ‘What will it be like? If it starts?’

‘Aunt Issy said to watch for any pain – you might feel it in your shoulders first, higher up. Bleeding. Temperature, if you feel confused or feverish or anything like that. The minute that happens, you need to get me or your aunt.’ I’m not sure she’s understood how dangerous an ectopic is, how quickly she could bleed to death. ‘If we can get you to a hospital first, they’ll give you the right treatment and it will all be over.’

She bites her lip, unsure. ‘But how do we get to Ireland? Is it even possible?’

‘Let me worry about what happens next.’

And worrying is exactly what I’m doing. Actually leaving the country, breaking even more laws, finding and bribing someone with a small boat, crossing the dangerous sea, all before she ruptures and bleeds? I don’t know if it can be done. All these people who have already helped us when they didn’t need to – Miss Chu, Rae, Matilda, now these women here – what if we just bring even more danger to them? I had no idea any of this even existed, this network. I had my head down, eyes shut, trying to survive. But they are open now.


Chapter Fourteen

Charlotte

It’s pretty rustic on the farm. There’s no wi-fi and the food is very much lentil-based. It’s weird not to have meals at the table, something healthy and tasty and hot, and clean clothes in my drawers and hot water on tap. All the things Mum makes sure I have. There are kids everywhere, some of them just wearing cloth nappies, with dirty faces and bare feet. In Future Mothers they teach us that you can be arrested if your kids are neglected in any way. But I feel calm here. Like I can breathe, despite the ticking time-bomb of my insides. Every time I shut my eyes, I see the blob of ultrasound grey that is my baby, I see Mai at the centre, I see Rory, Dad. I see Richard outside the clinic. The woman bleeding down her legs.

Despite this, I did sleep last night. I was so tired, and it was quiet, a kind of quiet I’ve never really heard before. Just the hoot of an owl now and again. We slept with Mum in the bunk above me, and Aunt Issy came in late and curled up on the opposite bunk, exhausted too. She’s been helping people since we got here. I wish there was something I could do, but I don’t know how to do anything, I realise now. We learned how to look after babies in Future Mothers and I’ve changed a few nappies here, but I don’t know how to work the cloth ones, and anyway it just makes me think of Barney, and my own baby that isn’t going to be born, and I keep crying, so eventually Maggie sends me outside.

I’m now in a sort of greenhouse tacked onto the back of the farmhouse, full of plant pots and spider webs. It smells green, like warm growing things and soil and the earth. Pat has mixed me up a herbal tea she says can sometimes end a pregnancy, and Aunt Issy said to try it, though she rolled her eyes like she thought it was pointless. I sniff the mug warily. ‘Will it taste bad?’

‘Horrible,’ Pat says cheerfully. She’s maybe sixty, her hair grey and long, her face squashy and kind. ‘But I’ve seen it work wonders.’

I hope so, because if not we’re going to have to try and get to Ireland, which is super, super illegal and incredibly dangerous too. I can’t believe we’ve even come this far. Back in my bedroom a few nights ago, it seemed like something that would be easy to solve. Just a little pill and I’d get my life back. Now we’re literally on the run.

God, the tea tastes like Dad’s compost heap. I gag as I take the first sip, but make myself swallow it all. ‘Yuck.’

Pat nods at me, tidying away her pestle and mortar. ‘Try to keep it down.’

‘Will it work?’

She makes a ‘maybe’ gesture with her head. ‘I don’t know, love, is the honest answer. You’ve left it a bit long, at ten weeks. Did you really not know you were pregnant?’

‘Not for sure.’ But I think I did, on some level. I just didn’t want it to be true.

‘You didn’t tell your boyfriend?’ She watches me closely.

I don’t know what to say to that. Sam seems very far away, the smell of his sweat after basketball practice, the way he gets so nervous before exams. We usually test each other, firing unexpected questions the other has thirty seconds to answer. ‘He’s – it’s not his fault this happened.’

‘Hmm. Seems to be always the girl who gets the consequences while the boys just get respect. No different to my day. Now, go and rest somewhere.’

Everyone seems to think we’re staying. I don’t mind. I’d like to stay for ever and not have to think about home, or Rory, or Sam, or what happens next. Would this be such a bad life? I could learn to churn butter or whatever. I don’t know if I can stand to be in the same room as my brother ever again. Nadia would laugh if she could see me thinking of a life here, when I cried on our school camping trip. And Sam’s allergic to horses and scared of spiders. He’d say, Char, what the hell are you doing?

I catch myself. Mum won’t let me stay, and I couldn’t bear it if the farm got raided too because of me. A worry grinds at my brain. Could the PS have followed us to the clinic? Was that all my fault? Richard was there. Could he come here too?

Jittery, I wander into the house and find Aunt Issy in a little room off the main hall, which has been set up like a doctor’s office. On the shelves are bandages and ointments in jars, with handwritten labels. It’s kind of aesthetic. ‘How are you feeling?’ she says. Both she and Mum have asked me this about once every five minutes since I got out of PC.

‘I took the herbs. They were gross.’

‘OK. Come and find me the second you have any bleeding. I mean it.’

‘I know. What are you doing? Could I help you?’ I need something to do so I don’t just keep thinking, Sam, Richard, Rory, Dad, the blood, the baby, the centre.

She looks like she’s about to say no, but then she nods. ‘If the patients don’t mind. Wash your hands first.’ Someone is already waiting for her in the corridor, a woman who’s maybe in her twenties with pale red hair, massively pregnant, rubbing at her lower back. The bump juts out in front of her like she’s carrying a balloon, like you can almost see the shape of the baby in there, just under the skin. She sits placid on the bed while Aunt Issy feels her stomach and listens with a stethoscope.

The woman – Alice is her name – catches me staring at her belly. ‘It’s not all abortions, you know.’

‘But – why?’ I don’t understand why you’d come here otherwise. Why run when it’s so dangerous, if you could just stay and have your baby?

She talks like the girls I’ve sometimes seen online, resistance posters who sneak their content through the censors for a few hours before it’s taken down. ‘Some people get Protective Custody orders, and don’t fancy spending their pregnancies locked up. Or they don’t want the father involved – especially if it wasn’t consensual. Some people even want an adoption, but not via the system.’

I think of the rows of babies at the centre, bawling alone in their incubators, and I understand that. ‘So – you’ll give yours up?’ I don’t know if that’s rude to ask.

She strokes her stomach. ‘I don’t know yet. When I came here, I wanted to end it, but then I changed my mind.’ I can’t hide my confusion, and she smiles. ‘That can happen, you know, if it’s really your own choice. She’s almost here now. Doesn’t she deserve a chance?’

‘You know the gender?’ I thought that was illegal now, to find out.

‘No. Just a feeling.’

‘As long as you can look after her,’ says Aunt Issy, in a judgy way, as she tidies away her equipment.

Alice’s face clouds. ‘There are lots of kids here. We all take care of them.’ She starts to get up. ‘I can go? I knew everything was fine, but Maggie said I should see you while you’re here.’ She groans and straightens up. ‘Can’t wait till this is over and I don’t weigh two hundred pounds. Thanks, Dr Ward. Charlotte.’ It feels good, talking to her. Like we are part of some team, both brave enough to run. Even if we don’t know what’s coming for us next.

We see some more people after that – one girl, Eliana, is a week post-abortion from Pat’s saline method. She’s maybe eighteen, with hair in the same kind of braids Maggie has. I wonder if she’d teach me how to do them. She hops down from the bed after her examination, and I see there is soil on her boots from the fields. ‘All good,’ says Aunt Issy, making some notes on a pad of paper. ‘You should be fine.’

As Eliana puts on her jumper, she hesitates a second. Then she asks, ‘It’s not true, is it, what they say in school – that it affects your fertility? The termination?’

‘If it’s done properly and all the contents clear, then no. The bleeding has stopped?’

‘Two days ago. Went through a lot of period pants.’ She seems cheerful. This could have been me, if my pregnancy had ended quickly and with no fuss. If we lived in the old world.

Aunt Issy sees me watching as the girl leaves. She’s my age – maybe she might understand how I feel. ‘Go chat to her. You’ve done enough for today.’

I catch up with her on her way back to the fields. ‘Hey, Eliana.’

She slows down for me. ‘Charlotte, yeah?’ Her accent is from up north, maybe Yorkshire, and I wonder how she found out about this place. ‘You’re up the duff too?’ She nods towards my middle.

‘Yeah. I’m – we were trying to find a clinic but we got caught.’

‘Who’s the dad – you got a boyfriend?’

Somehow I want to tell her the truth. ‘He didn’t know. If I told him it would have been . . .’ I make an exploding motion with my hands, and she nods.

‘Happens. It was my mum who dobbed me in.’

‘Your mum?’

‘Oh yeah. She’s a real believer. You’re lucky yours is cool.’

I’ve never thought of Mum as cool. She’s always so stressed, nagging about vegetables and citizen points and clean socks. ‘It was my brother called them. Twin brother.’

She shakes her head. ‘That sucks.’

‘Did you – you didn’t feel guilty about, you know? Doing things, when you’re not married?’

‘Sex?’ I can’t believe she’s just said it straight out. She rolls her eyes at my reaction. ‘Don’t tell me you’re one of those purity nuts.’

‘No! Of course not.’

‘So, you didn’t hate it? When you did it?’

‘Well, no, I didn’t hate it.’ I can’t even think about how good it felt. The breath in the throat and hands on my skin. But by not saying no, not controlling myself, I’ve blown all our lives apart. Stupid, stupid idiot. I’ve put so many people in danger.

‘Well then. Don’t feel guilty, Charlotte. It’s normal. The human race would have died out without it.’

She’s walking off, so I follow her, hugging my hoody round me in the wind. It’s getting colder, finally, after a long hot autumn. I call: ‘Listen, do you know about the resistance? That coat-hanger symbol stuff?’

‘Of course. How else would I have found out about here?’

‘But – like, how? At my school nobody would even talk about it. We were too scared.’

Eliana is picking up a hoe that’s resting against the barn – at least I think it’s a hoe. I’ve never actually seen one in real life. ‘We swap info. Forums, social media, stuff like that. Sometimes we leave messages inside multi-user games, you know?’ Rory likes those but I’ve always saved my allocated screen time for scrolling or extra studying. ‘It’s super-secure and they just think we’re playing the Sims or whatever, so they don’t check.’

‘People don’t get caught?’

‘Sometimes. But what else can we do? Women are dying, like literally dying. That woman died last week, Lenora. The one all the protests were about, you know?’ I remember Miss Chu talking about it, trying to get us to care, but I barely took it in. I could only think of myself.

‘I want to help,’ I blurt. I feel really uncool beside her, like a naïve little girl. ‘I mean, I want to be part of it, the resistance.’ If it wasn’t for them, I wouldn’t even have got this far.

She looks at me, giving me the once-over to see if I’m serious, and I don’t blame her. Before this I’d never even thought of protesting. I put up with having instruments inside me several times a month, with everything I eat and every step I take being monitored, with boys like Sam and my brother telling me what to do. ‘You should talk to Maggie.’

‘She’s part of it?’

She throws me a glance over her shoulder. ‘Maggie, like, is the resistance.’

There’s so much I don’t know. ‘Oh. What could I do to help?’

‘She likes to do these video interviews, get the word out about our stories. She says only stories can change people’s minds. Especially about young women like you. White girls.’

I blush when she says it, but it’s true, I know. Lenora de Santos, she was black, and Nadia at school said people would have cared more if a white, middle-class woman died. I’d like to think that isn’t true, but I know it is.

‘Wouldn’t I get in trouble?’ I can just imagine my face all over the internet, telling people outright that I broke the law. I wanted an abortion, I cut my tracker out, I ran from custody. All that stuff is so, so banned.

Eliana laughs as she walks away. ‘You’re already in so much trouble, Charlotte. What’s a bit more?’

I like the idea of it. That I could help other girls, like Mai helped me, and Miss Chu, and Rae and Matilda and now Maggie and the others. That I could do something useful, instead of just causing trouble for people I love.

But if I do this, I really can’t go back. I might never see Dad again. Or Sam. Or Rory, I suppose. And Mum and Aunt Issy might be taken down with me. I understand suddenly how much it takes to resist, to rebel. You need to be willing to give up all the things you have, in the hope of something better. Sacrifice. That’s what it is. Like Mum said. For a moment I let myself imagine a future where these herbs work and it all just ends and I’m fine. What do I do then? I still can’t really go home. Can I? Not to be the same as I was. So what?

I start to run back to the house, full of nervous energy. ‘Maggie. Maggie!’ She’s in the farmyard, hands on her hips as two women I haven’t seen before tinker with a van, the legs of one sticking out from under it.

She’s so pretty, Maggie. So cool and smart and useful. She’d never not know how to do things or let herself get in a mess like I have. She blows the hair out of her face. ‘You OK?’

‘Yeah. I just – want to help. With the resistance. Whatever I can do. Your stories. The ones you record.’

She looks at me. ‘If you mean that, Charlotte, it would be wonderful.’

‘Of course I do.’ Oh. I don’t feel well all of a sudden. Shouldn’t have run.

Maggie’s smile turns to a frown. ‘Charlotte, are you OK?’

I lean over and throw up all the gross herbal tea, right at her feet.


Chapter Fifteen

Isobel

Charlotte is heaving into the sink in my makeshift office, grey-faced. I stroke her shoulders, so thin and bony. ‘It’s OK, sweetheart.’ She throws up more. Cries more.

‘Does this mean it didn’t work?’ she gasps, wiping her mouth. ‘The herbs didn’t work either?’

‘I think so, darling. There was never much of a chance. What you have, it’s hard to treat.’

‘We have to get her to Ireland,’ says Karen, her face drawn. She has her arms crossed, knuckles white.

‘I know.’ Of course we do. Perhaps I never believed in any of these home remedies or even the clinic. It was always going to be exile. A flash of white sand, the wind in my ears, a long and lonely sweep of sea out to America. Irish women used to come here for help, a ferry ride, bleeding all the way home. And now look. They’ve gained their rights, and not long after we lost ours. Everything can always be lost.

‘We’d need to find a boat, pay someone.’ Not that easy to bribe people now cash has been phased out. My mind jumps ahead, thinking of problems.

Charlotte’s face is like a child’s, frightened, tear-stained. ‘But it’s so dangerous. We might get caught! Or the boats, they sink all the time!’

‘I’ll ask Maggie. She’ll help us.’

‘Ask me what?’ says Maggie, appearing in the door, bringing with her the fresh smell of outdoor air, and a tall skinny boy I haven’t seen before.

Karen says, tightly: ‘We have to take Charlotte to Ireland. There’s no other way.’

Maggie is so calm. ‘I know. I already sent messages to our boat network to see when we can get you on one.’

There’s another problem. ‘And how do we – I mean, we can’t pay for anything without our bracelets.’

‘That’s pretty common. Sometimes people arrange a transfer via the dark web – have you got anyone who can do that for you?’

Who could we ask? Not Tom. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Or if you have any valuables, they might accept something like that. You can pay when you arrive as well. There are ways.’

I nod, but it seems so vague and uncertain.

Maggie says, ‘While we’re waiting, can you see another patient, Issy?’

‘Of course.’ How can I say no? We have been here one full day already, and time is just going on and on and with every second Charlotte’s in more danger than before. But we can’t just leave with no plan in place. And besides, we owe them. They’re risking a lot by sheltering us.

‘I’ll take Charlotte up to lie down,’ says Karen.

I know she’s thinking the same as me – how the hell are we going to do this? We’ll have to ask Mum for help, there’s no other way. And that will mean facing what happened when we lost Marie.

Keen for the distraction of work, I turn to the boy, who’s about twelve years old and has a deep cut on his finger. ‘Playing in the barn,’ Maggie says, hand on his shoulder. ‘We didn’t know if it needed a stitch.’

I examine his bony hand, grimed with dirt, the nails uncut. ‘I don’t think so. You have antibiotics?’

‘Some, but we try to ration them.’

The boy hasn’t spoken yet. He’s small and freckled, his body already carrying the sweat of adolescence. ‘What’s your name?’ I ask him.

He doesn’t answer, so Maggie says: ‘This is Emmanuel. Manny, we call him. He doesn’t like to chat much, do you, Manny?’

The boy looks away. I wonder what he has seen to make him shut down.

‘All right, Manny, let’s clean this up a bit.’

He trembles as I wash his hand, using some of the wipes I took from the hospital and adding a fresh bandage on top. ‘Does it hurt?’ He shakes his head. No words. ‘OK, you’re all done. Come back if it gets red or swollen, yes?’ He jumps down and I watch him run off, the gawky grace of him. It’s not so long since Rory was like this. ‘Where’s his mother?’ I ask Maggie.

‘She died. Five years ago, maybe. Having Manny’s younger sister – she was born here. Tilly. That curly-haired demon running about the place.’

‘Oh. That’s sad.’

‘She had sepsis when she showed up, so there wasn’t much we could do, as you know. We only just saved Tilly.’

‘Why did she run then?’

I must sound disapproving, because Maggie raises her eyebrows. ‘Usual reason. The dad. Not a good man.’

‘You take care of the kids as well? When that happens?’

‘Sometimes they’re adopted, if that’s what the woman wants. Or we all pitch in and when they’re old enough they help with chores.’ She sighs, looking down the corridor as the boy’s footsteps echo through the house. ‘It’s a shame about Manny. Next year he has to go, but he’s nowhere near ready. We don’t know where his family are.’

I don’t understand. ‘Go where?’

She won’t quite meet my eye. ‘No men or boys over thirteen on the farm. It’s our rule.’

I’m shocked. ‘But – he’s a child. How will he cope?’

‘There are places.’ I know what she means. Workhouses, essentially, for parentless children. So many of those now, left on doorsteps and in baby boxes or, worse, abandoned to die. If they live they get trained up for the military, or to be Protection Squad muscle. He’s so young, the poor boy, his skin still peachy and smooth. He quivered under my touch, as if terrified.

Maggie catches my look. Her tone is gently reproving. ‘We do our best here, Issy. It’s not perfect but it’s all we can offer. And the place works in part because we reject male energy, the control of our bodies that brought us here. Many of the women are running from violence, from rape. They don’t need to be around that.’

I nod, although it doesn’t sit right with me. Sacrifices must be made, as Anita said. It’s a jolt every time I think of her. Has she thought about me since we met? Does she know we’re on the run, or are such things beneath her notice?

‘Thank you for what you’ve done today,’ she says.

‘Thank you for taking us in.’ I don’t know what we would have done otherwise. Slept under a hedge or something. I wash my hands at the little sink in the corner, soaping up to the elbows out of habit. The soap is rough and scouring, home-made, and I hope it might clean away some of the grime I carry with me. Blood, and dirt, and the shame of things I have done, things I haven’t. ‘You’re involved with the protestors – the resistance?’

‘Of course. It’s all the same network.’ She rolls her shoulders to stretch them, and I can’t help but notice how graceful her arms are, powerful under her dungarees. Her hair braided roughly, no makeup. She moves as if everyone, and no one, is watching her. A glint of amusement. ‘But I just met you, so I won’t tell you everything just yet. Take a walk with me? I’ll give you a tour.’

She extends an arm and, uncertain, I accept it. I’m not used to physical contact with anyone who isn’t my patient. Her arm is strong and toned as I’d imagined, the skin lightly tanned. She guides me through the rest of the house. ‘I inherited this from my grandma. I’m a bit of an odd mix – my dad’s side are Lebanese aristocrats, and Mum’s are English farmers, essentially. But it was perfect for our needs. There’s room for ten guests, as well as the core community. That comes and goes. The kids sleep communally.’ She shows me the other rooms, a riot of beds and mattresses and toys. As we pass through the house I see children everywhere, strapped to fronts and backs, toddling between feet.

A treacherous thought crosses my mind. I’ve spent years trying to find a child to call my own. But here they are just – everyone’s? I could love any of these, pick them up as they stagger towards danger, feed them, let them go to sleep in my arms. Women are cooking in the kitchen, shucking peas, peeling vegetables. In another room with a strong smell of lavender, they’re making soap and candles. I spot Karen in a side office, something like an old pantry, with several women clustered around her. She’s saying something about appeal processes, and gives me a distracted wave. She looks exhausted, lines and hollows sculpted into her face, a dry riverbed of worry.

‘She’s helping with legal work,’ Maggie says.

‘That’s good.’ It’s a long time since Karen has done anything with that brain of hers, another source of rancour between us.

As Maggie and I head out, I hear footsteps. It’s Emmanuel, the shy boy, following us a few paces behind. As I look at him, he ducks behind the wall of the house.

Maggie smiles. ‘Seems you’ve made a friend. Manny? You want to come with us?’

Immediately he’s by our side. Too big to hold hands, but he never leaves us, running a few paces behind, playing with the dog, stroking the horses. Maggie shows me distant fields, figures far away against the horizon. The air is so fresh and clean, everywhere blackberries and apples and pears, the taste of winter just coming in. It’s been so long since I spent any time outside.

‘And you don’t have a permanent doctor here?’

‘There’s one in the village who comes for emergencies.’ Her mouth twists. ‘It’s a man, which we don’t love, but we have no choice. If we could find a woman who’d stay . . .’

Surely she doesn’t mean me? We’ve only just met. Yet she has almost, but not quite, suggested it. I feel the brush of her arm on mine and I wonder, I wonder what’s going on here. I think of Anita just yesterday, a flicker of guilt, even, which is ridiculous. After all this time, after all she did, how can I feel I still belong to her, even a little bit? I detach from Maggie, pretend to be looking at a horse in the field, shining chestnut. ‘You really think we can get Charlotte to Ireland?’

‘It’s been done before. But she should never have got to this point. It’s just so crazy they’d risk her dying, when it’s not even viable.’

‘I’ve seen it so many times. That’s why we ran. Because women do die. All the time.’

‘Oh? At the hospital?’

I’ve told her more than I meant to. She has a way of drawing out confidences – she told me she was a journalist, before.

I lower my voice, conscious of Emmanuel running ahead of us, striding through the long grass. ‘Several every week.’

She looks at me. ‘How can you live with that? As a doctor?’

‘I just . . .’ It’s hard to explain. How the world can change gradually, day by day, until your normal is an unthinkable bloodbath. I tell myself I’m able to help some of them, but others I send to the mercies of the system. ‘I thought we were doing some good. I still do, in a way.’ I think of Anita again. She always had a way of making me see her point. Ironing out the kinks, she said. Not a perfect system but better than what we had. But Marie. After that, how have I been able to work within these laws for ten years? The answer is I don’t know. But here I am.

Maggie’s expression has changed. ‘How can you say that? Look around you. These things that happen. Your niece!’

‘I know, I know. I see it. But some of it has been good. The birth rate, everyone’s general health. Adoptions are way up. The kids have a chance at least.’ I wave my arms around me. ‘Look at this. The countryside. It wasn’t like this when we were young – do you remember?’

‘But it’s not worth it.’

‘I . . .’ I don’t know what to say. ‘I agree, I think. Now. But – it wasn’t for nothing. It never is.’ She has no way to know the hand I had in these laws, but I find I feel defensive all the same.

Maggie is watching me. ‘Look, Isobel, we try to stay off-grid here, but I need internet access for the forums, to swap information, arrange the boats. I didn’t want to tell you this in case it scared you, but – the PS were seen in the village earlier today.’

My whole body tenses. ‘They must have followed us here.’

But how? We got rid of everything that could be tracked. Are we important enough that they’d search every village in the country for us?

She touches my arm and I flinch. ‘I’m sorry, Issy. It could be a random patrol. I just need you to know what you’re up against. What happened? Did you piss off someone high up?’

Reflexively, I look towards the road, half-expecting to see PS vans roaring up it. ‘We should go – we’re putting you in danger.’

‘Stay the night, till the boat is arranged. They’ve moved on, for now.’

‘I’m so sorry. We shouldn’t have come here.’

‘Don’t be silly. You’ve both been very helpful, you and your sister.’ Maggie moves off, the soft fabric of her overalls brushing over my arm. I shiver. For so long I have felt nothing, numb, anaesthetised, and now it’s like I’m raw to the world, every sliver of pain and joy and terror. I don’t yet know which I prefer. ‘Come on, I’ll show you the rest of the farm. You haven’t seen the animals yet.’

Towards the end of the tour, I find myself almost regretting the brevity of our stay. It’s something about the atmosphere of the place – calm, resourceful, everyone pulling together. I feel I can actually help, diagnose gestational diabetes or listen to a child’s croupy chest. I haven’t seen Charlotte since she threw up earlier, but I spot her now in the kitchen, fully recovered and laughing with the red-haired woman I treated earlier, a toddler playing round their feet. They are chopping vegetables, and the other girl seems to be teasing Charlotte over the fact she’s never performed this simple task before.

Maggie is in demand everywhere, one minute fielding questions about ditch drainage, and plumbing, and minor health crises, the next changing a washable nappy, or plucking a chicken. I can’t imagine her as the pampered media type she says she used to be, who would never clean her own home or cut her own grass. These days her hands are rough, practical, well-used. Right now, they are lifting the heavy kettle off the hob, pouring water over fresh herbs. The sharp scent of mint rises up.

‘Manny? You want some tea?’ The boy has followed us like a shadow everywhere. He shakes his head, eyes on a jar of biscuits, and I wonder if he ever speaks. ‘Go on, then.’ She laughs, then turns to me as he snags one and darts from the room with it, secretive like an animal. I wonder what his life was before this. ‘So what do you think of the farm?’ Maggie asks me.

‘It’s amazing. It’s such a fantastic place you’ve created here.’

‘We forgot it, I think, the power of community. Oh, there are disadvantages – tending the fields on dark cold mornings, scrubbing loos, changing nappies when I never even had kids – but look at what we’ve gained. And it’s safe.’

I wonder how it can be kept so. ‘Aren’t you worried someone will talk? I mean, we found you.’

Maggie pushes back her hair with her forearm, flushed from the stove. ‘It’s not illegal to live like this. Several of the women are breaking the law, yes, by running. But we have ways to hide them if anyone comes. And look, we’re openly raising children. No one can prove we’re also providing abortion support. They see us as a kind of hippie commune, I think.’

I hadn’t thought of that. The kids are, in a way, the perfect camouflage. The government doesn’t seem to understand you can both welcome and nurture babies and also help other women to not have theirs. I’m not sure I understood it myself.

‘How did you even get into this? How do you find the courage?’ I’ve been asking myself this a lot. I spent ten years too scared to do anything, and it took Charlotte’s life being in danger to shake me out of it. How does someone get the bravery to do the things Maggie’s done?

She shrugs. ‘I was just so angry all the time. You know, the laws, the tests. The way men weren’t affected. It was eating away at me, like some kind of acid inside, every single day. In the end this was the only way.’

I think of Karen, how quietly furious she’s been for years. And myself. Just getting by, telling myself it’s all for some greater good I lost sight of a long time ago. ‘And how—’

I break off at the sound of running feet in the corridor. It’s Emmanuel, out of breath, half-eaten biscuit in his hand. Finally, he speaks, and I hear his voice is still high and sweet, with a Liverpool accent. ‘It’s Alice – she’s having her baby.’


Chapter Sixteen

Karen

It’s been a long time since I had a day like today, where I feel like I’m doing something useful, instead of futilely moving documents around. Just as my sister has a queue of people waiting for medical attention, I seem to have also sprung a line wanting legal advice.

‘I haven’t been a lawyer in years,’ I keep saying. But they still come with their questions. How to make sure a father can’t put in a custody bid. How to find a relative or friend lost in the system, taken to a camp like Simone’s sister. I’m planning to ask Maggie about her – if she’s in the resistance, they might know something about the camps too. I answer as best I can each time, trying not to let the questions pierce my heart. It’s harder to see these cases when they’re right in front of you, hope breaking in their voices. Maybe it’s worse than despair, sometimes.

Charlotte comes to see me as dusk falls, bringing a plate of rough bread and butter and a mealy apple, clearly home-grown. She looks pale but calm, her hair in a complicated plait like many of the girls about the place. I wonder who did it for her. ‘What are you up to, Mum?’

My last client, who wanted to ask about getting someone out of PC – something I actually do know about – is just leaving, her pregnant belly jutting in front of her. I estimate about a third of the women here are currently pregnant. She’s around my age, I’d judge, but I’ve seen teenagers with bumps as well, younger than Charlotte. And there are so many kids about the place, raggedy but seemingly happy. ‘Oh, just giving what advice I can. It’s not much.’

‘That’s cool. That you know all that. Mum, Maggie says there’s a boat for us – tomorrow night.’

My mind leaps ahead. We’ll have to pay the owner somehow, make it to the coast. We’ll need more petrol as well, assuming any can be found.

And Maggie. Do I trust this stranger? There’s something appraising about her gaze, a kind of inner resoluteness that I worry about. ‘Where’s your aunt?’

‘That lady Alice is having her baby.’

‘Oh.’ If I know my sister, that means we’re staying until it’s born, which could be hours and hours still. We don’t have that kind of time. ‘You should be resting,’ I chide Charlotte. ‘Your body’s been through a lot. Go and lie down.’

Having sent her upstairs, I wander into the kitchen, where I find four women making dinner, pots bubbling and wholesome smells of spices and vegetables.

‘Anyone seen Maggie?’ I ask.

A woman I don’t recognise looks over her shoulder while taking a dish from the oven, dark locks swinging. ‘Down the field. One of the cows is in labour.’

It’s getting dark already, and the temperature has dropped so I wish I’d thought to bring my coat. The sky is streaked with mauve and pink. Winter dusk. The cows are kept in a shed several fields away, and the ripe stink of it takes me back to childhood, my grandmother chiding my grandfather for walking filth in on his boots. The cow is lowing in what must be a universal language of distress. I feel my heart rate leap at it, the dark smelly shed, the large animal in pain, but Maggie and the woman who runs the farm, Shell, seem totally calm. Shell is manly, in overalls and cropped hair, the kind of woman you don’t often see since gender-nonconformity became a crime. It’s warm in the shed with the radiating heat of big animals.

Without turning round, Maggie says, ‘We have regular votes on whether to be vegan. But we need the protein, the kids especially. So, this is the outcome.’ She presses a hand to the cow’s damp side, as if trying to communicate her apologies.

‘What are you going to do?’ I look at the animal dubiously.

‘We pull the calf out. Didn’t you ever watch vet shows on TV?’

I have, of course, and my head fills with images of rope hauling out hooves, the gore and filth of birth. We have done our best to sanitise it, shut it away in hospitals, but there is no avoiding the putrescence of a body split open. ‘Actually, my grandparents had a farm. In Ireland.’ Where we spent the long summers of our childhood, a delight until I turned eleven or so, then an interminable drag. Where Mum lives now.

‘That’s useful. Come here, I need you to hold her while Shell and I pull.’

With great trepidation, I squeeze around the side of the cow. She’d only have to lurch half a step and I’d be crushed against the barn wall. Her pain and fear seem to fill the space, the smell, her panting, her scrabbling hooves. Poor beast. I reach her head and grab for the rope tied to her collar, rough and slimy. ‘There, there. It’s OK. It’s going to be OK.’ I was six the last time I witnessed a calving, sent to shield Isobel from it while my mother and grandmother, practical women in a way I’m not, managed the situation. Marie was not even born then. Calving was women’s work, my grandfather said, drinking his tea from a brown-stained cup. He’d leaned down to clarify, and I had been afraid of his barnyard reek. ‘Smaller hands,’ he explained, and I didn’t know what he meant. Now, I see Shell and Maggie are using theirs inside the cow. A sudden flash to the twins being born, the things that were done to me that I suppressed. Two healthy babies – what did I have to complain about? There are things I have been afraid to look at all these years.

The cow bellows. ‘Easy, easy,’ mutters Shell. ‘Come on, girl.’ Then there’s a great noise, like a cork coming out of an immense bottle, and the calf slides out, hooves first, slimed and looking barely alive. But it is. The mother turns to lick it, and I twist myself to get out past her enormous heaving flank. The calf stands on its brand-new legs, and I find myself blinking back tears. It’s a miracle, however unwelcome it might be.

‘You’re good at that,’ I say to Maggie, as we walk back across the field. It’s fully dark now, but Maggie picks her way sure-footed, while I stumble in the mud. Shell has stayed to settle the calf, and all around us are figures coming back from the fields. A sense of work done, a day well spent.

‘My husband always said I should have been a farmer,’ she says, and laughs at my quick blink of surprise. I’d thought somehow she was otherwise inclined. ‘Oh yes, I had a husband. People aren’t always . . . black and white, you know.’

‘What – why did you . . . ?’

‘He thought we should just go along with the laws, keep our heads down since they didn’t affect us. We were well off, and I was certified infertile since I’d had my tubes tied. When you still could. Later, there was pressure to adopt, but I was pretty much gone by then. Deep in the resistance.’

I wonder how you join something like that. Do you just wake up one day and say, I’m in the resistance, or is it like everything, gradual as weeds growing up? You go to a meeting, you meet some people, and soon that is your life and carrying out illegal actions your daily norm?

‘I tried to keep my head down too,’ I say. ‘I had twins before the laws came in, so I got some benefits. My husband also said we should ride it out.’

‘Let me guess, it ended up being good for his job?’

I nod. ‘With me to do childcare and cook the dinner and wash his shirts. He was going to be a judge.’ Probably not, now. Every time I think of Tom my stomach lurches down. I have kidnapped our daughter, officially. Another crime for my list. What must he think of me? He’ll have had to take time off work to look after Rory, unless some useful woman has stepped in. Tanya from next door, perhaps. We are always so willing to pick up the slack.

Maggie sighs. ‘It isn’t easy, to resist. They make it hard on purpose, so it’s simpler to go along with it, take yourself along a path, until you realise it’s too late to turn back. It’s what they do in abattoirs – keep the animals calm so they’ll walk themselves in.’

I’m lucky. I have been given this chance to save my daughter from the slaughterhouse the centres have become. I say, ‘Will there really be a boat for us?’

She glances round at me. Her cheekbones are like knives, her hair treacle-dark. ‘I’ve done what I can. They’ll be heading out on today’s trip soon.’

It gives me hope, somehow, to imagine other women making this trip. I think of the migrants who for many years set out in flimsy, overloaded boats to cross the Channel – a much shorter distance than crossing to Ireland. No one really knows what happens to migrants now, where we put the people that make it. They get sent back, the government says.

‘Is it safe?’

Maggie twists her mouth. ‘I’ll be honest with you, it’s not. If the weather is bad especially, they do sink. And there are some who do it for profit, load the boats higher than they’ll take, charge extra for life jackets. But not all. Some are just trying to help.’

I hope we get a kind person, an altruistic one. One willing to take us when I’m not even sure we can pay. How much of my life I am now trusting to the idea that people are basically good. I’m not sure I even believed this before, or do now.

‘Thank you, Maggie. For everything.’

She looks at me steadily. ‘Did Charlotte tell you about the interview?’

‘What interview?’

She stoops to pick a long blade of grass, and I’m back on my grandparents’ farm again, running my hands along the seeds to pull them off in my fingers.

‘She asked how she could help the resistance, and the best way to do that is record her story for the internet. About being in PC, being chipped, all of it.’

My response is immediate. ‘We can’t do that!’ We’re trying to stay under the radar, not tell the world about all the laws we broke.

‘I hear you, but I promise you it’s safe. We can’t be traced from it, and you’d be in Ireland by the time I released it.’

‘I don’t know. It seems too dangerous.’

‘It’s the only way we’re going to change things, you see. Hearts and minds. Stories, especially about nice middle-class girls suffering. That’s the sad truth.’ Maggie spreads her hands. ‘We had that poor woman who died of sepsis last week, Lenora, and now we have one who’s still alive, who has a chance. It’s working, too. The protests are growing every time! This has been building for years, Karen.’

Stiffly, I say: ‘But Maggie, she’s my daughter. She’s not a case study.’

‘To you, yes. I can’t afford to think that way.’

It doesn’t feel like I have a choice, and we do need her help to get to Ireland. ‘I – it’s up to Charlotte.’

‘She was keen. I think she’s realised it’s no longer possible to only care about yourself in this world.’ That feels like a dig.

‘You promise it won’t go out until we’ve left?’

‘Of course.’ Maggie’s face is calm and beautiful. I don’t know if I can trust her or not.

As we reach the house, I hear footfalls in the front yard, and the sound of ringing laughter. I see the boy, Emmanuel, playing hopscotch in patterns of the fading sun, and am surprised. Rory was a good little foot soldier at that age, uninterested in games unless they simulated war. Even more surprising is when a woman hops past, laughing and breathless as she lands on both feet, and the boy high-fives her. The biggest surprise is to see that this woman – laughing, dishevelled, happy, almost – is my sister.

Maggie is behind me. ‘She seems at home here.’

She does, and Charlotte is getting comfortable too, in a way that makes me nervous. ‘We have to go. There’s no time to lose. Set up whatever you need, but we have to leave first thing. Please.’

So many things might go wrong. The car could break down, or we could be caught by the PS, or lose our way – I won’t feel safe until we’re on a boat, pulling out of British waters. Even at sea, patrol boats can call us over and arrest us.

