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About the Book

It is the future, and the earth has seemingly refused to cooperate with humanity, producing only thorn-bearing plants and caustic fogs in abundance. Life is hard for those who still inhabit urban communities. For those who have chosen to live ‘off-grid’ it is subsistence at best, but at least there is some kind of independence.

A woman and her son live alone, surviving as scavengers. Even so, the boy must attend military school like all the other boys. In time he will be shipped off with the rest of them to a distant planet – the Promised Land – to fight the colonising war that is touted as humanity’s only hope.

By chance, the woman meets a young man who has avoided this fate, despite his lack of physical impairment. It appears that he comes from a place of sanctuary. Can he lead her back there – and help her to save her son?

In taut, evocative prose, Maria Takolander has conjured an eerie and compelling story of desolation and hope that resonates in the imagination.
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BOOK ONE


1

SHE WAS lying awake, buried under her quilt, listening to the wall clock tutting from the kitchen—nt nt nt nt—when her son called out. Mama! It was always just the once. Then he would wait in bed until she came to fetch him, as if the floor were booby trapped.

She clicked on the flashlight, put on her dressing-gown and woollen socks, and crossed the hallway to her son’s room. She had to give the door a shove. It made a noise like a gunshot as it unstuck from the frame.

The house wasn’t in great condition. The bricks were cracked from the baking heat of countless summers, and the plaster ceilings sagged in patches from the winter damp, but such things were to be expected. She’d chosen the house in part because of the location: close enough to the boy’s school but not too close. It was outside what remained of the old grid, but its solar battery and water-harvesting system worked. The windows were intact, and the TV antenna, perched on the chimney, still picked up both channels. There was even a blackberry bush surviving at the side of the house, sustained by a leak from the kitchen plumbing. It was all canes and thorns, but in time it might produce fruit.

The surrounding flats and houses were mostly empty. Such emptiness seemed to attract more emptiness, to be contagious in some way, and that had its advantages. It cleared the way. Sowthistle and prickly saltwort had broken through bitumen; thorny mesquite and prickly pear had taken root in the hard earth in places; and there were the usual infestations of jumping cactus with their heavy coating of spines. All could provide food. She’d found a colony of cloth-like white eggs in the cavity of a concrete letterbox and a shred of snakeskin on the broken road. They were promising signs. One afternoon a pigeon alighted on a sagging powerline. The shrill noise of its wings startled her, though it had barely landed before it took off again. She didn’t blame the bird for being afraid. If she’d had her slingshot she would have gone for it.

She shone her flashlight into the boy’s room. He was sitting up on his mattress, his newly shaved head making him look sick. The walls around him were pasty and bare, except for the colourful poster of the Promised Land on the wall above the bed. Beneath it, the boy was so quiet that it might have been someone else who’d shouted for her.

She took his dressing-gown from the foot of the bed and, when he slipped out from beneath his quilt, put the garment on him. She pushed a beanie over his bald head and slippers onto his feet. Even though he’d started at the military school, his feet didn’t touch the floor. They were so still they were like the feet of a doll.

She took the boy’s hand and walked him down the hallway by torchlight, into the kitchen, where the wall clock—a red plastic thing—was making its noise. She sat him on one of the chairs, stood the torch on the formica table and poured cereal into a bowl before topping it with condensed milk. She pushed the dish towards her son and sat facing him.

The porcelain bowl had become the boy’s favourite. She’d salvaged it from a house down the road when the old woman living there had died. As neighbours, they’d kept a respectful distance. It was obvious that the woman wanted to be alone, and she did too. Nevertheless, there was comfort in proximity, especially for women like them, living out on their own.

With proximity came a sense of obligation, but also opportunity. When she hadn’t seen the old woman for a while she broke in through a back window to find her face down on the bathroom tiles. There was a shallow pool of water in the bathroom sink and a greasy bar of soap on the floor. Death had caught the woman by surprise. The rats and cockroaches, though, were always ready. The naked corpse was bloated and the smell obscene, but she placed a towel over the woman before she closed the bathroom door and began the work of salvaging.

There had been no need to hurry. She removed the bed slats and kitchen cabinets for firewood after emptying the pantry of tins and jars, carting back one load after another in a wheelbarrow. She filled plastic bottles from the kitchen tap until the tank ran empty. Then she moved on to the neighbouring houses, where the old woman had been growing radishes and pumpkins with water collected by the condensation polymers on the roofs there. Later, before she picked her son up from school, she went into one of the public-health booths in town—the ones they called suicide boxes—and entered the woman’s address. The next day she watched from behind her drapes as the women from the crematorium arrived in their khaki uniforms, carried a drooping body bag out of the house and heaved it into the back of their truck.

She studied her son in the light of the torch. Between mouthfuls of breakfast, he used his spoon to trace the pattern of blue birds that rimmed the bowl. He’d obviously taken a liking to them. Not that he’d said anything. He had never been a talker, but he was even quieter now that he’d started school. She had no real sense of how he was managing, or even what happened there each day when she left him at the gate. All she knew—all she needed to know—was that in no more than eight years, when he turned sixteen, her son would be considered a man. Then he’d be lost to her.

Last night the boy had walked in his sleep. She’d woken to the noise of her door opening and had fumbled for the flashlight with her heart racing. She found her son, standing at her doorway, his hand clinging to the blade of the door handle and the skin of his head bare as the plaster walls. The boy was looking at her, but his dark eyes were vacant. She was just about to ask what it was he wanted, if he was okay, when he sank away into the darkness of the hallway. She hadn’t wanted to go after him—the child standing at the door had been like a counterfeit version of himself—but when she forced herself to check on him she was reassured to find him in his bed, asleep. It was as if she’d imagined the whole episode, though she wasn’t given to flights of fancy. She pulled on the bedroom door until she felt it stick in the frame. Afterwards she checked that the front and back doors were securely locked, and that there was no one else in the house. She tucked a knife beneath her pillow, but even then she couldn’t get back to sleep.

Her son had only been at the school for a couple of months, but they’d already done something to him. He was turning into a stranger. They probably alienated all the boys like that to make it easier—for everyone—when it came time for them to be sent away. Perhaps, after eight years had passed, the child would be so changed that she’d be wishing him gone. It wasn’t impossible; he’d already changed so much since he was born, transforming from a helpless infant into the boy feeding himself at the table now.

What got into you last night? she asked her son.

After a while the boy lifted his face and opened his mouth, which was full of milky oats. She frowned, and the child closed his lips, returning his attention to the bowl. She didn’t like being irritated with him, but feelings like that came and went, especially when she was tired, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

When her son finished eating, she took the breakfast bowl, gave him the smaller torch she kept in the kitchen drawer and told him to get dressed in his school uniform. You can watch cartoons when you’re ready, she said. Running the TV would risk draining the battery at this time of the year, when the sun could be hidden by fog for weeks on end. Still, it was always easier to deal with her tiredness on her own.

The boy slid off his chair and set off down the hall. She refilled the bowl and ate, before briefly running the tap to rinse the dish. The water coughed out sporadically, the pipes knocking inside the walls. Working quickly, she struck the bowl against the spout and a shard of decorated porcelain chipped off. A blue bird fled down the drain.

Her son reappeared in his white boilersuit and black boots. He’d already put on the black balaclava. His eyes peered through the stretched holes in the wool. His mouth, which she could see through another hole in the balaclava, was pink and small. The flashlight was dangling from his gloved hand, illuminating a circle on the lino. As always, the uniform had instantly transformed her son into someone else. It was like a trick, the way the costume worked. She didn’t like it one bit.

She tucked the broken bowl into the sink and went to the boy, pulling the black mask straight up, like a woollen sock, and off his head. The child looked up at her with his dark eyes, as bald and quiet as after he was born. He’d been streaked with blood then, as if he’d just been skinned, but the midwife in her khaki outfit had assured her the infant was alive and well. Her mother, who was standing on the other side of the bed, was dressed, as usual, in tight clothes and glittering heels as if she was on her way to a bar. Bingo, Marianna! You’ve done it! You’ve hit the jackpot! She’d immediately known what her mother’s happiness meant. A boy. There’d be a pension coming, some kind of reward or compensation—she didn’t know which one it was supposed to be—because in time the child would be taken away from her. A boy wasn’t for their world.

She led her son down the hallway into the living room and settled him on the sofa, arranging blankets over his shoulders. As she moved away she knocked one of the boy’s picture books off the resin table. The broken spine spilled pages onto the rug. She crouched to gather up the mess. She’d never been one for reading—the boy’s collection of books came from her mother—but she knew this one well. Her son had read it to her multiple times, though she suspected he mostly looked at the pictures and made up the text. The book’s hard cover showed three children in nightgowns floating in a night sky. A young man with a dagger tucked into his belt was showing them how to fly. He’d lured them out of their beds with promises of a fantasy land where their dreams would come true.

Her son’s favourite character was the baby, who was clutching a teddy as he sailed through the sky, but the character that always drew her attention was on the pages inside. He had a similar name to her mother’s boyfriend, the one who’d shown her how to survive, the one who’d hung around the longest, even if he hadn’t made it himself in the end. They didn’t look particularly alike. Her mother’s old boyfriend was slight of build and sandy-haired. Both men, though, had only one hand. The man in the book wore a ridiculous hook, but her mother’s boyfriend never hid his damaged arm. It tapered to a point, still an angry pink in colour even though it had been like that most of his life. It was why he’d never been sent away. It was how he ended up with them.

I’m the Captain, he’d said, introducing himself to her in the living room of her mother’s house, waving his wrist at her like a sword. But you can call me Papa, he added, even though he didn’t look old enough, even though he didn’t look much older than her. That’s probably why he smirked at her then. Ss ss ss. That was the noise he made when he laughed.

She couldn’t remember ever calling him anything. He was the one who liked to talk. She’d resented him at first—because of the way her mother fawned over him, and the way they’d disappear into her mother’s bedroom in the middle of the day, though that was hardly anything new—but then the Captain started including her too. He started taking her on missions outside the grid, teaching her things: how to harvest prickly-pear pads; how to grind mesquite pods to make flour; how to set snares wearing gloves to mask her smell; how to pluck feathers from a mynah or a grackle, pulling down towards the tail. This is how we’re meant to live, he’d say. Can you feel it? Yeah, course you can. You’re not like the rest of them. You’re just like me. She supposed she liked the plants and animals well enough, but she wasn’t in the habit of feeling much of anything.

She returned the book to the table and switched on the TV. Colour and noise assaulted the room. The TV was permanently on the boy’s channel, which in the mornings replayed cartoons from the olden days. She didn’t know when they’d stopped making new programs, but she’d seen the same cartoons when she was a child, so it must have been long ago. The channel would play westerns and war films in the afternoon. The Captain wasn’t a fan of TV—if you’re aiming to survive in this world, you gotta stay tuned to what’s real—though he made an exception for those movies, which he said weren’t really make-believe. As long as there’ve been men there’ve been wars. Living’s about killing: plants, animals, men. Like it or not, that’s how it is.

It was obvious from the smile her mother pasted on that she didn’t always care for what the Captain had to say. She had a small TV in the kitchen, which she kept on the women’s channel, even if she was mostly scrolling on her phone, looking at whatever secret things women like her mother looked at on there. She knew what would be on her mother’s TV this early in the day: those manicured women selling skin creams and cosmetics, handbags and exercise equipment—products that had never been available in her lifetime. It was a while since she’d taken the boy to visit. Her mother wouldn’t be happy about it, but she didn’t have to listen to her mother complain. Living out here, she didn’t have to listen to anyone.

She left her son fixated on the noisy cartoon and walked with her flashlight through the dark house to her bedroom, where she pulled open the heavy drapes. The day was labouring to arrive. Only the fog was visible. It obscured everything outside; its thickness was all she could see. Close to the window, she could feel how cold it was. The solar battery wouldn’t recharge today, though the condensation polymers on the roof would send their trickle of water into the tank. It was frustrating that there could only be one thing or the other—sun or fog, power or water—but there was no point wishing for things to be different. Wishes never changed anything.

She pulled on a pair of jeans and a woollen jumper. Then she slid on her camouflage parka, tucking gloves and a beanie into her pockets. She went into her son’s room and threw open the drapes there. The boy’s pyjamas had been left on the floor. They lay in contorted positions as if a leg had been broken and an arm cut off. She collected the clothes and straightened the bed covers. They were housekeeping habits of her mother’s that she’d been imitating since they’d settled down, for what reason she couldn’t be sure. She left the boy’s slippers where they were.

She shone the torch at the picture of the Promised Land on the wall above the bed. Her son had brought home the poster after his first day at the military school. She’d found him standing on his pillow, still in his uniform, quietly taping up the poster, which is what he’d probably been instructed to do. Until then the room had been a blank canvas. She saw now that it had been a mistake. She should have given the boy something to look at. Her mother had decorated the boy’s room when they’d lived with her in those early years, and she’d seen how they did it in other people’s homes. She could have taken any one of those pictures when she was out foraging; it wouldn’t have been difficult. She thought of children she’d seen clutching soft toys or plastic dolls, wandering the streets dressed in capes or tinsel crowns, hypnotised by phone screens as they were pushed around in prams. She thought of the boy and his picture books. She’d always been focused on the things they needed, but perhaps there needed to be something else.

She shone her flashlight at the poster. A man in a white boilersuit was holding the hands of two young boys, leading them into a lush world of forests and waterfalls. On the old advertisements that still played on TV, the military scientists explained how the new planet was located, like Earth, at a perfect distance from its sun. It was in the Goldilocks Zone: not too hot, not too cold, like the porridge described in another of her son’s books. There was no video, no photographs—the advertisements were cartoons—but the planet was said to be a mirror image of theirs. It was what mankind had always hoped for. And it’s what was now being secured for the future of the human race. The advertisements revealed little else, though she knew there was more to tell.

The Captain had once shown her bootleg footage of a launch. It was on a disc he kept in a lockable briefcase he called his box of curiosities. There were all sorts of things inside: a pitch-black shard of rock that he said had come from the centre of the Earth; a collection of bullet casings; a brittle star he claimed had once been a living thing. There was also the shell of a cicada. The Captain had explained how the insect huddled in the ground for years, not knowing anything about the world, before it crawled out and discarded its armour, only to be picked off by whatever predator was around.

Want to know what we’re missing out on, Little Buddy? the Captain had asked her one day. That was what he called her most of the time, though there were other names too: my right-hand man, my partner in crime. Her mother hadn’t liked his nicknames—I gave her a name when I gave birth to her—but she’d followed the Captain into the living room. On the TV screen she’d seen footage of the trembling interior of the rocket as it took off. In one room, the walls were lined with chunky weapons. In another, rows and rows of young men were asleep in transparent cocoons, in preparation for their violent rebirth. This Promised Land they’re always on about, the Captain said, looks to me like someone else already calls it home. No one’s giving up what’s theirs without a fight. Our boys will be dropping like flies out there. For some reason he’d found that funny. Ss ss ss.

She mounted the bed in the boy’s room and started picking at the sticky-tape attaching the poster to the wall. She struggled to get a purchase with her worn nails and, in a sudden rush of frustration, threw the torch onto the bed covers and tore the poster down. She crushed the glossy paper in her hands as she stepped off the bed, made her way to the back door and entered the cold outside. A crowd of steel bins were keeping to themselves in the heavy fog. She lifted the lid of the closest bin and threw the balled poster in among the rubbish. She returned inside, locking the door behind her. She squeezed her fingers in her fist, breathing on them. The lid of the bin was so cold that her fingers felt burnt.

At the front door, she laced her boots and grabbed the khaki rucksack she took when she went salvaging. She would find another picture for the child while he was at school. She’d find something else for him to look at. Something else for him to dream about.

In the living room her son was still mesmerised by the screen, which was pulsing with apocalyptic noise. A machine in the rough shape of a man had just risen from rubble-strewn earth, bearing an enormous weapon.
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THE SUN hadn’t been able to make itself visible; it probably wouldn’t at this time of year. Nevertheless, the fog had grown paler, and there was more than enough light to see by. She and the boy left their neighbourhood, walking past one drab, empty apartment block after another. Powerlines connected the buildings, lethargically criss-crossing the road. Many of the steel power poles were leaning, but it wouldn’t make any difference when they fell. Dead cars took up space in driveways and along the kerbs. Some were being consumed by cat’s claw, which would burn off come summer. Plastic bags were caught in the thorny branches of prickly pear. Thickets of jumping cactus were everywhere. Their covering of pale needles made them look furry, especially in the mist, but she’d taught the boy not to touch them. They clung to people in order to spread. When she was harvesting their flower buds or fruit she wore welding gloves, just as the Captain had showed her.

She kept her eyes on the ground so that she wouldn’t lose her footing. The footpath would be slippery when the fog hung this low, and there were patches where the concrete had risen up or split. She saw, suddenly and vividly, her son’s head cracking against the paving. Images like that invaded her thoughts from time to time. She didn’t know where they came from. Her mother believed in premonitions, the patterns of stars, the visions fortune tellers found in the palms of people’s hands, but none of those stories had ever been convincing to her. She knew how to make the unwanted images go away. She listened to the sound of her breathing, the boy’s breathing, the silky movement of their parkas, their boots on the surface of the ground.

They’d done a lot of walking before the boy had started school. She’d got it in mind to follow the big road due south as far as it would take them. The highway was longer than she’d expected. The unbearable heat of summer had waned, but the skies were clear and the sun was in the sky, which meant that it was still hot and hard going. It took days to reach the city’s edge, squatting along the way in places she’d never been, but that weren’t any different from the places she knew. Finally, where the traffic lights petered out and the lanes of the road began to multiply, arching over or beneath concrete bridges, they discovered a different form of civilisation. The buildings became oversized. They walked past kilometres of massive warehouses and factories or, rather, the concrete backs of them, which had been built hard up against the highway. Inside the echoing shell of one they found a stray collection of shopping carts and chose a sturdy one. From then on, whenever the boy got tired, she let him sit with their packs and pushed him along. The boy would make a noise in his throat when the bitumen got rough. Urrrgggh. She didn’t mind the sound. It made time pass more quickly.

Further out, the highway fed into the multistorey hotels and vast carparks of an airport. They took one of the exits into the airport and searched the kitchen of a cafeteria. In one of the departure lounges, the boy found a chocolate bar in the trough of a vending machine. After that, they returned to the road, which became narrow and straight. They entered a landscape of baked earth, separated from the highway by an endless wire fence tangled with scraps of plastic and polystyrene and bottles and cans. They stopped at a collection of silos, their towering walls streaked with rust, and also at a cattle race that resembled a maze, at least until it ended in a sudden drop. Now and then they came across abandoned farmhouses, which gave them shelter and sometimes a little water spat up by a corroded tap. She took them as far as they could go—past monumental pylons branching with powerlines, past a massive stretch of dust-caked solar panels—until there were only the empty plains, where the ground was so pale and hard it might have been concrete, where even jumping cactus hadn’t been able to migrate. The highway emptied itself into the horizon. The skies were a cloudless blue. She couldn’t see a single living creature, not even a tumbleweed. The only sound was that of the breeze sifting sand along the bitumen. She hadn’t known what to expect, only what she was looking for: a way out for her son; a way out for both of them.

Mama? the boy said, returning her to the present. He was looking at her through the eyeholes of his balaclava. Foxy Loxy came to visit last night. Mist came out with his words through the mouth hole in his mask.

She had no idea what he was talking about. She blamed his picture books for the things he said, though she’d given up trying to change him. Who was she to say how the boy should talk? She was hardly an expert. The Captain used to tease her about her conversation skills, but she knew that he didn’t really mind that she was quiet. He liked to have an audience. She raised her eyebrows to encourage the child, who hadn’t said much of anything for weeks.

He opened his pointy little snout, just like this, the boy said, opening his mouth like he had at breakfast, only this time it was pink and clean.

She remembered how the gesture had irritated her that morning and how she had shut him up. She decided to ask another question. And what did he have to say for himself?

The boy’s dark eyes were fixed on hers. Eeee yip yip yap, he said through the mouth hole in his black mask.

She suspected that a lot of what the boy claimed was made up, but it might be the case that, on this occasion, he was telling the truth. When she’d fetched him for their evening meal he was in the backyard, dangling from the clothes hoist, trying to spin it around. The squealing of the rusty mechanism was what drew her outside. In the fog she’d immediately noticed a new smell, a musky scent she’d been taught by the Captain was a fox sign. It was on the basis of the stink alone that he’d shown her how to set a coil-spring trap.

First, you have to lure the critters out from where they’re hiding, he’d said, rubbing the steel trap with a fatty piece of meat left over from a stew. Then—he clapped his hands, emulating the trap’s action—whambam, thank you, ma’am! It took three nights of waiting, but by the third dawn they had their catch. It seemed as if the animal had been conjured from thin air. She hadn’t known what to expect. The fox’s lips were curled back from its teeth in a look of disgust, but its flamecoloured fur had been so magnificent that she could scarcely believe the creature was real. At the same time, she recognised the fox in a way she’d never recognised a cartoon animal on TV. Her kinship with that dead creature was undeniable.

Shame she won’t taste anywhere near as good as she looks, the Captain had said, freeing the animal from the trap. A lesson in gutting and skinning came next. Aw, now don’t get upset on me, he teased, even though she wouldn’t have said that she was upset. This is how life goes, Little Buddy. It’s been like this since the beginning of time. Dog eat dog. He shoved a pointy elbow into her arm. Me eat you. Ss ss ss. She never understood the things he laughed at.

She and the boy continued in silence until they entered the perimeter of the town centre. The houses immediately looked different. Front yards were fenced off from one another, with succulents arranged in the squares of hard earth. The cars had all been towed away, and household rubbish was taken to dumps outside the city where no one had to look at it. Power poles stood upright; homes had reliable electricity. Lights shone and TVs sounded from behind the curtained windows. But even beyond the material signs of habitation the place had a different feel. Even though she couldn’t see anyone, she could feel their presence. It was as if her body homed to other bodies, without her even wanting to be near them. These people were nothing to her; and still.

This is where she and the boy should have been living, her mother said. You could be living easy, you stupid girl. You won’t always have him. Make the most of it while you can. The child, though, had never said anything—in all their years of wandering, of sleeping rough, of moving from one deserted house to another. Even now, walking into town every weekday to take him to school, she never heard him utter a word of complaint. Perhaps he knew that she was protecting him. Surely he’d realised by now that he wasn’t the same as the other boys.

Her mother often said the child took after her—you’ve always been strange like that—but it wasn’t true. She may have been different from her mother and from the other girls in their neighbourhood, but she and the Captain had understood each other. They’d spent days, sometimes a week or more, outside the grid. And there were other women like her; she’d seen plenty of them over the years, both when she was with the Captain and afterwards. When it came to the boy, though? She didn’t know anyone else like him. If she thought about him in connection to anything, it was to a baby animal, born blind and without any fur. They had to be kept close and protected from the world.

Soon she and her son were part of a growing stream of mothers and sons. She’d come to understand that school days were as much about the women as their children. This was their time to shine. After their sons were sent off, their benefits would be cut off and they’d stop feeling so special. They’d go back to realising that they were no one. Unlike the boys in their white uniforms and black balaclavas, the mothers wore coats and dresses in synthetic colours. They carried handbags that matched their pumps, and their phones—on show in bright or sparkly cases—were always in their hands. Their skin was coated in makeup and their hair carefully styled. Her mother made herself up like that every day and had always tried, when she was young, to get her to do it too. Perhaps that’s why she thought of these women as girls playing dress-ups. But what would she know? She’d never had much to do with them; she’d never had much to do with anyone. The Captain had kept her to himself. We gotta stick together. No future being planned for the likes of us. Or them, but they’re too stupid to realise.

The fog thinned out as she and her son approached the school. She didn’t know how fog worked—the Captain had never said anything about it—but she had noticed that it was weakened by crowds. It was the women and boys who were thick around them now. They held hands if the boys were young enough. The older boys, many much taller than her, walked alone with their mothers trailing behind. She’d been disturbed at first by those young men in their uniforms, suddenly so close and in such numbers. She’d almost turned back with her son in tow. But she’d come to see that, with their mothers around, they weren’t a threat. They didn’t even notice her.

The boy’s gloved hand in hers was small and soft. She watched the ground, listening to the contact of the boys’ black boots and the women’s hard heels on the footpath. She avoided eye contact. She didn’t belong here; neither did her son. She was here only because she had to be, because if she wasn’t—her mother had told her stories—the authorities would track her down. They would take away her child before it was time and give him to someone else to bring up.

Not that she knew who they were. The Captain had his theories. He’d shown her photographs of war cabinets, which he’d torn from old books and magazines. They were boardrooms crowded with men, sometimes dressed in suits or uniforms, sometimes in flowing robes, sitting around tables that looked too big for them. Those men, he said, were the secret cabals running things, planning to preserve themselves at the expense of everyone else. Those boys struttin’ around in their uniforms, they aren’t as important as they think. They’re just prawns…pawns, whatever. Chickens sticking their necks on the block, with no idea who’s holding the axe.

She didn’t understand who exactly was in charge or how it all worked. All she knew was that she wasn’t in control. From their perspective, she supposed, that was all she needed to know.