Isobel comes up to us, panting, smoothing down her hair. ‘Just taking a breather. Alice is progressing well.’

‘How long’s it going to be?’ I know it’s selfish, but what I want to say is let’s go now, let’s leave this woman we don’t even know to have her baby without us. Let other people help.

‘No way to tell. Several hours at least.’ A spark of panic. Does she not want to leave? I can’t do this without her. She’s looking at Maggie now. ‘Did you tell her?’

‘Tell me what?’

Maggie shakes her head. ‘It’s yours to tell, Issy.’

Reluctantly, my sister says, ‘The PS were here earlier. In the village.’

‘Oh my God. That must mean they’re looking for us.’ My stomach starts to churn. ‘So we need to go now! We can’t wait.’ Why didn’t she tell me sooner?

‘But Karen – they’ll be looking for us on the road too. If they even came for us. We don’t know.’

‘We can’t stay here,’ I repeat. ‘It’s too dangerous. For everyone.’

‘Stay until morning,’ says Maggie, soothingly. ‘Otherwise, you’ll just be waiting around for the boat. Get some rest, eat a good dinner.’

Isobel smiles at her a fraction too long. I wonder what has happened that she suddenly trusts Maggie so much, having known her only one day. ‘In that case, I better get back to my patient,’ she says.

Charlotte is not resting, but drinking herbal tea at the kitchen table, playing Scrabble with one of the older women, who has long white hair, shiny and lovely. I look at her words. Paradigm. Monster. Grape.

‘Mum, I’m winning! This is Barbara.’

I smile a distracted hello, wondering if Charlotte fully understands what’s going to happen to her. That our plan is to put her on a boat, a small and dangerous boat, sail her across choppy seas to a country she barely knows, so that the contents of her body can be removed. And then what? We might never come home again. This could be our last day in GB, ever.


Chapter Seventeen

Charlotte

Our time at the farm is rushing away like water down a drain. Before bed, I change out of my dirty tracksuit and clean up as best I can in the sink. It’s my second night here, and I really need to wash my hair, but there are only two bathrooms and they both seem to be busy all the time. Plus, I have no shampoo, just the home-made soap that burns my hands a bit. Mum said the room was like a youth hostel, and I didn’t know what that was. The idea that people my age could travel alone, stay away from their parents, is mad. It’s still new to me not to be at home, Mum telling me what to eat, monitoring everything I put in my mouth, even brushing my hair for me though I’m nearly eighteen. Sometimes I think me going to Oxford was more important to her than to me. And now look. It’s all gone. So what will I be now? Could I go to university somewhere else? In Ireland, where Mum has told me we’re going as soon as Aunt Issy finishes with Alice? Told me, not asked.

‘You really think we can make it?’ I dry my face on a raggedy towel, while Mum sits on a bed going through our few possessions, rearranging them ready to leave tomorrow. I put on a clean hoody that smells of home and makes me feel sad for Dad. I wonder where he thinks we went, if he’s worried about us. I’m even sad for Rory, a bit. It’s complicated.

‘I don’t see that we have any choice.’ Mum’s face has new lines on it even since a few days ago. I caused this, all her worry, all her stress.

That word again, choice. She hasn’t asked me once what I want, not even when she took the test for me in the first place. The bookshop with Rae and Matilda, the first clinic, the second, running here. The idea of getting back in the bumpy old car, travelling for miles to the coast, maybe being arrested at any minute by an army patrol or the PS . . . it’s not great, to be honest.

‘Mum, it’s going to be really dangerous. Don’t they shoot at people trying to get away?’ I know there are patrols all the way along our coastline. It used to be to keep people out. Now it’s to keep us in.

‘It’s not as dangerous as you bleeding to death.’

‘But . . .’ If I’m here, there are people to help me. Pat and Aunty Issy and at least some medical supplies. Would it really be so bad?

‘Don’t start this again, Charlotte. You need surgery, in a proper hospital, not some farmhouse remedy.’

‘Are we going to see Granny?’ I say timidly. Mum is scary when she’s like this. She hasn’t spoken to Granny in years and I don’t entirely know why.

‘I don’t know.’ She looks at me critically, hardly camera-ready with my dirty hair and slobby clothes. ‘Come on. I suppose we’d better get this over with.’

Maggie has set up a phone on a tripod in the corner of the living room, a ring light in front of me so the whole world can see my face. It’s dumb, but I wish I had some makeup. I look all washed out and my hair is gross. But everyone is staring at me, and the recording light is on.

I clear my throat. ‘Hi, my name is Charlotte Levine, and I’m from Reading.’ Maggie said that was important, to show I’m a real person.

‘Can you tell us what happened to you, Charlotte?’ Maggie’s voice is soft, but probing.

‘Um. Well, you know how we all do our tests every few days. I got pinged, so I did one. And it was positive. I don’t know why it never showed up before that. Sometimes they don’t, apparently. For a while. Apparently I’m like ten weeks.’

‘Then what?’

I’m picking at my nails, which are all red and frayed. Mum usually slaps my hand away when she catches me. I can see her watching from behind Maggie. ‘Um. My mum quickly said, don’t log the result. And she took another test for me and we logged that.’ I’m really dropping her in it. I can’t see her face in the shadows.

‘So what was your plan?’

‘I didn’t have one. Mum was going to try and get it sorted. She asked a few people I think, and then we found a place, and they gave us the address for a clinic, so I was going to go the next day and try to take a pill to sort it.’ Getting more people in trouble. Is this a mistake? Too late to stop now. ‘But it was shut when we got there. And then they found out I was pregnant and came for me. The PS.’ Richard. But I don’t say that.

‘How did they find out?’

I sigh. ‘My brother heard us talking. And he reported it.’ I wonder if Rory will see this, if it will come up on his phone. If he’ll feel ashamed, or just blame me even more.

Maggie sounds shocked, though I’m sure she already knows this. ‘Your own brother reported you?’

‘My twin brother. It was, like, really upsetting he would do that. But it’s what they get taught in Defenders.’

‘So you were arrested.’

‘Yes. They came to the house, and they took Mum and me away. Then I was brought to this centre, and they made me wear a gown and did all these tests, took my blood, gave me an, an . . .’ I blank on the word, I’m so nervous.

‘Ultrasound?’ Maggie prompts.

‘Yeah. They made me – look at it. The . . . baby.’ I block out the memory, the specks of black and grey they said I should love already. ‘And they put a tracker in my hand, and it really hurt. And they said I was evil to not want the baby.’

‘And how did that feel?’

I remember it with a drop in my stomach. ‘Terrible. Like I was so sinful and wrong. Even though they said it was ectopic, the baby. It was growing in the wrong place. In my tube.’ I touch a hand to my side, where this horror is taking place, where I feel stabbing pains every hour or so. Easy to imagine it swelling inside me, ready to explode.

‘Did you know what that meant? Ectopic?’

‘It means it can’t ever be born. In the olden days they’d give you something to clear it, but now they just wait.’

‘You can die from the bleeding, isn’t that right? Or from sepsis, if everything doesn’t clear out of you?’

‘Yes. That’s what my aunt told me. She’s a doctor. Especially when it’s lasted this long, like mine has.’ I’m getting her into trouble too. If there was any chance of us escaping charges, this video will end all that.

‘But you got out of custody, clearly.’

‘Yes. I don’t totally know how.’ I really don’t. ‘My aunt sorted it, and my mum came to get me. We had a new address for a clinic and we went there. But it was getting raided and we just ran.’

Maggie is nodding along, her head tilted empathetically. ‘And – the father of the baby, he didn’t report the pregnancy either? But he faced no charges?’

Oh no. I freeze. ‘Um.’ What do I say? ‘He doesn’t – he didn’t know.’ Poor Sam – he didn’t ask for any of this, but he’s been dragged into it all the same. I wish I’d had time to explain it to him. Time to say goodbye to Dad. Or anyone.

Thankfully, Maggie moves on, turning to face the camera. ‘So Charlotte’s experience proves that, even with all the surveillance we have now, pregnancies don’t always show up on the tests. As campaigners have been saying for years, the entire system rests on accepted facts that aren’t actually true. False negatives are common, and false positives can even occur. Pregnancy and birth are entirely too complicated, too messy, to be legislated in this way. That’s why women are dying all the time. Why this young woman may die unless she gets help. This could be your daughter, your sister. She’s just a child, only seventeen years old. How can we condemn her to die of a doomed pregnancy, based on junk science, laws made by people who have no idea how women’s bodies even work?’

I can see, in the corner of the phone screen, the image of my face. It will be beamed out to everyone in GB, even though the government suppresses this type of content. People will know what happened to me. He will think I talked. But I didn’t. I kept the secret.

Maggie wraps it up. ‘Thank you, Charlotte. You’ve been very brave to tell your story, and we hope it helps other young women in the same situation.’ She reaches to turn off the camera and smiles at me. ‘You did great.’

‘Yeah?’ I thought I sounded dumb.

‘Yeah. You did a good thing.’ That feels nice because I’ve never been brave before. I’ve never gone to a protest or even reposted a resistance video. Nadia did once and she got in so much trouble, missed school for a week. I wonder how she is, if the girls are at home now, doing their homework, watching TV. If they’re wondering where I am.

Someone opens the door to Maggie’s office then – it’s one of the women from the kitchen. Ashara, I think her name is. ‘Sorry to interrupt. The doctor says can you come to help?’ I assume she wants Maggie, or Mum, but no. She’s looking at me. I’m not used to things like this – the idea that I can help anyone, either in person or by doing this video. But I get up anyway, and go.

It’s Alice and she’s having her baby. I’ve never heard anything like the sounds coming out of her, deep bellows from right inside. When you see people on TV having babies, they always have their legs up in stirrups, but she’s on all fours on the bed. The room smells meaty, rank but somehow sweet too.

Aunt Issy sees me frozen in the doorway. ‘Don’t be scared, it’s all quite normal.’

I look sceptically at Alice, her face red and her body kind of rippling like one of those snakes that eats things bigger than itself.

Aunt Issy says, ‘Can you boil some water, Charlotte? Clean towels and sheets too.’

I don’t know what that’s for but I go, almost tripping over one of the kids who’s sitting cross-legged on the floor right outside. ‘Hey! You should sit somewhere else, mate, we’re going to be in and out.’

‘Will she be OK?’ he says, in such a quiet voice I can hardly hear him.

It’s that boy Emmanuel, tall and gawky but not a teenager yet. In FM we learned how to talk to kids, about what boys go through in puberty and why we should be nice to them. And it felt good, to help look after Richard and Tanya’s kids when she was in hospital having Barney, to put plasters on their cut knees, feel their little arms around my legs. Maybe being a mother will be like that, when it happens. If I can even be one once my insides have ruptured.

I stoop down to him. ‘Alice? I think she’s going to be just fine. But you might hear some weird noises coming out of there, OK? I don’t want you to be scared.’

He looks up at me as if I can’t be trusted. ‘Sometimes people die. Having babies.’

‘I know. But my aunt’s here now, and she’s a doctor.’

He nods slowly. ‘Is she a good doctor?’

‘The best. And this is her specialty, you know – ladies having babies.’ He seems too big for me to take his hand, so I sort of biff him on the shoulder like I would with Rory. ‘Hey, bud, I need your help, actually. Can you help me find a load of clean sheets?’

He’s on his feet and off like a shot.


Chapter Eighteen

Isobel

Alice’s labour proceeds throughout the night. She lies on the couch in the examination room, sometimes getting up to walk with her hands on her lower back, sometimes crouching and moaning. I check her dilation every few minutes while Charlotte takes notes, fetches me what I need, bringing rough bread for us, tea. Alice can barely sip water.

Around five in the morning, Alice lurches bolt upright, groaning. ‘It hurts. It hurts!’ I lift her nightgown and see it’s almost time. The hard bone of the baby’s head is within sight, pushed out then in again by her body, the breaching and opening of it. It’s a messy business, but I have always found it somewhat breathtaking, the way the body knows what to do. We might tell women when to push, but it’s going to happen no matter what. We are just there to guide the child into the world.

Alice grasps my arm. ‘I can’t. I can’t!’

‘You can,’ I say, trying to sound calm. ‘You just need to let them come.’ And they are almost here, almost a person, only a tunnel of flesh away from the world. She gives several gut-wrenching cries, like she’s being ripped open, and then it is happening, the baby is sliding, squeezing, their body still indistinguishable from hers, and her nails dig into my arm but I don’t care, and there is the head, monstrous for a moment leaving her, then the shoulders, then he shoots out with some force, the blue slimy rope of the umbilical cord next. Yes, he. Because despite what she said, the baby is a boy.

‘Here he is. He’s here, Alice.’ I catch him as best I can – newborns are slippery as hell – and place him on her naked chest, cut through the cord with a knife. It’s meaty, throbbing with life. She sobs as the blood and mess daub her over. She breathes in his head, and weeps onto him, and holds him, and I realise I am crying too, and laughing, because this is a miracle, no matter the circumstances, if it is welcome or not. Miracles are not always good, I realise. They can break you open, reset the world like a badly shattered bone. Charlotte is staring in wonder and awe.

‘Can I check him over?’ Gently, I take the baby from Alice and place him on some scales, the kind you’d have in a kitchen. The baby opens his new mouth, a pink hole, and howls. ‘Eight pounds three. Seems healthy.’

‘Can I hold him? He’s really a boy?’

‘Yes, he’s a boy. And of course.’ I lay him back on her stomach, tacky with blood still. She closes her eyes as her hands reach for him.

I wonder what will happen now. He won’t officially exist if we don’t register his birth. She had mentioned adoption, but surely not now he’s here in her arms. Maybe that’s what it means, to be forced to carry a baby you don’t want. The terrible fact that love can’t always be avoided. Whatever she decides, she will not simply walk out of this room and leave him, like a temporary acquaintance made on a train.

Alice is still weeping softly, her eyes shut, and I feel like I shouldn’t be here. ‘Does it hurt him, if I give him up right away?’ she whispers.

‘It’s better if you can do a colostrum feed, at least.’ But every moment she spends with him will make it harder to part. Charlotte watches with huge wide eyes, as if seeing the world remake itself.

Some of the other women come then and help Alice to bed, hands gentle on her body. One follows with the swaddled child, to wash him and lay him to sleep. It’s anyone’s guess what his life might become after this. Adopted, or abandoned in a children’s home, or perhaps kept here. Or claimed by his abusive father, whoever that is.

A boy. And she was sure he was a girl. Wanting that to be true, maybe.

I think of Emmanuel, who spent the day at my side, barely speaking but keeping me company all the same. His quick gaze when I showed him how I pull stitches through skin, and how to identify a vitamin deficiency several of the children exhibit. The soil here is likely depleted from intensive farming over the years, and they’ll need to track down supplements. It’s hard, this life. But his mother wanted him all the same, to give her children a chance. That was her decision. It might not have been mine. Maybe that’s what they want, the activists who call for choice. The right to have your child, not to have it, or have it and give it up. I imagine how it must feel for Emmanuel, abandoned here among strangers now his mother is dead, his little sister only five. He has a father out there somewhere – would that have been better for him than growing up here, to be forced out when he turns thirteen? Leaving Tilly behind? And this little boy of Alice’s, less than an hour old, will face the same fate if he stays.

I send Charlotte up to bed, since she’s swaying on her feet from exhaustion. ‘You did well today.’

‘I did?’ Her face is shining with tiredness and exhilaration. ‘You think I could do this too, Aunt Issy? Like, for a job?’ She used to say that as a child, that she wanted to be like me, listening to chests with her plastic stethoscope. I thought she had lost interest, pushed by that horrible Future Mothers organisation towards marriage and babies, even if Karen was still pulling her hard towards a career and university.

‘Of course you could.’ If we get her away. There’s no way she’s going to medical school in this country, not now.

I’m washing my hands and clearing up the room when I hear footsteps behind me. I know Maggie’s been on her feet all day too, but she still looks bright and alert, skin glowing. ‘You’re still up?’

‘Oh, I sleep when I can. I don’t need much, and I was worried about Alice. All good here, Issy?’ When did she start calling me this, the nickname so few people use? Marie was the one who called me that, and Charlotte does it as well. And Anita. Her too.

‘The birth was textbook. What I don’t know is what happens now. She still wants to give him up?’

‘That’s for her to decide. When she first came, she was planning to get overseas. France, she said. She has family there.’ But she can’t run with a baby. I can see that.

‘But – he could stay here? Couldn’t he?’

Maggie shrugs. ‘Someone else would have to take him on. We’re at capacity as it is. And if he stays, he has to leave at thirteen. All the boys do. Anyway, I thought you were keen on adoption?’

She has silenced me with that. Have I just been selfish, all these years, imagining one of the unwanted babies could be mine? I have seen so many times what women go through to birth them. Then to have them taken away? It’s not the easy choice I’d told myself it was.

She spreads her hands wide. ‘I can’t interfere, Issy. It’s up to her. At least she has a choice, right? You must have seen plenty of women who didn’t.’

I realise this is the first uncomplicated labour I’ve attended for quite some time. Most women with normal pregnancies give birth at home now, or in a midwife centre.

‘Some days it’s like a tide of them. Botched abortions, foetal abnormalities, pregnant kids.’

Maggie’s forehead furrows, a ridge between her fine dark brows. She moves forward, helping me clear up the litter and mess of the birth. There’s still a smell of it in the room, but it isn’t exactly bad. It’s more like the aftermath of something enormous. ‘We’ve been trying to gather evidence. How much do you know about the custody system?’

‘There’s Protective Custody, I’ve seen women sent there.’ I’ve sent them there myself, but I am too ashamed to tell her that.

‘Right. That’s for women who are pregnant, to protect the foetus. But if you’re arrested for whatever reason, being in the resistance, or abetting an abortion, and you’re not pregnant but you’re fertile – we’ve heard that you get treated a little differently. Selected out.’

I try to take in the implications of that. ‘What are you saying?’

She shrugs. ‘We don’t know. But the fertile women are being kept apart from the others in the camps. We just don’t know why.’

‘And if you’re infertile?’ She said she’d been certified, and so have I. Polycystic ovaries, though IVF could have helped me if it weren’t illegal. How galling it is, when they say they want to increase the birth rate, but they ban the science that could help people like me.

She turns to look at me frankly. ‘The camps are real, Isobel. Anyone who’s arrested for this kind of crime, and they’re not pregnant, they go into that system. Men, non-fertile women – everyone. People are too scared to do anything. But cases like Charlotte – a young white girl, educated, photogenic, basically left to die of a non-viable pregnancy – that’s the narrative we need. The thin end of the wedge. If we get them to care about that, we can expose the whole rotten thing.’

‘You honestly think stories make a difference?’

She moves a little closer, so I catch her smell of freshly baked bread and grass. ‘Issy. Surely you’ve noticed things are changing. And with the election due next year . . . This isn’t what anyone wanted, bar a handful of religious fanatics. There were concerns about the birth rate, yeah, and no one wanted children born on a dying planet, with air they couldn’t breathe, rivers full of filth. Those things had to change. But this? Where our bodies aren’t our own – where clumps of cells have more rights than living adult women? Whose utopia is this, exactly?’ It’s so close to what I said to Anita, to what I thought myself at the start. ‘We have to fight back. Protest is the difference between throwing someone a life jacket and stopping the boat from sinking in the first place.’

But now it’s Charlotte who needs the life jacket, and the choice is clear – I have to get her to safety. Is that what motherhood is? The relief of always knowing what your first priority should be? Though Karen has had to choose between her children, leave Rory behind to deal with what he did.

How complicated all our choices are. I feel exhausted with it, and looking over Maggie’s shoulder, I see that the sky is already turning grey with dawn. ‘I should sleep. Any news about Ireland?’

She nods. ‘The boat is arranged, if you can get there in time. Later this evening. I’ll give you some information on how to pay online, if you can manage that.’

I can’t worry about that yet, when we may not even make it there. ‘Thank you. I know it’s a risk for you. And – it will be hard, to leave.’ I say it as carefully as I can.

‘You know, there is another way.’ I can tell right away she’s going to say it, and I want her to, but I am so scared, too scared to even consider it. ‘Stay here. Maybe Alice will leave her baby, if someone can care for him.’

A baby. That helpless little body I just delivered, new and clean to the world. ‘But Charlotte . . .’

‘Let them go, if they want to. Take the boat, try to get her away. But you could stay.’

Even the idea of it makes me gasp. What I’ve always wanted. A baby, a place to call home. And maybe – something else.

‘She needs me. If she bleeds . . . And the PS are looking for us, you know that.’

‘They don’t know you’re here.’

‘They’ll find out. It’s too dangerous. For you and everyone here. And – I can’t leave Charlotte.’

She looks at me for a long moment, then nods. ‘I understand.’

‘Thank you, honestly. You’ve done so much.’

She takes a step closer to me. ‘Thank you. For everything. You look so tired.’

‘I am.’ Even before all this I can’t remember the last time I rested, or felt at peace.

She moves her hands to my shoulders, massaging around to the back of my neck. All the hairs are suddenly standing up. ‘You’re tense.’

‘Yes.’

Her touch becomes stroking, her eyes questioning. ‘Is this OK, Issy?’

I push out a long breath. ‘Issy. My sister used to call me that. My other sister.’

‘It suits you. Issy.’ My name in her mouth is like a prayer.

‘I – don’t know how to do this.’ It’s been so long. Anita, who kept me at arm’s length always, left me on shaky ground. After her there was no one for a long time, that part of me shut down. Then it was illegal and it was easier not to.

‘There’s nothing to know.’ She rests her mouth gently against the skin of my neck, where the pulse is beating like a drum. ‘Your family are asleep. Come to my room?’

A small choice. But a road I’ve not been down, at least not for a long time. Another law broken and more than that. How terrifying, to let myself feel. To be raw to the world again.

‘Yes,’ I mumble, and she leads me away, through the sleeping house and up the stairs.


Chapter Nineteen

Karen

When I wake the next day, I can tell I’ve slept in, the farm sprung into life without me. I can’t even remember the last time I didn’t get up before the kids, to clean or cook or worry or make lists. Charlotte must have come in after I fell asleep, but even she is gone from her bed, the cover thrown back carelessly, and the one assigned to Isobel is neatly made, not slept in.

I have always known, since we were small, that my sister has no interest in men, though she never actually told me. We weren’t the kind of family who talked about such things, and there was never a woman, never a girlfriend, and then of course it was illegal, so it isn’t a surprise she has never come out to me. Perhaps I am wrong. But I think I saw a spark there, a shared understanding, and my heart wrenches all the more for Tom. Can we ever come back from this, me stealing our daughter away, breaking the law, leaving him to deal with the aftermath? Or perhaps a better question is, can I forgive him for driving me to this? For not being there when every hour counted?

God, it’s nearly lunchtime. I must have been so tired, but why didn’t someone wake me? I need to get up, get us to Wales and the boat. I wash patchily in the sink in the corner and pull on the only half-clean jumper I have, rescued from the back seat of the old car. A soft sweatshirt with my university logo on it, smelling of our laundry detergent. The Karen who performed all those domestic tasks, without even questioning it, seems very far away. I have no clean underwear, not even a toothbrush, and I feel disgusting. But we have to keep going. I meet my own face in the mirror, tired and rumpled, and think how far we still have to go.

Downstairs, the kitchen is busy with women and children, bodies moving in a too-small space, noise and clatter. No sign of Maggie or Issy. I see Alice, the woman who just gave birth, sitting at the table nursing her newborn, a little scrap with a face like folded rose petals.

Charlotte is at the table eating porridge, and I’m pleased to see her with some appetite. Looking at her, you’d never know her life hung in the balance.

I chide her to cover my fear. ‘Come on, are you ready to go? Why did you let me sleep?’

‘We got to bed so late, Mum. And I don’t know, you seemed tired.’

I want to say I’ve been tired since she was born, so what’s one more day? ‘Where’s your aunt?’

‘Getting petrol. Maggie’s giving us some.’

More help that we can never repay. I quickly stuff down some toast with home-made jam, knowing it might be a long time before we eat again. Maggie comes in then, in a different pair of overalls, breath steaming in the cold bright air. She doesn’t look like someone who’s been up all night, but she seems to have a strength that borders on super-human. ‘We’ve packed you some provisions, and Issy’s filling the car.’

‘I don’t know how to thank you for all you’ve done for us.’

She gives an easy shrug. ‘Just pay it forward, when you can.’

I finish my toast, washing up the plate as fast as I can, chivvying Charlotte before me like a hapless chick. I force myself to leave the warm kitchen with its smell of baking bread, the burble of music and babies’ chatter, a place that has felt like a home of sorts, just for a while.

Outside, I load up the car with our bags, itching to be gone. Charlotte goes to the fence to say goodbye to the horses. What’s taking Isobel so long? There’s a dread growing inside me that she won’t come with us. That she’ll want to stay, and Charlotte and I will have to face the uncertain road alone.

Then I see her in the doorway. She does look tired, like she hasn’t slept, but her face has a certain glow. There’s Maggie, and Alice, who is carrying her baby wrapped up in a blanket. I roll down the window. Alice is passing the baby to my sister, and she’s carrying him over to the car.

‘What’s going on?’

Alice goes back inside the house, without a backwards glance.

Isobel’s face is blank and shut. ‘We have to take him.’

‘What?’ They must be insane – we can’t get on the boat with a newborn.

Maggie comes over to explain. ‘Alice has decided to give the baby up for adoption, and try to get out of the country when she’s stronger. So if you can drop him in a baby box on your way, he’ll be found soon.’

I stare at them. To take this tiny human body, and put him inside a box, that seems so deeply wrong. ‘But . . .’ She was cradling him at the table just minutes ago. Surely she doesn’t want to give him up. ‘Why?’

Maggie shakes her head. ‘This is her choice.’

‘But he might not be adopted – he might go into a home!’ Those are full of parentless children, rattling around like peas in a jar.

‘This is her choice,’ Maggie repeats. She looks at my sister and I can see they’ve had some private discussion about this. ‘There’s a children’s home in the next town with a box attached. It won’t take you out of your way.’ She leans over the baby in Isobel’s arms, and for a moment I think they’re going to kiss, but Maggie just brushes away some hair from my sister’s face, touches her cheek for a second, then cradles the baby’s head. ‘Be safe, all of you. Charlotte, I hope you make it to the help you need. Karen, thank you for the legal work.’

I’m still speechless as Isobel climbs into the car, filling it with the newborn smell of milk. The little boy is not even a day old, he can’t yet hold his head up. ‘What the hell?’

‘Don’t,’ says Isobel, shaking her head. Carefully, she puts on her seatbelt, cradling him in her arms. ‘Just don’t.’

Charlotte is crying. ‘Why does she have to give him up? They can keep him here, the kids are happy!’

‘He’s a boy,’ says Isobel, her voice flat. ‘Maybe it’s better he finds a family than be kicked out at thirteen.’

‘But Alice loves him. I saw how she was looking at him this morning.’

I try, ‘It’s not as simple as that, Charlotte.’

Like us, Alice can’t go home now. And you can’t run with a newborn in your arms. My heart feels full with it, aching and sloshing over, but I start the engine all the same. We drive away from Maggie and Alice, and all the women and children. We drive away from safety.

As we turn from the lane onto the road, I see the young boy, Emmanuel, run from the field, a blur of legs and arms, and he stays with us until we pass beyond the boundaries of the farm, and lose him again.

We carry on in silence for a few miles. When I look over at my sister, I see tears on her lashes, and I feel I’ve wrenched her away from somewhere she was at home. We are no longer safe on the road, and the port will be even worse. We could be picked up by the PS at any minute. One of Isobel’s tears hits the baby’s face and she wipes it away as he makes a small noise. I can hardly bear the softness of him so nearby.

There’s supposed to be limited surveillance around the boxes, so people aren’t scared to bring infants to them. It’s clearly marked, with the now-familiar symbol of a baby asleep inside a rectangle, and fixed to the fence that surrounds the home, an old manor house of some kind. Even with the windows shut, I can hear the noise of voices, children playing in the gardens. Children who would never have been born if not for the new laws.

As we pull up, I see there is a squat building on the other side of the fence, too, a modern one with big glass windows. Inside are the other children. The ones strapped into wheelchairs, or with helmets on. Some of them are restrained, their arms tied down to stop them hurting themselves. I can’t see an adult in the room, but there must be fifty kids. The noise of them is different. Edged in pain.

I stop the car but for a moment can’t get out. It reminds me of footage I saw at university, of when they liquidated the kids’ homes in Romania in the early nineties. Another country that had banned all abortion and contraception, then let its unwanted children pile up in homes, tied to beds, no one to care for them. The way they rocked to and fro. The sounds they made. We have it here now – they exist, and someone has to care for them.

‘Mum,’ prompts Charlotte. ‘We need to get going.’

As soon as you drop the baby in the box, an alarm goes off in the building. I take him from Isobel’s arms – I feel like I’m stealing something from her, but she lets me have him. He is so light. I always marvelled at it, that babies are so unsubstantial, and yet the centre of everything. I open the lid and gently place him in the cushioned inside. It’s warm and cosy and I hope they will come for him soon. He doesn’t even have a name. Closing the lid on him feels so, so wrong. But we can’t take him with us. He will be safe there. Maybe not loved, maybe not happy, but safe at least.

Back in the car, I do my best to put it behind me. What I have just done.

Charlotte is crying again. ‘He’ll be OK, won’t he?’

‘Of course. Someone will come and get him any minute.’ And then what? What’s his future? Living in that home like all those other parentless kids? And here’s my sister with no child of her own. I reach over and clasp her hand, but it’s cold and slack and she doesn’t respond, so I start the car again and we leave.

As we drive, my mind has already turned to other anxieties. You have to pay a bond to leave GB, and register your travel details, show a return ticket. If you’re subject to fertility control, you also have to show a negative pregnancy test. We can do none of those things.

After a while of driving in strained silence, I speak to Isobel. ‘How are we going to pay the boatman? Maggie said there was a way to do it online.’

She blinks. I wonder if she’s been crying the whole time. We don’t ask, in our family. We don’t talk about anything that matters. ‘She gave me the details, but we can’t exactly get online without our phones. Did you bring any valuables?’

‘I didn’t really have time to pack, did I.’ Which is why I have no clean underwear and haven’t washed my hair in days. Luckily they had some soap at the farm, which we’ve taken with us, but it’s going to be a long time before we reach a bathroom again. I think of the one in my grandparents’ house, the old taps that never stopped dripping, encrusted in green corrosion. The big-skirted doll hiding the toilet roll, that I always coveted. I wonder what it’s like now Mum is living there. If we will see her soon. I honestly don’t know. If we make the boat, I’ll have to face it then.

Isobel is looking at my hand. ‘What?’ I ask.

‘Your engagement ring.’

‘It’s not worth much.’ Back then, we had so little money. It’s just a tiny diamond on a gold band.

‘It’s all we have. I don’t own any jewellery.’ Her hands are always bare and red, scrubbed clean so many times a day. I know she’s right, but it still feels like a wrench, however angry I am at Tom. I suppose we’ll have to try.

The day goes on. As we head west, I’m avoiding the main roads, skulking down hedgerow lanes in the hope of not running into any patrols. Three times we see navy vans and the breath stops in my chest, and I skitter the car into laybys to wait. Only once is it the PS, and they speed by on the motorway as we hide on the parallel B-road. Occasionally I catch glimpses of the sea, shining grey in patches, restless. It looks exactly as it always has, but now when you cross the border into Wales there are signs everywhere showing the world has changed. Reminders that border patrols are operating. Wire fences around the beaches, to stop migrant boats from landing there, or more often now to stop people getting out. Sometimes a shadow flits over the car, and I know it is not a bird but rather a surveillance drone. I just have to hope they don’t yet know what car we’re in, that no one is actively tracking us. We stop a few times to pee behind hedges, an eye always on the clock. As we eat up the miles, I keep the sea never far from my gaze, and feel a certain relief. Sea means escape is possible. You can’t close off the entire coast of an island.

‘How far are we?’ asks Charlotte, who’s barely spoken since we left the baby behind.

‘Not far. Five miles.’ I slow down – the last thing we need is to get pulled over. Thankfully, the petrol has lasted, after we topped up on the farm. ‘Are you hungry? There are apples in that bag.’

I hear her rustle, and begin to crunch, and I am pleased. If she’s eating, she’s coping. She’s alive. Isobel watches her too in the mirror. After this is all over, I will apologise for getting her into this, for what I said in the park that first day. Thank her for what she’s done. And maybe we will even sit down and finally talk about what happened to Marie. It’s been long enough.

I drive past Holyhead, where we used to catch the ferry as kids to visit Granny, and further along the coast. We reach a shuttered-up petrol station, that kind of fuel hardly on sale now. Maggie said to leave the car behind there and wait near the beach.

‘Can this be right?’ I murmur. It’s just a barren stretch of coastline, shingled and windswept. But as I turn the engine off, I see there are three others parked there with us in the gloom. We aren’t the only people trying to cross tonight. Sure enough, I can make out faces behind each windscreen. Distrusting. Any one of us might be undercover officers, and we could be arrested at any moment. I can’t even see a boat, though it’s growing dark, shadows lengthening. A hollow feeling beneath my ribs. This isn’t remotely safe. But still, we have no choice.


Chapter Twenty

Charlotte

Ten minutes later, the rain has started up, spattering the windscreen, and Mum has asked Aunt Issy four times what time the boat is due. ‘Six,’ she repeats, her tone fraying. It’s so much colder than it was at home, with a wind right off the sea, and I see that Mum and Aunt Issy are shivering. Mum brought a coat for me but not for herself. It’s already getting dark too, the strip of beach windy and stony. I can barely see the faces of the people in the other cars, shut away as we are, all of us scared.

It’s me who sees it first. ‘There!’

I peer out into the gloom. Yes, there is a darker shape, making its way to us over the grey waves. A boat. But only a small one with a motor, that can maybe hold like twelve people at a push. One man steering it, swaddled up against the rain and wind in a waterproof coat and woolly hat.

‘There’s a boat,’ says Aunt Isobel, and I hear the relief break in her voice. ‘There’s actually a boat.’

I’ve never understood before what that means. Escape. Safety. But isn’t it too small to get us all the way?

Mum leaps into action. ‘Quick, get ready.’ I start to gather my stuff from the stale, crumb-strewn interior of the car, where I’ve been stuck all day so my legs are stiff and cramped. ‘Wrap up warm,’ she tells me. ‘Everything you have.’

I roll my eyes at how she talks to me, like I’m a kid. I can see people coming out of the other cars, nervous, blinking in the dull light. A woman in her thirties, and her belly’s round, far along, so I wonder about her story. Something wrong with the baby, it has to be. Even in Ireland they wouldn’t do it that late otherwise, right? A woman about Mum’s age, in too-thin, fancy clothes and heeled boots, with a girl who can’t be more than fourteen. Is she pregnant? She’s just a kid. Two women in headscarves, which marks them as brave, because it makes a lot of people angry these days. I can’t tell if one or both are pregnant, as their coats are loose and long. Maybe they’re sisters. We all exchange looks. Shame. Fearful hope. Is this really going to work? Will we be in Ireland by tomorrow? Will we see Granny? Out to sea, the waves are breaking white over grey, and my stomach is in knots. I’m scared. This isn’t safe.

Then I notice the teenage girl is nudging her mother, showing her something on a phone. Stupid not to have ditched that. She looks at me. ‘Excuse me?’ Her voice is cultured, too loud and ringing. ‘Um – is that you?’

I don’t understand what I’m looking at for a long moment as she holds it out to me. Then I do.

On her phone is the video of me from last night. Face in shadow but barely. Totally recognisable, even without my voice coming tinny from the phone speakers. Maggie’s video. Charlotte from Reading, aged 17. It’s up. Why is it up?

‘Where did you find this?’ I snap at the girl.

She quails, as if no one has ever told her off in her life before. ‘It’s all over the internet.’

‘You shouldn’t be using your phone – they can be tracked.’ Dumb kid.

Mum is white-faced. She turns on Aunt Issy. ‘Why is this online already?’

Aunty Issy’s brow is furrowed. ‘I don’t know. It was supposed to go out once we’d left.’

‘Well, we haven’t left yet! What the hell is Maggie playing at?’

‘I don’t know, Karen, OK? It’s probably just a mistake, or she thought we’d be gone by now.’

‘Oh my God. I can’t believe this. I knew this would happen!’ Mum can’t seem to help herself. The words spitting from her like hot fat. ‘Just because she bats her eyes at you, you do whatever she asks. Never mind your sister, your niece, never mind our safety.’

Carefully, Aunt Issy says, ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Is Mum trying to say Aunt Issy is gay? I’ve never heard of her dating anyone, even before the laws. I just thought she was dedicated to her work, and sometimes I imagined being the same, not bothering with boys or men at all, how nice that could be. Mum hisses, ‘I saw the way you looked at her. You didn’t want to leave that place.’