When they arrived at the brick edifice of the school, her son slipped his hand from hers, dissolving into the flow of boys in white boilersuits funnelling through the school gates and up the wide front steps towards the doors. He turned at the landing and looked back at her, as he always did, through the round eyeholes of his black balaclava. She liked to think of him as singular, but the truth was, in that moment, he could have been any one of them.

She fought an urge to shove her way through the throng, throwing the imposters aside one by one until she had reached her son. No good would come from making a fuss. The child turned away from her and was swept into the building. Just like that, he was gone.
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SHE ADJUSTED her rucksack over her parka, stuffed her gloved hands into her pockets and started making her way through the women who were forming into their regular groups on the road outside the school. Some mothers had brought their teenage daughters along. There would be even more of them at the end of the day, when the boys and their instructors would have more time to notice. As always, the crowd made it difficult for her to head off.

There was a squeal behind her, and a group of teenagers jostled past her towards a girl in a yellow dress and coat who was escorting an old man to the school gate. She hadn’t seen all the schoolmasters—she was usually keen to get away, whether it was at the start or end of the day—but this man was the oldest she’d seen yet. The teachers wore the same white boilersuits as the boys, only with black berets rather than balaclavas. That was how she could see the schoolmaster’s face. The old man looked like he could be blown over by a gust of wind, but his face resembled carved rock. At the school gate the young woman released the man’s arm and watched him hobble with his cane towards the other men and boys. Then she turned to meet her friends, who pressed eagerly and noisily towards her. Belle, Belle, we read your post! Boy or girl? The girl put a hand on her stomach and smiled, seemingly satisfied with whatever was in there. Her friends squealed again and took turns kissing the air near her cheeks.

She bumped into a girl who was taking a photograph of herself with a phone, knocking a purse from her hands. A gold lipstick and an orange pharmacy bottle rolled onto the gravelly bitumen. She mumbled an apology, as the girl crouched on the ground to retrieve her things, but her words didn’t hold any interest. Perhaps she hadn’t spoken loudly enough. There was a lot of noise now from the colourfully dressed women and girls. The odour of their perfume was so strong she was surprised it wasn’t visible, though most of the women and girls were stepping out of her way as if she was the one who smelled. She probably did. It had been almost a week since she’d bathed. Perhaps the boy was also being shunned. She would have to do something about it when they got home.

She made ground quickly once she escaped the crowd. She headed east, passing the nail salon where her mother worked, the bar at which her mother and the Captain had met, and the butcher who, according to the chalkboard out front, still sold fresh meat—always goat—on the last Friday of every month, when the queue would stretch all the way down the street. This early in the morning, the stores were still closed. She passed a stranger in a vacant doorway, a young man with a horizontal scar where his right eye used to be, selling assorted wares from a blanket spread in front of him: costume jewellery and phone cases that he’d salvaged; plastic bags of dried apricots and jerky that he’d probably stolen from one of the supermarket trucks. She knew what else he was selling. I’m as much for having a good time as the next man, the Captain used to say, but only losers buy that shit. Have you seen them sleeping on the streets? How do you call that having fun? The man nodded at her as she passed, and she made sure to turn away.

She knew she was close to the eastern edge of the grid when she got to the vacant corner block with the space junk that marked the turnoff to her mother’s house. Her mother said that the charred cylinders of fuel tanks and twisted titanium panels were precious—they’re our history—although they were clearly just more rubbish, even if they had fallen from the sky. Her mother called the block a park, pretending in her way that the square of barren ground was somehow better than it was.

For a moment she thought she saw a body spreadeagled near one of the corroded fuel tanks, but it was an old-style military coat. Obviously men still gathered at the block now and then, sharing their liquor and cigarettes around a fire, just as they did when she used to live down this way. It had never made much sense. Why put themselves on show? They could have holed up in a house somewhere. They would have been safer there—safer from the older schoolboys who roamed the city in gangs, practising what they’d learnt, what they would have to do. Sometimes, after a few drinks, the Captain would join the men himself, raising the stump of his arm to his brothers-in-arms before wandering off. Her mother, drunk herself, would chase after him. Even she knew that, come dawn, the corner block might be littered with bodies, along with bottles and cigarette butts.

She passed the block without turning down the street towards her mother’s house. She wouldn’t be missed; it was the boy her mother wanted to see. In any case, her mother would have company. There was always someone, though they rarely stayed. Her mother didn’t seem to mind. She’d just move on to the next one. They all seemed much the same—or maybe it was that her mother was the same with them. Only the Captain had been different. He was the only one who’d made an impression.

The men were one of the reasons she’d moved out with her son. Her mother hadn’t been happy about her leaving. She’d liked to push the pram around the streets, pretending the boy was hers. How could you be so ungrateful? her mother yelled from the door as she left. What would you have done without me? Where would the boy be now? It was true that her mother had taught her how to care for the child, but she’d learnt enough. She’d stopped needing her.

She crossed out of the grid again, walking past derelict houses, most of which had been stripped bare long ago. Rubbish, though, was everywhere: plastic wrappers, crushed cans, broken bricks, car tyres, filthy mattresses, rusty kettles and saucepans. Prickly saltwort, which would die and tumble around come summer, had taken hold here and there. Jumping cactuses, with their bristling spines, had spread themselves everywhere. She turned off the main road, combing backstreets she hadn’t explored before. She knew what she was looking for: signs of another outlier, like her; signs that something had gone wrong, like it had with the woman across the road from her home. Drapes might be drawn against the morning, suggesting the day no longer held any interest. Mostly, though, it was a particular kind of silence that gave a place away. A silence that was somehow new, still foreign. It was a feeling more than anything.

The fog closed in around her again now that she was outside the grid. The skin of her face felt wet and raw, like it had been scrubbed. Her scalp was prickling beneath her beanie as the damp and cold seeped through the wool. Still, it was nothing compared to summer, when the sun stilled the world with its iron fist or hot winds blew for weeks on end, whipping up so much dust it was almost impossible to go outside.

She stopped. A boom gate had lowered itself over the footpath, blocking her passage. The signal was flashing mutely in the fog. The alarm that should have accompanied the lights no longer worked, but she could hear the clatter of a train growing louder, approaching. She touched the gate with her glove. She peered to her right, down the railway corridor, fenced by the concrete backs of garages or sheets of corrugated iron, most dirty with graffiti. The fog obstructed the length of her view. Just before the mist thickened into obscurity, she made out a jumble of bloody flesh and clothes spread on the rocks. People did what they had to do.

She would stop in at the suicide box on the way back. It didn’t sit right with her: to leave someone exposed like that, in what seemed to be their most intimate state, even after they’d given up. There was only one person she’d left to rot, but she’d hardly had any choice in that. The Captain would be an arrangement of bones by now, inside the derelict house that had become his mausoleum. She wouldn’t be able to find her way back to that place if she tried. There wasn’t any point in thinking about it.

Her throat felt tight, like it was closing. It still happened sometimes, even after all these years. There didn’t seem to be anything she could do about it: this sudden feeling of panic. Just then, the silver locomotive shrieked out of the fog. A nauseating gust of warm air blew against her, and the train was in front of her, hammering noise. Steel carriage after carriage rushed across her view, the windows revealing crowds of young men in white boilersuits, their bald heads shaking as if they had a nervous disease. Then the train and its cargo were sucked away, vanishing into the fog on the other side.

She looked down the corridor of ramshackle fencing, where the train had disappeared. Eat pussy. She read the graffiti in the vaporous silence. The letters were faded, but they had been sprayed in red on a concrete wall and stood out amidst the other monotonous scribble. Somewhere down the line, the train would pass into another country, though the Captain had told her that borders didn’t mean anything anymore. He didn’t know where the trains came from or where they ended up, but she knew by now that if there was one train there were bound to be more. Rockets were being launched. It happened every year or so, though there didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the timing. Even the Captain hadn’t been able to work it out.

The lights stopped pulsing, and the boom gates soundlessly lifted. She stuffed her hands back into the pockets of her parka and set off into the mist. She hadn’t gone more than a block when movement caught her attention. Two women were attaching a fog polymer to a house roof. They stood and watched her in silence as she passed, as hostile as the prickly pears in their front yard. From time to time she’d come across women like this, living in pairs or even in larger groups. It used to be that women like this kept their distance from her because of the Captain, despite—or perhaps because of—his boisterous greetings. Then it was because of her son; no one wanted trouble. Today she was alone, but these women still weren’t interested in her. Well, she knew what it was like to not want or need anyone. She’d been the Captain’s partner in crime, as he said himself. It had been hard after he was gone, but then her son had come along. What would it be like for her when the boy was no longer around? Would she end up living and dying alone, like the woman whose naked body she’d found on the bathroom floor, who’d been bagged up by strangers and driven off to the crematorium?

She left the neighbourhood, tracking back to the main road and heading east until the squat shapes of houses and flats gave way to taller buildings, their glassy heights amputated by fog. The road broadened into lanes separated by concrete islands, and there were traffic lights on poles or hanging from powerlines. She knew the area. She passed an old hospital and the vacant hulk of its ambulance bay. EMERGENCY, a familiar sign announced. The glass sliding doors beneath it had long ago been smashed.

Next door was a stone church, as large as the hospital, but hollow inside. She’d been in there a few times. In the vestibule was a statue of a mother holding a baby, the softness of their old-fashioned robes miraculously rendered in stone. Inside the main room was an enormous carving of a man pinned to a cross against the back wall. The rows of seats arranged below him suggested that the audience was meant to look at him. She didn’t know much about religion, but there was a church in town where a handful of women and men gathered on Sundays. A man with humped shoulders would greet them at the front door and farewell them there when they left. According to the Captain, religion was just propaganda for the Promised Land. Their kind have always thought they were too good for this place. They’ve always fantasised about going somewhere else, leaving the whores and lepers behind with their sins. She hadn’t always known what the Captain was talking about, but she’d studied the injured man on the wall, as well as the mother and child in the vestibule, and she’d come to suspect that their future—hers and her son’s—had been planned long ago.

On the street corner was an old fuel station that still stank of petrochemicals—the smell like an invisible stain that wouldn’t come out. The expanse of flat roofing was sheltering a collection of unwanted things, among which she could make out a jumbled pile of toys: mostly teddy bears and plastic dolls. She was about to take a closer look at the junk when she saw something more interesting. A parked crematorium truck.
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SHE STOPPED, stunned by her luck. The truck was on the opposite side of the road, outside an apartment building. Caring for you, always, read the slogan on the side of the vehicle, below the cartoon image of a smiling red-lipped woman wearing a headset. The same slogan and image featured on the suicide booths in town. The truck’s engine was silent and the cabin unoccupied, yet the truck was distinct from the abandoned vehicles that littered the kerbs in the way that a living being is distinct from a dead one.

She gripped the straps of her empty rucksack and bolted across the road, vaulting a traffic island and running past the front of the truck. She registered the radiant warmth coming from the engine, but she didn’t stop until her hands hit the glass door of the apartment building. The door surprised her with its resistance, before the foyer enveloped her in its silent chill.

She found herself standing in front of the steel doors of a defunct lift. The reflective doors provided a mirror of sorts. From beneath her beanie, her brown hair hung wet and tangled around her shoulders. Her camouflage parka was crossed by the straps of her pack. According to her mother, she’d never been much to look at. Ouch! Hiss! the Captain would say, whenever her mother criticised her appearance. Now, now, Mother, she’s my right-hand man. Just you leave her be.

There was a stairwell next to the lift. She pressed open the heavy door and carefully let it close behind her. It was icy inside the stairwell. Light filtered down from a small window on a landing above, and concrete steps led down into a pitch-black basement carpark. The dark was the most obvious hiding place. She picked her way down the stairs, steadying herself with one gloved hand on the banister, then turned to face the light above, waiting for the women from the crematorium to make their way down.

She heard a door closing above, followed by echoing footsteps. She counted two flights of stairs before the women opened the door just above her and started to battle through it with the body bag. Hey, you stupid cow, one of the women said. What do you think you’re doing? Straighten the fucken thing out first. They struggled until the heavy door slammed shut behind them.

Soon after she heard the muffled noise of the truck’s engine on the street. She waited for silence. She moved quickly, taking the stairs two at a time and pushing through the stairwell door into the first floor of the apartment building. She found herself in a carpeted hallway. She kicked open the unlatched door to the closest flat, then realised that the door at the end of the corridor was wide open.

The faint odour as she entered the flat told her instantly that this was the right place. But the way the interior stole her breath had nothing to do with the smell of death. The living room was crowded with toys. There were human figurines—made of porcelain or plastic—on tables and shelves. Teddy bears and plastic dolls were everywhere. There was barely any space to sit, even on the large orange sofa dominating the back wall.