Aunt Issy is silent for a few beats, and the air feels heavy with unsaid things. ‘I’m sorry this happened. I’m doing my best to help Charlotte. Surely you can see that. I’ve given up everything. I even could have . . .’ She stops herself and I wonder what she was going to say.

Mum rages on. ‘You didn’t want to help her, though. You wanted to let her go through with it at first.’

Aunt Issy’s voice rises. ‘Well, would it have been the worst thing! A healthy almost-eighteen-year-old having a baby? Was it worth all this . . . fear, and danger? I helped once we knew it was ectopic.’ They’re talking like I’m not even here, like I can’t understand what they’re saying, that Aunt Issy is gay and no one ever even talked about it.

Mum says, ‘It’s just like you were with Marie, isn’t it. Always toeing the line, always obeying. The good girl. Never mind the people you supposedly love, or what might happen to them.’

I can hear how hard Aunt Issy is trying not to snap back. ‘Karen. That was very different. There was no time to help Marie, it happened so fast and we didn’t know. We didn’t know it would be that way.’

Mum flinches. We haven’t said Aunt Marie’s name for so long, and now it’s all coming out. ‘She could have been saved, if you’d made them treat her.’

‘And how would you know? You weren’t there. You only turned up when it was already too late.’

‘I had kids, Isobel! A husband, a job! How was I meant to get there sooner?’ Mum’s voice cracks and the other women are looking. The posh girl is drawn away by her mother.

I try, ‘Mum,’ but she ignores me, and goes on: ‘You don’t think I’ve beaten myself up about that every day for the past ten years? Not being there?’

Aunt Issy’s eyes glint with tears. ‘I don’t know, Karen. I know I have. After what you said to me that day.’

Mum opens her mouth then shuts it again. ‘I was distraught. Mum had been – well, you know what she said.’ What did Granny say? No one will tell me, of course. I’m just a kid in their eyes. Mum says, ‘Tell me the truth. Could Marie have been saved? If the laws hadn’t come in?’

Aunt Issy’s voice is thick. ‘Of course she could. They’d have terminated right away, then given her a D&C to clear it.’

It was only a few months after the new laws, Mum said. No one took them seriously, everyone was confused about what they meant, and then Aunt Marie was pregnant, and she went into hospital with cramps and she was having a miscarriage but since there was still a heartbeat they wouldn’t treat her. And then she had sepsis and died.

Now Mum says, ‘She was the best of us. Mum was right, what she said that day.’

‘I could have saved her,’ Aunt Issy says, so quiet I can hardly hear over the rising wind. ‘I wasn’t fully qualified then, I hadn’t got the experience, but in a pinch I could have. If it was that or letting her die. But it was breaking the law, and how could I have operated on her just like that, not even in my own hospital?’

Mum brushes angry tears from her face. ‘They didn’t even give her a chance. To live. To make a choice.’

Aunt Issy’s voice is cracked. ‘I would have given anything to save her. I would have – if I could have gone in her place I would. And then she’d be alive, and Mum wouldn’t have left, and . . .’ Gulping, she says: ‘I’ve done everything I can for Charlotte. I’m sorry if it wasn’t enough.’

Over the wind, I shout, ‘Mum, that was well harsh. It’s not Aunt Issy’s fault the video went out too early.’

It’s true. Mum’s anger subsides, and I realise it has been mostly fear. ‘This is bad for us. We have to get away right now, if this is out in the world. People will recognise you.’ She’s right. If this random girl knew me on sight, then we can’t really go anywhere in the country. If we don’t get on this boat tonight, I don’t know what will happen.

Right then, a voice drifts up from the shore, almost torn to pieces by the wind. Something is happening.

‘What was that?’ says the overdressed mother. The man is waving at us from the edge of the water.

‘He wants us to go down,’ says her daughter.

We all troop away from our cars and across the deserted road, clambering over the low wall to the beach. I notice the mother struggle on the stones, and am glad of the sensible, ugly shoes I wore to the centre a hundred years ago. The obviously pregnant woman is also struggling, and one of the two women in headscarves offers her an arm. After a hesitant moment, she takes it.

We make a strange procession. All women and girls, waiting for one man to take us away. No need to speak or share our stories. No one is here because of anything good. We get as far as the shoreline, and I hear one of the women gasp as the cold clear water leaks into her shoes. My feet stay dry as it laps at me, and we wait in an obedient row.

I catch the eye of the woman with the bump. Her gaze darts about, terrified. ‘There’s something wrong,’ she says. She has a Scottish accent.

‘Hm?’

‘With –’ She points to her stomach. ‘He – it won’t survive. Maybe me too.’

I don’t know what to say, so I try to give a reassuring nod.

‘I wouldn’t if I didn’t have to,’ she says fiercely. ‘I have other kids.’

‘I know.’ But I want to say it’s all right either way. That choice has to mean letting people do what you might not do yourself. I know that now.

I shiver as the wind gnaws at every inch of exposed skin, and huddle down in my coat. The man has reached us now, the small boat scraping over the stones. He shouts, ‘Come on. Quick!’ We will have to walk into the sea. I see the glamorous woman blink, then look down at her boots. Suede. What was she thinking? But then, I also could not have imagined what this would be like – the sea, the wind, the cold.

‘We really have to get wet?’ she says.

‘There’s no other way, he can’t land.’ Mum’s voice is crisp with annoyance, and she leads the way by wading in. The two sisters help the Scottish lady, getting their skirts soaked but seeming not to care. I pull the trailing coat of one up into the boat and she smiles her thanks. Taking pity, I also help the glamorous mother, whose boots will now be really uncomfortable the whole way over, and her daughter. Then I grab onto the edge myself, and Mum and Aunt Issy boost me up, so that I sort of half-fall into the bottom of the boat, which is sloshing with cold water. That leaves just them. Mum holds the side of the boat, which wobbles alarmingly each time someone gets in. The wood is rough and barnacled, and her hands are red, the water reaching her chest now with the bigger waves. I’ve lost the feeling in my hands and my trousers are soaked through – this isn’t going to be a fun trip.

‘Mum, get in.’

‘Someone has to keep it steady.’ It’s so windy I can hardly hear her, though she’s right beside the boat.

Aunt Issy wades through the water to us. ‘Get in, Karen, I’ll hold it.’

Mum slings a leg over, toppling down beside me. She’s panting with effort. More water has collected in the bottom of the boat; the man is not even looking at us, but staring at the horizon, face creased in worry.

The glam mum says, ‘Are we – is this the boat for the whole way?’

The man looks around, irritated. He sounds Welsh, local. ‘Course not. I’m moored round the headland. Can’t take it this far in, too risky.’ Thank God. I think we’d all die if we tried to make it in this tiny boat.

There’s just Aunt Isobel left in the water. ‘Give it a push and jump in,’ he shouts, and she starts to strain, floating the boat on the waves, and I feel it take us, hold up. A moment of relief.

Then we hear the noise.

‘Ah Christ,’ the fisherman says, very quietly.

‘What is it?’ It’s Glam Mum, speaking loudly, looking around. ‘What’s that sound?’

Stupid. It’s clearly engines, just like during the clinic raid. Aunt Issy is still in the water, her hands on the side of the boat, the waves up to her neck. Engines throbbing. Some large vehicles are rounding the headland, one from each side, stopping outside the petrol station, blocking the road in both directions. Their lights beam out, almost blinding as they shine on the water. I recognise the red of the Protection Squad logo on the sides of the van, and it’s as if I have left my body, the rest of me turning as numb as my feet. I can’t actually move for a moment. Is it Richard? Has he followed us all the way here?

‘Quick, quick!’ The man is yelling. ‘Get in, get in!’

He turns a key, making the boat judder to life. Aunt Issy has not moved, still in the sea. Why isn’t she getting in? ‘Isobel, come on!’ Mum’s voice is torn by the wind.

Aunt Issy meets my eyes. ‘Go,’ she shouts. ‘I’ll hold them off.’ And she begins to wade to shore, waving her arms above her head, yelling words I can’t hear.

I don’t understand. What’s happening? Why is she walking away from us?

The man grunts and swears. We start to pull off.

I don’t understand. ‘But we can’t . . . we can’t . . .’

Mum is gasping too. What just happened?

The boat is fast when the motor kicks in, even with all of us packed in. I catch just a few seconds of my aunt walking to shore, stumbling over the waves, and the dark figures that emerge from the vans. Then we round the headland and I can’t see her any more.


Chapter Twenty-One

Isobel

Instinct is the strangest thing. It’s like having your rational mind hijacked by something very old and very powerful. Initially, I wouldn’t even help my niece, not wanting to risk my job and my freedom, believing her baby deserved a chance at life. But then, on a freezing and wet beach, up to my chest in water, I sacrificed myself so they could get away. For one moment, wincing as waves slapped my face, and Karen and Charlotte became pinpoints in the distance, I thought about slipping under. I had an idea of what awaited me on shore, so why bother wading out? Perhaps that was instinct too, because I dragged myself out anyway, waving my arms in the hope of distracting the PS long enough for the boat to get away, and now I am shivering in the back of the van, dripping salt water onto the metal floor with tiny pinging sounds. The leader of the team is very calm, with an air of the military, which he most likely was before the changes. There’s no sign of Richard, Karen’s neighbour, so maybe this is just a random patrol.

‘They won’t get far,’ this man tells me. ‘There was no point in doing that.’

I am too cold to speak. It’s probably too dangerous to try the crossing now, but maybe Karen and Charlotte will get back to shore further up the coast. Maybe. That will have to be enough.

‘Dr Isobel Ward, that’s right?’ A younger woman is making notes on a tablet. Her hair is plaited under a baseball cap. Even though I’m not wearing my bracelet, a quick scan of my face tells her who I am. Everyone’s image is now uploaded online, so we can be identified through the digital surveillance that’s everywhere.

I nod. There’s no point in lying.

‘And who arranged this trip for you?’

I shrug. I won’t give them Maggie, or the farm. I don’t understand why I feel such a pull to that simple, mud-stained place. Maybe because I was useful there, instead of sending woman after woman – some of them children – to prison camps, letting them die under my hands like Kasia Gochek did. Or maybe because of the calm camaraderie, the kids underfoot, who could be loved indiscriminately, raised by a village. Or Maggie, her courage as bright and shiny as her hair. I try not think of her, in case it shows on my face.

‘We’ll find out anyway,’ the officer threatens.

Let them try. It’s easy just to give up, refuse to speak, melt against the hard metal bench of the van. My shivering red hands are cuffed behind me, and they slam the door, leaving me in near-darkness. Somehow, I find it is impossible to think past the current moment. The motion of the van as it follows the curve of the land. My own body, gradually returning to prickly, uncomfortable life. And the image, whenever I close my eyes, of my sister and niece, my family, roaring away from me. Of Maggie, the silk of her skin. Anita’s smile, her low voice in my ear. I’ve missed you, Issy.

We drive for what feels like hours. I fall asleep for a while, head banging against the side of the van, and when I wake up I am colder than I’ve been in my life. I try to think about it objectively. A dousing in cold water can result in an immediate surge of wellbeing, euphoria even, but after that the chill sets in and you struggle to raise your core temperature. The uncontrollable shivering is a sign of that. I knock loudly on the side of the van with my elbow, sliding around as we come to a stop. A clunk of doors. A rectangle of light as the door opens, making me shiver more. ‘What?’

‘I s-seem to be going into hypothermia.’ I can’t see his face against the light. ‘I know what I’m talking about. I’m a doctor. You don’t want me arriving dead, I’m sure.’ I can barely catch enough breath to say it.

He disappears and I hear a hurried conference. A moment later, he’s back with a folded grey blanket, institutional, that he drapes over me. ‘Th-thank you.’ What I really need is a hot bath, but I’m not convinced that’s going to materialise.

I try to stay calm and marshal all the facts I know. There’s a camp system all over the country. According to Maggie, that’s where you go if you aren’t pregnant or fertile. Come on, Isobel, get it together. No one really knows what happens at the camps. I know the death penalty exists again. Whether it’s used or not, no one is sure. People don’t come back, it’s said, but with the media controlled as it is, there is no real way to know. Maybe Maggie is right to try and collate stories, though Charlotte’s video has spread so much sooner than I imagined. Is that why they found us? Or was it Anita, tracking me down, or just bad luck? But if Charlotte and Karen get away, if Charlotte can be saved, it will be worth it. Even my death will be worth it.

I wonder if it will hurt. They’ll ask me for information, I know. To give up all the people who helped us along the way – Maggie and the farm women, the teacher at Charlotte’s school. My colleagues. Arjun. Tom and Rory. Everyone we’ve left in our wake could be crushed because I have been caught. Even Anita, perhaps, for helping me. Does she know I’ve been taken, if she’s not behind this? Will she help me again? What will they do to me?

My breath is very loud in my ears. I try to calm it, breathing in a square, in, hold, out, hold, as Anita had once taught me, back when she coached me for my exams. In that brief period, only a few years really, when her life was entwined with mine, and I thought stupidly it might last. It would never have been possible. I’m just a normal woman, bound by my weak, shivering body, and treacherous, loving heart. Anita is something else. She’s always seen things in the long term. History, legacy. It doesn’t matter what lives get crushed in the process.

The van has stopped again. I jerk awake. I feel sore and cold and damp all over, every inch of me. I hear a sound like electric gates, then we move off again, slowly, before coming to a final halt. Wherever we are going, we have arrived.

So, this is it, the dreaded camp. Barbed wire and high fences. I’m shepherded out of the van into a drab building, blinking in the harsh fluorescent light and still shivering uncontrollably. I have the impression of trees beyond the fence, bare sandy ground underfoot.

They’re not even rough with me, just blank somehow. Many of the guards are women, including the one at the reception desk when I’m taken in through a buzzing metallic gate. She’s behind scuffed reinforced glass and could not look less interested in me.

The woman sighs and addresses me. ‘Do you know what they lifted you for? They’re supposed to tell you at the time.’ Remnants of British law persist. ‘Abetting an attempted murder. Unlawful border-crossing, attempted. Foetal abduction, abduction of a minor.’ She taps at her computer. ‘Isobel Ward, yeah?’

‘Dr Isobel Ward.’

A small snort at that, but it’s true, it’s what I am. They can’t take that from me, my skills, my vocation.

‘Well, here’s what’s going to happen, Dr Ward. You’ll be taken into holding accommodation until our interviewers are ready to talk to you.’

‘And then?’ My voice sounds rusty. They use such soft language. Holding accommodation, interviewers. ‘Where do they take people after this?’

She just looks at me, exasperated. She’s not a believer; she’s only doing a job. I wonder if that makes it worse. ‘Come on. Go through.’

The process is efficient, and again not brutal. More of an ushering in. I hope, I hope so much we were just picked by a random patrol, that they haven’t followed us all the way from the farm, and Maggie.

Maggie. Even in this concrete, bleach-smelling place, the thought of her sends ripples through me. Fear. Excitement, or some cocktail of the two. The memory of her hands on my face, her mouth on mine. I can’t think of her here. I just have to hope she’s safe.

The guard takes me to a concrete shower room, and gives me a soft, much-washed blue jumpsuit to put on, plus some very plain underwear with no underwiring and saggy elastic. I know why that is. Some people must try to kill themselves when they’re caught. ‘We’ll need you to take a pregnancy test also.’

I want to tell her there’s little point, that I could never be pregnant even if I did sleep with men, but it’s useless. She takes off my cuffs, then hands me a container and motions to a metal loo in the corner. When I see she isn’t going to leave – they have to certify it’s my urine – I shut my eyes and try to angle it into the cup. I strip off my damp clothes, feeling a wrench as I give them up, for all they are salt-stained and grimy. The jumper was Maggie’s, offered as mine was stained with Kasia’s blood, and her smell lingers in it. Now I have nothing. No bracelet, no phone, nothing to call my own. She motions me to the shower. The water is warm, and gradually my shivering subsides. I dry myself with a thin, fraying towel, the kind we used to take to the beach as children once Mum had relegated them from the main rotation. I dress in the new clothes, which are at least dry.

She buzzes open a metal door and beckons me on. I pick up the scrappy towel and the tiny bar of soap I’m given, the kind you find in cheap hotels, and follow her into the camp.

The place reminds me of a holiday camp we once got taken to as children in Ireland. There are faded wooden chalets, each one with two sets of bunk beds to a room, four rooms per chalet. Sixteen people in all and one dilapidated bathroom, rarely cleaned by the smell and look of it. There’s no heating and the whole place reeks of drains and sweat. I’m shown to a lower bunk in a room with three other women who lie or sit on theirs, passive. It’s dark still, lit only by what light filters through the nailed-closed shutters, so I can’t see their faces. I’m still shaking, though my skin has warmed up now. It’s as if the cold has gone all the way through to my heart.

I sit on the edge of my bunk, legs quivering. A voice from the darkness. Welsh accent. ‘You got picked up?’

‘We were trying to get to Ireland.’ I wonder, too late, if there are spies here – there are in all the resistance networks, they say – but I have to talk to someone. As my eyes adjust, I see who’s speaking – top bunk, right. A woman with braids, too tall for the cramped space, propped up on one elbow. ‘Hi. I’m Isobel,’ I say.

‘Oti.’

‘And what did you . . . ?’

Her voice is musical, with a lilt. ‘I was in a protest group. Trying to expose what they’re doing to migrants.’ Ever since the new laws, immigration has been tightly controlled too. You can tell recent migrants from the chips under their skin, and the way they won’t meet your gaze. Those are the ones allowed into the country, to do the work we don’t want to do. But we all know there are thousands more, held somewhere out of our sight. There must be. The rest of the world is on fire. There’s no way they stopped coming. But people don’t like to ask where we’ve put them. ‘This is Niamh,’ Oti says, indicating the bunk below her.

The woman in there is shifting now too, sitting up cross-legged. She’s very young and very pale, with tangled blonde hair streaked green at the ends. ‘Hiya.’ She sounds like she’s from Yorkshire, despite the Irish name. I’m dying to ask what’s brought her here, at her age.

‘How long have you been here?’

Niamh says: ‘Me, almost a week. Oti nearly two.’

‘They’re trying to get my info,’ says Oti. ‘But so far I haven’t broken.’

Niamh recrosses her legs, moving into a shaft of light from the shutters. I glimpse a tattoo on her wrist – the coat hanger making the letter R. Resistance. She reminds me of Charlotte in how she holds herself, with youthful bendiness, as if her bones have not fully fused. ‘I was caught at one of the protests. You know, for the woman who died. Lenora. They kettled a whole load of us into a van, cuffed us, got us on the ground even, couldn’t breathe. Horrible. We were just singing, passing out leaflets. Nothing violent.’ So they’re both activists, like Maggie. Brave enough to stick their heads over the parapet.

I raise my eyes to the bunk above me, so far silent, but sagging with the weight of someone. ‘And her?’

‘Oh, that’s Annie. We’ve been trying to help her, get her water and all, but she’s just sort of . . .’ Niamh spreads her hands helplessly. ‘She’s out of it.’

‘Sedated?’

‘No. They don’t give us anything. Just – sadness, I think.’

‘She had a miscarriage,’ Oti says quietly. ‘Emergency hysterectomy. It was flagged as suspicious.’

I can only imagine it, losing a child that was perhaps very wanted, and still being hauled into this place. Bleeding in a bunk, alone and scared. Terrified of what might be next.

‘I could take a look at her. I’m a doctor.’ Am I still one now, if I’m never allowed to work again?

Niamh says, ‘That’ll make you popular. They barely give us any healthcare. When everyone’s periods sync up, like, it’s mad. We get like one pad per day.’

‘And can I ask – what do they do, in the interviews? Do they . . . hurt you?’

Niamh shakes her head. ‘No torture, if that’s what you mean. Not like pulling out your nails or electric shocks. But they threaten. They show you pictures. They make you watch videos, of babies being – you know. And they just ask you so many questions, over and over and over again. It messes with your head.’

‘And what do they do if you don’t break?’

A look passes over Oti’s face. ‘I don’t have anyone back home, so I’ve held out. But they’ve started saying . . . things.’

‘What things?’

‘About what happens next. Other camps, where you don’t get out. Or worse.’ I know what that means. Do they really execute people here, in GB?

Niamh says, ‘But they need doctors, so you might stay a while. Can you help a few people? Breakfast is soon.’

I have no idea what time it is, but my stomach registers a growl, as if reminded of the concept of food. I haven’t eaten anything since the rough sandwiches Maggie made us yesterday. What would she think if she could see me here? I have no way to contact anyone or tell them where I am. I’ve just vanished, into the system. Like a ghost.

For a moment I think about using Anita’s name. Telling them I’m her friend, although I don’t know if that’s true. It’s too small a word for what she was to me. And would she even help? For all I know, she’s the one who’s sent me here.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Karen

Charlotte won’t stop crying. ‘Aunt Issy. They took her!’

‘I know. But darling, you have to be quiet now! Please, be quiet!’

We’re still clinging on in the small wooden boat with the other women. The fisherman has motored round the curve of the bay, and stops again now, a sudden silence falling. All I can hear is the tick of the engine and lap of water against the sides. Occasionally a big wave sprays salt in our faces, and I wipe it off. My skin feels raw and peeled. She’s gone. She’s just – gone.

‘They’ll be back soon with patrol boats,’ the fisherman says. ‘Not safe to go today.’

‘But – what? We paid for our passage!’ the glamorous woman protests. ‘We paid online!’

The man meets my eyes briefly. He could point out all the things he’s risking, but he doesn’t. ‘Look, if we go out now, we’ll get picked up and taken to the centres, or the camps. All of us.’ He points at the sisters in headscarves, at the teenage girl, at Charlotte. ‘You understand?’

The woman bites her lip, looks out to sea.

‘So what then?’ I ask. ‘Do we try again tomorrow?’

‘Don’t know if we can even go tomorrow, and anyway, it’s full.’

‘So we’re just abandoned?’ The woman is incredulous, as if she thinks she’s booked the Eurostar or something, back when it was easy to leave the country.

‘You’ll get your money back,’ he says, and she scowls.

He turns the engine back on, bringing us into the shallows, then stops, indicating we should get out. I’m still wet from getting in, and I look beneath us into the murky water. I can’t believe we’ve come this far and we’ve failed.

Charlotte doesn’t seem to have taken this in, either. She’s straining away as I try to hold her. ‘But what’s going to happen? Did they get Aunt Issy?’

Maybe I haven’t taken it in either. It happened so fast. ‘I don’t know. Come on, we need to climb out. Be careful.’

‘What’s going to happen, Mum?’

‘We’re going to go inland and try to dry off and find someone else to help us.’ I have no idea how we do that. We can’t go back to the farm – even if we had enough petrol, I won’t risk bringing the PS there. And we can’t go home. We’re stuck.

The water looks very deep, deeper than where we got in. It’s dark and thick as ink. The sisters are the first to jump out, their long clothes floating around them. I fumble my cold hands, take the ring off my left one. ‘Here – we didn’t pay yet.’ Even if he hasn’t taken us, he still has costs. ‘Or I can try to send money when we get online?’ If that ever happens.

He stares at the ring for a moment, the small diamond winking in lights from the shore. I remember Tom putting it on my finger years ago, how we laughed at the contrast between the shiny jewel and my ragged, unmanicured hand. ‘You keep that. You’ll need it.’

‘But . . .’

‘I don’t do it for the money.’ I wait to see if he wants to explain. ‘My wife,’ is all he says. I hear a whole story in those two words. Dead in childbirth perhaps, haemorrhage, infection, sepsis. So many ways for it to go wrong.

‘Thank you. So much.’

He nods. ‘Go on now.’

We all jump out one by one, and Charlotte reaches to steady the visibly pregnant woman, whose eyes are red and stunned, like a lab mouse’s. When it’s my turn the boat is light, tipping, and I rest my foot on the edge and try to jump. It’s shallower than I thought and I fumble it, catch my knees on the bottom and somehow topple in. For a second, the water closes over my head, rushing up my nose and down my throat, and it’s so cold and so grey and I can’t breathe. I try to come up but hit my head on the side of the boat, and maybe this is it, this is the end for me—

‘Mum!’ Charlotte pulls me to the surface, and I cough out seawater. ‘Oh my God, are you all right?’

‘I’m OK. I’m OK.’ Wheezing and choking, we stumble sloshing through the water, the bottom stony under our shoes. All this, all that soaking and fear, for nothing. I raise a hand to the boatman as he motors off, but I don’t know if he sees me or not. I don’t even know his name.

When he’s gone, we all look at each other. What now? ‘Is it safe to go back to the cars?’ I ask no one in particular. I can’t think what else to do.

The very pregnant woman has gone ahead round the coast road, trudging with a kind of manic, broken energy, refusing offers of help.

‘He can’t mean there’s nothing for us,’ pants the annoying woman, who held her suede boots over her head for the return journey and is now dabbing at them with her sleeve. ‘I mean, what are we supposed to do?’

‘He did not have to help us,’ says one of the women in the scarves, her voice softly accented. ‘There is nothing he can do. We will go back to our car and hope the PS have left. You should do the same, madam.’ This to the annoying woman.

I pat her back ineffectually and address the daughter. ‘Can you make it home?’

She shrugs. ‘We said we were visiting my aunt. We can go there, I think.’

We walk for a while around the coast, my wet feet chafing with every step. As we approach the old petrol station, I’m straining to look for the PS van – they could be lying in wait. But as we approach the cars, the place is deserted, no sign of anyone. Some tyre prints in the mud. No trace of Isobel.

‘They took her?’ asks the taller of the women in headscarves. ‘Your sister?’

‘Yes. That’s yours?’ I gesture to the other, who is cradling her belly, the curve of it obvious now she’s pressing on her loose jumper.

She nods. ‘You have somewhere to go?’

‘We’re out of petrol, almost. And we can’t buy any more without our bracelets.’ I realise we’re going to have to abandon this car too. Petrol is too hard to find these days, even if we had a means to pay. I have no idea what we’re going to do.

She doesn’t ask questions. ‘We can take you with us – we’re going to Leeds. You have a plan after that?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not sure where to try next.’ But it’s as good as we’re going to get for now. ‘I’m Karen,’ I tell her. Trying to build trust. ‘This is my daughter. She’s—’

The woman clicks her tongue, cutting off any incriminating details. I wait for her to share her sister’s story, but she doesn’t, and I won’t ask. We take our things from the old car and walk towards their vehicle, our shoes squelching. Already, the insides of my thighs are raw with rubbing, and a light rain is falling. I wonder whether I’d ever have left home if I’d known we’d be so many days in and still no closer to our goal. So dirty and tired and scared.

‘My aunt,’ Charlotte says, pleading. ‘Do you know where they’ll take her?’

The women exchange a look, but it’s the teenage girl who answers. ‘There’s a camp in the Lake District, I heard. Like an old holiday place near the coast. I saw a post about it online. Probably they have her there.’

I shake the water off my feet as best I can. ‘You have your phone still, I noticed. Would you by any chance let me make one quick call?’

Some people call their mothers every day. I used to be one of them. Just updating her on what I had for dinner, listening to her IT problems, petty disputes with the neighbours, or the latest annoying thing Aunt Jessie had said.

I haven’t spoken to my mother since we lost Marie and she moved back to Ireland. The only one who mattered is gone. That was what she said, in the hospital on the day our sister died, arriving from the airport too late because of the new visa checks. I remember the grey of Marie’s skin when I got there myself, also late after trying to find someone to mind the kids, Tom still at work. The rasp of her breath. Her cold hand clutching mine. Isobel was already there, and I could tell from her face that this was serious, this was bad. Please, Karen, Issy. I think I’m dying. Make them help me. I remember meeting Hassan in the corridor, his face crumpled into grief. Something’s really wrong. They won’t tell me but I know. Our brother-in-law left the country too after Marie died, went to Canada, where he had family. We lost him as well.

There was nothing I could do for Marie. But Isobel? She was a doctor. Couldn’t she have made them treat her, or done something herself? Those were the accusations I hurled at Isobel, anyway, swimming in my own grief and guilt. Our relationship has never recovered.

After Mum went home, I didn’t call or message her at first, too angry and hurt by what she’d said, and then weeks turned into months and months into years. She sent a few messages, asked after the kids, but I found it easier to ignore them. I still am angry, I realise. But now I need her again, and there is no choice.

Maybe she’ll be out. I don’t know what she does these days. Mass? Pilates? Farmwork?

‘Hello? Blackrock 747.’ The way she always made us answer the phone. Even now, just ‘hello’ feels like a transgression.

‘Mum.’

A pause. There were three people who could have called her that, and now there are two.

‘Karen?’ Her Irish accent is strong again.

‘Yes, it’s me.’ My teeth are chattering; I can’t seem to get warm.

‘Oh.’ Another pause. I feel the silence pressing us apart, like a pair of strong hands. ’What’s happened?’

‘I need to come to Ireland. With Charlotte.’

Mum has always been quick on the uptake. ‘She’s pregnant?’

‘Yes. It’s ectopic, Mum.’

She of all people knows what that means, and the silence stretches and stretches, and then I hear her take a ragged breath. ‘You can get her here? You’ve hardly got the exit visas sure.’

‘We’re hoping to find a boat.’

‘It sounds very dangerous, Karen.’

Behind her, I can hear the TV burbling away, the accents soothing. Ironic that for years pregnant women made the trip the opposite way. No one thought that could happen here, even though we had a liberal democracy right across the sea that let women die rather than permit it. Even though part of the UK, as it still was then, had only legalised it in 2020. Northern Irish women must feel lucky the reunification vote passed before all this.

‘It is dangerous. But Mum, if it ruptures, she could—’

‘I’m well aware of that, Karen. It’s why I wanted you here.’ In her messages after Marie, she had begged us to move over too. None of you are safe there. None of my girls. And she was right. But I was furious with her, and there was Tom’s job, and mine, and the kids in school, and I thought things would get better, that this was just a blip, and then it was too late to leave. ‘What can I do?’ says.

‘Find us a place to take her, a hospital. Find a car, someone to pick us up.’

‘I can pick you up, Karen!’ The familiar impatience in her voice. Even that I have missed. Ah would you give my head peace. Would you whist, I can’t hear myself think.

‘We might need you to go online and pay the passage, too, if I can even find another boat. It – might take a while to get over. There was a patrol.’ I gulp in air. ‘Mum – they got Issy.’

‘Isobel is with you?’ She sounds surprised, and no wonder. We haven’t been the closest sisters, even before Marie died.

‘She was. They took her.’ No, she sacrificed herself. For Charlotte. After everything I screamed at her, too. For the first time I understand why my mother said those things when Marie died. The rage, the helplessness, it makes you lash out at whoever is near.

Mum’s breath is wobbly. ‘She’s strong. If anyone can cope, she can. And sure she’s a doctor – they need doctors, don’t they?’ She wants me to reassure her, and I don’t know if I can.

‘I hope so.’ I don’t know if either of us believes that. ‘So if we can make it over, you’ll help us?’

She sighs deeply. ‘I’ll always help you, Karen. Surely to God you know that. Just get her here.’ She’s silent again for a moment. ‘It wasn’t right what I said to you back then, Karen. You and Isobel. I was out of my mind that day. My wee baby. Gone from me, all for nothing.’

‘I know, Mum.’ I swallow. ‘It hurt, though. It really, really hurt.’

There’s another long silence. Then she says, ‘Your sister would be proud of you, Karen.’

I assume at first she means Isobel, but then I realise she means Marie. But that either would be enough for me.

Aisha and Miriam, the sisters, drive us north. I sit on a plastic bag because I’m wet through still, and I can’t imagine feeling warm and comfortable ever again. When we got in the back of the cosy mess of their car – one football boot on the ground, a skein of reusable tote bags – Charlotte immediately fell asleep with her head against the window.

Miriam turns to look fondly at her. ‘It’s good she rests. You should try also. It’s late.’ Several hours had gone by since our missed pick-up, and it was pitch-dark outside. I had no idea where we would end up tonight.

‘I think I’m too tense.’ We could be stopped at any time – there are extra patrols near the coast – and we’d be hard-pushed to explain what we’re all doing in a car together. I’m putting them in danger, as I have so many others. I feel sick and exhausted. What are we going to do? We couldn’t even get back home if we wanted to.

Aisha, the pregnant sister, is on her phone, which is risky in itself. ‘It says here there is a place near the camp, if you know someone who’s been arrested. A type of settlement, in the woods. You can go there to find out information.’

It’s not much to go on, but they might be able to tell me what to do. ‘Where are you finding this out?’ It’s all heavily censored, I thought.

She hesitates. ‘We have networks. Different ones to you, maybe.’ Even in the face of arrest and death, people are helping each other. And me, what have I ever done? Nothing.

We drive for several hours more, and although I’m so jittery and cold and worried, I doze too, waking up every time my head jerks forward. I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep when my eyes shoot open a final time. The car has stopped.

‘Karen,’ whispers Miriam. ‘You have to wake up.’

I crack open my crusty eyes and am dazzled by lights. I see that we are parked at the side of a country road, half in a ditch.

‘It’s the PS, Karen.’

There’s the sound of slamming doors, up ahead on the road. They are coming for us.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Charlotte

I don’t understand Mum sometimes. Her own sister has been taken, most likely to a camp, and she just carries on. Gets me to the next place, like some too-big suitcase she has to drag about. I don’t understand what happened at the beach, either – was it my fault the patrol caught us? They followed us somehow from my video? When I shut my eyes, I keep picturing Aunt Issy wading towards them, splashing and waving her arms. I wonder where she is, if she’s even alive.

I cried and cried until I fell asleep in the car, and now I’m so groggy I don’t understand where we are. It’s dark outside, but there are lights from other cars on the road in front of us.

Mum hisses, ‘Charlotte, you need to get out.’ Her hands grip my arm, shaking me.

‘What?’

‘Get into the bushes! Now!’ The door is open and Mum is half out of the car, so I follow her, confused and blinking, the night air cold on my skin. My eyes feel dry but the rest of me is damp and icy. The bushes scratch my arms as Mum pushes in beside me, motioning for me to hide in the hedge. Leaves tickle my nose and I want to sneeze. She leans in close for a second. ‘If they take me, run. You run. OK?’

I don’t know what to say to that – run where? – and then all I can hear is my own panicky breath, and the noise of Miriam and Aisha’s car gently shutting down.

Mum’s eyes gleam wide beside me as she hunkers down. A sharp pain stabs my side and I gasp. I feel her cold hand grab mine. She’s as scared as I am. How are we going to get out of this? It’s the PS, I think. Is it Richard?

Someone is coming over to the car now – I hear their boots, see the beam of their torch. If they shine it here they’ll see Mum and me. I can hardly move, I’m so scared I’ll make a noise. I gulp my breath down into my throat. Oh God. They’re going to hear us.

I hear Miriam’s voice from the car. ‘Hello, officers, is everything OK?’

I can’t hear what the man is saying. Something about a patrol and needing to see their bracelets. There’s silence for a moment, the beep of them scanning. I hold my breath more.

Miriam says, ‘Visiting family in Wales, sir. I need to get my sister home now. As you can see, she’s twenty-three weeks pregnant.’ That’s far along. Something must be wrong with Aisha’s baby too.

Time seems to go on for ever. My legs cramp from hunkering down, and I take the tiniest sips of breath, afraid of making noise. Then I hear footsteps going away, and an engine start, and the lights recede. The van is gone. After another moment, Miriam calls, ‘Come.’

Mum and I scramble back into the car. I babble, ‘Oh God, that was so scary.’

Aisha says nothing, just stares out the window, rubbing her belly. I know that if they’d been caught with us, we would all have been arrested. I wait for them to tell us to get out, fend for ourselves, which would be totally fair.

Miriam says, ‘We will need to turn soon, to go to Leeds. We would take you all the way, but . . .’

‘No,’ says Mum, her voice raspy. ‘You’ve done more than enough for us. Thank you.’

I don’t know what we’ll do when they leave us. I don’t sleep any more. I flinch every time we pass another vehicle, my eyes creasing against the burn of the light. Aisha and Miriam had left their phones in the car while trying to escape, but Aisha is back on hers now, and the glow of it lights up the dark. She must see me looking because after a while she turns around and hands it to me, without a word.

‘Oh – thank you.’ I fall on it, gulping down the internet like someone finding water in the desert. And there I am. My video, reposted by one account and then another. I can hardly bear to read what they’re saying about me. I see the word KILLER a few times. I read a caption that says Absconded with unborn hostage. I swallow hard. ‘I don’t get it. Don’t the government, like, remove these videos?’

Mum looks over my shoulder. ‘There’s so many. They can’t censor them all.’ Anyone who reposts it will be in trouble. But even if they’re saying I’m a killer, it’s still my video out there. My words. My story. People will know what happened to me if I don’t make it through. On our way to the boat, after the farm, I had allowed myself to think about the future. That there’d be one. That I could still go to uni in Ireland, maybe even study medicine. There was something magical about helping Alice have her baby, feeling I could be useful, make a difference. Now, I don’t know what’s going to happen. We’re really and truly on the run, and we have nothing.

Then I see something else on the phone. ‘Mum! Mum, it’s Dad.’

Mum stares at it, at the image of Dad on the small screen. He’s being interviewed on the news. The caption reads Crown Prosecution Service lawyer Tom Levine. Then in italics, Daughter and wife fled with unborn hostage. I turn the sound up, catching Aisha’s eye in the mirror; she nods permission.

There’s Dad’s voice, talking to a glossy news anchor I recognise, fake-sorrow on her filler-tight face. He looks exhausted, shell-shocked. Ten years older. His eyes turn to the camera, as if they’re looking right at me. ‘Please, Karen, Charlotte, if you see this, please hand yourselves in. It’s not safe out there. Charlotte could bleed to death any minute. She’ll be taken care of if you come back. The best hospitals.’ He looks down, as if reading from a piece of paper. His throat moves. ‘Please. I love you. Rory and I love you both.’ The camera moves out and there’s my brother, sitting beside Dad in our kitchen. His caption says, Rory Levine, uncle of unborn hostage. Jesus Christ. Uncle! I want to scream.

Rory says, ‘I just want to protect my niece or nephew. And I want my mum home. I’m so ashamed of what my sister did.’

‘Oh my God!’ The noise bursts from me. ‘This is such bullshit.’ Oh God. ‘Sorry, sorry, Miriam, Aisha. It’s just – it’s my dad and brother. They’re on the news.’ I was hoping Rory at least felt guilty about what he did, but based on this, he doesn’t, not even a little a bit. They’re telling us to go back. That what we’re doing is wrong.

Mum says, ‘Turn it off now.’

I do, and hand the phone to Aisha, who takes it without a word. ‘What can we do, Mum?’

‘Nothing. There’s nothing we can do.’

‘But where can we go?’ We can’t go back. I don’t believe what Dad’s obviously been told to say – that we won’t be punished – but we have no idea what to do next, either. Mum’s face is grim, staring into the dark. I imagine what they’ve done to Dad, what pressure they have put on him to make him say those things. Or maybe he really thinks it, he believes we should give up. He didn’t want to help at the time, after all. But I cling onto what Mum said – we can’t turn around. It’s just too late. But now everyone knows my face as well.

After a little while more, Miriam starts to slow the car again. ‘We have to leave you here, I am sorry.’ I can’t see anything out the window. Just trees, an unbroken sea of black. ‘Do you have a map?’

Mum nods. She has the old road map she bought what feels like a million years ago. But we’re only near Manchester now. We can’t walk all that way. Still, it’s our problem now.

Mum says, ‘Thank you. Honestly, we’re so grateful. We’d have been stranded there if you hadn’t—’

Miriam cuts her off. ‘It’s fine. Just be careful.’

‘And you. You’ll try again?’

‘Not that way. Maybe another.’ Aisha is looking out the window again, hands on her stomach. I wish I could say something to show how grateful I am, how awful I feel that I put them in danger, but I don’t know what words to use. Aisha reaches a hand to me, and I squeeze it. Our eyes meet for a second – both of us on this train we can’t get off.

‘Good luck,’ I say to her quietly. Then I get out, taking my bag, and Mum does the same, and they drive off, their lights vanishing into the dark. We are alone on a dark road, in our damp and dirty clothes. I can smell my sweat and BO, which must have been gross in the warm car. All these total strangers, helping us, when they have no need to do it. It makes me so ashamed that I’ve never done it for anyone else.

‘Where are we?’ I whisper. There’s no other sound, even. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘I . . . Charlotte, I have no idea. We have to try to get you to Ireland some other way. We need to find someone to help us.’

So many people already helped us, and we’re still stuck. ‘Should we go and find the camp? There’s people nearby who can maybe help us, and they might tell us what happened to Aunt Issy.’

Mum is squinting at the road atlas in the dark. ‘Let’s just walk this way. We’ll have to try and get a lift.’

I start to trudge after her, feeling how stiff my jeans are from the salt water. Home, my warm bedroom and wardrobe of clothes, feels a million miles away. Rory in the next room, the beeps from his annoying games. Dad on a call in his office, Mum downstairs cooking. Texting Sam about our homework. I could be there still, if I hadn’t been so stupid. ‘What are we going to do, Mum? We can’t just leave Aunt Issy in the camp.’

‘Well, what do you suggest?’ She’s so snappy. ‘Even if we walk up to the gates, they’re hardly going to tell us she’s in there, are they?’

And now that my video is out, we’d likely be arrested too. But I guess we have no other clue what to do, and so we keep walking. There are tall trees on either side of us, and the wind whistling through them sounds spooky. I shiver, huddling into my coat. It was warm when we left home, but as we’ve gone north, it’s getting colder, and it turns out being outside all the time makes you freezing. It’s night-time, and I don’t know where we’re going to sleep or if we can get something to eat – I’ve had nothing since the sandwiches and apples Maggie packed for us. I wish we had stayed at the farm, like I wanted to. It was safe there, and nice.

‘Mum—’

‘Shh!’ She freezes, grabbing my arm. Her hand is cold, pinching like a claw. ‘There’s a car.’

We huddle in the bushes at the side of this small country road. Who would be driving this late? It’s an old man – I catch sight of his glasses and anorak. How can we tell who will help us and who’ll call the PS?

Too late. He has seen us and he’s stopping.

*

It’s such a long night it all blurs into one. I sleep here and there, my head jerking down onto my chest and waking me up in unfamiliar places. The old man – he told us his name was Peter, but didn’t ask ours – took us most of the way to Blackpool. His daughter-in-law was having a baby there, he said. His wife was dead. He talked and talked but didn’t ask us anything, and I was glad of it. Maybe he doesn’t go online much, so he hasn’t seen my video. When he dropped us off at a service station, Mum tried to thank him, but he waved us away. Another person whose story we’d never find out.

I turn to Mum. ‘What now?’

‘We should be able to get a lift from here.’

‘Can I go in, use the loo?’

She hesitates. ‘If you hide your face. Be quick.’

Inside, it’s so warm and bright I almost gasp. The smell of burgers makes me feel sick and hungry at the same time. We have no way to buy any food. There’s TVs everywhere, playing the news, and I just wait to see my own face there. In the loos, a woman is cleaning the mirrors and she looks at me for a moment. In the mirror I can see I look awful – my face is kind of red and pale at the same time, my hair is disgusting and tangled, and my clothes are dirty and still a bit wet. My eyes travel to the bump under her wrist, and without meaning to, I rub my own hand, where I still have a bandage, though it’s dirty now.

We look at each other for a second. Then she leaves. Somehow, I know she isn’t going to report me.

When I come out, Mum is walking back fast from another area of the car park. Her lips are pressed together. ‘Come on, we have to leave.’

‘What? Did you ask someone for a lift?’

‘I said come on, Charlotte. Not everyone wants to help us, unsurprisingly.’

We’re heading to the exit, out onto the road, when I hear a loud shuddering noise behind us. A truck has stopped, and I’m scared for a second – what’s happening? – but then a woman’s head leans out.

‘I heard you back there. You need a lift?’

I actually don’t find out the name of the woman truck driver, because I fall asleep in the back of her cab, which has a nice little soft bed and blankets. Sometimes I wake up and hear her and Mum’s voices talking in low murmurs. I hear the word ectopic and Mum crying one time. I say nothing. Fall back to sleep. When I’m asleep none of this has to be real. Not Dad and Rory on the news, not me and Mum here, not Aunt Issy gone. Not Matilda and Rae arrested, not that bleeding woman, not the pull of the grey sea round my legs. Mum sliding under. Alice handing her baby over and turning away. The look on her face.

Eventually, I realise we’ve stopped again. Mum is shaking me. ‘Come on, we’re getting out.’

Outside, there’s a grey dawn, and more trees, thick pines. It’s even colder, the air finally crisp like autumn should be.

‘You take care now, darling,’ says the driver. She’s dressed like a man, I realise, her grey hair cropped short like Rae’s was. ‘I saw you online, you know. That means other people have too. Keep your head down, yeah?’

‘Thank you,’ I say, shutting down a yawn. ‘Thank you for helping us.’ She’s committed a crime too, by driving me. Abducting a hostage, that’s what we’re doing, even though it’s just some cells inside me that can never be anything.

Mum and I shoulder our bags and walk through the forest. It’s peaceful, the calls of birds, dew dripping from trees, the sun coming up in slants. It would be almost nice if I could have a shower and my stomach wasn’t grumbling away.

‘The camp isn’t far,’ Mum says. ‘I think about an hour. Can you walk it?’

‘Yeah, I’m OK.’ It’s not totally true – the pain in my side has been getting worse – but I can’t bear to be so pathetic. Of course I can walk.

With every step, I feel more tired, my legs sore, my breath catching in my chest. I’m so hungry. So cold from my still-wet jeans. I know better than to complain to Mum, though.

Suddenly she stops, grabs my arm. ‘Shh! Look!’

As my eyes adjust to the dark below the trees, I can see that the woods are full of tents. Grey, black, the odd flash of green or red. Ropes slung between branches, blankets draped over them to make shelters. And people. There are dozens of people standing in total silence, watching us. They were so quiet I didn’t even notice.

I gulp hard. What is this? I can make out the gleam of their eyes, and I can tell some are only small. Children. There are kids here. In this cold and dark place, little kids. How is this allowed? The forest suddenly smells different too, not just of pine and dirt. Sweat, and other gross things. Like Rory’s PE kit turned up to a thousand.

Someone has stepped out into the road in front of us. I can’t tell what they look like because they stand against the rising watery light of the sun. ‘Who are you?’ A woman’s voice.

Mum seems frozen. ‘Um . . .’

The light touches something in the woman’s hands. I see that it’s a knife. A really big knife, like one you’d maybe call a machete.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Isobel

The canteen is where the holiday camp’s dining room used to be. On the wall, there’s a peeling frieze of the seaside, octopuses, smiling sharks and blue water. I think of the grey suck of the waves beneath me, how the stones gave way under my feet. I can’t believe how many women there are, more than two hundred at least, all in the same faded jumpsuits, some blue some orange, as if they couldn’t even spring for matching uniforms. None of the soldiers guarding us is over twenty-five, I would say. All are healthy, well-muscled, wholesome. All boys, young men. I shuffle along with my tray, the tennis shoes they’ve given me too big for my feet, and get a plastic plate with some kind of yellow slop on it that was possibly once eggs. It’s served by inmates, or whatever we are. Detainees. But we are the lucky ones. We haven’t been charged yet, and we’re still alive. I have to hold onto that.

Niamh has been roaming back and forth in the queue, as if confused about where to stand, occasionally leaning to whisper in ears, and now she beckons me to a table where several women are sitting. All ages, all shapes and types of women. One striking thing that’s different to the outside is that no one is pregnant, and I realise how I’ve grown used to seeing it everywhere. ‘She’s a doctor. Go on, you can ask her questions.’

But just days before, in my other life, I would have sent people here. Karen would perhaps be here, if her neighbour hadn’t got her out.

‘Who needs help?’ I ask.

There’s Berenice, in her fifties, who’s having foot trouble I suspect is diabetic neuropathy. There’s Annaliese, who’s been fainting during her work assignments. Anorexia, I think, seeing her fragile wrists and neck – it’s been on the rise as it tends to act as a contraceptive of sorts. She’s about twenty, slight as a twig, and grips Niamh’s hand under the table. These girls know how to care for each other, and I wish my generation had learned the same, instead of competing, trying always to run faster and jump higher, perform for men.

A greater concern is that there are four women just at this table who have recently suffered a miscarriage or hysterectomy. Each has a deathly pallor, and dark circles under their eyes as they toy with the food.

‘They send them from the centres,’ Oti says, from the corner of her mouth. ‘Once the baby’s come. Maybe a week or two to do feeds. Then here.’

‘Even if they can have more?’ I’m so surprised I speak too loudly and a guard looks over. I stare into my food. I have sent women here. To this.

Niamh shakes her head. ‘You only come here if you’re not fertile. Did you not know that?’

‘Well, no. I heard rumours.’ Only what Maggie told me. On the outside we hear so little about the system.

‘You’re not, I guess? Fertile?’

‘I have PCOS. I tried a few times with a donor, but . . .’ A small sentence that contains so much pain.

‘And you’re gay, right?’

I can’t believe she asked me that outright. For a moment I just gape at her, but her gaze is frank, unbothered. ‘Um – no. I just – never married. I work a lot.’ Am I? I’ve never used that label, even in my own head. Anita was the only person I ever cared about in that way, and that could have been just – her. But now Maggie. I don’t know.

‘Ah, OK. I just assumed.’ My heart is beating fast. Have people always thought this about me? Can they tell just by looking? Niamh goes on: ‘Anyway, yeah, none of us can have babies. I tied my tubes. Oti had ovarian cancer back before the laws.’

‘How on earth did you tie your tubes?’ There’s no way to get that done legally now, and she can’t be more than twenty.

Niamh shrugs. ‘Did it myself. There’s a way that doesn’t involve full surgery. Catheters in your . . . you know. A bunch of us learned how.’ She waves her fork around. ‘The rest here are hysties, mostly, or burst tubes, that sort of thing. Either we got arrested for something else or were in PC, sent here.’

‘You mean – if you’re in PC and you’ve had the baby, and you can’t have any more, they just – send you here?’

‘Well, yeah. You’re a doctor, I thought. Did you not know?’

I didn’t. Did I ever wonder what happened to the women I treated, if I ticked suspicious behaviour or non-maternal instincts or self-induced abortion? Where they went after PC, if they didn’t come back? No, I never even thought of it. Just of protecting the child, the innocent infant. But when the valuable item – the baby – is extracted and passed on for adoption, like a diamond chipped from stone, this is what happens. I feel sick, and push away the food, though I’m hungry. What would these women do if they knew who I was? That I helped create this hell?

When we finish eating, we’re escorted out, a ragged crocodile of women accompanied by a young man with a taser and a gun. On the other side of the canteen, I see another group coming in. They must serve food in shifts, there are so many of us.

There’s this thing I’ve always had as a doctor, where I sometimes see the faces of my patients while I’m out and about, at the supermarket or on the tram. But it’s usually never them, just someone who looks a bit similar, jolting me back to painful memories. One of the girls coming in now – and she is a girl, only in her teens – has ratty fair hair in bunches, her face drab and pale against the oversized jumpsuit they’ve put her in. It’s Nicole. No, it can’t be her.

But why not? She had lost her baby already, and if she’s no longer fertile after her botched abortion, why wouldn’t she be sent here?

It is her. Even the glitter nail polish still clings to her small hands. I turn my face away, hoping she won’t see me, or hear the panicked pounding of my guilty heart.

‘What happens now?’ I follow the other women out into the yard. My voice is croaky – they didn’t give us much drinking water, barely a small cup per person. My mouth feels rinsed in salt still.

Oti stretches her neck. ‘Roll call. Then work allocations.’

A light rain is falling, but we line up under it in ragged rows. Guards, snug inside green jackets, are going around with tablets checking names. As we gather, I see Niamh brush against several people, as if clumsy, but her lips are moving slightly each time. Clearly she’s up to something. We’re in a large open area outside the canteen, dirt beneath our feet. I can see the camp was probably nice before, with trees offering shade and shelter. There are rusted bike racks and old signs about activities, peeling in the damp, a post pointing to where the pool used to be. Barbed wire has been erected to divide the camp into slices, like the sections of a pie chart, and to our left, on the other side of the fence, are rows of what I think are male prisoners. Of course, it wouldn’t be just women here. There are men who get arrested as well, doctors offering illegal care, protestors and campaigners, even just fathers, husbands, brothers, trying to save the dying women in their lives, stunned to find that no one is coming to help.

It takes a while to register everyone, so we just stand there, getting damp and cold. Eventually a guard approaches, a young man not much older than Rory, with bumfluff and a gun. He speaks to someone behind me. ‘Name?’

‘Matilda Shah. Doctor.’ I can’t help but turn around, and it’s her. Matilda from the clinic. Her beautiful silver hair has been cut short, but it’s her. I meet her eyes in a flash and then look away. Instinctively I know to pretend I don’t recognise her.

‘Report to the clinic,’ says the guard. Now it’s my turn.

I say, ‘Isobel Ward. Dr Ward.’ A small gesture of defiance, reminding them and me who I am.

He makes some notes on the tablet, its screen wet with drops of rain. ‘You’re down for interviews but it doesn’t say a time. I suppose you should go to the clinic too, for now? Help out, if you’re a doctor.’

‘I can show her,’ says Matilda, from behind me. ‘Save you time.’

He narrows his eyes, as if suspecting a trick, then nods. ‘Fine.’

Next it’s Niamh, and I listen for her surname. Her voice is clear. ‘Niamh Costello. Professor.’

‘That’s not true.’ He scowls.

‘Can you prove it?’ She is so brave. Is it being young that allows it, the lack of fear? I have seen what can be done to people and I’m not brave, I’m terrified.

His tone is frosty, as if Niamh pulls this stuff all the time. ‘You’re on clean-up duty.’

Eventually, another alarm sounds, and we disperse. In the momentary confusion, Niamh whispers to Matilda, ‘Tell him we’re go our end. Just say when.’

Matilda – Dr Shah, I now know – doesn’t react to that, but says loudly, ‘Come with me, Dr Ward, was it?’ I follow her over the bare ground, which is turning to mud in the rain, and see Niamh has bent over as if fixing her shoe, though they don’t have laces. Whatever she’s planning, it’s probably not safe to ask.

Matilda doesn’t say anything until we’re heading down a wooded path. I can hear a bird call, and feel soft drops of rain from the trees, and it’s almost pleasant. ‘I’m sorry to see you here,’ she says.

‘And you. They took you in the raid?’ I still don’t know if it was us who brought the PS to their door, following Charlotte’s chip. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It was bound to happen sometime. At least I can be useful in here.’ She breathes hard as we walk, and I’m reminded that she’s at least twenty years my senior, despite her mental sharpness. ‘My mother left Iran with me as a child, when they forced the women into hijabs and took their jobs. We might not be covering our heads but it’s the same here. We are chattels to them. Vessels.’

‘I’m sorry. That you’re here.’

Her voice is bitter. ‘It could be worse. Rae’s been sent to the men’s section.’

‘Oh. Oh, no.’

‘And Charlotte?’

‘I don’t know. A patrol stopped our boat but they got away.’ Is it possible they’re safe in Ireland now, with our mother in the cosy kitchen of the farmhouse, drinking tea from Granny’s chipped brown teapot? I hope so. God, I hope so. ‘The pill didn’t work, as we thought.’

‘She needs surgery. Urgently.’

‘I know.’ No need to say how serious it is. Like me, Matilda will have seen many women die of conditions that could easily be treated.

We approach a gate in the barbed wire that runs between the trees. She holds up her hand to be scanned, and I realise with a thrill of horror she has a chip in her arm, like the migrants do, like Charlotte. Does that mean I’ll be fitted with one too? The guard waves us through, not taking his eyes off his phone where he’s watching videos online. I’m surprised they are allowed those, but then he is very young. A boy with a gun, who maybe thinks he’s above rules.

The clinic is another squat wooden building that, based on the décor, used to be a games room. Now the space is taken up with camp beds, several patients on drips or hooked up to antiquated equipment.

We wash our hands, and under the gush of water I ask Matilda questions. ‘What comes after this place?’ Are we patching up people to send them to their deaths?

‘I’m not sure, but there are other parts to the camp. I sometimes have to fill in transfer sheets. It’s either long-term incarceration, deportation, or – something worse.’ Execution? But they can’t be liquidating that many people, not in GB. We’d know, wouldn’t we? Someone would see, report it, take videos. Unless the other camps are not on the mainland. Even British-born people can have their citizenship revoked these days. You can become stateless, adrift in the world of chaos outside our borders. ‘Questions are not a great idea around here, Dr Ward. Let’s go to work.’

There’s a man here too, who briefly introduces himself as Dr Edo, but then keeps to the male patients on their side of the room. However, I see Matilda speak to him a few times, eyes darting around in case the guard hears. Was this the ‘him’ Niamh meant? Is Matilda passing on a message?

The patients are seven women, three men. Matilda sums it up for me rapidly. ‘Gastric reflux, diabetic coma, Lyme disease – the woods are full of ticks – post-hysterectomy infection, what I think is a bad flu that I’m trying to isolate in case it spreads, nut-related anaphylaxis – no special meals here – and attempted suicide.’ She says it all so briskly I blink, and I’m back to my student days again, stunned by the lack of empathy some senior doctors showed to their patients. Before I realised that empathy can kill, both the patient and you. The beds simply contain problems to be solved, and I shouldn’t engage, as who knows what will happen to these people, or to me.

When the male doctor comes near, I try to speak to him. ‘Hi, I’m Isobel.’

He glances at me but says nothing.

‘I was helping my niece escape,’ I volunteer. I want him to know I’m one of them. Or at least I am now.

He looks only at the IV he’s adjusting, but says, ‘I was doing stem-cell research. Genetic disorders.’

Of course. Stem cells used to come mostly from embryos, and those are now people under our laws, so what he was doing counts as human experimentation.

‘I’m sorry.’

His face is blank. ‘They picked up our whole lab, about six months ago. We’d carried on what we were doing, in secret. It seemed too important not to. You know, we were so close to a treatment for Duchenne’s. It would have saved children – living children – from so much suffering, yet here we are.’ I can hear the bitterness in his voice. The way the unborn have rights over all of us, adults and other children too. This wasn’t what I wanted. I need to justify myself, somehow, but I know it’s just my own guilt. It won’t help me, or Charlotte, if I reveal my hand in any of this.

I work in the clinic till long into the night, checking pulses, replacing IVs. We don’t stop for lunch – apparently there are only two meals a day provided, if we’re lucky. As well as our bed-bound patients, guards keep bringing more people with cuts, infections, colds. The kind of scut work I did in my junior days. Many of these are health problems I haven’t seen in years, since they come from living in the cold and dirt and not eating enough. I don’t know why I’m surprised. All of these things existed in the world before the new laws, torture and starvation and oppression, and even in our country not so long ago. I don’t know why we thought it would last, that corridor of softness and ease we walked down for a time. Why we thought we were special.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Karen

Iliana palpates Charlotte’s stomach, her face close to my daughter’s pale, soft skin. Is she showing now, or am I just imagining it? It seems so long since we found out, but she’s still only in the first trimester. She looks like she’s lost weight over the past few days, but her stomach is more swollen. Not a good sign, I don’t think.

Iliana stands up, shaking her long dark braid over her shoulder. ‘I cannot do anything without an ultrasound. She needs surgery.’

I don’t even need to ask if they can help with that here. We’re in a makeshift camp in the middle of the forest, with no running water or electricity. ‘So I have to take her on to Ireland.’

‘If you can, it’s the only way.’ Iliana is a wiry woman of perhaps fifty, with lots of dark curly hair corralled under a floral bandana. She used to be a nurse before having her kids. She’s told me she was born in Romania in the 1980s, during the time when, like here now, all contraception and abortion was banned. When women were broken by childbirth and unwanted children tied to orphanage beds. Charlotte sits up, raking her hands through her own wild hair. Everyone here is dirty, smudges on their hands and faces, their clothes sweet-sour. Ours are too. I wonder at what point you stop noticing it.

‘You should brush that,’ I say automatically, and Charlotte rolls her eyes at Iliana’s daughter, Tash, the young woman with the machete. I was so scared when she stepped out of the trees this morning, but she’s only sixteen years old, her hair in a long plait like her mother’s, greasy and unkempt. And thin, so thin, like everyone I’ve seen so far. Since the health points came in, it’s rare to see very overweight people, but this is different. This is hunger.

Iliana says, ‘Karen, hair is not what we worry about here, OK?’

I smile wryly. ‘Oh, I can worry about a lot of different things at once.’ Such as where we’re going to sleep tonight, what we’re going to eat. How we’re going to leave this place. About my husband on the news, condemning me. Rory, what he must be feeling.

My sister. And Charlotte, always.

When we arrived this morning, I had no idea what we were walking into. A trap, an arrest, death even. I completely froze seeing the machete in Tash’s hands. It was Charlotte who stepped forward, her voice wavering but clear. Hi, I’m Charlotte, this is my mum, Karen. I’m pregnant. We need help. Please? And instead of catastrophe, we found Iliana, the de facto leader of this group of displaced people. Most of them have relatives in the camp and have followed them here, in the hope of getting them out. Or of just being near them. Other people are running from the PS, like us. They arrive and leave all the time, always on foot. No one seems to have a vehicle. As well as Charlotte, there are two other pregnant people in the tent, a twenty-something woman and one about my age. I think we had forgotten, in our modern world, that pregnancy can occur over a period of forty years. The younger woman is not showing yet, and is asleep on a camp bed, but the one my age is starting to round and keeps being sick into a bucket she keeps on her lap. Hyperemesis, Iliana says.

‘So – is there any way for us to get to Ireland?’ Scotland is my best guess. So many miles away.

Iliana looks at Tash, and at Charlotte, who’s tucking her clothes back in. ‘Girls, you will tidy up in here, prepare bandages and beds.’ We’re in a sort of makeshift medical tent, big enough to stand up in the middle. I’m surprised to watch the teenagers do exactly as they’re told. Iliana has that ward sister voice, that makes people obey. She was one, once, before deciding to take her three daughters and run, after Natasha, the eldest, had her first fertility examination. That was six years ago and they’ve been off-grid ever since. I had a squirming sensation of guilt when she told me her story – that she had been so absolutely unwilling to subject her girls to the system.

Iliana beckons me to the flap of the tent. The damp forest air is pine-scented underneath the stink of human bodies, vegetables boiling, fires burning. Outside, people all around us are trying to get on with life. Making food over camping stoves, brushing their teeth and spitting the paste right onto the ground, rocking babies. There are children everywhere, running wild and ragged. Most have no shoes or coats, but they’re laughing, they seem happy. People give them scraps here, but there isn’t enough to go around. Charlotte and I have been offered a few hunks of bread, and cheese in sweaty plastic wrapping, but hunger still gnaws at my stomach. On every tree, photographs are posted, printouts of people’s faces, handwritten signs. Have you seen my mother, my sister. My wife. My daughter. At the farm, people seemed well fed for the most part, nourished. Here it’s another story. Here is the edge of things.

Iliana indicates the detention camp in the distance, a twelve-foot-high barbed-wire fence, barely seen through the trees. ‘This place, we didn’t mean to set it up. People just kept coming, to try to find those in there. And others who are running, they stay with us for a night, they rest. Word gets about. The PS, they don’t think to look right on their doorstep.’ The woods are dense and full of keep-out signs. It’s as good a place to hide as any.

‘Why did you stay?’

She shrugs. ‘I have nowhere else to go, unless I take my girls to Ireland. And it’s dangerous.’ Her youngest two are only small, born years after Tash. Products of the new laws. ‘Also, I can help here. For me, it’s better to do something. Anything. Not to just be so stuck all the time. So full of – what’s the word – rage. I was very full of rage before we came. My husband, the government, the people who voted.’ It’s close to what Maggie said. Maybe that’s what is needed to find the courage to resist. A fury that burns your life to the ground. I ask myself why my sister dying was not enough for me to feel that. I was scared, is the truth. I had my children, my life. I thought I had more to protect than to risk, but the truth is I could not protect my daughter in this world. Or my son.

‘Does anyone ever come out?’ I nod towards the camp fence. I have told her the whole story, in fits and starts over the day we’ve been here.

‘Not to here. People who come here to search for someone in the camp, they usually give up, go home. But some stay. Just to be near.’

Isobel is likely in there, in God knows what state. ‘What should I do?’ I say, mostly to myself. ‘I can’t get my sister out, can I? So I take Charlotte and run. How?’

She shakes her head. ‘I am sorry, but you will be on your own. Sometimes we have a network, drivers, safe houses – but not now.’

‘Why not?’

‘We need all the available cars in this area at the moment. So, there aren’t any to take you.’

‘Oh.’ I look behind me at Charlotte, whose eyes are big and scared. ‘So – we walk?’ My mind is churning through it. How can we find another car? Hitchhike? Stow away? Would I actually steal one?

Charlotte says, ‘We can’t just go and leave Aunt Issy.’

I exclaim: ‘What choice do we have? She’s not coming out, Charlotte.’

She lapses into silence, turning to Tash and rolling her eyes like you see what I have to put up with. I try to push down my anger. I’m doing all this, risking everything, for her. I can’t think of anything else but to keep moving. Being so close to the camp means I can’t relax for a second. I’m pulled in all directions – Tom begging me to come home, Charlotte wanting to stay and fight, Isobel stuck here, and above all the need to run, run and keep running, until we find safety.

A sudden gust of wind bellies in the side of the tent. Iliana rushes to steady one of the poles. It’s a big round tent, with room for several beds, but it still seems like it might fall over any second. Then she says, ‘There is one other choice you can make.’

‘What?’ Charlotte leaps on it. I see Iliana and her daughter exchange a significant look. Tash gives a nod.

‘There is a plan,’ says Iliana. ‘For a long time. In our network. Why we cannot drive you now.’ The resistance, they mean. They’re part of it, just like Maggie and Matilda and Rae and maybe even Miss Chu. ‘But if we tell you, you have to decide. Stay here and help us, or leave first thing tomorrow, alone. And we cannot help you on the way.’

‘Why?’

Tash says, ‘There’s going to, like, be a breakout.’

‘From the camp? Really?’

Iliana nods. ‘It’s planned for many months. We think there is a chance, anyway.’

‘But it’s dangerous?’

Iliana scoffs. ‘Of course it’s dangerous. Arrest, or – they have guns in there.’ So we could be killed, even.

Charlotte says, ‘Mum, we have to help.’

Of course she thinks this. She’s seventeen, she doesn’t understand about risk. If she did, she’d never have had sex in the first place.

I say, ‘I don’t know.’

‘Mum!’

‘Charlotte, be quiet. We’ll talk about it in private.’

‘Ugggggh,’ she says. ‘Why are you like this?’ She stalks from the tent, snapping the flap behind her, followed by Tash, who looks at me with cool, judgemental eyes.

‘Teenagers,’ I say weakly, to Iliana, who doesn’t smile back.

‘So, what do you choose? You will help?’ It’s like at the farm, when I said yes to the video, and look how that turned out. Charlotte’s image is everywhere online now. And it’s not just the danger of helping; it’s the delay in getting away when the stakes are so high.

I so much want to say no. But I realise we would be exactly nowhere if other people hadn’t helped us, people who didn’t even know us but were willing to risk it all. If they hadn’t been out here working so hard, while I sat in my warm house and easy job, I’ve no idea what we would have done. I heave a deep sigh. ‘Will you let me talk to Charlotte about it? I have to put her first, Iliana. She’s my daughter.’

‘Everyone is someone’s daughter. That’s why we do it, resist.’ She’s kind, but her tone is pointed. She moves over to check on the vomiting woman, rubbing her back and giving her a sip of water. There’s no electricity here, Iliana has explained, and after dark, only gas lanterns or battery torches. It’s like a field hospital in some long-ago war.

‘But – I’ve never been in the resistance.’

‘You are sure about that? What are you doing now?’ She has a point. If it wasn’t for them, we would still be back at home, Charlotte likely in the Protection Centre. At least there she would be warm and fed, with doctors on hand. And I still don’t know if I did the right thing, because now we are almost out of options.

I spend the time until dark helping out where I can, collecting water from a spring deeper in the woods, boiling it over a fire, scrounging potatoes and soup for a makeshift dinner, all the tedious chores life involves when you don’t have electricity or running water. Preparations are already happening for the breakout, blankets being stacked and folded, tents cleared out, jugs of water filled. A sense of getting ready to move, to strike, and I do whatever I can think of. Charlotte and Tash seem to have made friends and talk in a huddle round the fire, as girls do. There are two smaller ones as well, curly-haired girls of six and seven, delighted to see new faces. I wonder if it’s safe for them, growing up like this among dirt and decay, so much suffering passing through. But I tried to bring my kids up within the laws, safe and secure, and look where we ended up.

Later, Charlotte and I find our way to a half-dilapidated tent someone left behind when they moved on to Scotland, which smells strongly of onions. Despite my exhaustion I force myself to wash my face and hands in a bowl of cold water, as if all we’ve been through can be scrubbed away. Rory’s face when he reported us. My last look at Tom, the disappointment in his eyes. Putting Alice’s baby into the box. Miriam’s tired smile. Isobel walking up the beach towards the PS. Talking to my mother, finally, after so many years. When I unzip the tent, dripping cold water since I have no towel, I check on Charlotte, as I now have the habit of doing every five minutes or so, making sure she isn’t dying. She’s curled up on the ground in a nest of all our clothes. ‘OK?’ I ask. Her eyes flutter.

‘Urgh. Tired. Cold.’ It’s true, it is shockingly freezing when you have to sleep in a tent on an October night. I hadn’t realised. We were so unequipped for this journey.

‘Any dizziness, nausea? Pain in your shoulder?’

She sits up, rolling her eyes. ‘Did Aunt Issy tell you to ask all that? I’m OK. It hurts sometimes, in my side. Like stabbing.’

‘You’re exhausted. You should sleep.’ I climb into the pile of clothes and bags that make our bed. It’s so cold I can’t stop shivering, and I huddle into the smell of my own unwashed body. In the dark I whisper, ‘I know you think we should stay.’

‘Everyone has helped us, Mum. And what have we done? Nothing! And Aunt Issy is in there!’

‘That’s not my fault,’ I snap. ‘Sorry. It was just – bad luck.’

After another moment, she says, very softly: ‘It was my fault, Mum. All of this. Aunt Issy, everything. Maybe the clinic too, Rae and Matilda. It’s all because of me.’

We don’t know for sure that we brought the PS to their door, but some of it is true. It was her carelessness that caused all this.

‘Go to sleep, Charlotte.’

‘No, Mum! We have to help people. I can’t just – cause all this trouble and do nothing good. Can you not see that?’ Her voice is growing frustrated. ‘I can’t leave if she’s still in there. She could die, Mum!’

‘You could die too! It’s going to be very dangerous, this plan. There could be shooting. And they’ll know your face, from your video. You’d be arrested right away.’

‘So you’re saying we just be selfish, and leave.’

‘No! But we’ve done all this, come this far, to get you help. Time’s running out, Charlotte. I don’t see why we’d put that at risk now.’

‘Because, Mum, it’s all risk. For us and other people. Can you not see that?’

‘I can. I just – need to put you first.’

I wait for her to say this is actually all my fault, that it was my split-second decision back in her bedroom to break the law and take the test for her. Because that is true too. Instead, she says: ‘I’m sorry, Mum. For all of this. For Aunt Issy. For making you be like this. Ruining your life.’

‘You didn’t ruin my life, sweetheart.’ I swallow down tears. ‘I’d do it all again. For you.’ And I know that it is true. ‘We’ll talk about it more tomorrow.’

But when I wake up in the morning, Charlotte is gone.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Isobel

I am surprised by how quickly I’d fallen asleep in the narrow, uncomfortable bunk, surrounded by people’s breathing and crying and snoring, but I was so tired – I’ve barely slept in days, and it’s all been running, and running, and terror, except for the brief lovely respite of the farm. When I wake up, I don’t know where I am for a second, and I remember waking up beside Maggie – not that we slept much – the curve of her back beside me. But she’s not here. I’m in a camp. Niamh and Oti are sleeping in the bunks opposite, silent Annie above me.

I’m just sitting up and pulling myself together when two guards appear at the door. They don’t even knock, though they are both men. ‘Which of you is Isobel Ward?’

Fear stops my mouth for a second. ‘Me.’

Their helmets obscure their young faces. ‘You need to come with us.’

I pause for a moment, fear rooting my feet to the ground. This must be it. My interrogation.

‘Now, Ward.’

I go. Niamh is just stirring as I shut the door behind me, and I tear my eyes away from hers. At least one person will know I have gone.

The camp is so much bigger than I imagined. We go past the other chalets, where women are just waking up, trying to use the one small bathroom each building has, their voices soft and muted. The guards and I walk down another quiet path and go out through a different gate in the barbed-wire fence. It has rained overnight, the branches dripping fresh cold water onto my head, and then we reach another area, a patch of bare earth. There are no trees here, just a line of squat shipping containers. I’m shown into one, a heavy door buzzing and closing behind me. The guards remain outside.

Inside is dark, lit only by swinging overhead bulbs. It smells of cut grass and engine oil, taking me back to our garden shed as kids, Dad’s lawnmower. Dad didn’t live to see the way things went after the changes, or Marie dying. Maybe he was lucky.

I make out a table and two plastic chairs in the gloom, one occupied. I can’t tell who it is, but there’s a floral scent that I recognise. I move forward, air caught in my throat, and she switches on a bulb above her head and I see her face.

‘Issy,’ says Anita, in her old easy voice. ‘Please sit.’

My mind skitters like a small, frightened animal. The chair scrapes on the bare floor as I pull it out, and she leans on the table, hands folded. Why is she here? What does this mean? She’s in a black suit today, beautifully tailored, her fair hair neatly corralled in a bun. I’m aware of her lily scent, so familiar after all this time, and of how ragged and dirty I am, after yesterday’s meagre shower failed to do much good.