It was on that wall, just above the sofa, that she saw what she needed: a painting. A brown horse was standing in a grassy field, the sun setting in a blaze of colour at the horizon behind. The wind that was gently bending the grass was also tousling the horse’s mane. Its eyes were moist with emotion.

Her son was sure to love it. Before he’d started school, she’d taken him to the carnival staged every year for the boys who were graduating. He had surprised her by asking to go. The event was a big deal—old advertisements were replayed on TV, girls crowded beauty parlours and boutiques beforehand, and there was a display of fireworks—but she’d hardly expected the boy to be interested. She wasn’t exactly happy to be there herself, amidst all the strangers and the noise, but she’d watched as the boy dropped balls into the mouth of a fibreglass clown head and attempted to fish out a plastic duck bobbing in a pool. She’d queued with him for a ride on the ferris wheel, though when their turn came around he’d refused to board. She’d finally convinced the child to leave—it was clear he wasn’t enjoying himself any more than she was—when they came across the donkey. It was almost evening, the sky was turning a dark shade of pink, and the crowds were heading over to the arena for the fireworks. The donkey was standing at the furthest reaches of its pen, next to an empty trough. During the day it had worn a path in the earth of its stall as it was led around and around, carrying one child after another on its sunken back. Now it was alone. When the boy ran to the wire fence, she finally understood why he’d asked to come.

I know who you really are, he whispered towards the animal standing in the shadows. But you can trust me. I won’t tell anyone.

She vaguely remembered a fairytale about a donkey that was actually a prince in disguise. Was there one that had wings? The boy’s fantasies about animals had always tried her patience. Thanks to the stories he read, she couldn’t set a trap when the child was around. Sometimes she even had to lie to him about what he was eating, which was easy enough when the food came out of a can. She’d tried repeating to her son what the Captain used to say when he was teaching her how to dress a carcass—hungry is as hungry does—but the boy would only look at her through his tears as if she wasn’t making sense.

She was just about to drag the child away from the fence when the donkey made a reluctant noise—nn hnnn—and started to approach, its head and neck labouring with each step as if moving required great effort. There were patches of fur missing from its back and thick crusts in the corners of its eyes. The boy, falling onto his knees, reached a hand into the pen, and the donkey’s lips searched out her son’s palm. The child had nothing to offer, but the donkey’s huge eyes looked at the boy with such deep pity it seemed to her that it understood everything.

The eyes of the horse in the painting were the same.

There was no way the painting would fit in her pack. She would have to carry it, but that didn’t matter. Her mother spoke about salvagers as if they were criminals, but she’d never seen anyone policing anything—even inside the grid, much less this far outside it. In any case, no one would see her if she went home the long way, avoiding town altogether. There would still be time to hang up the picture in the boy’s room before she collected him from school.

She made her way around a glass coffee table cluttered with porcelain figurines and mounted the orange sofa, which was crowded with limp ragdolls, some almost as large as real infants. She was reaching up to remove the painting from the wall when she turned, sensing someone behind her.

There was a man standing in the doorway. He wasn’t wearing a mask. His hair was curly, like the boy’s used to be before it was shaved off, like hers still was. He had both hands and two feet, at least judging by what she could see. He was dressed, like her, in regular clothes, though his pants and jacket were neat. His eyes clearly worked: he was watching her just as she was watching him. She could have been looking into a mirror.

She took in the panic on his face and knew. He wasn’t supposed to be there.
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HE FLED. Shock delayed her for a moment, before she stepped off the sofa and took after him. The glass coffee table caught her shin, its porcelain figurines toppling noisily as she fell to the rug. She clutched at her leg, staggering into the hallway just in time to see the stairwell door closing behind the stranger.

She ran down the carpeted corridor and slammed her weight into the door, only to hear the heavy door on the ground floor bang shut. She took the concrete stairs two at a time despite the pain in her shin, holding on to the banister. The pain in her leg felt both sharp and deep, and she could feel the wetness of blood against her jeans, but she wasn’t about to stop.

She charged through the stairwell door into the cold foyer. The silence there made her panic. Then she saw the man sprinting through the fog outside, across the road to the service station. He was wearing boots, and he wasn’t carrying anything. He was light and fast, but she could catch him. She would catch him if it was the last thing she did.

She had to stand before him face to face: to find out how it was that he existed. How was he still here? Her son had been documented at birth. The midwife at the clinic had made her notes while he was lying on her chest with the umbilicus uncut. That was how it went with every male child who was born intact. How had this man escaped his fate? How was it that he hadn’t been sent off?

She burst through the glass doors of the lobby into the mist outside and took off after him, running down the road towards the church and hospital, pushing her body to go faster, pumping her arms and legs, so that soon it was difficult to take in breath. Her throat and chest were burning from the fog. Still, she didn’t look to be gaining any ground.

The man turned off the main road, and she chased him past several blocks of flats. He didn’t once turn to look at her, but he would have been able to hear her behind him. Her boots were loud on the pavement, the empty rucksack shifted noisily on the fabric of her parka and the sound of her breath came hard from her mouth. She could hear him too. His shoes slapped the ground, echoing hers, or perhaps her footsteps echoed his. It was hard to tell. They could have been the only two people left on Earth.

She ran by a shopping mall. The glass frontage had been shattered, and the tiled floors were strewn with trash. Once, when she’d been out this way, she’d seen a group of older boys in their white boilersuits at the bottom of the defunct escalator, their attention on a naked woman sprawled on the bottom steps. Or perhaps it was a store mannequin—she hadn’t lingered to find out. She knew what the older boys got up to, especially right before they were sent away. Everyone knew the kind of things they did.

If she caught up to this man, what would he do to her? No, this man was different. He was the one who was afraid. He was the one who’d run away from her.

The muscles in her legs were on fire and she was struggling to breathe, but she couldn’t afford to lose sight of him. They were out of the city now, back in the decaying suburbs where the streets were lined with derelict cars, where yards bristled with jumping cactus and desert thistle, where the detritus of human existence—plastic bags and bottles, syringes and cigarette butts, whitegoods and broken plasterboard, car batteries and bicycles—was everywhere. She didn’t know where she was anymore, but she couldn’t let him get away.

Ahead of her, the man reached the train tracks and disappeared.

She made it to the railway crossing and stopped, searching the fog while trying desperately to catch her breath. She pulled off her beanie and threw it onto the footpath, unable to tell anymore if her hair was wet from the mist or from her sweat. She tried to hold her breath so that she could hear. The man had veered to her left, down the railway corridor. She could make out his heavy footfalls and the sounds of the rocks alongside the tracks clacking as they were dislodged.

She peered down the railway line. She didn’t know when another train would be passing through, but she would lose him if she didn’t follow. She took off again, keeping as close as she could to the barrier fence. The rocks immediately slowed her down, moving under her feet. She turned her ankle once, and then again. She wasn’t breathing as hard anymore, but the fog was thick, and her throat and lungs felt stripped by the cold. Her ankles hurt now too, even more than her shin, where she could feel the fabric of her jeans sticking and unsticking from the wound.

She couldn’t see the stranger, but she could hear him ahead, just as he could undoubtedly hear her struggling to stay on her feet on the shifting rocks. She felt like calling out for him to stop. She could tell him not to be afraid. She was good with secrets. She had some of her own that she’d never told anyone.

She made him out in the mist ahead of her, crouching on the rocks next to the fence. He’d pulled his oilskin jacket up over his head so that he looked like a child trying to hide in plain sight. Then the mist shifted, and he vanished, like in a magic act. The surprise made her stop short. She walked towards where he had been, breathing raggedly, spinning to look around. The stranger couldn’t have just disappeared.

A piece of corrugated iron on the other side of the tracks had collapsed, revealing the shell of a house—its weatherboards stripped, its windows smashed—and a backyard invaded by agave. The colony of razor-sharp plants spilled onto the rocks along the train line. It would have been impossible to get past them. The fence on her side of the tracks was unbroken. Ignoring the small section of the wall formed by the back of a concrete garage, she began pushing against the patchwork of iron with her gloved hands. She crouched down to the level of the rocks, her thighs and calves burning in protest, and worked her way along the fence. Finally, she found it: a piece that gave way when she pushed it, like a cat flap.

She crawled through the hole and found herself tangled in thorny branches. They scratched her face and snagged in her hair. She used her gloved hands to push her way out of the prickly bush, feeling her parka tearing and strands of hair being pulled from her scalp. Finally, she got to her feet.

She was in a backyard so large that its perimeters couldn’t be seen in the dense fog. The fences or trees that had once divided the yard from the neighbouring ones were gone, and the area had been cleared of thistles and cactuses. There were large fog harvesters mounted on poles above vegetable beds, like the sails of ships she’d seen on TV. Some of the vegetable beds had been planted, some were lying fallow. There was also an orchard of small trees, their branches stripped bare of leaves. Were they dying or dead? She didn’t recognise them. What she did recognise, though, were the spiny candlewood sprawled along the fence behind her. They had been planted there deliberately, to keep people like her out.

In front of her was the back of a brick house. The roof was tiled with solar panels, the windows striped by steel bars. As she was observing the back door, it opened. From the rectangle of darkness trotted a large, sleek, black dog.

A dog. The last time she’d seen a dog was when she and the boy had travelled to the southern outskirts of the city. In a suburb that looked no different to every other, they’d spotted a skeletal bitch that, judging by its teats, had recently delivered a litter. It was hard to believe that the animal was alive, much less responsible for the survival of whatever runts it had managed to deliver. The bitch had been crossing the road ahead of them when it caught sight of them and immediately fled. If the Captain had been there he’d have wanted to track it down, but he wasn’t alive anymore. And she was always going to let that bitch live.

This dog was different. It was well fed and muscular. Its coat was glossy. It didn’t notice her at first, perhaps because it had come so suddenly from darkness into light, but when it spotted her she knew about it. The fur on its back formed a bristly ridge. Its black ears stiffened. It stood perfectly still, watching her with its black eyes, as if she was the only thing in the garden to be looked at. A low growl came from its snout.

She backed towards the candlewood bushes, reaching behind her until she could feel the barbed branches. The dog moved fast. It ran towards her, noise and spit coming from between its teeth. It would be upon her in an instant.

She crouched and pushed herself backwards into the arms of the candlewood. The plant resisted, trying to keep her out. She forced herself in, ignoring the spines catching on her parka and in her hair, until she felt the solid fence behind her, until she felt where the corrugated iron gave way. She shoved herself backwards. There was a burning scrape at the top of her head as she fell through the hole, followed by another pain, a sharp pain in the back of her skull, as she hit the rocks.
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THE FOG was hovering over her like a shroud. Her body was damp and cold, though she wasn’t shivering. It was uncomfortable lying where she was, with her rucksack bunched beneath her. There were various points of pain—on the top of her scalp, on her left shin—but the real problem was the back of her head, where it was resting on a rock.

Something had gone wrong, but she didn’t know what. Her whole body felt sore, but also calm and slow, like when she had awoken in the clinic all those years ago. She’d been too young to understand why she was there, until one of the midwives in khaki took her downstairs, pulled a drawer out of a wall of steel cabinets and showed her the dead baby inside. It was about the size of her hand, and the head seemed too large and bulbous, but there was no doubting the creature was human. It’s yours, the midwife said. That dead baby had come out of her. It had been quite the surprise.

There were two in the end, cast out into the world before they were ready. The Captain had brought her to the clinic the first time, after she’d fallen unconscious when they were outside the grid. The next time her mother took her in, shortly after the bleeding and cramping began. Afterwards it was like nothing had happened—the Captain and her mother had headed out to the bar—and that had helped her understand how she should respond.

When she fell pregnant again she didn’t expect the child to survive. She ignored the familiar changes to her body, which she couldn’t do anything about, and waited for the pain and blood to come, but her son was tenacious. He stayed tucked inside her, hiding away from the world, until time finally flushed him out. Lying in the hospital bed, with her son on her chest, it was immediately clear to her that the infant had no notion of the world into which he’d been thrust. That world had no regard for his existence; it had no regard for anyone. She had no choice but to help.

She lifted her wristwatch, which she’d salvaged before the boy started school. It was getting late, but she could still make it in time to collect him.

She struggled to her feet and took a moment to steady herself. She felt the top of her head. A patch of scalp was missing. She located a knot of her hair jutting from the hinge of the fence flap. There was blood on the rocks where her head had been resting. She moved her hand to the back of her skull, where she found a wound that felt soft and hard at the same time, like the small fruit with the stone inside. What was it called: the green-black fruit soaked in brine? She’d liked them a lot growing up. You’ll make yourself fat, her mother would say whenever she found her standing at the pantry.