She looks at me for a second. ‘I won’t insult your intelligence by beating around the bush. You were arrested committing several crimes. Attempting to leave the country without permission, failure to report a pregnancy, and most seriously, the abduction and attempted murder of an unborn citizen.’

I clear my throat. Try to keep my voice steady. ‘I took no action to end the pregnancy.’

‘You abetted it, Isobel. Even after you took an oath to preserve life.’

I want to say it’s not as simple as that. That no one lives in a vacuum. That a foetus, even a viable one, cannot live without a body to shelter it. That all life is selfish, and grasping, and wants to persist no matter the suffering. But I am so tired, and she already knows this, how absurd it is, but we’re stuck here in this system that leaves no room for nuance.

‘I used to think that too,’ I say, staring at the scuffed surface of the table. ‘That the unborn were innocent, and all life deserved a chance. I still think that, to some extent. But not if it’s going to hurt someone else, maybe? And I couldn’t let my niece die for nothing.’

‘It’s regrettable. But the law is clear, and you’re in a lot of trouble. So you’d better tell me everything you know, Issy.’

The old pet name feels so hurtful here, now. But a flame of hope leaps in my solar plexus, scorching me. Maybe they don’t have Charlotte and Karen yet.

‘We were trying to leave, then I got picked up. That’s all I know. Truly.’

‘You had no back-up plans? Places to go, safe houses?’

‘No. There was no plan B.’ But I hope to God they found aid, if they didn’t get away. That there are still people brave enough to help, where I would not have been.

‘And who sent you on your way? You must have been assisted, to organise the boat.’

‘We just drove. Aimed for the coast. We – looked it up online.’ She will likely know that isn’t true, since we haven’t had our phones, and in any case they can check what we searched for.

She stares at me, hunting for lies in my face. ‘And you stayed where all this time? You left home five nights ago.’ So they know about that. They have likely questioned Tom already, and Rory. Not that Rory would need coercion to shop us.

‘We slept in the car.’ She’ll be able to tell I’m lying. She could always see right through me. What I need to know is do they have Maggie, do they have the farm. I picture PS guards tramping through the house and fields, cuffing the women. The kids, howling, packed into windowless vans. I can hear my voice shake with fear. ‘There was a clinic we had the name of, so we headed there first. In Reading.’ It’s too late for Rae and Matilda anyway. ‘Then when that was raided, we just – drove.’

She nods. ‘I’m well aware of that. So far you’re not telling me anything I don’t know. Come on, I’m trying to help you here. You’re smart enough to realise there are other parts of the camp. Places worse than this. Where have you been since the raid? How did you arrange the boat?’

‘We spoke to our mother in Ireland, and she paid the passage. I don’t know any of the details, really I don’t. I’ve always followed the laws otherwise. I reported two undisclosed pregnancies the week before I left, and an attempted murder also.’ Maybe this is what will save me, my former callousness. What I did to Nicole and others. ‘But when it was my own niece – I panicked. I couldn’t bear to lose her.’ My voice breaks.

Anita thinks for a moment, then reaches for her tablet, turns it off. ‘Listen, Issy.’ Her voice is low and urgent. ‘I had to come here for show. They know I helped you get Charlotte out of the Protection Centre, and it’s compromised me, and at the worst possible time too.’

What does she mean, the worst possible time?

‘Like I said, we didn’t intend to run.’ It’s true. We just took one step, then another, until we ended up here.

‘Your niece’s little video – it’s out there on the internet, and we haven’t managed to stamp it out. There’ve been protests in London, Manchester, Glasgow. Thousands of people in some cases. Coming so close after that other woman dying, there’s a groundswell – even people who agreed with the laws at first can’t conscience this.’

I can’t help myself. ‘These are your laws, Anita!’

Her mouth twists – almost a smile. ‘No, Issy. They’re yours.’

A small gasp comes from me, like I’ve been punched. Because she is right. I did help draft these laws, back when I was in the Hope Party myself, before it was a real thing, before they were suddenly in power. Hypotheticals. A way to raise the birth rate, improve public health. It was in that very first essay of mine, that Anita read.

‘I never meant it to be like this. You know that.’

She shakes her head in frustration. ‘I didn’t want this, either. I wanted more healthy babies, that’s all, a stable population. I don’t actually want women to die from preventable conditions. What does that achieve? There were supposed to be exceptions for all these cases, for rape, for health conditions, for cancer patients, for children, for God’s sake. You know I’ve never believed foetuses are people.’

I flinch. If anyone else said that, they would be arrested on the spot. I can only hear the panic of my own breath. The smell of her perfume, her skin, fights with the stink of fear left behind in the container. I’m drowning in memories, of her, of the past. Her fingers are only an inch from mine, and if I moved forward at all, I could touch her.

‘It’s all your fault. You aligned yourself with those people. The fundamentalists.’ She, who was never even religious, took the money and support of the most right-wing groups, the ones who have steered us where we are. Anything to get to the top.

As if reading my mind, she says, ‘I asked you to stay. To help me move things back to what we imagined. You and me, together. Remember?’

Of course I remember. It was the last time I saw her, when her engagement had been announced, soon after the party’s surprise election win. She never even told me; I had to learn she was engaged from the press. I lost my temper. Your laws are going to kill people. You’ve sold out. You’re a liar, Anita. And then my own sister died from them, the laws I helped to write, and I buried myself in my work and tried never to think of Anita until this week. How can you forget someone who is on every news bulletin? But I did my best.

‘I remember. But then you got married.’ I can’t help the bitterness in my tone, despite my fear.

‘I had to do that. People were talking. And you know most of the party, they don’t . . . support that lifestyle.’

‘It’s not a lifestyle, Anita. It was my life. You were my life.’ I’ve said it, finally, and it feels like the most dangerous thing so far.

She looks down at her manicured hands. ‘Well, Issy, I’m only human. I make mistakes. Big mistakes sometimes.’

‘So what are you saying?’ I’m whispering now too, though I’m sure no sound can pass through the shipping container walls. We could be anywhere in the world, out of time and place and justice. ‘What do you want from me?’ My heart is hammering. A mistake, she said. Does she mean her marriage?

Does she mean me?

She gives a faint smile. ‘You always did get right to the point. Simply put, I want to be in charge. There’s an election coming up, and well, it’s time for the PM to step aside. He’s taken his eye off the ball for too long. He hasn’t even spoken out about these latest protests.’

‘You want to be prime minister? Jesus, Anita.’

‘Why not?’ She recrosses her legs, slim in her well-tailored trousers. ‘I’m by far the best candidate, and people are ready for a woman, I think. And then I can change the laws for the better. I’m popular, I’m less extreme than the current leadership. It’s what people want – just look at the protests. I can ride this wave of discontent to get what I want. Plus, I have an extra card to play.’

I stay silent. The only power I have here.

‘I’ll tell you, since you won’t ask.’ She passes me a manila folder, with a few pieces of paper inside. ‘Go on, look.’

I immediately recognise them as obstetric scans, of course – and I can tell right away there is something wrong with the baby. Anencephaly, or something devastating like that. Impossible to survive more than a few moments. The date is from a few months back.

I don’t understand why she’s showing me this. A pregnancy like that would still have to be continued, even if there was no brain. Even if there was no head, like in one or two cases I’ve seen.

‘But this is . . .’

‘Look at the name, Issy.’

I find it on the bottom of the printout, and I let out a gasp. ‘Oh my God. This is why he’s been AWOL lately.’ So there are exceptions after all, but only for the few.

‘Right. His own wife had a termination. She was only eleven weeks, so no one even knew. I’ve been planning my move since I found out. Then you pop up after all this time and throw a stick in my spokes.’

‘You mean because you helped me with Charlotte?’

She takes back the incriminating evidence. ‘Not just that. Because of – how we used to be.’

‘Oh.’

In a rush the memories come to me, the ones I have held back for years. The hollow at the base of her throat. The way her silk shirts fall over her wrists, how she catches her breath when she laughs or sighs. How we used to be, she calls it. Otherwise known as in love, albeit in secret, for years. I was used to being her shame, hiding in the background, but hearing she was getting married, and to a man, that almost killed me. Then our final, bitter confrontation. She offered me a compromise – work with her, help her shape the laws, and maybe I could still have part of her. But it wasn’t enough, and I could never forgive what she did to me. And haven’t I regretted that over the years, all this time where I’ve met no one else, and thought only of her? Maybe she was right. Maybe I should have stayed and tried to make things better.

She goes on. ‘There’ve always been rumours. I have no children, and there are women I’ve been – close to. I can’t be the voice of reason if I’m not absolutely spotless; you see that, don’t you? Enough people might be tolerant later on, when we make reforms, but not now. I’ve got where I am by being utterly logical. Graphs, stats. Laws. And it worked, even if it ruined my life too.’ She says it so matter-of-factly. Did it ruin her life to hide what she is? Or to give me up? But I’m losing focus, the classic Anita effect.

‘So what’s going to happen?’ I ask.

‘Well, Charlotte is something of a cause célèbre now. We can spin it to say, yes, she broke the law, but in heartbreaking unusual circumstances, et cetera.’

I snap, ‘It’s hardly unusual. I treated a woman with an ectopic right before we left, and she bled to death.’

‘Yes, I know about that. Must have been hard. Anyway, Issy, what I’m thinking is a press conference. Karen, Charlotte, you. You say it was wrong to abscond, how terrible things are on the run, sleeping rough, at the mercy of unscrupulous people. In return, I publicly admit the state isn’t always right. That cases like Charlotte’s, and that poor Kasia woman, should be the exception to our laws. Point out all the upsides of the policies. You know, Issy, we actually did a lot of good! The population was on trend to halve by 2100 without these laws. That’s astonishing, in less than a hundred years. We had to do something. You should see the graphs I have, how much better public health is. We raised life expectancy by nearly ten years! And brought the environment back from collapse. It’s a good country, Issy. It’s clean and safe and nice.’

Her voice is honeyed. I can see it all. Anita was always good at boiling things down to their absolute essence. ‘And what about the PM?’

‘Oh, I think he’ll step down. Spend more time with his family. Once I have a little chat with him. So, what do you say?’

‘You just let us go?’ I can’t believe it. Charlotte has become the face of a revolution for every teenage girl in the country who submits to instruments inside her once a month, whose every breath is monitored. Who knows that the minute one of her eggs is fertilised, she doesn’t own anything, even her own life.

Anita sits back. ‘You’ll need to tell me everything you know about this resistance. Maybe a little jail time for your sister. Not in a camp. Six months or so. She’d be well-treated.’

What she’s suggesting is not unreasonable – compared to being in here, anyway.

‘And Charlotte? You’ll help her?’

Anita narrows her eyes. ‘You know we can’t actually allow an abortion, Issy. Not until the laws change, anyway. It’s too risky. I have to be beyond reproach.’

‘But she could die!’

‘She’d have the very best care.’ Anita’s voice is soothing, compassionate. I remember how it used to be, when I thought she cared for me. For a time after, I felt no one ever would again, when Marie died and Mum left, and Karen and I barely spoke.

‘And all I have to do is a press conference.’

‘And refute the allegations. You and I were just friends, we haven’t seen each other in years, I have a husband, it’s ridiculous. There’s no one else who could – out you?’

I think of Maggie, that one night. Waking up, putting my hand on her hip. ‘No.’

‘Well then. Rumours are just rumours. I have actual evidence against the PM. I’ll win this one.’ She’s so confident. Always so sure she’s right. ‘And you can help me, Issy. Help me make it better. Change the laws. Fix them.’

I ponder it all. Going home to my little flat, maybe even to my job – if anyone could achieve that, Anita could. Helping her to power, ushering in a new and more tolerant regime. And more.

‘Issy. Please think about it. And, who knows – once everything has died down . . .’

She is so close I can feel her breath on my face. Her hand brushes mine on the table, her skin soft and warm where mine is cold and rough. I could be with her again, maybe, if we were very discreet. That’s what she’s hinting at, isn’t it? I can be her person, if I hide for ever in the shadows. Have what I’ve spent years mourning. Yes, it is a very tempting offer. Old Issy would have jumped at the chance. Would have said anything, just for the touch of her fingers against mine. Even though part of me knows she’s good at pretending, to get what she wants, which is to make sure I can’t stand in her way. The old me would have wanted to believe her.

But I can’t. Because I am not the old Issy.

‘No,’ I tell her. ‘I can’t accept that. It’s not right, Anita. You can’t have shades of wrongness. It’s all too complicated, too messy, to have laws about. The women I’ve helped send here, I don’t doubt I’ve killed most of them. I see that now.’ I take a shaky breath, dizzy with what I’m saying. ‘We can’t build a utopia. It doesn’t work like that. We have to let people choose for themselves.’

Anita’s face darkens and she sits back. Her tone becomes sharper, colder. ‘I was afraid you were going to say that.’ She picks up the tablet, powers it on. When she turns it to me, there’s a video on it, what looks like body-cam footage. She just holds it there until I see who it is.

Charlotte is being marched across a blank square of ground, arms cuffed behind her back. She’s with another young woman I don’t recognise, and I can tell from the bandage on her hand this is recent. I recognise the barbed wire and the tall fence. She is here. In the camp.

‘You have her.’ Anita lied to me. I should have known.

‘We do. And you could have saved her, Issy. I hope you’ll think on that. You’ll have plenty of time to, in the place you’ll be sent.’ Her voice has changed again, businesslike and cold. ‘Now I have to tell you what else goes on in the camps. What happens to the women who are fertile.’


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Karen

‘Charlotte? Charlotte?’

At first, I think she’s just up before me, that she’s gone to the latrine or to wash in the bowl outside. But her shoes and coat are gone. Her backpack is still here. I unzip the tent and scan the surrounding area. No sign.

The irony is, for just a second on waking, I had felt a sense of freedom. No alarm screaming at me to take a test, no chance of a surprise examination. No meals to cook, or clothes to wash, or reports to file. Then I opened my eyes.

‘Charlotte?’ I stumble over guy ropes, stepping around people waking up, and fall over roots to reach Iliana’s tent, near the medical one. A light rain is falling between the branches, getting in my eyes. Iliana is standing outside, and one look at her white face tells me what I need to know.

‘They are gone. Natasha. Charlotte.’

‘Gone where?’

‘They sneaked out last night. Into the camp.’

I can’t take this in. ‘What? What do you mean?’ Not into the camp, surely.

‘She thinks I do not know, but Natasha, she goes in sometimes. There is a place where they bring in supplies, a gate. She leaves messages for people inside, resistance people. They were seen going that way.’

‘And Charlotte went with her?’ It can’t be true. Not when we’ve risked everything, sacrificed so much.

Iliana is nodding. ‘And they are caught. They must be.’

I lean heavily against the trunk of a tree, smelling its sap, feeling the rough bark through my jumper. ‘Where will they take them?’ I ask dully.

Iliana has her hand clamped to her face in anxiety. ‘What I think is, re-education.’

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s where they take women that are fertile but not pregnant. Maybe not worth taking Charlotte back to PC.’ She says something in Romanian that I can guess the meaning of. ‘Stupid, stupid! Stupid girls! Tasha knows better than this, her father can find us if we go in the system, they will tell him where she is and then he finds us!’

I’m shaking with rage and terror. I want to shout that this is her daughter’s fault, that Charlotte wouldn’t run off unless someone encouraged her, but I bite my tongue. Think, Karen, think.

‘What can we do? Is there a way to get them out?’

Oh God, she is in the camp. What we were afraid of. What we were running from, and she walked right into it. Rage seems to fill me up to my ears, blinding and choking me.

‘Only the plan. The breakout.’

‘But that could be days still!’ I’m already fumbling with my boots to tie them. I don’t know where I’m going but I have to go somewhere.

‘Karen, what are you doing?’

‘I’ll – go there too. Ask them to take me in. I’m still fertile, I’ll be with her at least.’

‘You have no idea what happens in re-education. We hear stories. Believe me, you can’t go there.’

‘She’s my daughter!’

‘Mine is gone too!’ Iliana snaps. ‘Be sensible, please! It’s not only about you.’

That silences me. Just for a moment.

‘Well, we have to do something!’ I exclaim.

Iliana is looking at me. Holding herself strong, though I can see from the shake of her hands how scared she is too. ‘You will help us now, maybe?’

‘I can’t just sit here and wait.’ It’s not a yes, not exactly. But I have no choice. Charlotte is in there. Isobel, and now Charlotte too. My heart feels torn in half. Tom, Rory, back at home, under God knows what pressure. My daughter, my sister, behind that fence. And me, stuck here.

‘We won’t wait. We get ready for the breakout. Now, today.’

Of course I will help. There’s a relief in knowing there is no other choice, however dangerous. I will throw myself into the fire and if I can’t drag Charlotte out, well, then maybe I won’t care what happens to me anyway.

Then I hear it: ‘Karen?’

Iliana turns first at the sound of my name, frowning, poised to spring if needs be. There aren’t many men in the forest here – a few looking for lost wives or daughters, or fleeing with pregnant wives – but here is one, cleaner than anyone else, in a new-looking coat and waterproof trousers. He is shrouded for a moment by the gloom and falling rain.

I know his voice, but I can’t . . . It can’t be true.

Iliana looks at me, puzzled. ‘You know him?’

I don’t but I do. Because it’s Tom. It really is him.

I can only stare. ‘How are you here? How?’ I don’t understand. Part of me wants to slam into his arms, breathe him in, press my face into his chest. But I ran. I took our daughter. He wouldn’t help me. I don’t know what we are now.

I hear a small rustle and turn, someone else approaching through the bushes, out of place and context so it takes me a second. The lanky boy in inadequate clothes. ‘What the hell’s he doing here?’

Sam gulps. ‘Hi, Mrs Levine.’

Tom meets my eyes. ‘You know, it’s kind of a long story.’

He’s right. There is a lot to catch up on. We sit under a tree, and I can smell the washing powder I use at home on his clothes, and I realise how badly I stink in comparison. He tries to hide the wrinkle in his nose as I tell him things in a jumble, all the while thinking Charlotte, they have Charlotte. It’s like some terrible dream I can’t wake up from. I tell him about the clinic, the raid, our split-second decision to flee – my decision, really. The farm, the video, the boat. Isobel. Charlotte. Sam is helping Iliana move tents and blankets, giving us some space maybe, so we can talk. I wouldn’t have credited him with such tact. My rage at him swells again, a wave knocking me over. She would be safe at home now if not for him.

We’re sitting on the cold ground, rain pattering on the leaves above. Everything is so different from when we left home, just a few days ago, when it was warm and safe and I wasn’t on the run.

‘I didn’t call them on you,’ Tom says. ‘They came to check on her the next morning. Routine follow-up.’ So maybe it wasn’t us who brought the raid to the clinic. God, I hope that’s true.

‘You made that video. I saw it.’

His mouth twists. ‘They forced me. Said I’d lose my job otherwise, and . . . well, I meant some of it. I thought there was still a chance, if you came back.’

‘So why are you here now?’

‘Because. They have her.’ He nods towards the camp. ‘They have her in the camp.’

‘Yes, I am aware of that. They have my sister too.’ My voice is tart. ‘Charlotte has these stupid ideas. Helping the resistance.’ As I say it, I know it isn’t stupid, that we’re only here because they helped us, but God, doesn’t she know how much danger she’s in? ‘Who told you?’

‘Richard came by late last night. Lent me his car to come after you.’ I don’t understand. Why would he do that? ‘He thinks there’s a way to hush all this up.’

I still don’t follow. ‘But how did you even find me? I threw away my bracelet and phone.’

He nods towards Charlotte’s backpack, which sits by my feet. ‘Did you forget you tagged all their stuff? I realised you were here near the camp, and you must have been separated.’

I did. In all the chaos, I had totally forgotten there was another tracking device with us the whole time.

‘You actually remembered that?’ I’m not sure I even told him. Household details are not his strong point.

‘Rory reminded me.’

I take that in. So, he wanted Tom to find us. Just to do the government’s bidding, or does he actually care what happens to us?

I close my eyes briefly. We have never been so long apart, the four of us, and Tom being here just brings it home that Rory is not.

‘But surely they won’t turn a blind eye to everything we did.’

Tom leans forward, speaking urgently. ‘Karen, there is still a way you can come home. Charlotte too. But it has to be now, right now.’

It sounds crazy. I narrow my eyes at him. ‘I don’t believe that.’

‘That video of hers, it’s getting a lot of traction. There are protests all over the place. Your sister’s friend – Anita Colson. She got in touch with a deal.’

‘A deal?’ I don’t understand any of this.

‘All of you can come home. Isobel too. Charlotte will be monitored twenty-four-seven until things – end. It’s the best they can offer, the absolute best healthcare.’

‘In return for what?’

‘You have to go public. Say you were wrong to run, maybe do some jail time.’ Hurriedly, he adds: ‘Not in a camp. Just prison. A few months.’

Just prison. What is our life coming to?

‘That can’t be it.’ Not after all the laws we’ve broken.

‘You have to give up these resistance people.’ He says this in a low whisper. ‘Tell the PS everything you know about their plans and protests. And everyone who helped you along the way.’

The breakout. I can stop it now, today, before it’s even begun. And we can just walk away, all of us. It doesn’t seem possible.

‘Why is he here?’ I nod towards Sam. I still can’t help but be furious with him.

‘He cares about Charlotte. He’s hardly left our house since you went, he’s so worried. Richard thought he could talk to Charlotte, persuade her to co-operate. We sent a message to his parents, and he’s over eighteen, so it’s not a crime to bring him with me.’

Sam’s mum Darla and I were friends once, living so close, pregnant at the same time, but she grew more and more religious, started putting up signs about protecting the unborn, and we drifted apart. Sam’s father, Joe, has always been the kind of burly, triathlon-running man who cares only if his son can play sports, not that he’s top in all his classes.

‘So that’s what this is? Gang up on us till we agree?’

Tom stares into my eyes. ‘Karen. I let you down, I know. I should have done more for Charlotte. I’ve – trusted the system too much, maybe. But you must see this is the only way. Your sister – she’s not coming out otherwise. And Charlotte – she’s in something called re-education. I don’t know what happens there, not exactly, but I’ve heard it isn’t good.’

I let out a long breath that turns into a sob. ‘They’ve got her, Tom. After everything I did.’

‘I’m sorry,’ says Tom, a phrase I haven’t heard from him in so long that it actually shocks me. ‘I should have fought for her. I shouldn’t have gone along with it. The tests, the examinations. It’s not right. I didn’t want to see it.’

‘We all went along with it. It’s easier than kicking up a fuss, until one day it just isn’t.’

He shakes his head. ‘It’s more than that. What you said that morning. Being the man, earning the money, never having to wash a dish, or make dinner . . . well. It was easy for me.’

I’m amazed he can see this. We slipped into it without ever talking; I’m not sure I saw it either for a long time, how much I had lost. ‘You liked it.’

He winces. ‘In some ways. I was lazy, I guess. But I missed out too, didn’t I? I hardly know them; I was never here throughout their childhoods. Charlotte told you about the baby, but she’d never have told me. And Rory – I don’t know him at all. And you . . .’ Very slowly, as if over an invisible gulf, Tom reaches for me and squeezes my cold hand. Clumsy. ‘I’m sorry, Karen. For all of it. For the distance. I just – you would always flinch, whenever I touched you. Pull away. It was like I could feel your fear, of me.’

‘I couldn’t face another pregnancy. It took so much from me.’

We can’t be the only couple who chose to stay a foot apart instead of risking it. And distance has a way of growing, like water freezing over in a crevasse, forcing you away. Maybe this is the worst thing the laws have done. Reminded us, with brutal clarity, that no matter how close we feel, our different biology will always win out in the end. That you might love your husband more than anything, but it isn’t him who will bleed to death when the pregnancy goes wrong.

He looks at me. ‘Was I wrong to come after you?’

‘No. But I still don’t know what to do.’

I can hardly think straight, hardly even breathe knowing they have her. He’s given me a choice. My family, my life, having him back, even – assuming I believe this offer. We can all go free, he says. Even my sister. The whole family.

Except it’s not a choice.

‘Where’s Rory?’ I ask. The question I have been afraid of. ‘Did he come with you too?’ At the idea, my heart is momentarily free of a weight that’s been suspended there, I realise now, for years. I remember him crying in the kitchen when they came for Charlotte. Maybe now he sees it’s wrong, what they do to the girls.

Tom’s face falls. ‘No. He – Karen, he’s gone.’

‘What? Where?’

‘He joined the army.’

He’s too young, is my first, stupid thought.

‘He’ll be eighteen in three months. He’s gone into training. He didn’t even tell me. It was Sam who let me know.’ My little boy. One of those men in uniform, kicking down doors on crying, bleeding women. I can’t speak. ‘After you ran, he took a lot of flak. Kicked him out of Defenders, even.’ I hadn’t thought about the effect on Rory. I picked Charlotte’s side without a second’s hesitation. It’s frightening, how these impossible choices become very easy when it’s life or death. ‘They gave him a choice – join the army or lose all his citizen points. He’ll never get to college or find a good job without them.’

A painful silence between us.

He says, ‘I didn’t see it. What he was becoming.’

‘Neither did I.’

And now he is gone. I’m being offered the only thing I have wanted, a chance to keep Charlotte safe, or as safe as she can be in this country. It should be an easy choice. But, somehow, I find that nothing is as straightforward as it was a few days ago.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Charlotte

‘Name.’

My eyes dart to Tash, who, like me, has her arms cuffed behind her. When they caught us, they made us kneel down and tied our hands behind us. Cable ties, plastic and digging in. Then they marched us through the camp, on and on through different sections and gates in the fence until we got to this building, that looks kind of like a school. Part of my mind is still trying to take in that we’re here, that this is what it’s like. Some kind of old-fashioned holiday camp, with little huts and faded signs, but lots of barbed wire too. And guns. I’ve never seen a gun this close before, and now it’s right by my ear, hanging from a shoulder strap.

‘Name!’ snaps the guard with the tablet, jerking on my cuffs so I almost topple over.

Tash shakes her head, mouth clamped shut. She isn’t on the system – they ran before she could be logged. But I am. And, sure enough, it only takes a few moments for the guard – some spotty eighteen-year-old with a gun – to find me on the facial recognition.

‘Charlotte Levine? That’s you?’

No point in lying. I nod once. His tone changes. ‘You’re down as on the run. Abducting an unborn.’

He breaks off to speak to the other guard, another boy who can’t be much older than me, but jacked up with muscles. They look at their tablets and I catch a few words here and there: ‘. . . pregnant, so she should be in PC I thought – but look, it’s marked NV . . .’ Non-viable. I’m a grey area all in myself.

‘So what do we do?’

‘. . . admit them here, I guess, let them figure it out.’

Again, I try to catch Tash’s eye. She’s crying, the tears rolling down her face, making streaks in the dirt, and that really scares me, because she seemed so cool before, like nothing fazed her. Not even breaking into the camp, which she told me last night she does all the time. We were whispering by the fire in the woods when she laid it all out for me. There’s like a supply shed you can squeeze into, there’s a hole in the fence. It’s locked, so I can’t go in the rest of the camp, but I leave messages for the people inside, then they write back. It’s a way to find out who’s in there. It’s so crazy to me that people aren’t even told where their loved ones are. You just go, taken away in a van, and no one even knows what happens to you. They could be killing people in here and we wouldn’t have a clue.

I asked her why the prisoners don’t escape that same way, and she just held up her hand, bare of any bracelet. The chips. They can’t get far. I imagined them punching a tracker into Aunt Issy’s hand, the way they did with mine, and it would be all my fault.

As we sat by the fire last night, telling our secrets, Tash persuaded me to sneak out with her once Mum was asleep. We’d leave a message about Aunt Issy and take some pictures and videos of the camp with the phone Tash’s mum doesn’t know she has. She can only charge it in secret. For the socials, she said. So people will know the truth, once the breakout starts. I knew that Mum would kill me if she found out, but I had to do something. I can’t just go and leave Aunt Issy here. I can’t. Tash showed me a way to do something, for once. I’m sick of the way Mum talks to me, like I’m a kid who can’t make any decisions of her own. I’ll be eighteen soon. Isn’t that old enough to choose?

I would never have admitted it, but I was really scared walking through the woods. The roots of the trees seemed to coil and twist in the faint light from Tash’s torch, and the bushes rustled with animals of some kind. I stepped on a twig and yelped at the noise. Tash shushed me, impatient. I was almost relieved when we saw the edges of the camp, after creeping along the path for a while. Barbed wire on either side, clawing into the trees, and signs everywhere saying Danger and Keep Out. I don’t know about this, I said. She told me to relax. Like it’s so easy. If Mum wakes up and finds me gone she’s going to flip. We’ve spent almost every moment together since she came to get me at the centre. She worries so much about me – it’s like I can feel her anxiety squeezing out of her like this Play-Doh set I used to have as a kid.

Tash pushed in through a tiny gap in the fence, where a gate was loose in its frame, so small it made me gasp when it pressed on my stomach, but I sucked in my breath and I was through to a small fenced-off area connected to a larger building that must be the canteen. It smelled of rubbish from the big bins on wheels, and there were trolleys stacked with boxes. I wrinkled up my nose at the stink.

Tash was breaking into a big cardboard box of supplies, and I asked what it was. She took something out to show me. A sanitary towel in a little wrapper. We put the messages inside. The guards never check.

But I had barely folded up the note I’d written about Aunt Issy when we heard whistles and shouting and I knew we were caught.

Now, they haul us onwards into the building by pulling on the cuffs. It’s not like when Richard and Chloe arrested me. Here, they’re rough, careless. Tash shouts and screams to let her go, but I just let them take me. Into the camp.

It takes a long time to get us processed, because Tash isn’t on the system and she won’t say her name.

‘They’ll call my dad once they find me,’ she whispers, as we sit on plastic chairs in the building they’ve taken us to. ‘This is bad, Char.’ I don’t need to be told.

I think this place was maybe a school or something, before. As we’re walked through, I can see a few rooms filled with camp beds, the outlines of basketball courts on the wooden floors. We’re made to shower, basic communal ones like we have at my own school, but clean at least, cheap liquid soap in dispensers. There’s no shampoo and only a trickle of water but I’m glad of it all the same because I stink. We’re given some old grey tracksuits like in the Protection Centre, then we’re left to wait for ages on benches, where the kids used to hang their coats, I suppose. I fall asleep for a while with my head in Tash’s lap. Then we’re woken up and fed breakfast in the canteen, plastic trays with fruit and eggs. The chairs are so tiny, as if for little kids. Tash and I laugh as our knees almost hit our faces, trying to distract ourselves from where we are. After we eat, we’re told to go to another room where there’s a projection screen set up. I sit down, folding my arms, ready to block out whatever they show us.

‘I bet it’s the dead-babies stuff,’ I whisper to Tash. ‘The Silent Scream.’

‘What’s that?’ she says, and I remember she never went to secondary school.

There are about twelve of us in there, all women. No one looks pregnant. I wonder why they have brought us here – this can’t be the same camp everyone is so scared of. There are no older women, no men. It’s nicer than the huts I saw in the rest of the camp, with the dirty ground around them.

The lights go down and the film starts. I would shut my eyes but they’d probably tell me off, so instead I stare at the floor, tracing the swirls and hoops painted there, from another world I can hardly remember.

‘Eyes up, everyone. You need to watch this if you want to get out of re-education,’ says the guard who’s working the lights. I look up but I tell myself I will not see it this time. The alien eyes and the torn-off tiny hands. I breathe in and out and tell myself it’s not real. Tash is staring, gaze wide, reflecting back the awful things they’re showing us.

Then the film changes to something more modern. It’s a girl talking about how she almost had an abortion because she was going to university, but she couldn’t get one, and now she’s so grateful. Her little boy runs in, blonde-haired and laughing, and she scoops him up, sappy music playing behind it. They are so happy. There’s an older woman who says she had five kids already and she doubted she could cope with more, but she loves them so much. It shows the whole family, arranged in height order in matching pyjamas. They are happy too. Cute. I feel battered by it.

Then there’s a woman in a wheelchair, really pretty with shiny red hair. She’s wearing a business suit and they show her in her office. She says her parents were advised to abort her because she was going to have something called spina bifida, but they didn’t and she’s so happy too, her life is great.

Tash is breathing really hard. I reach for her hand and squeeze it and it’s clammy. ‘It’s OK,’ I whisper. ‘It’s just propaganda.’ But the thing about propaganda is it works.

After the videos they put the lights back on. There’s a man in a suit standing in the room, with a fish pin on the lapel. ‘Well, girls,’ he says, though some of the women look older than him. ‘I hope that’s given you something to think about. When you murder babies, you’re killing people like Julie there in the wheelchair.’

Bravely, Tash says, ‘But what happened to the mothers? Did they get to go to uni, did that woman with the twins find a way to pay the bills?’

He looks annoyed. ‘So you’d kill a baby just so you could go to university.’

‘Of course I wouldn’t—’

‘A live baby. If I brought one in here now’ – I think of Alice’s boy, so light and warm in my arms – ‘you would stop his heart and tear him to pieces.’

‘Of course not!’ Tash sounds horrified.

‘How’s it any different? It’s just a few months younger, smaller. Even more helpless.’

Tash looks at me for help, pleading.

I try, ‘That isn’t true, though. It doesn’t look like that when most terminations happen, at like ten weeks.’

He glares at me, and I see the hairs poking out of his nose. ‘You’re the girl who ran, aren’t you? Who’s all over the internet, encouraging pregnant women to risk a dangerous, life-threatening journey.’

‘If they’re going to die otherwise!’

‘Come on now. Hardly anyone dies.’

‘One is too many,’ says a woman at the back of the room, in a Newcastle accent. I’ve seen this slogan online, talking about Lenora and other women like her who’ve died from their pregnancies.

‘One is too many,’ echoes Tash, though she sounds on the brink of tears. We all shout it then. One is too many! One is too many! And it feels so good to fight back, to be together like this. We are resisting. This is resistance.

He’s not happy. He folds his arms and says: ‘Well, we’ll see if you think that after your interviews. Charlotte Levine and . . . Natasha Secoreau.’ Tash jumps, her eyes wide and scared. They’ve worked out who she is. Which means they’ve found her dad. ‘You two are first.’

Tash grips my arm, panic on her face.

‘It’s OK,’ I whisper. ‘They can’t hurt you. Stay strong.’ But is that true? Maybe they do hurt people here, I have no way to know.

I’m led away down a corridor by a PS officer in the same too-tight navy T-shirt. He doesn’t look older than Rory.

‘Do you have a sister?’ I blurt out. ‘You’d want her to be treated like this?’

He screws up his face. ‘She’s seven.’

‘You know they start examining us when we’re ten. Blood tests and pee tests and – they put things inside us. Like once a week sometimes.’

He flinches. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘What’s wrong with you?’

He opens a door and pushes me inside. ‘I’ll pray for you.’

‘Please don’t,’ I say rudely. I don’t know what’s happened to my fear. I can tell it’s still there, just under the surface, but now it’s covered in a layer of pure rage.

Inside I guess is somewhere they used to take kids – a crèche maybe? – because the tables and chairs are tiny again and I have to hunker down.

There’s another PS person at the teacher’s desk. An older woman with grey hair, maybe like fifty. ‘Hello, Charlotte.’ When she moves, I see she is disabled – her arms are very short, and she can’t use her hands properly. ‘Do you know where you are?’

I don’t answer, though everything in me is screaming to be polite.

‘This is called re-education. It’s a chance for you to learn from your mistakes, so you can have a healthy baby in the future. It must be very traumatic knowing you’ll lose yours. I’m sorry.’

I want to shout back that it’s just cells, as we’ve all been saying, but it does hurt, is the truth. I feel the pain deep inside me, a double ache in my side and in my heart. Something is dying in me. Of course that hurts.

The woman leans forward. Her voice changes, softens. ‘Charlotte, I have this genetic condition, as you can see. The doctors told my parents I’d have a miserable life, that they should terminate me. And look at me now! I’m very happy, I’m fulfilled.’

I want to ask if she loves interrogating teenagers all day long, but that seems too rude.

‘Do you think I should have been aborted, Charlotte?’

‘Of course not.’

‘But I would have been, had my parents listened to the doctors. Do you know what eugenics is, Charlotte?’

‘What the Nazis did.’

‘Right. They killed disabled people and anyone else they thought was weak or unworthy. To make a supposedly better, healthier society. I don’t think that’s right.’ Of course it isn’t. I’m getting confused now. The government are always talking about having a healthier society, but they also don’t allow any abortion. ‘You don’t have to be religious to believe that, right?’

I try, ‘Look, of course I think people like you should have a chance at life.’

‘But what does that mean, if so? It means our mothers can’t have the right to abort us. Doesn’t it? So there have to be laws against it.’

‘But – women are dying from being pregnant. Women like me. Do you really think that’s OK? That’s very different to – what you have. There’s no way mine can – survive.’ Is there? That’s true, right?

She smiles, sadly. ‘I think what happened to you was very unfair, Charlotte, and you’ve been very brave. But you must see that if people are told it’s OK to kill babies, then they’ll think it’s OK to kill people like me.’