She pulled her hand away from her head, wiping the blood onto her jeans, and started down the railway corridor, stumbling instantly on an unstable rock. It triggered a flood of pain in her ankle and shin as well as in her head. At the level crossing, she spotted her beanie on the ground. She crouched to pick it up and gingerly pulled it on.

Running was the last thing she wanted to do, but she hung on to the shoulder straps of her rucksack and started jogging down the footpath. She thought of those men in the western movies she’d seen on TV, controlling horses with bits and reins, forcing them into volleys of gunfire and hails of arrows. She had to take control of her body like that now. Her head thumped with every step, her shin felt ready to snap, and her throat and lungs ached with every scalding intake of breath. Nevertheless, her body seemed to be cooperating. It was doing what she needed it to do.

It concerned her that she couldn’t place exactly where she was. Her head felt like it had been invaded by mist, but her thinking would surely clear soon. She wouldn’t stay lost for long. She would come across a familiar landmark or road sign.

This neighbourhood was in bad shape. The houses were wrecks. Jumping cactus had spread themselves without check, and a whole line of steel power poles had collapsed down the street. Some had become wedged on top of rust-eaten car frames, their wires sagging over the footpath. She slowed and ducked, even though it was painful to lower her head like that.

When she’d made it through the snaking powerlines, she picked up her pace. Listening to the empty pack jostling over her parka, she realised that she was going home empty-handed. How would she explain the missing poster of the Promised Land? What could she say to the boy about it? About anything? That had always been the question. She’d never been good with words. Some people are born with the gift of the gab, the Captain used to say, but you, Little Buddy, aren’t one of them. It was one thing the Captain and her mother had agreed upon. Ss ss ss, he’d laugh. He he he. That was the noise her mother made when she laughed back. How they’d like to laugh when they drank. Ss ss ss. He he he. Is that why she’d come to hate him so much? The noises echoed through her head, getting tangled with the pain, making her thinking all mixed up.

Suddenly she heard a real sound. A man was standing across the road, urinating onto a prickly pear. He was swaying—drunk, she realised—and wearing a hot-pink feather boa, pink like the fruit the plant would sprout come spring. Apart from the boa, she couldn’t immediately identify what was wrong with him. After all, it wasn’t always obvious.

She remembered the man she’d chased through the city streets. How could she have been such a fool? Something was wrong with him, even if it wasn’t something immediately visible. She remembered the boy who’d lived in their street when she was young. He was allowed to play with the other children, but his mother would come running whenever he fell to the road, twitching. Everything she’d done had been a mistake.

She stumbled on the broken footpath and fell hard. Her gloves protected her palms, but she felt the skin on both knees open up beneath the fabric of her jeans. Even though she didn’t hit her head it felt like it had taken another blow. The ground started to tilt away from her. There was a wave of nausea, and she vomited: a toxic-looking pool of yellow. Had that really come from her? She’d never been sick before, not even when the Captain had convinced her to try some gin. He’d offered her the bottle again the next day, as she lay on a filthy mattress, barely able to move. The hair of the dog, that’s what you need. What was he talking about? Why hadn’t he ever warned her how she would feel?

The world rebalanced itself. She checked on the stranger across the road. The man was zipping up his fly. He’d seen her, though he was having trouble staying focused. The smoke curling up from a cigarette attached to his lower lip was making him squint. A platinum-haired woman had emerged from the ruined house behind him, or perhaps she had always been standing there, hidden by the fog. She was wearing a waist-length fur coat that had once been white, and a pair of black boots that looked like the ones the boy wore to school. It took her a while to realise that the woman wasn’t wearing any pants. A black balaclava was dangling from one of her hands.

She was fairly certain that men and women weren’t allowed to wear each other’s clothes. Was it her mother who told her that? Her mother was always going on about the jeans and jumpers she wore. How are you ever going to find a man when you look like one? Had the Captain defended her? Or had he kept quiet, knowing what they all knew?

Find something interesting down there? the man called out, laughing at himself or at her, she didn’t know. Hey, Glinda, the man said to the woman in the fur and boots. Did you hear that? I asked her—get this—I asked her, did you find something interesting down there? He paused. Get it? Down there!

The cigarette peeled itself from the man’s lip and dropped onto the dirt. The platinum-haired woman started laughing, and soon the man and the woman were laughing so hard they could barely stand up. They held on to each other, staggering around, trying to stop themselves falling onto the prickly pears around them in the front yard. Soon it became a game in itself: the staggering towards and away from the spiky plants. They seemed to have forgotten all about her.

She had a sudden urge to cry—a humiliating childlike feeling—but she knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t remember the last time she had. The moment passed, and she felt stronger. Ignoring the weight of her head, she got to her feet, brushed her gloves against one another and started on her way. She tried to swallow the foul taste in her mouth, but her tongue and throat were too dry. She remembered a turtle with parched skin, a grotesque pet a girl in her street had paraded around. Where had it come from? Was it even real? His name is Eartle. Eartle the Turtle. That’s what the girl would say. Eartle the Turtle, Eartle the Turtle. So what if it rhymed? What on earth did it mean?

The pain in her head was almost overwhelming. She still didn’t know where she was. She pictured her son coming out through the school gates to find no one waiting for him. She saw him standing on the road in his white uniform and black balaclava, confused and then alone, as the crowds of women and girls dispersed. Who would come to take him home? Who would save him?

She was almost through an intersection when she realised she was crossing a road she recognised. The rush of relief brought her to a stop before she had even made a decision, as if her body knew it had come far enough. From this point it was a short distance to the town and from there an even shorter distance to her son’s school. She could walk now. She had to walk if she didn’t want to draw attention. She also had to do something about how she looked. Her son couldn’t be allowed to see her like this.

She approached a brick house, which looked better than most. In the front yard was a thorny pomegranate, which was dying but trying to produce fruit—its last-ditch effort to survive. The front door was locked but she picked up a brick and smashed through a large window. She crawled inside, pushing through the heavy curtains. Inside, the smell of decay was almost too much. Something had died, though it was impossible to make out what. The place was a chaos of packaging and soiled dishes. Piles of video games and DVDs filled the walls on either side of a TV, on top of which was a gaming headset and gun. She glimpsed movement—a creature disappearing into a crack between the sofa cushions. Rat or cockroach? She didn’t trust what she was seeing. Everything had an echo of sorts.

She studied her reflection in a mirror above a table crowded with bottles of liquor, most of them empty. Her face was a mess of scratches from the spiny candlewood. Heavier lines of blood had seeped down from the hidden wounds on her head. She pulled off her beanie. There was a raw area of flesh where the piece of scalp had been sheared off at the top of her head, though it wasn’t bleeding anymore. She didn’t want to touch the strange lump on the back of her head. Even the thought of it made her feel like vomiting again.

She used her beanie to wipe the worst of the mess off her cheeks, then pulled it back on. She made her way to the kitchen, removed dishes from the sink, and forced a trickle of water out of a groaning tap. She rinsed her mouth and spat out the first mouthful, before she filled a mug and drank. It hurt her throat to swallow but she kept drinking, taking her time, one small sip after another. She surveyed the clutter on the kitchen bench. Everything seemed to be moving. It took her a while to focus on the ants. There were hundreds of them, winding their way over the mess.

Her eyes came to rest on the faded cover of an old magazine, which showed a naked woman bending towards a cow. The woman’s breasts looked almost as full as the animal’s teats. She remembered how her own breasts had changed after the birth of her son. Nothing then had been under her control. Perhaps the Captain had been right. Perhaps someone or something was secretly running the show. Who was it that was in control—of her, the ants, the cow? Surely somebody must know. Her head was pounding. She was so tired that nothing made sense. She’d never felt so exhausted, even after the boy was born and he’d cry and cry, inconsolable at finding himself in the world. I’m sorry, she’d wanted to say. I’m sorry. As if that would help.

She picked her way through the garbage on the kitchen floor and into the hall, and was halfway to the front door when she glanced into a dark bedroom and saw the shape of a man. Her heart started to race, even as the smell of death reassured her that she was safe. She waited for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. The dead man was sitting in a wheelchair in the furthest corner of the room. He was naked except for his underpants, and his head was thrown back. The unmistakable shape of a rifle lay on the carpet at his feet.

She hurried over to the body and, shrugging her khaki rucksack onto the unmade bed, bent to collect the gun, ignoring the painful weight of her head as she stooped down. She’d only handled a rifle once before. It had been during those couple of weeks that she and the Captain had stayed in a mansion out west where the rich used to live, along the banks of an old river, its winding course littered with the bleached skeletons of jetties and rowboats. The Captain could hardly believe their luck when they found that house, which was still locked up and preserved behind its bars. The Captain dislocated a shoulder—an old trick he had—and squeezed through a dog door to get in. It was easy enough for her to follow him. The place was like nothing she’d ever seen: a museum of luxury. There was an enormous four-poster bed, which had velvet curtains. When the thick drapes were drawn, the bed had the feel of being its own special, hidden world. Even the bathroom had a chandelier. They’d found a couple of tins of peaches and a jar of pickled onions in a cellar, along with some dust-caked bottles of port, which the Captain had been especially pleased about. They’d also discovered the rifle and boxes of ammunition.

She’d practised shooting at targets to begin with, heeding everything the Captain told her to do. You’re a natural, Little Buddy, he’d said, ruffling her hair. Soon she was taking aim at the rabbits that hobbled out at dawn and dusk from their warrens on the banks of the old river. There’d been more rabbits than she’d ever seen, and shooting was so much easier than trapping. Why bother trying to escape? the Captain had yelled at the zigzagging animals, swigging from the bottle as she fired. You’ll only die tired! Ss ss ss. Ss ss ss. She’d stewed their meat with the pickled onions and peaches, a dish the Captain had declared was the best he’d ever eaten. They’d stayed at that house the longest they’d ever stayed anywhere. It had never been that good between them, and it was never like that again. Just as they were leaving, the Captain went and ruined everything.

Ignoring the corpse of the man next to her, she manoeuvred the rifle until the butt was sitting against the pad of muscle on her shoulder, holding it the way the Captain had taught her all those years ago. She matched her cheek to the cold steel and swung the gun towards the curtained window. Her head was aching but it felt clearer—whether from the water she’d consumed or the weight of the weapon, she didn’t know. She lowered the gun, inspecting the folding stock, which she hadn’t come across before, and the leather strap. She checked the magazine, which was almost full, before placing the lot inside her rucksack.

She took a last look at the dead man in the wheelchair. The trajectory of the bullet—through his mouth and into his skull—told her that he had done this to himself. She inspected his legs. One was severed at the knee, though the skin there had completely healed. The injury was old. She could guess what had happened. It was the same thing that had happened to the Captain. When he was a boy, his mother had tried to save him.
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SHE SAW her son take in her changed appearance as he made his way towards her through the crowd of women and girls outside the school. She was waiting on her own, on the opposite side of the road, standing in the old concrete bus stop as she always did. She had swapped her ripped camouflage parka for the military coat she’d picked up at the block with the space junk near her mother’s place. It was old—probably much older than her, given she’d never seen the schoolboys or their teachers wearing coats like that in her lifetime—but it was well-made. The fabric was a heavy felt, pale grey even after the dust was beaten off. The garment was long enough, too. It hung down to her calves, covering the injuries to her knees exposed by the torn jeans. Her beanie hid the bloodied mess of her hair, but she knew her face didn’t look good. The spines on the candlewood had done their damage. Her head was throbbing with pain, but the boy wouldn’t be able to see that.

She took her son’s hand and led him away from the crowds, aware not only of how she looked but of the folded rifle and the magazine shifting in her large rucksack. She led them along a back street, where the dense fog gave them cover. In the loading bay of a supermarket a woman in a khaki jumpsuit was driving a forklift towards a flatbed truck stacked with plastic-wrapped pallets. An old man was walking towards them, talking to himself as rigorously as if he was talking to someone else. She knew his type; there was nothing to fear. Further along, a man on crutches was trying to pull open the door of a brick building that was painted black. Enchanted Palace, a neon sign above the heavy door announced. A woman in lingerie appeared from inside, and helped the man in. They vanished.

Before long, they reached the edge of the grid, marked by a stone building that had once housed a post office and then a communications museum. There were still displays of telegraph machines and telephones inside, along with miniature models of satellites orbiting in space. Why would anyone bother breaking in? It wasn’t as if any of the exhibits worked. There were stores that sold phones cheaply enough in any case. Not that she’d ever owned one herself. The Captain had always warned her against them. Even when it came to navigation, he used paper maps. If a phone’s telling you where to go, you’re not the only one who knows where you’re going. Once, when they were camping outside—on a mattress they’d pulled from a house into the cool of the night—he’d told her how the stars weren’t really stars at all. They’ve got satellite cameras up there so they can watch everything we’re doing, he’d said, leering across at her in the darkness. Yeah, that’s right, Little Buddy, they’ve been watching us this whole time.