When she says that, I start to cry a bit. No one has ever called me brave before. I’ve been completely terrified this whole time.

‘I – I don’t know what to say. I’m scared, OK? I’m seventeen. I don’t want to die. They said I could die if I don’t get treatment.’

She reaches over and pats my hand, and it’s comforting, somehow. Like she’s a nice teacher or aunt or something. ‘This is a lot to take in, and cases like yours are very hard. The hardest. What you need to be clear on is that resisting now is only going to have terrible consequences for you, your aunt, your father, your brother and, once she’s caught, which she surely will be soon, your mother too. So you need to tell me everything you know. Everyone that’s helped you so far.’

My stomach hurts with all the people I’ve put in danger. Maggie, everyone at the farm, Miss Chu, Rae and Matilda, Iliana, Tash, Miriam and Aisha, the boatman, the lady truck driver, Peter who gave us a lift. I can feel my breathing speed up.

‘What happens if I don’t?’

She lowers her voice. ‘Charlotte, you need to understand you’re getting special treatment here. A second chance. Your aunt has some important connections. Do you know why you and your friend were brought to this part of the camp?’

‘We’re underage?’ But that’s not right. There are older women here too.

‘This place is for women who are fertile but not pregnant. Who still have the chance to make amends.’

I don’t want to ask what that means, but there’s a dread growing in me. She smiles at me. ‘We need children, Charlotte. For our society to be strong and thriving. Women who are brought here are offered the chance to contribute to that.’

I don’t understand. My legs are cramping in the stupid child’s chair and I wish I was that age again, before I turned ten, before my body belonged to other people. ‘How?’ I say, in a small voice.

‘There are ways to make it happen. Scientific ways.’

My brain is slipping and sliding over what she’s saying, because it can’t be real, it just can’t. ‘Like – IVF?’

‘Not IVF. That’s illegal. Insemination.’ She says it very cheerfully.

‘You’re saying – if people get pregnant on purpose, if they have a baby, they can go home from here?’ It’s impossible. There would be a scandal, if that were true.

‘That’s the choice we offer to women in re-education, yes. It’s generous, in the circumstances. Become a mother or – go on to the next stage. You don’t have to keep the baby, of course. It can go to some loving family, make them very happy.’ I can guess what the next stage is. Being deported, being killed maybe. Going to prison for years. ‘Look at this, Charlotte.’ She clicks into a tablet and shows me some pictures.

‘What – what is this?’

‘Have a look.’

It’s like a hospital ward. Rows of beds. Stirrups, like we have at school for the examinations. Doctors, busy in labs, bending over test tubes. I stare at them. My brain won’t take it. Why don’t people know about this? Why isn’t everyone rioting in the streets?

They are, I think. You were just too scared to join them.

‘They really – this is real? They make you get pregnant?’

‘No one forces anyone. It’s a choice, like everything. Now, for you, the situation is different. Your pregnancy hasn’t ended yet, so you have a reprieve. If you tell us everything you know, you might get to go straight home and wait it out there, with your mum and dad, and even your aunt.’ Her voice is cosy, kind even.

That sounds way too good to be true. ‘And if I don’t?’

‘You’ll be offered the same choice as the others. As your friend Natasha.’ Not Tash. She’s only sixteen! She can’t have a baby. It’s so gross and so terrifying I almost want to laugh. ‘Anyway, I’ll let you think about it. But do decide soon, Charlotte. There isn’t much time.’

She nods towards the door and it’s opened by the same idiot-boy guard as before. ‘Take her to the gym, Adam.’

When I get to where we’re sleeping, Tash is lying on her camp bed, whimpering and crying, curled up in a ball.

‘What did they say? Did they hurt you?’ I kneel beside her. She just shakes her head. ‘Did they tell you – the way out of here?’

She starts to cry harder. ‘It can’t be true. It’s mad, Char, totally mad! It’s like – a film or something.’

‘I know. I know.’

‘I can’t do it. I can’t have a baby! Then just, what – give it to them? Like some kind of farm animal?’

‘It’s going to be OK. Don’t worry. There’s got to be another way. We’re going to get out of here and find our mums.’

But even as I stroke her damp hair, I don’t really believe it myself.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Isobel

Somehow, I have to get through another day at the camp. I’m taken to the clinic, where I work again all day. Matilda looks at me curiously a few times, but I just give her the tiniest head-shake. She’s one of the people I would have to give up if I took Anita’s offer. I can’t. I already said no.

Can I?

They have Charlotte.

Over and over, as I see patients, sew wounds, diagnose, clean, soothe, bandage, it’s all I think.

They have Charlotte. And I refused to take the lifeline I was given.

When I’m eventually taken back to the fetid chalet, Niamh and Oti are waiting for me. Annie doesn’t seem to have moved at all. I wonder why they have left her here, if she can’t work or even speak.

‘We were worried,’ Niamh says, and I am grateful for how she cares, but then guilty. I’m not on their side, not really.

‘What happened?’ Oti’s voice is calm in the dark.

‘They have my niece.’ My voice is rusty. ‘She got picked up too.’ All of it, my sacrifice, my arrest, was for nothing. ‘They . . .’ I swallow a hard lump in my throat. ‘They said they’ll let her go. I can save us both if I tell them everything I know. Everyone who helped us.’ Maggie and the others. Emmanuel, slipping his thin hand into mine.

Oti’s face is a dark oval in the gloom. ‘Do you believe them? They lie, to get you to talk.’

I realise it must suit them, the mystery around what actually happens here. If people just vanish, there’s no way to know if they’re being executed, or if they go on to another, worse, prison. Fear is a very effective control. But am I willing to risk it? Charlotte’s young life against all those others?

‘I don’t know what to do.’ My hands are shaking so much I can hardly pull the blankets round myself. I can’t even put into words what else Anita told me. The pictures she showed me, of the labs, the wards. The choice fertile women are offered. Go into the system or have a baby for the state, then give it up to a childless couple, a Christian couple. That’s what Charlotte will face once her pregnancy ends, and Karen too, if they catch her. Anita’s hideous little programme to increase the birth rate – the healthy birth rate, that is. The right birth rate. The white one, though they’d never say that either. Forced pregnancy and birth. It was mentioned a few times, years ago, but as an academic exercise, a theory of how best to improve our stock, as some party members so distastefully put it. Now it is real. And if you don’t submit to that – or for me, if I don’t talk – there is the other place. Anita was concise about that. Only a few pictures even exist. A gibbet in the bare earth. Prisoners in hoods, hand behind them. Do I believe it? Are people being executed, right here in this camp?

Why do I still doubt, after everything I’ve seen? This is my country and this is now.

Niamh’s voice is quiet. ‘Isobel. There’s something we didn’t tell you yet.’ She lowers her tone to barely a whisper. ‘There’s a plan. It was going to be next week, but it’s being moved up, since so many guards have left to deal with the protests in the cities.’

‘What?’

She hesitates. ‘We’re breaking out. A whole lot of us, the men too.’

‘But – how? They have guns.’

‘They do, but they’re children. Half the time they fall asleep on night duty or they’re on their phones. They think we’re a bunch of old hags or little girls, so they hardly even bother to guard us, and they’re overstretched with everything going on outside.’

My head is swimming. All these weak and scared people, could they really bust out? ‘We could be killed.’

Oti nods. ‘Yes. But we’re willing to risk it. We hear your niece’s video has stirred things up. If we can get footage out of what it’s like here, that could change everything.’

I think of what Anita said, that the protests have the government rattled. ‘How do you know all this?’

Niamh sits up in bed, making the old springs creak. ‘The kitchen staff can get messages out with the deliveries, and the cleaning crews. We have people on the outside.’ The resistance must be bigger than I thought. ‘It’s time, Isobel. You’re lucky. We’ve been planning this for weeks. It’s why I let them take me at the protest.’

‘Wait. You got arrested on purpose?’ My God, the bravery of this young woman.

She shrugs. ‘We needed people inside here. A few us got ourselves into the system.’

‘And Charlotte? Where would she be?’

Oti says, ‘Mostly likely re-education, if they didn’t send her back to PC. It’s not far from here – in an old school. We have someone embedded there too.’

I don’t believe all this. ‘Really?’

Niamh smiles, the white of her teeth showing. ‘People are very pissed off with the government, Isobel. Did you not realise? And in an election year, it’s all to play for. And where’s the PM? He hasn’t spoken in public for weeks.’

I hadn’t realised this was building. I was so focused on my own pain, trying to uphold the laws while knowing there was something so very wrong at their core. But Anita clocked it, and it’s why she wants to strike now. Things are ready to topple.

‘Are you in?’ asks Oti.

What do I have to lose? If I stay here, I’ll have to betray people to survive, and what is survival if it’s just patching up those they hurt, who I can’t save? All the same, life is not an easy thing to give up. The body is designed to fight until the last breath. And if I’m dead, I’ll be no use to Charlotte at all. But what can I say?

‘I’ll do what I can.’ I’m a doctor, after all. Doing nothing isn’t an option.

Niamh lies back down. ‘OK. We have to act normal until we hear the signal. Try to get some rest.’

I’m so full of questions as we lie down and pretend to sleep. How? When? I can’t even ask what the plan is, just have to hope that, when it happens, I will know what to do.

After some time lying in the dark, strafed by the lights they shine on us all night long, I must fall asleep, because next thing I know, I’m thrown from my bed by sheer shock at the loudest noise I’ve ever heard. It’s so blaring I can feel it pulsating in my eardrums, like a physical pressure. I can’t help but shout, ‘What the hell?’

Oti is already up and putting on her shoes. ‘Come on. It’s starting.’

My God, I wasn’t ready, but how could you ever be ready for something like this?

We creep out of bed and I try shaking my catatonic bunkmate, but she doesn’t move, not even with an alarm so deafening I’m worried it’s going to permanently damage our hearing. The kind of noise you get in your teeth, shaking your bones apart.

‘What’s happening?’ I yell. I pull on my tennis shoes. I have no other possessions apart from the fraying towel and already half-used soap.

Niamh shouts back, ‘Some of the men were fixing the camp’s old PA system this week. They left the door unlocked so it could be set off. It’s only going to give us a few minutes, though.’

We are watched over at night, of course, and locked in, but the chalets are flimsy things, and after Oti glances through the small window and sees our guard hurrying away, the buzz of a radio trailing after him, she takes a length of wire from under her bunk and twists it in the lock. She must have had it ready for some time. I think of Niamh talking to people at roll call. This isn’t spontaneous.

‘Come on, Isobel!’ Oti has picked the lock already.

I have no idea what’s happening, but I follow her out into the yard, which is pitch dark except for the dazzle of the searchlights, and as women run past us I see a variety of expressions – panic, exhilaration, confusion. No one seems to know which way to go, a chaos of feet and screams beneath the shriek of the alarm. Niamh grasps my arm and shouts over the noise. ‘We need to get into the other parts of the camp. Unlock the gates.’

The plan appears to simply be to take advantage of the confusion. The guards all seem to be rushing to the main gate to stop the noise. I realise as we get closer that the fence is open between the men’s and women’s camps, that someone has brought wire cutters. People are streaming through each side, spilling out of the huts, some falling into each other’s arms. Some are screaming, some sobbing. It’s madness. I just stick with Oti, who is running now, feet pounding on the ground like a sprinter, heading for the woodland path. Niamh is ahead of us, even faster. I pant beside Oti.

‘What’s the plan?’

‘We have to open all the gates, give people a chance. We didn’t have much time to get the word out.’

We run through the trees in a darkness so great I can hardly see the ground, and I trip a few times. The noise is quieter here but in the distance I can hear shouts, a sound that might be gunfire. I try not to think about it. Soon we’re at the first fence, the one that leads to the medical camp. There are no guards here – I suppose sick people aren’t that much of a threat. Niamh takes something from her overalls – a key card for the gate – and it unlocks with a buzz.

‘How did you get that?’

‘We’ve been planning this a long time. If anyone’s fit to walk, tell them what’s happening.’

I run over to the medical building, which is also unlocked, and shout inside. Dr Edo is there, and he’s already helping people from bed. ‘There’s a breakout! If you can get up, go now!’

The patients exclaim and stir, one or two not even waking up. I feel terrible leaving them here, some of them bleeding and barely able to stand, but I have no idea where we’re going if we even get out. I run back into the dark, after Niamh, following her steady footsteps as they pound the path. She’s fast, but I manage to catch up, my breath making a noise like tearing fabric. I hear Oti behind us, her feet hitting the ground.

‘Damn. The card won’t work on this one.’ Niamh’s swiping it against the red-flashing panel on the next fence, and nothing’s happening. I feel a surge of hopelessness – the guards are most likely on our tail.

Just then, there’s a huge pressure roll, a far-away blast, and the fence shakes beside me. An orange blaze lights up the sky, and I see it gleam in Oti’s eyes. She’s smiling.

‘They got into the fuel store,’ she says. ‘That means the main fence is down.’

And that means people can get out, run into the woods and at least have a chance. But not anyone in this part, unless we get the gate open. I look at the tree beside us. It’s ancient, possibly hundreds of years old. It’s been here, flourishing, pulling up nourishment from its roots, absorbing the sun, while our stupid human dilemmas come and go.

‘We can climb this,’ I say.

Oti looks doubtful. ‘It’s so high.’

I think of shinning up trees near our grandparents’ farm, while Karen preferred to play with dolls or My Little Ponies. ‘I can do it.’ I put my hands on its trunk, gnarled and woody, and place a tennis shoe on the root. Then I start to pull myself up the tree.

I’m relieved to find that my body remembers how. Whorl there, whorl there, using my feet to brace, until I reach the first branch, and then it’s easy. It’s too dark to see down anyway. From up here I have a better view of the scene we’ve left behind. Burning flames along the outer fence and people running past them, black dots. More gunshots. Shouting voices. Once I’m high enough, I peer over the fence. There are guards here, of course, more than in the main camp, but they’re clustered together in a knot by the gate we couldn’t open, a few metres away from me. The leaves are rustling as I try to stay balanced, but they don’t seem to hear over the wailing siren and the shouts from the distance. As I watch, they get into a buggy, four of them, all armed, and buzz out the gate. It swings shut behind them, and I see Oti lunge out of the shadows and dash through before it locks. Soon she’s below me. I manage to let myself down, scraping my hands on the fence. I’m moving as if in a dream, light and fast, uncaring of injury. Adrenaline. I will feel it all later.

Niamh appears from the darkness too, panting hard, her eyes wide and excited. I can smell her sweat, and mine too, but God it feels good to do something, despite the panic. We are taking action. We are not resigned to our fate.

I realise the alarm has stopped, leaving a ringing in my ears. In the distance I can still hear shouts and screams.

‘What now? The next gate?’

Oti is ahead of us, running towards it already. But she doesn’t make it. Someone steps out in front of her – a young guard, just a kid, his hand shaking on the trigger of his gun – and he fires it at her. Oti falls to the ground, with a small, startled noise.


Chapter Thirty

Karen

I’m still trying to decide what to do when Iliana approaches. She casts a swift, cold look at Tom. ‘I am sorry, Karen, but there is news. The breakout, it will be tonight. After dark.’

Rapidly, I assess what this means for us. There’s a chance we can go in and find Charlotte. Without having to take the offer they’ve made, without me having to go to prison. Without having to betray everyone who has helped us. But it will be dangerous. On the other hand, it’s dangerous to trust these people. I don’t believe they will help us. I want to, but I can’t.

‘We’re staying,’ I say after a long moment. ‘I’m sorry, Tom, but it’s too late to go back.’

Tom stares at me. I stare back. A pulse of fear ticks under my ribs, but I know, for once in my life, I’m doing the right thing. I am taking my rage, the seeping burn of it, and using it to light a fire.

‘Karen, do you know what you’re saying?’

‘I know. I’m staying. You should stay too.’

‘But . . .’

Tom is bewildered. He’s like I was, up until maybe this precise moment. Thinking of our jobs and our house and our things, the food in the fridge and the roses in the garden. Still believing it could all be saved.

‘I know, there’s our lives. But we can’t get them back. It’s too late. It’s all gone.’

He’s silent, but I know what he’s thinking. Maybe I’ll lose my job, but he’ll still have his. We could manage. But I can’t return to that. To being opened up several times a month and, worse, watching it happen to my daughter. Living every day in fear. I won’t.

Tom tries, ‘What about Rory? You’d just abandon him?’

‘He’s already gone, Tom. We can’t get him back like this. They’ve warped him.’

‘So what do you suggest?’ he bursts out. ‘We just run? Blow our lives up for ever?’

‘We already did,’ I say, as gently as I can. ‘If we can make it to Ireland – get the stories out – that’s our only chance to help Rory.’

‘But I brought Sam with me! I can’t ask him to join the resistance, he’s just a kid.’

‘He’s two years older than Tash, and she’s in that camp, having God knows what done to her. Anyway, he’s free to go.’

At the sound of his name, Sam has come up behind us. He’s carting a bag with tent poles sticking out of it. Hesitantly, he says, ‘Mr L, I want to stay too.’

‘You do?’ Tom frowns.

Sam nods, his face flushing scarlet. ‘I want to help. What happened to Char, it’s not right.’

Tom is still struggling. ‘And – what about Charlotte? How do we get her out, if we don’t take Richard’s offer?’

‘We have to help with the breakout. It’s the only way.’ I see that now. I won’t bring her home just to watch her die. We have gone too far.

‘The breakout? Karen, are you out of your mind? We could all die! It’s the army in there, not the PS.’

‘It’s the only way,’ I repeat. ‘Sam – you agree?’ I try to pack away my rage at him too. Maybe it’s not his fault, any of this. Maybe it’s both their faults, or maybe they’re just kids and it’s natural and it never should have led to this.

‘It could be any one of us in there,’ he says bravely. ‘And I know Char would do the same for me.’

‘So what, I’m just stealing Richard’s car? Not bringing it back?’

I have to laugh at that, despite everything. Such a male response. ‘Oh Tom. The car is honestly the least of our worries.’

The day goes by, the hours inching towards night. We try to make ourselves useful taking down tents, packing up food, preparing medical supplies. Sam runs here and there, anxiously attempting to help, tripping over guy ropes with his gangly legs.

It’s late, dark already, when we hear the explosion. It’s so close the ground rocks under our feet, and the trees sway. Without thinking, I reach out for Tom, the solidness of his arm. Sam yelps, and I hear kids crying in the silence afterwards, birds trilling.

Iliana comes running over, her hair wild. But she seems lighter than she did earlier, as if hope has sparked in her again. ‘It’s starting.’

‘That was the fence being blown?’

‘I think so. Come on, we have to get ready.’ She looks between us. ‘If you are not staying, you should go right now. There will be no one to help you.’

It’s the final moment to choose. I feel almost grateful to realise there is really no choice at all. ‘We’re staying,’ I say. ‘Tom?’

After a moment he nods. ‘I have a car. What can I do?’

Iliana directs us. ‘People will be driving to here, trying to pick up prisoners in the woods, take them far away. There are sites, resistance places getting ready. A sanctuary village nearby. So we need to pack and go there. Medicine, blankets, food. We don’t know how they will be, these people coming out.’

The adrenaline of it is all around us, as the forest dwellers take down their tents or decide to abandon them, as food is shoved into bags and clothes pulled off the ropes they’ve been drying over, everything damp and saturated from the rain. Children are forced into jumpers, and I gather up our meagre things. We have so little – one change of dirty clothes, some bits of food. Tom brought some snacks, but no clean clothes or toiletries, I suppose thinking we’d be back within the day. Or maybe he just didn’t think at all. He never has before. There’s Charlotte’s backpack, the tracker tag nestled in its lining that has led Tom back to me.

‘We’ll take this for her,’ I say to him, trying to convince myself. ‘She’ll need it when we find her.’

There must be hundreds of people in that camp. What are the chances of finding both Charlotte and Isobel, without getting captured or hurt ourselves? We are refugees in our own country, like all those people I turned a blind eye to as they wrecked themselves on our shores. Caution is a luxury we no longer have.

Iliana is back, thoroughly in control. She should have been a general in the army or the head of some big hospital. She looks at Tom. ‘You have charge in your car?’

‘Some. Enough.’

‘Then you must drive again and again, pick them up as they come from the camp, get people away from here to the refuge site. Follow the other cars. The guards will not lose control for long.’

It’s a rescue convoy. But where can we take so many people, without being raided? Her urgency is infectious, however, and I find myself rushing, moving with the surge of people out of the forest, towards the road. The flimsy tents, home for a while, are mostly left behind, sagging under the weight of rain.

Iliana walks among people, squeezing arms, issuing orders. ‘You.’ She stops at Sam. ‘Can you drive?’ He shakes his head. ‘Then you will come with me to the village, get ready. We’ll need hot food ready, shelter, medical tents set up.’

Sam looks scared and pale, but he nods.

Iliana looks at me now. ‘Karen. You must do one thing for me.’

‘Yes?’

‘I am needed at the village. These people who are coming, they will be sick. There will be extra cars when we get there. You must drive one and go with Tom, too. Find our girls and bring them back safe.’

She’s not a woman who invites hugs, but I lean against her for a moment, trying to absorb some of her strength. ‘I’ll do my best.’ How will I even know where to look?

It’s still raining as we emerge from the trees onto the main road, a freshness in the air, birds calling. As if we’re on a camping holiday, not on our way to break desperate people out of a prison camp. After walking for about twenty minutes, we reach the edge of a village. The road is blocked off with barbed wire and makeshift barricades of shopping trolleys, fencing, garden furniture. I see signs hung from the telegraph poles, hand-drawn and running in the rain. Sanctuary Site. And the coat-hanger symbol is everywhere, stuck to the doors of houses, chalked onto walls, sprayed onto road signs. The resistance is here, and I am here too. I am with them. What I said last night wasn’t true. To be in the resistance you just have to say no, no more of this. And I’m saying it.

Iliana leads us towards what looks like a primary school, a low building with pebble-dashed walls, blazing with light on this dull morning. An Asian woman with a sharp bob is waiting for us in the doorway, holding a folder over her head as rain falls.

‘Come in, come in, you must be soaked. My name is Rumilla, you’re welcome here.’ After a night in the forest and the farm before, it’s strange to see someone clean and neat, in slacks and a shirt. She wears a lanyard round her neck, and I guess she is a teacher at this school. The walls are yellow and cheerful, covered with children’s stick-figure drawings, swirls of colour and life. There’s a room full of people and rain battering the windows, and they are making sandwiches and pouring tea from an urn, but I can’t look at any of that. I’m distracted by the tiny chairs and tables of the children. Hooks with their names on around the wall. Verity. Simon. Karly. A smell of cleaning products and crayons. But I know that somewhere in this building there’ll be a nurse’s office with stirrups, for the girls once they turn ten.

Tom and I are directed out to the school car park, which is full of vehicles of all shapes and sizes.

‘Keys are inside,’ says a sixty-something man in a beanie hat, who seems to be in charge. ‘Choose one.’

Tom has the keys to Richard’s car. ‘I parked not far from here. I’ll go and get it.’

So we are separating. I know it’s the right thing to do, but it’s hard when we have so recently found each other.

He pauses by an ancient orange camper van. ‘We had one like this once, do you remember?’

‘Of course.’ When we were just kids ourselves, eating tinned food and cheap white bread, sleeping in the back of a decrepit VW we’d borrowed from Tom’s mate Skunky Pete. Making love every night and morning, and sometimes afternoons too. I don’t know if I’ve ever been happier, and yet I let it all go, and I’m not sure why. I pat the wet side of the van. ‘I’ll take this, I guess. It’s got room for a few people.’

‘You’ll be OK?’ Tom asks me. I tell myself it will only be for a few hours, but there’s no guarantee anyone will make it back safe from our rescue mission.

‘I’ll be fine.’ I have to put a brave face on.

It’s raining hard now, fracturing the light from car headlights into diamonds. I open the door to the camper van, which smells of old leather and oil. ‘Be careful,’ I say to Tom.

‘You too.’ All around me, vehicles are starting up, silent electrics or noisy old diesels, and I start the van and follow them in the rain, to whatever we will find.


Chapter Thirty-One

Charlotte

I’m trying to sleep when it happens. It was hard to drop off with eleven other women and girls in the room, some snoring, some crying. I only doze in and out, waking up to absolute terror gripping my stomach every time. What am I going to do? But then, at some point, Tash sits bolt upright and wakes me too. I don’t think she’s slept at all, crying on and off all night. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘I felt it.’ Some kind of rumble in the distance, making our beds shake. A high-pitched wailing noise, like the alarm that goes off in school when there’s a spot check, but a million times worse.

‘What’s happening, Char?’

‘I don’t know.’

I can hear something else. Running feet in the corridor, then the door to the gym is thrown open. ‘Get up, everyone! Quick, quick.’

I recognise the voice, somehow. But from where? We’ve met so many people on our journey. Everyone rubs their eyes, disorientated, as she shines a torch over us, and I see her face.

‘Mai!’ I exclaim. ‘Oh my God, what?’ It takes my brain a second to adjust, understand how she is here when just days ago she was sitting across from me in the Protection Centre. Helping me, telling me how to find the clinic, and step by step it has led me here.

She blinks at me. She’s wearing a black hoody and dark jeans, her hair tucked away under her collar. ‘Well, look who it is. Did not expect to see you here.’ Well, same. Since she wasn’t pregnant, they must have sent her here after the Protection Centre. She raises her voice. ‘Listen up, everyone! There’s a breakout. I locked the guard in but it’s not gonna hold him for long. Come on, will you!’

I just stare at her. ‘But you . . .’

‘Come on, there isn’t time!’ she says impatiently, moving along the row and throwing the blankets off groaning sleeping women. ‘Which of you is Natasha?’

I point to Tash, who is sitting up on her camp bed but otherwise hasn’t moved.

Mai says, ‘We spoke online on the forums. Mai, that’s my name.’

Tash is slow to react. ‘You’re – Mulan97?’

‘That’s me. What I can I say, I used to be obsessed with old-school Disney. Good to meet you IRL.’

Tash is crying. ‘Can we really get out of here?’

‘I hope so, babe, if you get your arse in gear. Niamh – you know, YorkshireIrish on the forum – I hear her lot are breaking out of the main camp already, so we have to go.’

I look between Mai and Tash, trying to figure it out. All these girls, my age and even younger, have been plotting and planning online. Hiding messages in games about Barbie, smuggling notes in sanitary towels. They’ve done all this, while I did nothing. The first time I even tried, I got arrested.

Another woman is struggling into a jumper and mumbles, ‘How do we know we can trust you?’

Mai shrugs. ‘You don’t, I guess. But I’m going to open the front door in thirty seconds, so if you want a chance of running, I’d follow.’

She makes a good point. I look at Tash, who is wide-eyed with fear. ‘Do we go with her?’

‘I’m scared, Char.’

‘I know. But your mum did say the breakout was soon. And Mai helped me before.’ Quickly, I put on my shoes, the flimsy canvas ones they gave us. I don’t have any other things – they took our own clothes away again. The walking boots and anorak would have been handy since it’s tipping it down outside. ‘Tash, come on!’ She’s still sitting on her bed, tears pouring down her face. What did they say to her to make her so broken? I put her shoes on her feet, haul her up. ‘Please, stand up!’

She’s still limp and crying, but she does at least get up.

Mai leads us from the gym, down the corridor to the front door, opening it with a big bunch of keys. I can hear shouting and banging now from behind a locked door that we pass.

‘How did you do it?’ I ask her.

She holds the heavy door back. ‘They only left one guard on duty, since they’re short-handed. That spotty twat. I told him I saw a spider in the walk-in fridge then locked him in, took his keys and put a padlock on the door. But he might call for help, so come on!’

We run outside into the dark, a fine rain misting my skin and hair.

‘Where are we going?’ someone shouts, bewildered.

‘There’s a meeting point. But it’s a few miles away, so we’re going to have to hoof it. Can you all walk?’ We are a young group, the oldest woman maybe forty. One girl has a slight limp, but the rest of us all nod. We can do this. ‘Come on, then.’

‘Wait!’ I stop for a second. ‘My aunt’s in the main camp. They took her.’

‘Not fertile?’

‘No. The other part.’

Mai winces. ‘It’s bad in there. Not like here.’

‘Please, I can’t just leave without her. Can you show me where she might be?’

She sighs. ‘All right. Come on.’

I join the end of our group as we creep out of the school and round the back, where the camp fence stretches, nine feet high and topped with barbed wire. We’re not getting over that, so what’s the plan? The night air is cold and damp, and I grab Tash’s arm to make sure she keeps up.

‘This is good, right? We’re getting out.’

Tash just looks at me, her face tear-stained, and I know what she means. The guards have guns, and we have nothing. What chance do we have?

‘Follow me,’ says Mai. ‘There’s a hole in the fence, but it’s a way away. In the main camp. We have to go around to get there.’

Maybe I’ll find Aunt Issy on the way.

In a long, ragged line, we creep along the edge of the camp, getting a sense of how big this place is. It’s like they just threw barbed wire around a whole village or something. Some buildings, like the one we were in, obviously used to be other things, a shop with a blacked-out sign, and even a church that’s now marked Arms Depot. There are fences running inwards too, dividing the camp into sectors, but the gates open when Mai swipes a card over them, and we don’t see any guards for a while.

‘Where is everyone?’ I ask.

‘They’re dealing with the fence. Hurry up, will you, we don’t have much time.’

My feet in their tennis shoes are soon soaking wet as we plunge through areas of grass and trees, crossing paths and squeezing past buildings. Some of the women walk fast, others fall behind. I chivvy Tash along, telling her it’s not far, that she’ll see her mum soon, though I don’t fully believe it. A few times we hear the noise of engines, and we all hide behind bushes or dive into ditches as a cart full of guards rushes past in the same direction we’re headed. I can hear a lot of noise in the distance, and see what looks like something on fire.

‘That’s the main camp?’ I ask Mai. ‘The guards are all going there?’

‘Of course,’ she says impatiently. ‘We did actually plan this, you know.’

I glance at Tash. ‘You knew about this?’

Her voice is small. ‘Only a bit. We’ve been waiting for it to start.’

I feel like I haven’t slept properly in days, and I’m so cold and damp. I can smell how oily my hair is, despite the shower they made me have. My side still hurts too, even worse than before, so I gasp every few seconds. My only option is to keep walking, or lie down and give up, get caught. Just one step. Another step. It’s scary, but there’s excitement in my stomach, despite the shouts I can hear, and even what sounds like a gunshot now and again. We are doing this. We’re breaking out, resisting. And I’m part of it.

After walking for a while, I catch up with Mai, panting with effort. ‘Did you do this on purpose? Get sent here?’

She glances at me briefly. ‘Of course I did. I’m not even pregnant – I faked the results to get picked up.’

‘Why didn’t they just send you home, after PC?’ I don’t understand.

She sighs, eyes scanning ahead of us as we walk along. ‘You don’t really think they just let you go, do you? A young woman who can have babies?’

‘You mean . . . it’s real. All of it. What they told us. The . . . wards.’ I’m not sure I really believed it, even now.

She throws me a look. ‘Yeah, well, you see why we were willing to risk breaking out.’

I see it. If I’m still fertile after I lose mine, this is what will happen to me too. I speed up a bit, turning back to check on the slower women. This has to work.

We must be close to the way out now, but there’s another line of fence running across the path, blocking off a section. It’s marked Area Four: UMD, and I have no idea what that means.

‘Is that another part of the camp?’ I whisper.

‘One of them.’ Mai’s voice is grim. ‘You don’t know what goes on there?’

‘No clue.’

She beckons us forward to the gate. Behind it, I can see people walking around – guards, though their uniform looks slightly different. It’s a prison, I think. There are cages, like prison holding cells, and that’s horrifying enough. There are people inside.

Then I hear the noise and I realise it’s not just people. It’s children.

The cages are full of children, some just babies, wailing and crying. Some are older, but they all look to be under ten, sitting alone rocking to and fro, or howling and bashing the bars. The few guards stand about or look at their phones, ignoring them totally. Like it’s all normal. To have kids in cages, under foil blankets in this cold and rain. And the smell. Unwashed bodies. Sour milk, toilets.

In the dark I just stare at Mai.

‘Don’t tell me you’re surprised,’ she says fiercely. ‘What did you think they did with migrants? That’s the Unaccompanied Minor Division. The kids’ camp.’

‘But – where are their parents?’

‘Deported, I guess, or waiting to be, or some of them turned up alone looking for relatives.’

‘They take the kids away? But . . . how can they do this? Who’s looking after them? How can this be allowed?’

She throws me a scornful look. ‘No one cares, Charlotte. Surely you get that by now.’

It’s true what she says. The PM often says the doors are closed, in a proud way. But obviously people didn’t stop coming. And this is where we put them.

‘We have to get them out!’ My voice has risen too high, and Mai shushes me.

‘We can’t. Not now. At least here they’re safe, sort of.’

‘They’re in cages.’

‘Yeah. And now you know, so you can tell people about it.’ Obviously, I have been totally clueless about this whole thing. ‘Come on, we’re not going through there.’ Avoiding the gate, Mai starts to follow the fence again, into the heart of the camp.

I can’t believe we’re just going to walk away and leave these babies behind, but she’s right. We have miles to cover and we can’t carry kids who can’t even walk yet, let alone feed or look after them. But it’s a long time before I stop hearing the sound of their cries in my ears. The babies the government say they want so much. But not these ones.

After a while we reach the heart of the camp, the centre of the wheel. It’s a big building like a canteen, and there are holes in the fences around it. It’s feeling hotter with every step. The fire seems huge in the distance, and we’re starting to see more people now as well – men and women in jumpsuits, dirtier than us, more scared-looking. No one stops us or talks to us; everyone is just running towards the big gap in the outer fence. Here and there I see a guard running too, gun out, but they seem to have no idea of what’s going on. The breakout is working, clearly. We might get away. But I still need to find Aunt Issy.

This part of the camp looks like a holiday resort, those little chalets everywhere, and old rusting signs saying things like swimming pool and mini-golf.

Mai stops for a moment, motions to us all to gather in the shadow of a chalet. ‘There’s the gap,’ she says, pointing to near where the fire burns, a dark space in the perimeter fence. ‘I know it’s going to seem weird, but run towards it. Go quick and you won’t get burned.’

Tash is breathing hard beside me. ‘We can’t run into fire! Is she mad?’

I grab her hand. ‘Our mums are out there, OK? You have to try.’

‘I can’t, Charlotte, I can’t.’

She’s terrified. I’m scared too – I can feel the flames from here, and the air stinks of petrol and burning plastic – but being brave for her means I can be brave for myself too.

‘Yes you can. Listen, you have to go and try to find my mum. Tell her where I went, that I’m OK.’

‘What? Char, what are you doing?’

‘I need to look for my aunt, OK? I can’t go without at least trying to find her. I just can’t.’ It feels good to say it, to draw a line. I won’t leave her here without at least looking.

Mai is forcing people on, and the first few women in our group break away and run across the space to the fence. I hold my breath as they vanish into the flames, but I don’t hear screams. ‘Go, go,’ she urges.

Tash is frozen against the wall, so we are last.

‘Come on,’ I coax her, dragging her hand. ‘We can do it. You’re so brave, Tash!’ But even brave people can be broken.

The last women in our group have gone now, sprinting across to the fence. It’s just us and Mai. ‘Tash!’ I shout.

And then there are guards coming towards us, three of them. Young men, not much older than me but bulky with muscle. And they have guns. And they’ve seen us. They are shouting words I can’t make out. I realise it’s too late, that we missed our chance, and I cry out, just a desperate sound in my throat.

Mai presses my shoulder for a second. ‘Go find your aunt, OK? The other direction.’ I stare at her a moment, stupid. She screams, ‘Go!’

I drag Tash. I pull her away from the chalet, and the fence is maybe ten, twelve metres away. She stumbles beside me, crying and wheezing, and I push her ahead. ‘You have to run! Go through it!’ The fire is not as bad as it looks – you can get through, there’s space. People are running towards it, spilling out of the hole into the dark trees beyond, so cool and damp.

Tash breaks away and goes too, into that searing heat, and then she’s gone. It’s just me. Mai is running towards the fire now too, having got us all to safety, but the guards are almost on us. I start to run in the other direction, swerving around them and away from the fire. I can’t look back; I have to keep going.

I look back. I look for Mai.

I don’t know what I was hoping – that she’d be running to the fence too, that I’d see her passing through into the flames, maybe. But of course she isn’t. It’s only a glimpse, only a second, but I see her tackled to the ground, and the guards cuffing her arms behind her back, rough with her small body. And I hear the noise she makes, the pain and disappointment and fear, but I just have to keep on running.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Isobel

A minute has gone by. Maybe more. I’ve lost all sense of time. I’m on the ground, using my bare hands to keep the blood in Oti’s chest, but it is pouring out, covering me, the grain of my skin showing through, just like Kasia bleeding in the hospital, and I am equally helpless. Niamh has gone, and I hope she got away, that she opened the rest of the gates.

‘Help me!’ I scream at the guard who shot Oti.