Outside town there was no one around, and the mist got thicker and darker as the sun started to sink, unseen. The boy’s hand in hers was small and soft. She thought about explaining her appearance—I was clumsy today, I had an accident—but what was the point? It was easier not to speak. The boy, encased in his uniform, held his silence too.

It was later than usual when they got back. The house looked like it was being swallowed by the fog. Inside was even colder than out. She sat the boy at the kitchen table and draped a blanket around his shoulders, before she went to stash her rucksack under her bed. She returned to the kitchen with her flashlight and fixed them something to eat. Meanwhile, she heated water for the bath. She had four large pots boiling on the stovetop when the electricity ran out. The house fell into silence. She and the child finished eating to the sound of the tutting clock. Afterwards she took the smaller torch from the kitchen drawer, led the boy to the bathroom, and left him to wash himself.

In the living room, she set about lighting the fire. She had everything she needed in place: pages from books and mesquite twigs for kindling; the remnants of the kitchen cabinets from the woman’s house down the road; a firestarter hanging on a piece of string from the mantelpiece. She sat on the coffee table, letting her wounded body rest, and watched as the new fire got used to itself. Fires were like that. Each time they were brought to life, they had to struggle all over again to take a hold. They could easily be snuffed out, for no apparent reason. And how they demanded to be fed. She thought of all the wood she’d collected and burnt over the years, all the wood that she’d foraged and destroyed, all the wood that humans had fed to fires for generations and generations, over thousands and thousands of years. Fires were so ravenous, it was a wonder there was anything left. Perhaps one day there wouldn’t be anything to burn. Perhaps life would be easier then, with one less thing to keep alive.

She looked down at the books next to her on the resin table and chose a volume from the stack, flicking through its pages until the movement made her nauseous. It was the one about the boy who lived in a jungle full of elephants and monkeys, creatures she couldn’t imagine ever existing in the real world. She took another book—Bambi, a Life in the Woods—and stopped at a picture of a knock-kneed fawn trying to see a butterfly that had landed on its nose. She assumed the images bore little resemblance to real deer or butterflies, but what would she know? She’d never seen a deer in the flesh. She’d never seen a butterfly, though she’d seen moths. There were the tiny ones that ate people’s clothes and furniture and carpets, and then there were the ones that people ate. The Captain had taught her how to harvest their larvae, which were hidden in spiny acacia branches. You gotta them before they change, he’d always say, burrowing his hunting knife into the bark. Once they grow wings they’re as good as dust.

She tore the page close to the book’s spine and carried the picture to the boy’s room, taping it to the wall where the poster of the Promised Land had been. It didn’t fill up the space, but it was better than nothing. She fetched her son from the bathroom and brought him to his room to get dressed. If he noticed the new picture, he didn’t mention it.

In the living room, she settled the child on the sofa, then dropped onto the cushion next to him. The boy helped himself to a book from the coffee table. The fire had finished with the mesquite and was getting stuck into the painted cabinets from the old woman’s kitchen. She could smell the enamel turning into smoke. She began to feel hot in her coat, and the exposed wounds on her knees and the hidden ones on her scalp started to itch. She was so tired. The sound of the fire made it easy for her to close her eyes.

She sank into the blackness waiting just inside her skull. Perhaps, when she finally succumbed to sleep, she would never wake up. When her son called for her before daybreak, there’d be no one to respond. She pictured him, waiting in bed until the daylight felt its way around the drapes. Then she pictured him getting up, his bare feet padding on the cold floorboards to her room. When he pulled back the quilt, her body would be stone cold. There’d be no mistaking it, even for him. He’d understand the change that had taken place just as she had, when she’d first seen the dead fox in that coil-spring trap. His world would never be the same.

She opened her eyes. The child had nestled back into the sofa next to her and was waiting patiently with a book on his lap. His bald head glowed in the light of the fire. He would be expecting to read to her.

Listen, she said, waiting for the boy to meet her eyes. If I’m not there when you come out of school, you need to take yourself to Grandmama’s house.

Her son’s eyes drifted over the scratches on her face. Then the boy turned quietly to the book on his lap.

Do you remember what happens in this one, Mama? he asked, patting the cover on which four children had just wandered into a snowy forest hidden inside a closet. A talking lion, of all things, lived in there. The children find themselves in another world—his dark eyes widened, trying to capture the wonder of what he was saying—and it’s truly a magical place.

Suddenly there was anger, and it was intense. She wanted to throw the book into the fire, to grab him by his shoulders and shake him until he took her seriously, until he understood what she was saying. The boy carefully looked away from her as if he’d understood. He started turning the pages of the book, reading it silently to himself. She listened to the fire sucking and spitting at the wood. The anger left her body, slinking away quietly as if it was ashamed of itself.

She’d thrown away all of her son’s picture books once. She’d been sick of lugging them around, though it wasn’t only that. They didn’t serve any purpose as far as she could tell, besides helping him pretend that the world was different to how it was. The boy had started crying, and she’d shut him in a bedroom to calm himself. Later, when she’d calmed down too, she found him sitting up in bed, peering into his open palms and whispering. From time to time, he would close his palms upon themselves and open them again, turning the pages of an invisible book. She’d retrieved the books from the bin then. She’d put them in the child’s backpack and made a point of it to him: he would have to be responsible for that particular burden from now on.

She looked at her watch—it was close enough to the boy’s bedtime—and gently returned his book to the pile on the coffee table. She used a poker to settle the fire into glowing coals, and then she took the child to his room, where she tucked him beneath his quilt. Sweet dreams, her mother used to say to her when she was small. It wasn’t her habit to say anything to the boy. She sat there watching him until he closed his eyes.

In the bathroom she shed her filthy clothes and got into the tub. The water was cold, but she lay there in the torchlight, hoping that the frigid water would clear her head. She started to shiver, but even then she couldn’t help herself falling asleep. She slipped down and woke with a start when the cold and greasy water crept between her lips.

She tied on her bathrobe and fetched the pot of prickly-pear pads that she’d skinned and split, before boiling them on the kitchen stove. She sat up in bed and placed the soggy pads on the wounds on her shin, knees and head, securing them with bandages, just as her mother had when she’d returned home that time without the Captain, when she’d been hurt, when she’d needed help. Her mother had cared for her when she was young, and she had cared for her then. Her mother would care for her son too if that’s what was needed.

She propped herself up on a pile of pillows, pulled the quilt up to her chin, and left the torch on her bedside table, shining up at the ceiling. Nt nt nt nt, went the clock in the kitchen, until it was impossible to keep her eyes open.

In her dream it was dark, but she could make out the boy. He lay in the middle of a wasteland, glowing in his white boilersuit like a new moon in the night sky. She struggled towards him, crawling to be by his side. When she got close, she saw how the skin of his eyelids was smooth as the skin over his skull. She asked him what he was dreaming about. He lay with his eyes shut and opened his mouth. Instead of words, a knot of pale grubs came out. Suddenly she was the one lying on the ground, and the larvae were filling her mouth, rising from inside her like a thick stream of vomit.

When she opened her eyes her body was strangely tranquil, as if the dream hadn’t happened to her, but to someone else. The room was black. She had no idea how long she’d been asleep. She was still sitting up. The wounds on her skull, beneath the cold compresses, felt damp and raw. She had a headache, but the pain was more defined. It wasn’t as formless as before.

She felt for the flashlight next to her. The battery was dead. She made her way to the kitchen, where she retrieved the other torch and shone it at the clock. Almost dawn. Back in her room, she removed the bandages and poultices, stuck adhesive plasters onto her knees and shin, and put on fresh clothes. She touched the raw patch on her head where the hair was missing, and the lump at the back of her skull. It had made her sick the day before, but it was all right now. An olive. That was what the fruit was called, the one she’d been trying to remember.

She pulled on a new beanie—the wool was pilled but clean—and shrugged on the long coat of heavy felt. She dragged the rucksack out from under her bed and looped her arms through the straps, feeling the precise weight of the rifle and magazine in the bag on her back. A mirror hung inside the closet. She shone her torch into its depths. She looked different to how she’d looked in the steel doors of the lift yesterday, bigger but also ghostly. Perhaps it was the pale grey coat. She smoothed the lapels and straightened one of the epaulettes. The beanie was the same colour. She approached the mirror and, holding the flashlight up close, traced a fingertip along the fine ridges of the scabs that had formed on her cheeks.

She thought of the man who’d done this to her, the man who’d led her into his trap, who’d set his dog on her, who’d left her for dead on the railway tracks. She knew exactly what he was. She hadn’t made a mistake. He’d run away from her, and there could only be one reason for that.

Words came to her, and she mouthed them silently into the mirror, watching her tongue moving inside her mouth as if it had a life of its own. Run, run, as fast as you can. You can’t catch me, I’m the gingerbread man. She didn’t know where the words had come from, and they didn’t really make sense, but she liked how they made her feel: malign and powerful.

Her son called out for her from across the hall. She breathed hard on the mirror, fogging up her reflection, and closed the wardrobe door.
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AFTER LEAVING her son with the other boys at school she made her way through the crowds of women and girls—their colours, their chatter, their smell—aware of the curious looks she was drawing from some, dressed as she was in the shin-length military coat. She took the same route as the day before, heading towards her mother’s side of town, though she stopped at the carpark next to the line of shops that included the nail salon where her mother worked and the butcher that opened once a month. The man hawking his wares on a blanket was gone, but there was another man curled up on the bitumen next to a skip, his feet bare and filthy, a thumb stuck in his mouth. He was dead to the world, which was how he’d wanted it, but he wasn’t really dead, at least not yet.

She made her way over to the suicide booth on the far side of the empty carpark. The plastic wall of the booth was cracked over the cartoon image of a woman wearing a lipsticked smile and headset. Caring for you, always, the familiar sign announced. It occurred to her that the woman in the picture didn’t look anything like the women from the crematorium, but it didn’t matter. The ones in khaki would show up. She switched on the screen inside the booth, pinpointing on the map where she’d seen the woman on the railroad tracks and the man who’d shot himself.

She took off into the fog again. Her legs were sore from all the running the day before, and her head wounds pulsed steadily now that she was on the move, but she knew what she had to do. She reached the park with all the space junk and turned onto her mother’s street, which was in an area of semi-detached townhouses that had steadily been emptying out. The pups of spiky jumping cactuses were a tell-tale sign; no one was rooting them out before they grew too large to do anything about. Her mother hated plants like that—with their blasted prickles, spreading wherever they can—but they didn’t care what she thought. When the perimeters of the grid were next rationalised, her mother’s area was sure to be left out. Her mother would have to move to access centralised water and power. The last time she’d visited, her mother had been complaining about it.

Not that you’d understand, but this place used to be something, she said. That famous seer lived just across the road. Everyone who was anyone went to her. The way she could read the stars or your palms or her crystal ball—tell you anything you wanted to know. And there was that man with the funny mouth. He he he. She laughed to prove how funny it was. Do you remember how he’d try to clear out the park when the men got together for a drink? He’d be yelling and yelling, but because he couldn’t speak properly, they couldn’t understand that he was trying to help!

She hadn’t said anything—her mother hadn’t expected a response—but it was inevitable that this suburb would merge with the ones that already littered the city for kilometres on end beyond the grid. She doubted that her mother had ever seen the mess that humans had left behind. Only a small part of that rubbish could ever be reused or burnt. The rest was left for time to deal with, as if destroying things was its reason for being.

Her mother had never even asked her what it was like out there—her mother wasn’t in the habit of asking her anything, or even of looking at her, at least not properly or not for long—though she might have asked the Captain. She’d had no problem looking at him. There were plenty of times when it was just her mother and the Captain; they would have said things to each other that she knew nothing about. Likewise, her mother knew nothing about what had passed between the two of them.

In the heavy fog the brown townhouses were barely distinguishable from one another. Even the small squares of their front yards were divided by the same wiry saltbush scrub. The powerline outside her mother’s house was the only one that was buzzing. There was a familiar hand-painted sign on the door, showing a fairy flitting around with a needle and thread instead of a wand. Above it were the words Lingerie 4 You. Her mother had always called the business her side hustle. Growing up, she thought it was because the phrase sounded just like the delicate fabrics her mother measured and cut and stitched by hand.

She climbed the steps to the front porch. No one came when she knocked, but she could hear a TV inside. The curtains in the front room were open. Cupping her hands over her forehead, she leaned into the chill of the glass and peered into the room where her mother slept. The brass bed was fastidiously made, as usual. On a side table were a perfume atomiser, a collection of face creams, an orange pharmacy bottle and a stack of romance novels of the kind that her mother traded with friends. Their covers were mostly the same: a woman would be staring out of the picture, while a man stared intently at her, as if she was all that mattered in the world. Her mother had a bookshelf full of them in the living room. She’d always been proud of being able to read.

There was a sound behind her. A young woman was pushing a stroller with a plastic sheath that sealed an infant away from the mist. The child was clutching a doll by its sprout of synthetic hair. The girl and child were silent, but the plastic bags hanging from the pram handles were making noise, as were the girl’s heels and the pram wheels.

The girl was busy with her phone, but it was inconceivable that she hadn’t seen her standing in her military coat and rucksack. Perhaps she didn’t care, or perhaps it was easier for her to pretend that she wasn’t there, apparently poised to break into a neighbour’s house. It wasn’t as if anyone could be called to intervene. Perhaps laws didn’t even exist anymore, apart from the ones demanding that boys went to school or the kind of rules her mother spouted. A man wants what a man wants. A woman has to look after herself. She thought of the rifle in her bag, but she knew that wasn’t what her mother meant.

She used her key and stepped into the hallway, where it was warm and dry. She could smell the familiar odour of frying food—sausages and eggs—coming from the kitchen at the other end of the corridor. The living room was down there too. The TV was giving rise to a steady stream of gunfire, punctuated by explosions.

She started quietly down the hallway, pausing at the bedroom that she’d shared with the boy after he was born. The poster of a cartoon insect was still on the wall: a cricket, dressed in a waistcoat and top hat, grinning up at the stars in a purple sky. Her son’s cot was still there too, even though there was no way the child would fit inside it anymore. Her bed had been cleared out long ago. In its place was her mother’s sewing machine, alongside a foam torso on a metal stand. It was fitted out with a bustier of white satin and lace, tacked together with pins. Even when it was sewn together, the garment would be easily torn apart.

When she was young, the sewing equipment and mannequin had been kept in her mother’s room. Her mother would send her away whenever a customer came, but it was easy to hear what was going on, given her room was just next door. The voices and the rustle of fabrics made her aware of herself in a strange way so that she’d lie down and do what her body was telling her to do. She remembered the first time she’d felt that sudden thrill: it was like she’d discovered a secret power, something magical about herself. She thought that her body alone spoke to her like this, though it wasn’t true. That was another thing she’d learnt from the Captain.

Further down the corridor, she found her mother standing at the stove with her back to the hall, tending to a frying pan while flicking a thumb over her phone. Her mother was wearing a pink dress, so tight it revealed the hard lines of her bra, and matching stilettoes that made her thin calves look more muscular than they were. Her ginger hair was caught up on the back of her head and held there with pins.

She studied the back of her mother’s head and wondered how she should begin. The noise wasn’t helping. The kitchen was busy with the sound of spitting oil and the clatter of the extraction fan. The TV on the bench was turned on as it always was. The advertisements for cosmetics and exercise machines that ran in the mornings had given way to those programs in which well-groomed women talked endlessly inside darkly lit rooms. The rooms had electric lights but never windows, like the world outside didn’t exist. Today, a woman was crying—the tears were smudging her makeup—but she was being consoled by another woman whose makeup was intact. She couldn’t hear what the women were saying because of the racket from the other TV, which was spewing sound: explosions, the whinnying of horses, orders shouted by men.

She stepped back into the hallway and peered into the living room. Above the recliner in which the Captain had sat was a head of hair so thick and grey it looked covered in ash. On the side table, next to the TV’s remote control, was an oxygen mask. Transparent tubing spooled down to an aluminium bottle tucked beneath.

When she returned her attention to the kitchen, her mother’s cat was sitting on the lino next to her mother’s stilettoes. Its fur was as ginger as her mother’s hair. She had no idea how it had gotten there. Had it snuck past her when she wasn’t looking? The creature looked up at her with expressionless eyes, not giving anything away.

She had watched the cat come into the world. Queening, the Captain had told her, was what it was called when a cat birthed a litter. They’d watched the birth unfolding in the mansion near the old river, where they’d slept in that bed with the velvet curtains, and she’d shot all those rabbits to the sounds of the Captain cheering. A stack of towels had spilled from a linen closet in the laundry, which was where the queen was trying to deposit its litter. The cat didn’t want their company. It was turning in circles as if it wanted to run away but couldn’t work out how. Then it started dropping those slimy parcels out of the absurdly stretched hole beneath its tail, turning to the wound there as if it didn’t understand what was happening. When it was finished, it fled. Perhaps the cat was frightened of what had spilled from its behind or perhaps it was frightened of the two of them. The Captain had predicted that it would come back, that it wouldn’t be able to help itself. It’s in her blood. It’s why she exists. When she went back to check, the queen had indeed returned to its offspring.

She’d kept watch over the kittens. At first they looked as if they’d come into the world too early—encased in slime and barely moving—but before long they were dry and fluffy, lined up contentedly along their mother’s teats, even though their ears were still folded and their eyes were mere slits in their furry heads. Just before she and the Captain left that place for good—after they’d used up the ammunition on the rabbits, after the Captain had finished all the port—he’d bludgeoned the kittens and the cat too.

It caught her by surprise. They hadn’t been short of food. Now don’t go getting all clucky on me, the Captain said, as he gave her the dead animals for dressing. You know the drill. She pulled the delicate skins from the kittens, taking care not to pierce their fragile stomachs, but there wasn’t much to any of them. Even the queen wasn’t worth the effort. It was only the next day, as they were leaving the farmhouse, that she discovered the Captain had saved one.

Looks just like your mother, don’t you think? He held up the ginger-haired mewling. Yeah, I reckon she’ll fall for it.

The pan spat and her mother flinched. The cat, startled, jumped onto the bench next to the TV, where the woman on screen was still crying black tears. There was a fresh uproar of gunfire from the living room. It gave her cover. She crept back to the front door. Her mother would never know she’d been. The trail of dirt from her boots on the floor could be anyone’s. With any luck, the old man would get the blame.

She closed the front door on the clamour and smell, stepped out onto the street, and stood under the electrical noise spilling from the power pole. The girl with the stroller was gone. There was no one else to be seen. She studied the townhouses opposite, which looked like they were congealing beneath the mist. Perhaps everyone there had cleared out, or perhaps death had claimed the lot of them. Her mother’s ancient boyfriend would be next. Eventually, it would be her mother’s turn. There’d be no more boyfriends for her after that.

Her scratched cheeks stung in the cold as if they’d been slapped. She hitched her rucksack further up on her shoulders, feeling the rifle and magazine resettle, and set off into the fog. It would take her over an hour to reach the house by the railway line. She didn’t have a plan for when she got there. The man might be waiting for her, or he might have run off. There was no way to tell what was in store. Don’t count your chickens until they hatch, the Captain used to say, whenever they found a bird’s nest. More often than not it would be empty of eggs, regardless of how hungry she was.
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SHE STOPPED at the house with the dying pomegranate where she’d found the rifle the day before and took the gun out of her rucksack. She unfolded the stock and slotted in the magazine. At the sound, a creature—a skink, a mouse?—darted into a clump of desert thistle, vanishing before it had even showed itself. She slung the strap over her neck, cradled the gun in her arms and continued through the fog.

She couldn’t remember where she’d seen the drunk couple. The houses were so wrecked that it was hard to believe anyone would choose to hole up in one. She kept an eye out for the vomit she’d left on the broken footpath, but either she missed it—which would have been easy in the mist—or it had provided some desperate creature with a meal. After a while she came upon the section of the road where the utility poles had collapsed. Instead of ducking under the powerlines as she had the day before, she crossed to the opposite side of the road, where the concrete foundations of the poles had uprooted themselves but where the footpath was otherwise clear.

At the railway line, she kneeled gingerly on the rocks, pressing her ear onto the steel tracks. Her head instantly started to throb, but she stayed there listening to the silence, tasting the coal-tar smell from the old sleepers buried among the rocks. She started along the railway corridor, this time walking between the tracks, where the sleepers made the going easier. The graffiti on the fences thinned out, though the fog only got thicker. Soon she saw where the agave spilled out of the derelict backyard, spreading out in the shape of an arrow, pointing at the loose rectangle of corrugated-iron fence across the tracks, showing her exactly where to go.

She crouched, hunching into her coat as the man had done the day before, and removed the rifle from her neck. The strap was dangling from the weapon, but she couldn’t see how it would be a problem. She used the muzzle to push through the flap. The candlewood thorns didn’t catch in the felt coat the way they had pulled at her parka, and the beanie kept them out of her hair. When she got to her feet, she was back in the garden with its orchard of bare trees and its fog harvesters hovering above the vegetable beds.

She placed the gun against her shoulder and cheek, pointing the rifle at the back door of the house, pressing her gloved finger gently against the trigger, waiting for the dog to be released. She heard a train. The noise grew and grew, until the locomotive was directly behind the fence and it was impossible to hear anything else above its uproar.

She saw a flash of movement and spun to her right. The black dog came out of the fog, running straight at her. She felt the shot more than she heard it, and then the man’s body struck hers, tackling her to the dirt. She landed roughly on her side, her elbow hitting the ground hard, the weapon bouncing out of her arms.

The man was on top of her, his body heavy and purposeful, and he was forcing her onto her back, pinning down her arms. The clamour of the train was almost deafening. She tried to free herself, but the long coat and rucksack were making it hard to move, and the man was heavier than she remembered a man being. It had been years since she’d felt a man’s body on top of her like this, jamming her down, not letting her go.

Her throat tightened with panic, making it hard to breathe, harder to fight back. The man was straddling her waist, holding her arms to the ground. She looked up at his face and took in his eyes, dark as the boy’s, but a stranger’s. She was nothing to him; he was nothing to her. She knew how this would go. In one quick movement, he took hold of her head, beating it against the ground.

The pain was awful, almost blinding, but her hands were free, and she hit out at his arms. The man collapsed onto her, his chest on her chest, his breath warm in her ear. She was in with a chance. She threw him over and got on top of him. She pinned down his arms. Without a weapon, she didn’t know what to do. She could beat his head against the ground too, but she would have to let go of his wrists.

The calamity of the passing train was making it hard to think. The man was struggling beneath her, and it was difficult to keep hold of him, and she didn’t have long before he got the upper hand. She glimpsed the rifle beyond his head, next to one of the vegetable beds, and knew what to do. She let go of the man and scrambled over him towards it.

She was racing, crawling on her knees on the dirt, stabs of pain reminding her of the wounds there, when he grabbed hold of her boots and pulled. Her chin hit the ground and she bit her lip as he dragged her backwards, her jumper bunching awkwardly under her breasts and in her armpits. She twisted and turned, trying to roll over, scuffling against the dirt, until the stranger dropped onto her back, trapping her face-down against the earth. She felt his knees digging into her, and then the weight of him disappeared. When she looked up, the man was clambering towards the gun himself.

She rushed and lunged at him, encircling his hips, bringing him down hard. He was the one who was face-down on the ground now. She held him tight and close, pressing her face into his back. There was grit in her mouth. Her head and heart were thumping. He was flailing his arms behind him, trying to push her away, trying to get out from underneath her weight. His fingers dug into her beanie where the piece of her scalp was missing.

She held in a scream. She had to get him to stop.

She twisted from his grasp and got to her knees. The gun was within reach. She lunged for it, landing on her stomach. When she swivelled around, the man was trying to get up. There wasn’t time to for her to stand, much less manoeuvre the rifle in her hands. She wasn’t going to be able to take a shot. She gripped the barrel and flailed at his head with the butt. It connected, and the man fell.
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THE STILLNESS was so sudden that she thought the man lying on his back was dead. Then he lifted his head.

Jesus Christ, he said, raising a gloved hand to his temple. That hurt!

The words were stark in the silence of the fog. That was how she realised that the train had finally finished with them.

The man sat up. She struggled to her feet, fumbling with the gun until she had it the right way around. She lay her face against the cheekpiece and pointed the muzzle at the stranger. The strap of the rifle was loose, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the gun was safely in her hands.

The man, though, wasn’t paying her any attention. He was sucking in air between his teeth, showing her how badly he was hurt. He pulled off his beanie and gloves, so that he could touch where she had wounded him, but when he pulled his fingertips away from his head, there was nothing to see on them. Nevertheless, he accused her as if there was.

Are you happy, huh? he asked, looking up at her and nodding, as if he was answering his own question. Tracking me down. Striking me to the ground. I’m not an animal, you know.

His voice was different from anything she’d heard before. It was the way he pronounced his words, not dropping any consonants or vowels. He was using language in the way it would have been spoken at the very beginning, before it was ruined by men like the Captain. And women like her, she supposed. The Captain would have hated him, that was for sure. Airs and graces. La-di-fucken-da. That’s what the Captain said to her mother sometimes, especially when she got going about her neighbourhood or her lingerie business, trying to make them sound better than they were.