‘Get up,’ he says. The gun is in my face. ‘I said get up!’

‘I’m a doctor,’ I shout at him. ‘You need me. There are going to be casualties tonight. Your side too!’

He hesitates. He’s so young and has no idea what to do. But young men with guns can be dangerous. ‘Be quick. Then you’re both coming with me.’

I focus on saving the life in front of me, and how fortunate I am to have that as my skill. Just one person at a time, just one life, always with the unbreakable assumption that all are equally worth saving. But maybe that’s naïve. After all, in saving the lives of babies, I have doubtless sent adults to their deaths, or to captivity in places like this. I bandage Oti’s torso with the rag she wore around her hair, dirty and stained but it’s all I have, and I press down firmly. She needs surgery, but for now I just need to keep her blood in her body, as my old consultant taught me. Keep the heart pumping. Nothing else matters. There is no next.

Her eyes flutter. ‘Go,’ she whispers. ‘Don’t stay for me. Get people out.’

I lean in and I can smell her – hot blood and fearful sweat. Her eyes turn to the guard, who’s looking all around us, no doubt terrified of being caught or ambushed. Oti widens her gaze towards his gun, then back at me. I know what she’s telling me. Can I do it? I risk my own life if I do – he’s young and trained to kill, and I’ve never even held a gun before. He’s strong and I’m so tired and weak. But I have to. There’s a kind of freedom in having no choice.

I beckon him over. ‘Could you put your hand on this for me? To keep the blood in.’ I use my consultant voice, the one I had for the junior doctors, and it works. He stoops, gun hanging loose on its strap, and puts one hand on Oti’s stomach. ‘There. Harder, please.’ I shift to one side and overbalance him slightly, and in that second, I snatch his gun right off his shoulder. We struggle for a second – his weight pulling back, me grabbing hard – and I can’t really believe it when I look down and see the gun, heavy in my hands. Then I’m on my feet and backing away from him. ‘Put down your radio. Kick it over here.’

He freezes, not sure what has shifted so quickly.

‘Keep one hand on her.’ He does, and with the other he unclips his radio and pushes it over to me. ‘Right, here’s what’s going to happen. I don’t want to hurt you, but I need you to open the gate. You can do that?’

He nods slowly.

‘Leave me,’ pants Oti, in a worn-out voice. ‘Get them all out. Give them a chance.’

‘Oti, you need to press down as hard as you can. I’ll be back.’ I hate to leave her when she’s so weak, but I have no choice. I motion him over to the next gate.

I see Niamh is there, rattling the gate to no avail. ‘Is Oti OK?’ She clocks the gun on my shoulder, blinks her eyes in approval. ‘Jesus, Isobel.’

‘She’s bleeding, but stable for now.’

‘This wasn’t meant to happen so soon. Christ, what if it doesn’t work? It was our only chance, before they worked out the guards were stretched too thin.’ She looks at the guard trailing with me, who’s scuffing his feet. ‘You. How old are you?’

‘Eighteen,’ he mutters. Rory’s age, almost.

‘Are there contingency plans? If we riot?’

‘Eh . . . no.’ His voice rises and breaks. They never even thought we’d fight back. That’s the thing about years of compliance. They don’t see it coming when you snap. Although trained up to be soldiers, these kids are soft, have never seen real resistance or battle. Sulkily, he says: ‘You can’t do this. It’s not allowed.’

‘Yes, well, get with reality.’ I use a phrase I’ve heard from Rory as I hand the gun to Niamh. She takes it with an ease I don’t have. With her dirty face and braided hair, she looks like a guerrilla fighter in some faraway war. They’ve been training, the girls in the resistance. I’m ashamed of what they’ve been forced into, while I sat safe in my hospital, enforcing cruel laws.

‘Come on.’ I nudge the guard. His eyes are wide, like he can’t believe this is happening to him. I know the feeling. We never believe doom is coming for us, like we’re special, kept safe by a magic forcefield, the main character in our own life. But it isn’t true. We are all fragile bags of flesh and bone that can be killed by a million different things, and it can happen at any moment.

A strange group, we advance through the other sections of the camp, followed by a long trail of ragged, scared people. The fence to the men’s part has been torn down already, and it’s near deserted. In the dark, I can hear groans and see people lying on the ground. I don’t know if it’s guards or prisoners, but I can’t stop to help everyone. Soon we are at the outer fence, the one that’s on fire with a hole blown in it. It’s chaos, shouting, flames raging, shots ringing out, people running everywhere.

‘What do we do with him?’ Niamh gestures to our guard.

‘Let him go. He’s no threat.’

‘I can hear you, you know.’ He is petulant.

‘What’s your name?’

He hesitates. ‘Zach.’ These biblical names are very in now.

‘OK, Zach. We’re letting you go, and I hope if you have any sense, you’ll keep your head down and wait till this is over. There’ll be no prizes for heroics. No one will know what happened tonight. You’ll answer to yourself only.’

He nods rapidly, probably not even listening, and with many backward glances, as if he can’t believe it, he melts into the shadows.

Niamh says, ‘I’m going back for Oti.’

‘Are you sure?’ It can’t be long before they shut the breakout down, then there will be no escape.

‘She’d do it for me. Then we’ll head for the roads. The cars should be on the other side of the forest. Try to find your family.’

For a moment I wrestle with it, then realise Charlotte may need me. ‘All right. Make sure someone treats Oti as soon as possible. She’ll likely have an infection.’

Niamh hugs me, smelling of sweat and old food, but I cling on tight, the gun pressed between us. ‘I hope we’ll meet again.’

She shoots me an ironic smile, silhouetted against the flames. ‘In this life or the next, eh?’ And she’s gone into the dark, and I am once again alone.

I haven’t gone three steps before I stumble over someone. Oh God, it’s a body. It is heavy and inert and I can tell immediately that they are dead. Something about the shape is familiar, and I crouch down, peering in the dim light.

It’s Matilda. Dr Shah. She is dead, a hole in the centre of her forehead, but the rest of her face is perfect, eyes open and stunned. I think of her silver hair, her crisp kindness, her white coat. Killed for trying to save lives.

I’m trying to process the loss, think what to do next, adjust to a changed world, when I see movement up ahead from a guard tower on top of the fence, and I feel something strike me in the shoulder, as if I’ve been punched. Winded, I stumble and suddenly cannot catch my breath.

Even with all my training and study, it takes me a stupidly long time, even when I notice my hand is coated dark with blood, to realise I have been shot too.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Karen

The road is absolute chaos. Hundreds of people, most of them half-starved and traumatised, are flowing out of the woods and towards the small village, in dirty jumpsuits or tracksuits, some with bare, cut feet. A lot have burns on their arms or faces, shaking, traumatised. I can smell them from several metres away, so much worse even than my own stink. Everyone is shouting or crying, the engines of cars revving to try and get through. The locals are holding open the barricades, urging people to safety. Though it will not stay safe for long. What happens when the soldiers arrive? I’m driving at a snail’s pace, desperately scanning the crowd for my sister or my daughter. But how will I ever find them in this mass of humanity, in the dark and rain? I don’t even know if Isobel is alive.

We should be documenting all this, filming it like Maggie said. When there’s no concrete proof, it’s too easy to say it never happened, that the camp was a pleasant, leafy place where people went for their own good. I haven’t even seen the worst of it, but I know I’ll never forget the flames rising in the distance, or seeing the first pale prisoners stagger out of the trees. As much as I hate the fact that Maggie posted Charlotte’s video early, I suppose she was right about the need for it.

I can barely make any progress because people keep coming and coming, spilling out of the woods, pushing against the sides of the camper van. The babble of voices rises outside. I’m scared I will run someone over. Surely more soldiers are on their way.

I’ve lost Tom’s car already. I’m on a small road alongside the forest, and people are in the trees. Women and men, dirty-faced and desperate, waving me down, sometimes running into the road, flapping their arms. I swerve about them. But this is what I came for – to pick people up. What would Charlotte tell me to do? She’d want me to help. I stop the van and throw open the door, shouting to the nearest people, ‘Come on, get in, get in!’ I load in the nearest six escapees – a man who’s shivering violently, two women in jumpsuits who are about my age, a teenage girl with cropped hair, staring blankly ahead, an older woman who’s frighteningly thin, and what appears to be a child, but must be a girl in her teens at least.

‘OK, let’s go, this is enough.’ The smell of them fills the van as I try to U-turn in the road, avoiding all the other people banging on the sides, desperate. I block them out.

‘What’s going on?’ says one of the women, in a London accent.

‘It’s a breakout. I’ll take you somewhere safe.’

If that’s something I can even promise. I head back as best I can to the village and am waved through the barricades and deposit my load in the school car park, where Rumilla and the others are waiting with blankets, tea and water. Then I go back. Nosing my way through the crowd again, loading up when I judge I’ve gone far enough, trying to prioritise people who can’t walk well. One woman has an IV drip hanging from her arm, and I wonder if she’s seen my sister, if Isobel put that in, but she’s crying too hard to answer me.

I’ve done four trips when I spot someone I know, staggering along the road as if shell-shocked. I stop the van and get out myself.

‘Tash. Tash!’

She seems to barely register me. She’s in a grey tracksuit, cleaner than most of the escapees, but there’s something wrong in her face. It’s hollow, somehow. Blank.

‘Are you OK? Where’s Charlotte?’

She looks like she’s been drugged. ‘She went back.’

‘Went back where?’

‘To find her aunt.’

I make a small noise like a deflating balloon. Charlotte had the chance to get away, and she went back for Isobel.

‘Listen to me, Tash, which way did she go? Which part of the camp?’

Tash’s face creases, but no tears come out. ‘They shot people.’

‘What? Tash, they shot Charlotte? Tash!’ It’s all I can do not to grab her. But she’s shaking her head.

‘She went. I don’t know. Where’s my mum?’

Clearly Tash has seen some traumatic things. And the army have been using their guns. I look up and down the road, the flood of people beginning to slow now, and make a decision. ‘OK, look, I’m going to take you to your mum, all right? But please. Tell me everything you can.’

I wave over another group of escapees, ignoring their babbled questions – what’s going on, have you seen my friend, what’s going to happen now – and load them in. We drive back to the village. Tash is beside me in the passenger seat, her arms wrapped around herself, her long ratty hair falling over her face. I reach over to pat her leg as if she’s Charlotte. ‘It’s going to be OK. Your mum is close.’

Then we’re through the barricades again, and I get out too as my latest refugees join the crowds in the car park, sitting on the damp ground wrapped in blankets, or gathering round a trestle table with urns of tea on it. I see Sam is there, serving drinks, and grudgingly admit he’s been helpful today.

I lead Tash inside, where Iliana is stitching up a man with a head wound, his face grimed in blood. I see how her face changes when she spots her daughter, but she carefully finishes the stitch, takes off her gloves, only then gathering Tash to her in a bone-crushing hug. Tash bursts into tears and I catch snatches of words, like guns, and cage, and made me watch. She was so tough before she was taken – what will Charlotte be like, after a night in whatever part of the camp they’ve experienced?

After what seems like a very long time, Iliana comes over to me with her arm around Tash.

‘Is Tom back?’ I ask.

‘I think so.’ She barks at a passing minion, a man wearing a tabard and carrying a clipboard. ‘Find Tom – with the cars.’ The man rushes off. Iliana’s word is law. ‘Natasha says Charlotte was with her until the hole in the fence,’ Iliana says.

Tom is here now, and I melt into him, the strength in my legs leaving me. It doesn’t matter how angry I am at him – she’s our daughter and only he will understand. ‘She went to find Isobel,’ I tell him, and watch his face freeze.

‘We have to go and get her.’

Iliana says, ‘Maybe they’ve taken the camp back by now. They have snipers, I think, from what people say. Several gunshot wounds so far.’

Tom looks at me, and we are united, for the first time in so long. ‘It doesn’t matter. We have to go in.’

We get to Richard’s car, and Tom goes to climb in the driving seat, as he has done for years. Something makes me say, ‘I’ll drive.’ After all, why does he always do it? Why do I sit so easily in my presumed seat, always the passenger?

He looks surprised for a moment, then passes me the keys and we head off. The road is quieter now. Everyone who could escape has already spilled out, or else the army have sealed the fence and Charlotte and Isobel are trapped in there. I can’t let myself think about that option, where I never see either of them again. What do we do in that case? Go back home, accept our punishments? I think about walking up to the gate and offering myself, begging them to take me in. Just to be with her.

‘We should head for the main entrance. The fence was blown up beside it, people said.’ Tom has been gathering facts, trying to make sense of the chaos. How very like him. ‘What happens if . . . they catch us too?’ He looks at the road ahead for a long moment. ‘If only one of us can get away, they should go.’ I know why, without him having to say. Because we have another child who needs us.

‘It should be you,’ I say. ‘I’m not getting out of this one.’ Tom reaches over and takes my hand, and though his is cold and rough, the comfort of it fills me up.

The camp entrance is easy to find. A long forest road. Barbed wire, impenetrable metal panelling, watch towers on top.

‘We should stop,’ Tom murmurs, and I pull off the road into the trees. He undoes his seatbelt and I do the same. We can’t just drive right up.

We walk cautiously along the road, but there’s no one here. Just a lingering smell of burning in the air. Where is everyone? The soldiers, the prisoners? The place is silent, just the occasional call of a bird and the drip of rain from the trees. The sky is starting to lighten through the trees.

‘Hello?’ Tom calls, in a half-whisper. ‘Anyone here?’

Nothing. As we get closer, I can see that the fence is still down, a charred hole in it. Surely they got out that way too, with everyone else? If they weren’t shot.

‘Hello?’ I risk going louder. ‘Charlotte?’

We are almost at the fence now, and I finally see inside the camp. I don’t know what I was expecting, but not this: dirt ground and the little huts, like a Butlin’s Mum and Dad once took us to.

Then, to my left, huddled into the roots of a tree, I see what looks like a body. Maybe two bodies. It’s what I was afraid of – people have died tonight. Then I see movement. And I’m running before my brain has even made the connection.

‘Charlotte. Charlotte!’

Snipers, my head reminds me. Look up. But I can’t. Because she’s there, she’s safe. I scan her over – blood on her front, but it’s not hers maybe it’s—

That’s my sister, the body on the ground in the pine needles. Her face is white and her shoulder bloodied, the tracksuit she’s wearing shredded to show skin and blood beneath. I drop to my knees in the dirt.

She’s breathing. Her eyes flutter. Charlotte is crying, pressing a dirty torn T-shirt to Isobel’s shoulder. It too is soaked in dark red blood.

‘Mum, she got shot, I think. I’ve been trying to move her but I’m not strong enough, I can’t!’ Then her eyes widen. ‘Dad?’

Tom crushes her to his chest. ‘Oh, baby. I’ve got you. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.’

‘We have to get her away, Dad! She needs help.’

‘Come on.’ Tom scoops Isobel up, and she hangs in his arms like a rag doll.

I squeeze Charlotte’s cold hand. ‘We’ve got you. You’ll be OK.’ Another thing I can’t promise. There are oceans between us, so much to say that I can’t say anything. We hustle along the road to the car, and I’m afraid every moment I will hear a shot or feel it in my body, as my sister must have done.

‘Is that Richard’s car?’ exclaims Charlotte, as we reach it.

‘Long story,’ says Tom. ‘We’ll tell you on the way.’ This time, I let him drive.

I have to tell Iliana we’re leaving already.

She sighs. Isobel is awake on a camp bed nearby, her shoulder cleaned and bandaged, but she’s not in a good way, and she’s in a lot of pain. The last thing she needs is to travel to Scotland, but I can’t do it without her.

Iliana says, ‘I have no idea where to send all these people. They have nothing, no money, no clothes, nothing. We are overwhelmed, and the army could come any minute now.’

‘I’m sorry.’ I just keep saying that, though it’s pointless. ‘Can we take a vehicle – maybe the camper van?’ We can’t take Richard’s car; it would be too easy to trace.

‘I cannot stop you, Karen.’ Her tone is tart but resigned.

I plead, ‘I just need to save my daughter.’

She sighs again. ‘Go, Karen. There are places in Scotland where boats leave. I told Tom already.’

‘You knew we would leave.’

‘You have to.’ She smiles ruefully. ‘I get it. I did the same, for my girls. I ran.’

‘I can never thank you enough for what you’ve . . . if we make it back . . .’ I tail off, realising I can’t promise anything. Even if we did somehow make it back from Ireland and were allowed to resume our lives – but how, when Charlotte’s face is all over internet? – I could never risk returning here. I’ll likely never see Iliana again.

Charlotte and Tash hug, whispering promises to keep in touch, though they must know that’s practically impossible. When Sam comes in from his food station, he and Charlotte cry in each other’s arms, babbling overlapping stories, and again I wonder about their relationship. They’ve always seemed more like friends to me, and yet she is pregnant.

‘You should stay here,’ I say to Sam. ‘Or go home. You’ve done nothing wrong, or at least not that they’ll know about.’

‘No, Mrs Levine.’ He’s so forceful I blink. ‘I’m not going home.’

‘But Sam—’

‘I’m eighteen! I can stay if I want. And I do want. Please, let me come with you?’

‘It’s going to be very dangerous, Sam.’

‘I know. Please. I can help, I promise. I’ll . . . do whatever it takes.’

Another person to be responsible for. That’s five of us, on the run and in danger, trying somehow to make it to Scotland without being caught.

‘Fine,’ I sigh. ‘But we have to leave now.’ It’s already light, a grey wet dawn, and none of us has slept at all.

I go then to find Tom, and discover him distracted in front of a small, old-fashioned TV in the corner of the school hall, which is showing the official news. ‘We need to leave,’ I say. My feelings for him are so complicated still, but my gratitude that he made it back safe is simple, real. I rest my face in the hollow of his back, breathe him in. He smells a lot better than I do.

‘They’ve called it a terrorist attack, the fire.’ I listen to the blank-faced anchor, the same one I’ve watched so many times, her pore-less skin and shiny lips, explaining that a fire was started at a camp in the Lake District, endangering the lives of all those being held there for their own safety. It was believed to be the work of criminal protestors. There’s some footage of flames rising up above the trees, but nothing close-up. No people fleeing, starving and scared.

All inmates at the camp were protected, she says, as if we don’t have hundreds of them outside in the car park. The situation has been contained without casualties. That’s a lie. I’ve seen the injuries, and I saw bodies along the road. People have died tonight.

Tom says: ‘I saw them, Karen. The state those people were in. It’s a disgrace, these lies.’

I nudge him, impatient. ‘Come on, they’ve said we can take the van. Will the petrol get us far enough?’

He looks sceptical. ‘Doubt it.’

‘Well, there’s no other choice, is there. Get whatever stuff you have and let’s leave, OK?’

‘OK,’ says Tom, in a tone of mild confusion.

I haven’t spoken to him like this in years. It just became easier, more normal, to go along with what he wanted. Let him be the head of the family. But it’s me who has taken action, who has led us here. And he’s following me now.

The owner of the camper van, a sixtyish man in sandals and a straggly beard, lets it go with wistful pride, explaining all its features and offering us a can of petrol. ‘There’s not many of them around these days,’ he says several times, and I feel terrible taking his pride and joy. But not so bad I won’t do it.

In under ten minutes, we are packed, in a parody of the holidays we used to take the kids on when they were small. Instead of Rory, it’s Sam with us in the back, and Isobel is there too. Her face was white and drawn as we loaded her in, and again the guilt eats at me. But we’ve come this far – what else can we do but keep going? No matter who suffers in the process.

I let Tom drive first, since my hands are shaking with adrenaline. We wave goodbye to Iliana and the others.

‘You have something to pay for the boat?’ she asks.

If they’ll take my ring, I’ll gladly let it go. Or maybe we can call Mum again and get her to send money. I don’t know. I just have to hope that if we get there, someone will help, as they already have so much. ‘I think so. Thank you.’

Kenbarton, that’s the name of the small port we need to get to. We have to somehow find our way there without using our devices – I’ve already made Tom throw his phone and bracelet away. Sam found this hard to take in, the idea of being disconnected, though Charlotte told him she’d got used to it now. He wouldn’t get rid of his devices entirely, but he’s promised to shut them down and take out the phone battery. Tom assures me that’s enough to stop them tracking us. I also throw out the tracker from Charlotte’s bag – if Rory knows about it, we aren’t safe.

In less than half an hour, we rumble out of the makeshift refugee camp and onto the road again, still clogged with people coming and coming, though surely the army have started to round them up. On our way to whatever is next.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Charlotte

We drive in silence for the first few hours, down grey streets, the outskirts of towns, country lanes and B-roads. We left Richard’s car behind, so maybe he’ll come to the school to look for us. Maybe he’s letting us get away. I don’t understand what’s happening, not at all.

Aunt Issy falls asleep as soon as we’re moving, stretched out in the middle row of the van while me and Sam sit in the back, but from time to time I hear her make little noises of pain and I know she shouldn’t be jolted about in a van like this. And it’s all my fault, like everything. For the first hour, all I can think about is Rory, who Dad says has joined the army. Joined the people who were shooting at us. My brother, a soldier. I think about whether I will ever see him again. The offer the woman made to me in re-education – have a baby, be free – and how she wasn’t even mean, she was nice. I hear the noise Mai made as they shoved her to the ground, a knee in her back.

After about two hours, I really have to pee – I’ve noticed it’s happening a lot more often now. That makes me feel terrible, to think of the baby going on inside me, not knowing it’s in the wrong place. Trying to live. When I shut my eyes, I see babies in buckets and dead bodies on the ground.

‘Dad?’ He’s driving, and Mum is crashed out in the passenger seat. It must have put such a strain on her when she found me missing yesterday. ‘Sorry, but I need to . . .’

‘OK, love.’ He pulls up at the side of the road and I get out, clambering into the bushes to squat. Sam follows, finding a place a safe distance from me. It’s peaceful here. The grass is crawling with ladybirds and other bugs, which are all thriving now pesticides are banned, and it’s loud with the sound of birds. Mum says they had almost died out before the new laws came in.

When I pull up the horrible grey tracksuit bottoms I’m still wearing from the centre, Sam is finishing his own wee, shaking off. We’ve not had much time to talk since it all happened.

‘Are you OK?’ he says, flushing. He’s always been embarrassed at the idea of girls’ bodies. I take out some sanitiser I found in Dad’s bag and we rub it over our hands, as if we’re not filthy from head to toe. Still pretending things are normal.

‘For now.’ The pain in my side is getting worse, taking my breath away when it stabs. I know what that means. ‘Did they give you a hard time, you know, about the pregnancy?’

Sam pauses. ‘A bit. Mum kept saying we’d have to get married but I could tell she was sort of relieved about that.’ Awkwardly, he pats my arm. ‘I’m really sorry you went through all this, Char.’

‘It doesn’t matter now. Do you really want to come with us, Sam?’

‘I can’t go home, Char. You know why.’

I do. ‘But . . . we might not make it. And if we do, you might never see your parents again. And what about Cambridge and that?’

He shakes his head. ‘I can’t. Don’t you feel like you can, I don’t know, like actually breathe now? Without all those tests and exams and all that pressure?’ I wonder how he’ll feel when he’s slept rough for a few days, but it’s too late now. He’s with us for the long haul.

I glance around – no one’s looking. ‘You’ve got your phone, yeah?’

‘Yeah, but your mum said . . .’

I hold out my hand. ‘Just for a minute. Please?’

Sam puts the battery back in the phone and powers it up. I search for my name online. Hundreds of hits. I try not to let it get to me as I swipe my finger, catching words like killer and fugitive. It’s not all that. Here and there I see innocent victim. Protest arranged. Pass this on before it gets deleted!

Mum is waving us over for something to eat, so I turn the phone off and give it back. I’m relieved to see Aunt Issy sitting up, awake, though she still won’t talk much and her face is almost green. I’ll never forget running through the camp in the dark, the heat of the fire on my skin, hearing my own panicked breathing in my ears, waiting every second for a bullet to hit me. I almost fell over Aunt Issy, lying on the ground, her breath making a sound like something tearing. It had gone through her shoulder, she gasped to me, but hit no major vessels. She told me what to do, how to slow the bleeding, and I did my best to drag her through the fence and out to safety, away from the sniper, but I couldn’t get far, just into the trees where we hid. I didn’t see anyone for the hours I stayed with her, as the light turned grey and the fire burned itself out, leaving the air full of smoke that made it hard to breathe. I tried not to cough in case the soldiers heard me, but no one came. Maybe they were all out trying to round up prisoners. Somehow, we got away again.

The journey feels endless, hours and hours of driving on side roads. A faint sun comes up, disappearing here and there behind the hills. We can’t go on the main roads, so it’s going to take much longer. We also have to stop every hour or so for me to pee, and I can tell Mum’s getting tenser and tenser. Twice we see army jeeps, once when we are pulled over in the bushes and once on a dual carriageway, in the outside lane. Somehow we make it without being stopped, and somehow the petrol doesn’t run out – Dad insists on driving at sixty because of something to do with ‘slipstreams’, and he and Mum bicker about that, but in a good-natured way, not like how they usually argue, all pinched voices and cold politeness. In a few hours we’re over the border into Scotland. My heart lifts slightly. We could make it. We could. I can barely let myself imagine it. Every moment I expect to be caught; every red light makes me twitch, but the roads are clear, and we carry on. We’re making it.

When I finally see the sea, a dark blue in the distance, I can’t help but let out a yelp. ‘Look, Mum, Dad.’ As if I were six, and Rory still beside me in his car seat.

Neither of them says anything. Aunt Issy blinks at me, half-awake. ‘That’s nice, darling.’ Her voice is hoarse and weak.

We’re going to make it. We are. The coast is five, then four minutes away. Then Dad takes the turn-off for Kenbarton, down a narrow B-road. And I see that our way in is barred by a navy van. Red logo on the side.

The Protection Squad are waiting for us.

Mum starts to panic when we see the van. ‘No. No! We’re so close. No, goddammit!’

I don’t say anything, but my hands are shaking. I can’t believe we allowed ourselves to hope. Desperate, dirty hope.

Mum tugs at the steering wheel, and Aunt Issy gives a small cry of alarm as we swerve. ‘Turn around. Go across the fields.’

Dad pushes her away. ‘Karen, you’ll get us killed!’

Sam is biting his lip, eyes huge and scared as I clutch his hand. Dad brakes and we come to a complete stop in the road. Mum gulps in a big watery breath, head in her hands. ‘I can’t. I won’t let them take her. Charlotte, get out now, get out and run.’

‘Mum, they’ll catch me!’

‘How did they find us?’ she cries. Her gaze falls on Sam. ‘You. Have you used your phone?’

‘No, I . . .’

I cut in. ‘I used it, Mum. Just for a minute, but that was miles back. I turned it off.’

‘Did you take out the battery?’ she snaps, and my stomach falls away. I forgot. ‘You stupid girl,’ Mum hisses. ‘All of this and it was for nothing. Nothing!’

‘Come on, Karen.’ Dad tries to soothe her, and I look out the window to hide the tears stinging my eyes. The sea is just there, a metre away on the other side of the road, dark grey and blue, a strip of yellow sand along it. The edge of things. You can even see the coast of Ireland, far away in the distance. She’s right. This is all my fault.

Before they can stop me, I undo my seatbelt and get out of the car, stiff and awkward from sitting for so long. I ignore Mum shouting after me – Charlotte, what are you doing, don’t be so stupid. The air is fresh with the sea, wind in my hair. I walk towards the van. There’s a soldier with them – one that I can see in the distance, holding a gun. A young guy, not much older than me. I imagine seeing him somewhere else, maybe after school, both of us in our uniforms, shyly catching each other’s eye.

I hold up my arms to him in surrender. ‘Who’s in charge?’ I almost say, Take me to your leader, like in old sci-fi films, and a giggle bubbles up in me. God, this is all so dramatic, as Nadia would say. I wonder what she’s doing. She’ll be at school now, with the others. I wish I was there. I wish I was still a kid, safe in my cocoon. I wish I didn’t know any of this.

He doesn’t speak, just bangs on the side of the van, and an older man gets out. I’m so confused and tired that it takes me a second, and then I think, What’s he doing here?

‘Oh,’ I say. Stupid-like. ‘Hi.’ And there, getting out after him, is the girl officer, Chloe. His little lapdog. I glare at her for a second, remembering what she said to me at the centre. Her eyes stay blank.

Richard just looks at me. He’s in his uniform, but he hasn’t shaved in a few days. He makes his voice different to the one I know so well. Cold, professional. ‘Cain, take her into custody. No cuffs. She’ll behave herself, won’t you, Miss Levine?’

Behave myself. I want to scream at him that it’s me, Charlotte. He called me Charlie sometimes.

The others have come rushing up after me, Mum, Dad, Sam, Aunt Issy trailing behind. I see that Sam has his phone out, filming. Maybe he was right to hold onto it. Without a way to tell the world what’s happening here, we could just disappear right now, and no one would ever know.

‘Richard!’ says Mum, shocked to see him. So she hasn’t figured it out. For all that she watches me like a hawk, she can’t see the truth when it’s right in front of her.

Richard uses the same work voice on her, as if she doesn’t flirt with him over the fence all the time, so embarrassing. ‘Karen Levine, you’re being arrested for breaching exit rules, as well as attempted murder and unborn abduction. Isobel Ward, you as well. Tom Levine, you’re also charged with unborn abduction.’ Richard looks at Sam. ‘Sam, I’m going to need you to give me the phone. You can still walk away from this.’

Sam catches my eyes, clears his throat bravely. ‘No. People have to know what you’re doing.’

Richard’s face darkens. ‘If you don’t stop filming, we are authorised to use force.’ His tone softens. There is sweat on his lip. He’s worried, I can tell. ‘Look, I’m trying to help you all here. You’re in very serious trouble. Tom, I’m disappointed you ignored the very generous offer we made you. Not to mention you stole my car! But if you come now and don’t make it worse, I might still be able to smooth things over.’

Mum and Dad look at each other. Mum shakes her head, and I’m glad, because I don’t believe Richard any more. I don’t think anyone can help us. The young soldier – Cain, Richard called him – wrestles the phone off Sam, and I’m so tired of this. We’ve had to deal with so much, and Richard gets away with everything. He has Tanya, and the babies, and his job, and that girl Chloe, gazing at him like he’s a film star.

I look at Sam, like Mum looked at Dad. He nods. It’s time.

Am I going to do it? I’m going to do it. What is there to lose? ‘And what about you, Richard?’ I say, my voice shaking. ‘You’ve broken the law too. Sex with a minor.’

Richard falters. ‘Miss Levine, I don’t know what you—’

‘Yes you do. Because you’re the father of this baby. This unborn person.’ I fold my arms over my belly. ‘Sam’s not the dad, you are. And that means you’re legally responsible for both of us.’

Everyone freezes. Part of me even now wants him to smile at me, push the hair back from my face like he did in his kitchen that night, when Tanya was in hospital having Barney. I couldn’t do this without you, Charlie. I knew it was wrong – he’s married, he’s old, we’re supposed to say no when men ask – but when he looked at me, it was as if everything I’d known for my entire life just didn’t matter. He needed me. I could make him happy. He saw me as a grown-up, a woman not a kid. Some dumb part of me thought maybe the two of us . . . but of course then Tanya came back, and he turned cold with me again. As if it never happened.

‘There’s no point making foolish accusations . . .’

But the girl is watching him. Chloe. There’s a line between her eyebrows. As if she’s thinking.

Mum looks like her world has ended. ‘Is this true, Charlotte?’

‘It’s true,’ says Sam. ‘She told me all about it. When his wife was having their baby.’

Mum says, ‘But you two . . .’

Sam swallows hard. ‘I’m – I don’t like girls. I’m gay, OK? I’m gay.’ He gasps as he says it, and I wish I could hold his hand, the secret we’ve been keeping since we were little finally out in the world. Dad gapes. Mum looks between us, bewildered. Aunt Issy’s face has gone blank, and I wonder if she is shocked, if she’s judging Sam.

Richard is still trying to control the situation. ‘If you’re confessing to deviant behaviour, Sam, then we’ll have to arrest you too—’

Mum shouts: ‘She’s a child, Richard. You’re twice her age! Charlotte, sweetheart, did he . . . force you?’

It would be easier to say that. To have her look at me like I’m still her good little girl. Pure and clean. But it isn’t true. ‘No, Mum. He didn’t. But you know what? I’m seventeen. I don’t know what I want. He’s thirty-five. He should have known better.’ I never said Sam was the father, of course. But I let the PS, Mum, Dad, everyone, believe it. I let him take the blame, because I thought it would help him too, if people believed he’d got me pregnant, it would hide the truth that he’s not into girls at all. Of course, if the baby had ever been born, it would have been obvious it wasn’t his. But when they said it couldn’t live, that felt like a way out. For who, though? Not for me. So why did I keep quiet? I don’t really understand it myself.

Dad looks broken, staring at Richard. ‘That’s why you lent me your car and told me to take Sam too? You were just pretending to help us – you wanted to cover your own back. I trusted you. My little girl.’ He starts to cry, something I have never seen before, and for a second, I wish Rory was here, so I could be like OMG, Dad is crying, WTF?

Mum makes a noise in her throat. Richard puts up his hands as she runs at him. ‘Karen . . .’ He steps back. ‘Cuff her, Chloe.’

Chloe moves forward, and while Cain holds Dad’s arms like they’re made of foam, she grabs Mum’s wrists. I hear a snap as the cuffs go on.

Richard says, ‘Control the rest of them too.’ Cain puts cuffs on Aunt Issy, who winces, and Mum yells, ‘She’s hurt! Don’t manhandle her!’ I feel Chloe reach for my arms, roughly, and Cain has put cuffs on Sam too.

‘No!’ shouts Mum, her voice breaking. ‘It isn’t right. This is all your fault, Richard!’

Aunt Issy is swaying on her feet. But then she says, clearing her throat, ‘You know, it’s easy to prove what she says. Even before the pregnancy ends, there’ll be DNA from the foetus in her blood.’

Richard looks frozen again. There’s more sweat on his forehead. I can see he isn’t sure. Is she telling the truth? ‘This is nonsense. I won’t listen to more.’

‘Did she put you up to this?’ says Aunt Issy suddenly, her voice a bit stronger. ‘You know who I’m talking about, Richard. She’s scared, isn’t she? Made you an offer – help her, and she’ll cover up your little indiscretion. Am I close?’

‘Top marks, Issy.’ Another person is getting out of the van now, a woman in a nice trouser suit who I kind of recognise from the TV, and someone else guarding her with a gun. Another soldier.

I don’t look at his face, because they’re all the same, aren’t they? But Mum makes a sound like her heart is breaking. ‘Rory!’

And it is him. It’s my brother, in his army uniform, and I almost want to laugh for a minute because it’s just like when he was little, playing dress-up. Then he meets my eye and I don’t want to laugh any more, not at all.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Isobel

Anita brushes down her suit, as at home on this barren coastal road as in a news studio, or in her office in London.

‘Hello, I’m Dr Anita Colson.’ I can see her almost hold out her hand to Karen and Tom, but their wrists are cuffed, so she lowers it again, her soft hand with its painted nails, permitted to her since she isn’t fertile. She isn’t subject to the laws she put other people under. The world around me comes in and out of focus and I know I need to be lying down in hospital, not here on this road, confronting Anita again. The pain in my shoulder has been like burning for hours now, but I’ve kept silent, because we have to make this boat. Now that hope is ebbing away.

‘We know who you are,’ says Karen coldly, throwing me a glance. She wants to know what this means, but I have no answers for her. Rory stands beside Anita, protecting her. He looks so small under the heavy uniform and body armour. A soldier boy.

Tears are running over Karen’s face, and there’s salt in my mouth too. Oh, Rory.

‘What’s going on?’ says Karen, her voice hoarse. ‘Why is this happening?’

‘Perhaps Rory can tell you,’ says Anita, her tone smooth and honeyed, as if nothing has happened. As if people haven’t died. As if I wasn’t shot through the shoulder, and didn’t lie there in my own blood, sure that I would die too, if Charlotte hadn’t come for me. Her voice in my ear as if from a long way away, Aunt Issy, it’s me, I’ve got you. And now I can’t save her.

‘This is your fault, Mum.’ Rory’s voice seems to have deepened since I saw him last, only days ago. ‘They made me join the army when you went. Then she – Dr Colson – she said if I helped bring you in, I won’t be punished any more. And you all – they’d go easy on you. That’s what she says.’ I hear the note of pleading in his voice. He isn’t sure he can trust her, and he’s right. He can’t.

Anita is impatient. ‘So, here we are. And now we all know the truth.’ I’ve been putting it together in my head. She’s worked out somehow that Richard is the father – maybe noticing the strings he pulled to get Charlotte out, or maybe she has even checked the blood they drew from Charlotte at the centre, and compared the DNA, since some of the baby’s will be mixed with Charlotte’s – and she has gone to him with an offer. If he helps her find us, and crush the rumours about me and her, then she’ll help him brush his mistake under the carpet. And Richard has done her bidding, brought Tom and Sam here, all the players in this game. Anita holds all the cards. We have no power at all.

Karen tries: ‘But Rory, you can’t want this? Your sister is very sick, and look, your aunt’s badly hurt. Have you not done enough damage?’

There’s a faint sob in his voice. ‘I thought I was doing the right thing.’ All those years of lessons on virginity, on pureness. He looks down at the ground. ‘You didn’t even tell me you were going. You didn’t say goodbye, Mum.’

I taste more salt. Tears, and some blood from where I’ve bitten through my lip. A fresh swell of pain rushes down my arm as the cuffs bite in.

‘I had no choice,’ Karen says, choked up too.

He shakes his head. ‘No, Mum. I know Char was sick and you were scared she might die. But you chose before that, even. When you took the test for her. You chose it because you hate your life and you don’t know how to change it.’

‘I . . .’

‘It’s true, isn’t it, Mum? You hate looking after us all the time and you hate not being a lawyer and you hate that Dad still is.’ He’s so broken. How can I have missed that all these years? ‘It’s not my fault I’m a boy, Mum. It’s not my fault it’s the girls who get pregnant. It’s just how it is. But I’m sorry I got Char into trouble. I thought it was what I was meant to do. And him’ – he spits this at Richard, in disgust – ‘he’s gross, doing that to my sister. She looked after your kids for you, man. But it’s too late. This is what happened.’

‘He’s right,’ says Anita, clapping her hands like a brisk headmistress. ‘There was an offer on the table – a very generous offer in the circumstances – but that has expired now. The new one is you’re all going to come with us, and if you’re lucky, you won’t go into the camps. But jail time for the adults. Sam, you’ve confessed to illegal acts, so we’ll have to deal with you somehow, especially as you’re eighteen now. Charlotte will go to Protective Custody, of course. After that, I don’t know.’

Back to re-education. I wonder how I didn’t know that Anita had made it a reality, her crazy plan from all those years ago. What happens to those babies, the ones I have never been allowed to adopt. If there is a mark on my file somewhere, a stain.

Karen is weeping now. Charlotte is hiccupping, her tears falling unchecked as her hands are tied. What awaits us? The sea is so close I feel its breeze lift my hair. Are we going to give up now? I feel faint, and will myself to stay up.

What is there to lose? I say, ‘And you, Anita? After all, if Sam is deviant, then so are you and I.’

Her face freezes. A beautiful mask. Rory looks confused. I hear Karen gasp.

‘I’m gay too,’ I say, very calmly for someone who has never in their life said this out loud. Who has only ever been with two women, one of whom is standing right in front of me now with my life in her manicured hands. ‘And I’m prepared to go on the record and say who my lover was. For years, Anita. Years and years.’

Anita’s eyes narrow. She never liked finding herself outmanoeuvred. She will already be thinking of a counter-attack. She sighs, tries to bluff it out.

‘This is tedious, these accusations. You’re being arrested, all of you, and not a minute too soon by the looks of you all. Isobel, you need to be in hospital, as does Charlotte. So please, don’t make this harder than it needs to be. Private Levine, do the honours.’

Rory hesitates. He’s been trained up as a good little servant to her regime, but he is not even eighteen. We are his family.

‘Don’t do it, Rory,’ I shout, wincing as the cuffs pull my arms back. ‘Your mum loves you anyway. We all love you. Charlotte too.’

Charlotte tries as well. ‘Richard, please. Just let me go. Let me get away to my grandma – let me live!’

Richard is also conflicted. He turns his face away, trying to hide from what he’s done. I don’t know what else to do. It’s over, I think, and I can feel my body sag as the fight goes out of me.

But the girl, Chloe, the young PS officer, speaks directly to me. ‘Is that true? What you said – about DNA? Being able to tell who the father is even before a baby’s born?’

‘Of course it’s true. All you need is a blood sample.’

Chloe looks at Richard. There’s a line between her brows. She says to him: ‘So if we check the blood samples, there won’t be a link to you? It’s all a lie?’

‘I . . .’ He hesitates. I can see him weighing up how to get out of this, and Chloe can see it too. There is a long moment, there on the remote road. These young people, who can barely remember a world that isn’t like this.

She nods to Rory, and the two of them act as if they have planned it. Rory turns his gun to Anita, pressing it almost to her temple. She makes a noise I have never heard from her before – alarm. Fear.

Richard gestures to the other young soldier, slow to react, dumb. ‘Stop him, Cain!’

Bravely, Rory shouts, ‘I’ll pull the trigger if you move. I’ll shoot her. You want that to happen on your watch?’

Richard shouts, ‘Chloe! Call this in!’

‘What, call it in that you lied to cover up sleeping with a minor?’ She holds up her hands. ‘This is your mess, Richard. So you better clean it up.’ The way she says his name makes me think they’re more than just colleagues, and I watch Charlotte’s face as she realises the same thing, the pallor that sweeps her already pale cheeks. Chloe moves to the other soldier, takes his gun from him, cuffs him efficiently, then just as swiftly takes ours off. I gasp slightly, shifting my shoulders and almost gasping at the pain.

Karen and Tom stand frozen, helpless, rubbing their wrists. Everyone is frozen for a moment, slow to process what has changed. Rory shouts to them, ‘Take her, OK? Try to get away. The army are coming here, there’s no time.’ He’s putting cuffs on Richard, bundling him roughly into the van. He and Chloe have managed to get the older people, plus the younger soldier with all the muscles, totally under control, and I have a second to feel proud of him.

I turn towards the beach, calculating the distance. Maybe a hundred metres. We could make it, if there’s a boat. Rory and Chloe load the others into the van. Anita’s hands are raised in surrender, and her expression is dazed. As if she can’t quite figure which move it was she missed. Chloe gets behind the wheel. Rory stands, as if there is something he’d like to say, but then he just shakes his head and gets in too. They drive off. It can’t be long until someone intercepts them and frees Anita.

I start to move. ‘Come on, we have to get to the beach—’

‘Charlotte?’ I hear Karen’s voice, sharp and terrified. ‘Are you OK?’

I look round and see there’s blood all over the crotch of Charlotte’s tracksuit bottoms.

‘Mum,’ she says groggily, and I see her swaying. ‘I don’t feel so good.’ There is darkness spreading down the legs of her tracksuit. It’s happening.

The PS van is disappearing round the bend. Charlotte sags and falls to her knees. No. No, this can’t be real. I can’t accept that after all this time and all these sacrifices, Charlotte may still bleed to death by the side of the road. And why didn’t I see it sooner? She’s been pale and sleepy all day, wincing in pain. I thought she was worn out, like we all are. But her body must have been going into shock.

I feel a deep weight coming over me. The heaviness of being powerless, of knowing there’s no way I can kick or fight my way out of this. I don’t have my operating theatre, I don’t have my anaesthetist, or my scalpel. I only have my own two hands, grimy with dirt, and the left is half-useless since I got shot.

‘Quick!’ Tom is picking Charlotte up in his arms. ‘Where do I take her?’

‘The beach. There’re people there.’

We run down the road as fast as we can, our shoes squeaking on the tarmac, leaving coin-sized trails of blood in our wake. Charlotte’s lips are blue and her head lolls. Then we’ve reached the beach, a city of tents spread out on the cold shingle, and people coming out to stare at us. Already a mist has shrouded the beach, and people emerge from it like creatures in some old sci-fi film, or some apocalyptic dystopia. But this is real. This is Britain. It’s always been the apocalypse, somewhere in the world. It’s just that today it’s here. It’s us.

Karen shouts, ‘Can someone help? Please, help us!’

Someone steps into our path. ‘What’s the problem?’

I stare at them. ‘Oh my God. Oh my God, you’re safe.’ It’s Niamh, alive and whole, with her straggly blonde hair dyed green at the ends. ‘Oh I’m so glad. Why are you here?’ How did she make it before us?

She throws her arms around me, catching my shoulder, but I hardly even care about the pain, and I breathe in her smell of sweat and dirt. She’s still in her camp jumpsuit, stained with what must be Oti’s blood. ‘Trying to get to Ireland, to my granny. I can’t stay here now they know I led the breakout. I’m wanted, apparently.’

‘And where are the others? Oti?’

‘In a field hospital someone set up near Keswick. As soon as she was safe, I stowed away on a train.’ I’ve heard of people doing that, clinging to the outside or hiding in the loos, but it’s so dangerous. Yet here is Niamh, filthy but seemingly fine.

‘Oh, thank God. I saw Dr Shah. She didn’t make it.’

Niamh bites her lip. ‘I know. You’ve no idea how many women she helped. We had this girl inside re-education too, but she . . .’

‘Mai. She helped Charlotte get out.’

‘Yeah. They have her.’

Karen shouts, ‘Isobel! She’s losing consciousness!’

I snap to myself. Niamh beckons us. ‘Come on, follow me, there’s a medical tent.’

I can barely make out my surroundings in the gathering mist. Everywhere on the beach are tents, people in lean-to shelters, huddled into outdoor coats and woollen hats.

I turn to my niece. I’ve been picturing this scene for days now, ever since I heard of Charlotte’s diagnosis. Her skin is like cream, mottled and wrong somehow. Her eyes roll back in her head, and Tom holds her up, his arms sagging. She throws back her head and seizes, hard. Beneath her, pooled all down her legs, is blood. So much blood.

Focus. Focus. Just a patient, not a girl I love like my own daughter. Solve the problem in front of me. I start barking orders as if I’m in my operating theatre. ‘We have to move her to a flat surface, and then I’m going to need soap, hot water, some sharp blades.’

From the corner of my eye, I see Sam rush off, and Niamh too jumps into action, after pointing us towards a big tent near the shore.

‘Let’s go, come on. Be careful of her head.’ Tom carries Charlotte and I follow, trailing Karen, who is weeping monotonously. The camp spreads out around us, people scattering as we carry Charlotte through. Windblown tents, wheelie cases parked about like gravestones, small fires burning amid the pebbles of the beach. Children, dirty-faced with thumbs in their mouths. Pregnant women, everywhere. All trying to get to safety. There is a tent with a trestle table, hastily cleared of plastic bowls and utensils. ‘Wipe it!’ I snap.

Niamh produces wet wipes and clears it off, then we lay Charlotte down. Her whole body is jerking – not a good sign. I have no instruments, no stethoscope even. Niamh shoves hand sanitiser at me. ‘Best we can do. No soap.’ I roll up my sleeves and slap myself all over with the sticky sanitiser, then choose the smallest knife from a bundle Sam has collected, testing its sharpness against my skin, then dousing it in sanitiser too. I have no anaesthetic, nothing to numb her. ‘Karen – go and round up painkillers. Paracetamol, ideally codeine if anyone has it.’

‘But I need to stay.’

‘No. You shouldn’t see this.’

Tom leads her away. ‘Come on. We can’t help her like this.’

They leave, reluctantly, Karen’s head drooping onto his shoulder, and I feel a small pang. There’s no one to soothe me, tell me I’ll be all right. For a moment, back in the camp, I had let myself consider a future with Anita, making a dark bargain with her, but no. It was too late, and I’ve made my choice to try and fix what we did by other means. There’s a relief in knowing that, at least. I think of Maggie, then push it away. I need for her to be safe on the farm, with the babies and cows and horses. Not part of this horror, this blood and fear.

Niamh helps me cut off Charlotte’s dirty sweatshirt and bra. I swab her skin. ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ I say, though I don’t know if she can hear me. ‘This is really going to hurt.’ And then I drag the knife through the soft pale flesh of her abdomen, bracing my other hand on her ribcage. My own shoulder shrieks in response, but I have to ignore it, be grateful it’s not my dominant side.

She screams. The noise reverberates through me, makes me clench and shake. But I have to keep going. I think back to my first ever surgery, overcoming that squeamish, innate voice that yells at us to stop, what are we doing, are we actually cutting into human skin? They say surgeons have a touch of the sociopath, to be able to do that, to slice and scour and amputate, even if it is for the good. I pray now for that. For an ice-cold heart. Love will only cloud my judgement here. ‘Hold her head,’ I snap at Niamh. ‘Don’t let her see.’ She’s whimpering now the cut is done, red blood welling up along the line I have made. I sponge it away as best I can but it keeps on coming. No suction here, no retractors. I’m like a battlefield surgeon. I’m doing what I didn’t do for Kasia, or for Marie. I’m trying at least, this time.

Block out her screams. Hope she will pass out soon, from shock, from pain. There’s so much blood, I struggle to find the source – it’s been pooling inside her, probably for hours if not days, filling up her abdomen. She must have been in so much pain.

There is the cause of all this – a clump of tissue, pink and darker red. I try not to think what it is, what it means. Just cells, I tell myself. I remove it with my fingers and then panic. Where do I put it? ‘I need a bucket – a plate, something.’ Niamh is quick. She brings me a blue plastic bowl and I put the tissue in. It seems wrong to just dump it, all the same. I have been trained to see this as a person, and it could have been, if things were different. But Charlotte is bleeding and bleeding. ‘I need help!’ I shout. But who could help? Who could be coming? ‘Something hot, red-hot! Hold it in the fire!’

Niamh runs to the opening of the tent and hollers out my instruction. I hold Charlotte’s hand, forgetting mine are covered in blood. It’s everywhere, in the creases of my fingers, all over the plastic-topped table, running down onto the uneven ground below, onto my already dirty boots. In her hair and all down her back, underneath her. ‘It’s OK, darling. Almost over.’ Even to myself, I don’t sound convincing. Charlotte is no longer awake, I’m sure, which is a mercy. Her eyes roll back, her lips are flecked with foam.

Where the hell is the heat? Why is it taking so long? Niamh runs in, holding something away from her wrapped in a towel. I don’t understand. ‘What?’

She half-laughs, half-cries. ‘It’s a coat-hanger. It actually is!’

She’s right. That will work. Here I am, in 2040, doing an actual coat-hanger abortion. I take it carefully in the towel, red-hot, hold Charlotte’s flesh apart, and search inside her for the bleeding. Waves of dark red blood. The pump of her heart. Come on, come on, where is the source? I feel for the place the blood runs fastest. I sear her vessels shut. I smell her burn.

I realise in this moment I could not be a parent. How can Karen do this, live with her heart outside her body, watching her child hover on the brink of death? Maybe it’s a blessing I never had any, however much I have mourned it.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Karen

What I never understood before about emergencies is how confusing they are. I don’t know how Isobel does it, keeps a clear head as people bleed and spasm under her hands. I’ve been told to wait outside, but as the tent flaps in the wind, I catch glimpses. Pale flesh. Blood, so much blood. I hear Charlotte’s groans and the grunts of my sister as she tries to operate with nothing, nothing. I didn’t even tell her I loved her. Instead I shouted at her, You stupid girl. I haven’t even told her it isn’t true, that I don’t blame her at all, that I let her grow up in a broken country and that’s my fault. Charlotte screams again inside the tent, and I hear my sister shout, ‘Hold her. Hold her!’

‘Is she OK?’ I call. ‘Please, Issy!’

Isobel turns at my voice, her hair falling over her damp forehead. Her clothes are soaked in blood again and I know it’s my daughter’s this time. She rubs her shoulder, wincing – she was in no fit state to do this. ‘It’s not good, Karen. But the bleeding has stopped at least. If we can make it to Ireland and get her on an IV, there’s a chance. She’s lost a lot of blood. Enough to worry about hypoxia.’ But for now, for the next minute, she is alive, her lungs taking in air and her heart pumping. That will have to do.

I turn to say something to the young woman Niamh, thank her for her help, but in that instant her eyes go wide with shock, and I hear the sound of engines roaring up, doors slamming open, screams from outside.

They are here.

I run outside, thinking, Tom, Sam, where is everyone? People are screaming and panicking, because suddenly it’s happening around me, shouts and yelps and soldiers are moving towards us over the headland of the beach, and people are running into the sea and hiding behind rocks, anything just to escape. At the same time, I see a boat in the shallow waters offshore. Our only way out of here.

There’s Tom. He pulls me down to the stony ground, and the air is knocked from me. He shouts in my ear. ‘That’s the last boat today, likely for a while – if we don’t get her on it, she’s finished.’ I start to get up to run back to the medical tent, but he stops me. ‘It’s not safe, Karen! It’s the army, they have guns.’

‘They might hit her!’ Imagine that, if we got her all this way, if my sister saved her, and then they take her anyway. I won’t let it happen.

‘Just wait, will you!’ Tom pushes me down again, shields me with his body. The stones of the beach press on my face, smooth and cold. I just lie there. I can’t move. Somewhere to my right, I hear Sam cry out. He has his phone aloft, doing his best to record all this. I can’t help him, or Isobel, or even my own daughter. We came all this way, and we have failed.

It hits me then, lying on the cold rocks of the beach. This is all my fault. I was so terrified of losing Charlotte, after what happened to Marie, that I’ve pushed us all to this point. Tom, and Sam, and Isobel, and Rory too, not to mention my daughter, who was screaming in agony just metres away and then went quiet, which was worse. How stupid I am, not to see what was happening under my nose, what Richard did. I thought he was our kind neighbour, trying to go easy on us, but I see now how it suited him that we all blamed Sam. What secrets these kids have had to keep.

I think of what Rory said, what he accused me of, and I found my mouth empty of excuses. Because was he wrong? I did make that split-second decision all those days ago in Charlotte’s bedroom, before we knew she was in danger. And why? I didn’t want her life to end up like mine. He’s right. I have been angry, I have hated the life I led. Angry, but too afraid to do anything about it, like Niamh, like Iliana, like Maggie and the rest all did, so instead I have stewed in acid rage until it ate me up inside. It cannot go on. I thought I was doing the right thing too, in running. Now, I don’t know. Charlotte has been cut open, we are all fugitives, my son is in the army because of what I did. Something has been started, something is burning down, and it’s too late for me to wonder if I was right to strike the match. I was so stupid, I had no idea what protest meant, what it was to resist. And now here we are.

I raise my head from the stones. Up ahead are several jeeps, figures in helmets and body armour advancing on the beach. One of them has a loudspeaker, but I can’t make out the blared words. Something about fugitives. Everyone here is breaking the law, but I am sure they mean us. We’ve brought danger here, once again.

There’s Isobel, crouched but running up the beach to me, clutching her shoulder and almost as pale as Charlotte.

‘Get down!’ I pull her and we lie side by side on the stones. The tide is coming in and I feel small waves touch my feet, icy-cold. I wait for her to tell me that Charlotte is dead.

She pants: ‘Listen, Charlotte won’t survive another arrest. There’s a boat. The last one.’ She raises her voice over the waves and wind and the noise of frightened people running for cover. ‘There’s a system of sorts, a queue – but Niamh’s going to give up her spot.’

I can’t believe this. Niamh doesn’t even know Charlotte, and she’s barely older than her. ‘But – Charlotte can’t go alone!’

‘It’s the only way, Karen. They’ve volunteered to look after her on board, the other passengers.’

I look around at the beach full of exhausted, dirty people, and am overwhelmed once again by their kindness. They don’t even know us, and to have come here they must be desperate themselves, but they still help.

‘I have to let her go.’ I’m crying now again, full-on sobbing, and I think how strange it is, that my sister and I have lived half an hour apart for so many years, yet we were never close. Not since Marie, anyway. I lean over and hug her as gently as I can, getting Charlotte’s blood all over me, blood that I made and carried within me. ‘You saved her.’

Isobel says, ‘You got her here. It was you.’

I let out a long sob that’s more of a scream. ‘I’m sorry. It’s my fault, all of this, what happened to you. I just couldn’t bear to let her die.’

And she’s there between us again. Marie.

I say, ‘Of course it wasn’t your fault that we lost her. I shouldn’t have said that, back then.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m so sorry. I loved her. But I love you as well. You know that?’ I fumble for her hand, cold and sticky with blood, and I squeeze it tight. I don’t know if we’ve ever said it before.

She says: ‘I love you too. You and Charlotte and Tom and Rory too. You’re my family.’

‘I spoke to Mum. She said she was wrong too, that day. She was just broken. I get that now.’ And I have to hope our mother and Charlotte find each other, that she’ll care for my daughter now I can’t.

Isobel is scanning the beach. ‘We can’t all get away. I have to surrender, I think. You could still run. Niamh and the others, they have some guns. You could fight, get away along the beach?’ I raise my head and see that she’s right, that Niamh is ushering people away over some rocks to our left.

Can I do it? Let my sister sacrifice even more for me? Let herself be taken? And what remains for us if so – we stay and try to survive in the ruins of our lives? The ruins I made? I have abandoned my son to try and save my daughter. Maybe it’s not too late for me to help him now. Maybe not now he’s held a gun to the health secretary’s head, but I can try at least.

I wipe my face with my dirty sleeve, and then I stand up, the wind whistling round my ears.

‘What are you doing?’ Tom shouts. ‘Get down!’

My sister echoes: ‘Karen, what are you doing?’

‘It’s OK. Please just get her on board safely.’ It’s all I have to offer, what I’m going to do, now that I have lost all hope for us. I lit the spark that led us here, not Charlotte, not Richard even. I burned our lives down on my own. But the thing about hope is it’s a flame too, if sometimes a fragile, guttering one. And you can pass it from person to person, until the tiniest glow becomes a raging fire that will scorch and destroy and cleanse. Maybe I can pass it to someone else, and they can fight on, even in a small way.

Tom shouts after me, tries to grab my arm, but I shake him off. I walk towards the soldier with the loudspeaker, step by step, waving my arms as Isobel did in the water that time. I can feel the whizz of something past my ears – bullets? Is this what it’s like to be shot at? I walk right up to him with my wrists held out.

‘I surrender,’ I yell. He doesn’t understand me at first so I shout it again. I surrender. I surrender. When the cuffs go on my wrists, cold and digging in, I watch from the brow of the beach as Charlotte – unconscious and carried on a blanket, pooled into a corner of the deck as if boneless – is loaded into a small and dilapidated fishing boat. It fills me with terror, putting her out to sea again, remembering the grey wash of the moments I was under, that certainty I would drown. But she has to go. We may never see each other again.

In the distance, the deck of the boat is packed with scared people, a mum holding two toddlers with a vast pregnant belly, mostly women, one or two men. It rocks and tips, too small for the fifty or so crammed onto its decks, and the children howl and most of the passengers cry. The others on the beach push it out to sea, let it go, wait in silence for their turn. The boat catches its balance, floats on the cold clear water, and sets off.

I turn away, let them take me.


Six Months Later

Charlotte

It will be hard to be near the sea again, even if it’s different this way. I can’t stop thinking about the last two times. Aunt Issy wading into the waves, Mum going under. Then my blurry memory of being on the boat to Ireland, alone, in so much pain it was like I’d been chopped in two, a magician’s assistant in a box. Someone stroked my hair and gave me sips of water, and I never found out who. The rock and chop of the waves under me, sometimes almost horizontal from the swell. The blood that leaked from my stomach and rolled across the deck, flecking the seawater with pink. Then the coast of Ireland through the grey dawn, sunlight on the now-calm water. We had made it.

There were people to meet us on the shore. Doctors, volunteers, a whole system for refugees. If you have no one, you’re given a place to stay. Not everyone is happy. I see the signs in town. Go home. No one wants you.

At the hospital, they were shocked by what Aunt Issy had done, on the beach with no anaesthetic or sterilisation, but they said she’d saved my life. They don’t know yet if I’ll be able to have kids, or if there’s too much damage. The scar on my stomach is brutal – I call it the shark bite. When I woke up the first day, there was someone I barely recognised standing over me. An older lady with Mum’s face, with grey hair and a jumper that smelled faintly of cows.

‘Charlotte,’ she said, in a strong Irish accent. ‘It’s your granny.’ And I said, I know.

When I got out, I went to stay with her on the farm. Every day, I notice some new way we are alike, that we both leave the teabags in the cups until it’s stewed almost orange, the way we push our chairs back from the table after dinner and roll our eyes when someone makes a bad joke. She tells me I look like my aunt Marie, who I can hardly remember. As my hair’s grown out long and wild, I can see it more, how I look like the pictures Granny has framed in her house.

That was six months ago, and awful as it was, it’s over. I’m out of hospital, I can stand up and shower and walk more than five steps before collapsing. The doctors said I bounced back fast because I’m young. I’ve been going to a sixth form college nearby, taking what they call the Leaving Cert here, and the teachers think I could get into Trinity College medical school next year. I may be the only student there who’s been operated on in a tent during an army raid.

After I got away, there was no word of anyone else for weeks, no news. One dawn we were woken by a phone call on Granny’s ancient landline, and then Dad was here a few hours later, come across in another small boat. He’d lost about ten pounds, and his hair had turned completely grey. I ran to hug him, press my face into his shoulder. Sam was still in Scotland, but Dad said he’d joined the resistance there, that he wanted to stay and help them fight back. I hardly dared to ask about Mum. The people on the boat said she’d surrendered to the army on the beach that day, that it meant Dad, Aunt Issy and the others were able to get away, scatter to other sanctuary sites. I don’t know why Mum did it, but I know that it was my fault, like everything. ‘Aunt Issy?’

Dad shook his head. ‘She was with us for a few days, moving around different resistance places, then she disappeared. Left in the night. I don’t know where.’

‘Did someone take her?’

‘No. She knew what she was doing.’

I think all the time about the others we left behind. Nadia, Miss Chu, Rae, Maggie and Alice, the women at the farm, Tash and Iliana. Matilda, who I know was killed in the breakout. Mai, who was arrested, and God knows where she is now. Everyone who helped us. Niamh turned up on a boat a few weeks after Dad and tracked me down to tell me how she helped Aunt Issy save my life. We’ve become friends since. She’s living a few hours away with her own granny, but we message. We’re both hoping to go to medical school next year, after she retakes some exams to fit with the Irish system. I like to imagine us as doctors sometime in the future. Dr Levine, Dr Costello. That women come to us for help and we can give it, we don’t just let them die.

And Mum, and Rory? My own brother who turned us in. After months of not knowing where they were, or even if they were alive, we will find out today. If all goes to plan, we will be together again, today. It’s not over, not by a long way. But things are turning. I hope – I know – that I’ll see them all again soon.

Dad is outside by the car, and I pause for a moment, looking round at the cows in the field, the horses Granny turned out to pasture. Granny herself in the kitchen window, drinking her cup of tea. ‘Ready?’ he says. It will take an hour or two to drive to the coast, and I’m already bracing myself to see the grey slap of the sea, feel the wind on my face.

‘I’m ready. Let’s go.’


Karen

The sound of the waves still does something to me, brings my fists into balls and catches my breath in my chest. Thoughts of grey light over my head, salt in my throat and nose. But it will be easier this time. No one is trying to catch us, for a start – in fact we are being escorted out of the country, exit visas all correct. Once again, I stand at the edge of the water on a beach near Holyhead, this time in all-weather gear and with my small rucksack shouldered.

For a long time, I didn’t think I’d ever brave the sea again. I’ll never forget the feeling of watching Charlotte’s boat pull away, growing smaller and smaller and tossed about like a cork, not knowing if she was dead or alive. When I surrendered that day on the beach, I was put into another windowless van and driven for hours and hours. I was taken to a prison – not a camp, a different place. I didn’t see a single other person as they led me through blank white corridors to a cell with nothing in it but a bed. No windows, no natural light. Just me and my thoughts. It was a full day before I was even allowed to wash off the blood.

Some weeks after that, I was moved to normal prison, and I at least had a window. No one would tell me anything. Maybe they didn’t know. Was Charlotte alive? And Tom, and my sister? Where was Rory? It was the hardest thing I’ve ever been through. Harder than watching Charlotte bleed out on that beach. Harder than walking towards bullets. The not knowing. I wondered over and over why they didn’t just end my life, put me out of my misery. I know now it’s because I had become too high-profile, and people were asking questions. Sam’s footage had been posted online, the truth about the beachside ambush and what Isobel had to do to save Charlotte. Images of her bloodstained, shouting orders. Fighting death as if we were in some distant war-torn country, and yet it was GB. Children crying and women screaming. That shocked people.

So did the footage of the camp breakout, the stories of the people who made it away, the suffering. The kids in cages, taken from their migrant parents. Then the killer blow – the reveal that the PM’s wife had herself undergone an abortion. It was enough for new elections to be called. The new prime minister is still from the Hope Party, but their power has weakened, despite all they did to make the elections unfair. It’s still a man, but a less hard-line one. It’s now not illegal to have a termination in some circumstances, though doctors are still afraid, and it’s highly restricted. It will be a while before things change. But they do change. Blood is spilled and the world is different, and it moves on all the time. Anita Colson, she’s been giving a lot of speeches, and everyone says she’ll be the next PM, and then things will change even more. She came to see me three days ago and told me I was getting out. That a boat would take me to Ireland and I wasn’t to come back. I think we’ve become an embarrassment, our whole family, and we know too much, so we are being allowed to leave and take our knowledge with us. I don’t know if I’ll ever return here, to the country I’ve lived in all my life.

Before she left my cell, Anita asked me where my sister was, and I said in honesty I didn’t know. She hesitated, smoothing back a blonde hair on her immaculate head. ‘If you ever see her again, you tell her – she knows why I did it. For the greater good. But sometimes, I wish – I really wish – I had chosen to care about just one person instead.’

Then she went, and I was alone again.

*

‘Ready?’

They’re beckoning us over to the boat that will escort us to Ireland. I’m staring back at GB, the green of its hills, the yellow sand of the beach.

‘Mum, are you ready?’ Rory calls again, already sloshing into the water, carrying both our bags. He looks younger since they discharged him from the army, in his civilian clothes, hair grown out of its buzzcut. I don’t know what he had to do during his time as a soldier. There are things behind his eyes I don’t want to ask about. Likewise, I won’t tell him how it was for me in that prison for six months, weeks of never seeing another person except the hands of whoever pushed my food through the hatch. I still can’t take it in, not really. I’m afraid every moment that they’ll come back for me.

‘Sorry. Yes, I’m coming.’

The Irish Sea is grey, lit silver in patches by the restless sun. On the other side is Charlotte, and Tom, and my mother. They will meet us at the beach, I’m told. We still don’t know where my sister is, but if Anita Colson hasn’t found her, then I have to hope she’s safe somewhere. I also hope Tom and I can find our way back to each other, without the terror of getting pregnant, the pressures of being the wife who nurtures, the husband who provides. But it won’t be easy – we’ll have no money for a start. Neither of us can work as lawyers in Ireland, and the refugee subsidy is not enough to feed you. We’re fortunate Mum is there, and my aunts and uncles. And both our children will be with us. What more do we need, really? Maybe we can learn to farm, as my grandparents did.

I step towards the water, drawing in breath as it soaks through my boots. Cold and clear and pure. I don’t know what it will be like on the other side. But Rory is here, safe and mine again, and Charlotte is alive, and so I have to brave the waves one more time. We scramble into the little tender that will take us to the bigger boat. As I feel the motor kick in beneath us, its momentum carrying us fast from shore, I find I can breathe again. I reach for Rory’s hand. He freezes – like me, I’m sure he can’t soon forget all the things that were said at the beach. All the things we did to survive.

After a moment he squeezes my hand, and together we turn our backs on our country, looking towards whatever comes next.

Isobel

He laughs as the cow licks his face. ‘It tickles!’

‘You let her walk all over you, Manny. Come on, grab her rein.’

It’s an idyllic scene. A sunlit meadow, bees buzzing and birds chirping, a shining-brown, sweet-faced cow. Emmanuel and I wear home-dyed, rough-spun clothes, like members of some kind of seventies cult. We have no bracelets or phones and we live in a small rundown cottage at the far edge of the farm, with no electricity or running water. The rule about no boys over twelve has not been suspended, hence our move here. We aren’t shunned, though. We join them for meals and meetings, and Manny helps with the horses, as he grows stronger every day – he’s now taller than any woman on the farm, which has its advantages. And when I stay with Maggie some nights, he insists he’s old enough to be left alone and, as we’re miles from anywhere, I tend to allow it. I’m not legally his mother – I’ll never be allowed to adopt him – but it doesn’t seem to matter, to him or to me.

Things haven’t turned out quite how we imagined. Charlotte is alive, at least, safe with my mother in Ireland. For security, and to protect the resistance, I’ve gone to ground, but I sometimes get news via Niamh. I know Tom made it over. I’ve even made contact with Hassan in Canada, our brother-in-law. His new wife is pregnant, he says, and I cried when I heard, but from happiness mostly. Though partly from sadness, for Marie. Impossible to separate the two.

For a long time, nothing was known of Karen, but just today there came a message. She’s getting out, going to Ireland along with Rory. They’ll be together again, the four of them. Part of me wants to be there too, with my mother and my family, but another part of me wants to stay here. I miss Niamh too, but I’m glad she’s safe in Ireland as well, that she’ll have the chance to train as a doctor. She will be a good one. Better than me, because she has more courage. Oti recovered from her injuries and, along with the others, is working at one of the big refugee sites that has grown up along the Scottish coast. I hear Sam is there too, helping to feed people, record their stories. He could have gone, but he stayed to do his bit. Sometimes I think I could be of more use there on the frontier, and maybe I will go back one day. But I can help here too. In a small way. One or two people, anyway.

Things have changed at least – the PM and his evangelical cohort ousted, laws being eased every few months. No more PS or camps, at least not for British citizens. What to do with migrants is an issue they’re still working on. And Anita? She’s biding her time, I believe. Though the allegations about her and me never came out publicly, I think it weakened her behind the scenes. For now, she has disappeared from public view, leaving the election to be won by someone else, another man. But I think she will be back. People like Anita don’t simply fade away.

Sometimes I think about the offer she made me, that day at the camp. Her voice in my ear, the smell of her perfume. The woman I was back when I loved her, and the things I did to help her into power. I could have accepted her offer, tried to fix the damage I did, worked with her. Maybe spared us all that final ordeal, Charlotte cut open, Karen arrested. But instead, I chose this. A damp and falling-down cottage with bats in the roof, a skinny and troubled thirteen-year-old, milking cows and patching up injuries all day, delivering the occasional baby. And more. So much more.

‘All right?’ Maggie has come into the garden, mud on her hands from digging the vegetable patch, hay caught in her hair. She pats the cow, the little calf that she delivered when we first came to the farm, all those months ago. She is always so busy, helping everyone here as well as recording videos to put online. She stopped for a while, stricken with guilt over Charlotte’s being released too early and causing such trouble. But in the end, I think it’s what Charlotte wanted. To make a difference.

‘Yeah, Manny’s good with her.’

She has a while to go before she can be calved and start to give milk. Sometimes I think about that. We take the milk for us, for our greater good, with no thought of the cow or their baby. Maggie says I’m overthinking it but I’m welcome to turn vegan if I want. I say I’m mulling it over.

She looks around her. ‘Everything else OK? Roof seems to be holding.’

‘Everything’s fine here. What about your end?’

I move towards her, slide my arms around the curve of her hips and rest my chin on her shoulder. There are two pregnant women currently on the farm, and I’m watching them closely for the onset of labour. Their babies will be born into a world that’s still broken and flawed, but at least improving. Just as children are born all the time, there is a new chance every day. To try again, and do better this time.

Maggie smiles, wiping dirt off my face. ‘It’s all good, Issy. I just came to tell you lunch is ready.’


Author’s Note

There is very little in this book that isn’t already happening or has happened somewhere in the world in my lifetime. In Communist-era Romania women were subjected to regular fertility examinations, and a total ban on abortion and contraception led to many children, especially ones with disabilities, being horrifically neglected and abandoned. In America right now, abortion is banned in fifteen states, severely restricted in many others, and women are dying already from treatable conditions and unviable pregnancies. Where I grew up in Northern Ireland (part of the UK!), it was banned until 2020 and a woman in Ireland was allowed to die of a miscarriage in 2012. Several British women have also been prosecuted in recent years for seeking abortions. Other countries like Malta, Egypt, Poland, and El Salvador ban it entirely or severely restrict it. Fertility tracking is very possible via apps and wearable tech and there are concerns data is already being used in criminal cases in the US. As for keeping migrant children in cages, and forced family separation and adoption, we know this has happened very recently too. In Nazi Germany, women were pressured to reproduce and government-sponsored Lebensborn homes were set up to facilitate the birth of children considered racially ‘pure’.

In my research I was indebted to the Substack Abortion Every Day, by Jessica Valenti, which chronicles the relentless erosion of reproductive rights in the US. If we insist this could not happen in the UK, where it only became legal in one of our countries five years ago, we are severely deluded. I’d like to pay tribute to all those working bravely to maintain reproductive rights across the globe. Other books that helped include Abortion Wars by Judith Orr, Beyond Pro-life and Pro-choice: The Changing Politics of Abortion in Britain by Fran Amery, and The New Handbook for a Post-Roe America by Robin Marty and Amanda Palmer.

I am also hugely grateful to my agent Diana Beaumont and editor Olivia Hutchings, for seeing the potential of this book and working so hard on it with me.


[image: Raising Readers]
Dear Reader,
We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.
Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1
The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 8 did not own a single book at home.2
Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:
	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

	Support school libraries

	Give books as gifts


There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk
Thank you for reading.
[image: ]
____________________
1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html
2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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