The man was only staring at her, but she took a step away from him. He felt too close. It might have been the effect of the mist, which seemed to have become thicker, closing in on them, or perhaps it was because of what they’d been doing to each other only moments ago. She kept her face pressed to the gun and the muzzle trained on the stranger. He was a tricky one, after all. Who knew how long he’d been hiding in the fog, waiting for her.

The man got to his feet, brushing at the dirt stuck to the front of his jeans and the sleeves of his jacket. Just look at this mess, he muttered, speaking more to himself than to her. Then he gave her his attention. You’re in pretty bad shape too, you know.

One of the straps of her backpack had come loose, and she could feel the cold dirt on her midriff—her jumper was still bunched up beneath her armpits—and on the knees of her jeans. She pushed her tongue against the raw lump on her bottom lip, where she’d bitten it. Her hair felt wet; whether it was from the fog seeping through her beanie or her head wounds opening up, she couldn’t tell. Was there blood on her face? Did he know she was injured?

Then the man saw the dog. She saw it too, lying beneath the knobbly branches of a leafless tree, looking like it had too many legs. Blood was pooling from the black hole at the front of its chest. She could smell it then: fur and the iron wetness of blood. She’d hit exactly where she’d aimed. After all this time, she was still a good shot. She could almost feel the Captain ruffling her hair.

No, the man whispered, almost choking, lurching to the dog’s side. No, no, no, he went on, trying to lift the animal as if it was a child, though it was clear from the outset that the dog was too heavy for him to manage on his own. He lost balance, tipping into the tree and littering the ground with twigs before ending up on his backside with the dog across his lap. The animal’s tongue was lolling from its jaws, and its blood was slicking onto the man’s jeans, making a bigger mess of him.

No, no, the man groaned, lifting the dog’s head in the crook of his arm, trying to see its face. Buddy…come on, boy. The man seemed to be waiting for a response, even though the dog’s lifeless eyes revealed everything he needed to know. A strange noise followed. Hicka, hicka. The man was crying.

It took her by surprise. She kept the gun pointed at him, but her finger relaxed on the trigger. Whenever the boy cried, from the time he was born, she’d never had any choice but to respond. It was as if she could feel the sounds inside her own body, as if his pain was contagious, as if it was hurting her somehow, opening up wounds of her own. Sometimes it would make her angry, especially when she was tired and when the noise would go on and on, but even then, when it came down to it, she never had any choice but to help.

This man might look like a grownup, but inside he must still be a boy. The thought came to her: he couldn’t possibly be surviving on his own. Vigilant again, she swung the rifle towards the house, which was perfectly still—the curtains inside the barred windows, the strangely heavy-looking back door. She examined the yard, obscured by the fog. Someone could be hiding among the sails of the fog harvesters or in the midst of the trees, which were bare of foliage but which weren’t dead. She’d heard the resistance before the twigs finally snapped under the weight of the man and his dog.

Where’s your mama? she demanded, pointing the rifle at the stranger on the ground.

The man looked up at her as if she’d said something awful. His hair was rumpled like he’d just woken up and his face was smudged with tears and blood. My mother is none of your Goddamned business, he spat. He stared at her, his Adam’s apple working. I knew I should have killed you. I should have killed you when I had the chance, when you were lying there by the tracks.

She refused to look away. The man gave in first, his face collapsing again. Only I didn’t know, he said, between sobs, burying his face into the scruff of the dog’s neck so that she could barely make out the words that came next. I didn’t know how to do that to someone.

She felt quiet inside. It wasn’t that hard, she could have said, remembering how easily her knife had broken through the Captain’s flesh, especially with her weight on top of it. He’d been asleep, even though dawn had broken, even though she’d been lying awake next to him all night, wondering what to do with the rage she felt ever since they returned from their last trip, ever since the Captain had saved that single kitten. How her mother fawned over that mewling: like it had sprung from her own womb.

The Captain had woken up fast when he felt that knife sink into his guts, when he felt what it was like to have something inside him, right in the centre of him, causing pain. His eyes opened nice and wide, just as if she pushed a button inside. She got out of bed quick smart. The Captain couldn’t do anything other than grab a pillow, trying to stanch the blood, even though it was welling under the bedcover where he couldn’t get at it. Ugh ug uh h, he said, until there were no more sounds left, only blood spilling over his lips. His face grew paler and paler, and his eyes faded too, until the blaze inside him went out, like a fire cooling into charcoal.

Even when he was dead, the Captain looked shocked by what she’d done. She couldn’t have really explained it to him. As it turned out, she’d never had to explain it to anyone.

He was all I had left in this Godforsaken world, the stranger wailed, lifting his soiled face to her again. Black bristles from the dog were pasted to his cheeks. The man lowered his face into the dog again. Hicka, hicka, he said, his shoulders moving with the sound.

She was getting cold. She removed her hand from the barrel of the rifle, straightened her coat and pulled her jumper back down over her midriff. The man’s performance was going on for too long. If the dog was dead, it was his own fault. She could hear that he wasn’t a fool—from the things he had said, but even more so from the way he spoke—so surely he understood.

Suddenly she realised what the man’s way of speaking meant. He couldn’t be from around here. He had to have come from somewhere else.

Hey, she demanded, stepping towards him with her gun and kicking his boot with the toe of hers. He stopped making noise as if a switch had been flicked. How did you get here? Where did you come from?

The man kept his face pressed into the dog’s neck, but she knew that she had his attention. She watched his shoulders gently rise and fall with his breath. She studied the crown of his head, where the thick curls had grown damp from the mist. His hair was just like the boy’s before the school shaved it off.

I’ve got a son, she said. I need your help.
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THE MAN lifted his head from the corpse on his lap, taking in the rifle before looking into her eyes. Then perhaps you might do me the courtesy of pointing that thing somewhere else.

She should have felt pleased that he’d finally noticed the gun, but something about his words—or perhaps the way he’d said them—made her feel embarrassed. She lowered the rifle and stepped back away from the man’s legs.

The man looked at the dead animal as if he’d never seen it before. He pushed the dog onto the dirt and got to his feet, colliding briefly with the stiff branches of the tree behind him again, before trying to wipe his hands on his blood-soaked jeans. He soon gave up.

Just so you know, he said, looking pointedly at her. I have no intention of leaving him out here like this. Buddy will be buried like any good Christian. And you’ll be helping, seeing as how you’re to blame. Seemingly satisfied, he stooped to pick up his beanie and stalked off into the fog towards the house.

She watched him for a moment, then realised she needed to follow. The man disappeared into the house before she caught up with him, but he left the door open. She entered a kitchen that was all stainless steel, with pots and pans and cooking utensils hanging from hooks, though even in the dim light filtering through the window above the sink, she could see that everything was orderly and clean.

Get the door for me, would you? the man said without looking at her. He was sitting on a bench, beneath a collection of hanging coats, unlacing his boots. Next to him was a stockpile of walking sticks, protruding from an umbrella stand. He peeled off his oilskin jacket and his jeans, setting the soiled clothes on top of his boots. He inspected his sweater and decided to remove that too. In his underwear and singlet he looked different from the Captain. He was dark-haired whereas the Captain had been fair. He was younger than the Captain, too. He might even be younger than her.

The man took off into a dark hallway.

Hey, she said, lifting the muzzle of the rifle at him, even though she knew that the gesture was unconvincing. The fight was no longer in her, just as it was no longer in him. That was just how it went. That part of things was over now.

I need to tidy up, he said, showing her the front and back of his hands. Now do you want to get the door, or do I have to do that too?

He withdrew without waiting for an answer. She was left standing by herself in the kitchen. She lowered the rifle, cradling it in her arms. She couldn’t remember being in a stranger’s house before, at least not when someone was living in it. She could hear a clock ticking, but it wasn’t the one on the oven, which was silent. She inspected a picture above the umbrella stand. It was a sketch of a naked man, only he had two sets of arms and legs, spreadeagled like they’d been pinned. There were lines of writing scrawled above and below the image, though it was impossible to make out what any of the words said. On another wall was a painting of a mother suckling her child. The picture looked old-fashioned and wasn’t well executed. The mother was staring at the viewer, while the baby resembled a wizened man.

She heard the sound of running water from down the hall. Her knees and bitten lip were throbbing, as were the wounds on her head. It would be good to remove her beanie—to see if the sores were bleeding again and to let them dry out. She lifted a hand, but lowered it again as the man reappeared. He was wearing clean clothes, and his curly hair was freshly combed. Ignoring her, he scooped up his dirty boots and clothes, and disappeared with them. He returned with a white towel.

You know, you really hurt me with that thing, he said, nodding at the gun. He lofted the towel towards her. She watched it fall to the floor. The man looked at her, making it clear that he was unimpressed. Then, seeing that the back door was still open, he sighed and made a performance of closing it, before leaving the kitchen.

She followed him into a living room at the front of the house. The man was already sitting on a recliner, gently rocking himself and staring out of a large window. The view was misted by a sheer curtain as much as by the fog outside, but from what she could see the front yard was congested with jumping cactus, tangled with the usual strands of plastic and other kinds of trash. The power poles had collapsed towards the house, so that their wires draped over the prickly plants.

The living room itself was as tidy as the kitchen. Against the far wall were shelves lined with books, some with matching leather-bound spines, many absurdly thick. To her left was a heavy-looking timber desk, above which were arranged more paintings in ornate frames, though she couldn’t make out what their subjects were. The fireplace next to her was purely decorative. There was an oil heater next to the man; that’s why the room was warm. To her right was a grandfather clock. That’s what was making all the noise. A dark pendulum swung behind the glass. The man was rocking in time to its sound.

For the record, he said, turning to face her, playing with a gold ring on his hand. I was in love with Sarai. I certainly wasn’t there to pillage.

He said the word pillage as if it was dirty. Her mother pronounced certain words like that. It took her a while to understand that he was talking about the apartment where they’d first seen each other. Sarai. That was the name of the woman who’d lived there, surrounded by all those teddy bears and dolls, who’d been carried out in the body bag and driven away in the crematorium truck. Love, he’d said. He loved her. She didn’t know where to look.

She located where the dog slept: on a large cushion, its fabric littered with short black hairs. There were dirty footprints on the threadbare carpet. They led directly to her boots. The man stopped rocking. She met his eyes. He was staring right at her. He was waiting, she realised, for her to defend herself.

I wanted the painting, she explained, thinking it was something he might understand. The one of the horse. She paused. My son likes animals. Pictures. Not eating them. She heard how ill-formed the words sounded coming out of her mouth. She wasn’t accustomed to speaking to anyone other than the child.

He likes animals, hey? the man finally said. There’s a reason our ancestors never drew plants on their cave walls. You can look at a plant endlessly. They’re already works of art. But animals run away from us. Of course, they’re right to do so—his eyes wandered to the gun she was holding—though it only makes us want them more.

She had no idea what he was talking about. She turned her attention to a framed photograph on the mantelpiece next to her. The picture was of a boy, clearly a younger version of the man behind her now, holding the hand of a woman, who could only be his mother. They were standing in a landscape of rocky mountain peaks and billowing clouds. She’d never seen a place like it, except in the movies. So this is where the man had come from.

Your mama, is she still there? she asked, turning to look at the man in his chair. He curled his lip, unhappy with her question. His mother. He didn’t want to talk about her.

That photo was taken back when we were at the monastery, he said, setting his chair rocking and looking out of the window again.

Monastery? Was it a name for a house in the mountains?

It was my father who took that picture, the man continued, playing with the ring on his hand. That’s his shadow in the foreground.

His father. She’d never heard anyone mention their father before. She had no idea who had fathered her. Her mother had spoken about all kinds of things—of the cancer that killed her own mother when she was still young and beautiful, of the grandmother who’d taught her all about the art and craft of handling lace and silk—but she’d never had anything to say about the matter of fathers. When it came to her own son, she had no idea who his father was either, though she’d always assumed it was one of the boys who’d caught her after she left the Captain for dead.

Her throat started to tighten, like it did when the past came back to her, when it felt like it might happen all over again. She swallowed. It was her own fault, what happened to her then. She’d had trouble retracing her steps. She’d been distracted—what would she tell her mother about the Captain when she returned home by herself?—so that by the time she saw the boys they’d already seen her. She didn’t stand a chance. They brought her down at a playground. Dragged her beneath a climbing frame, making it even more impossible to escape. There were three of them, but in their white boilersuits and black balaclavas they might have all been the same man.

When she finally made it home, her mother didn’t ask any questions. She prepared her a bath and treated her wounds. It was obvious what had happened. Her mother must have assumed that the Captain had been attacked too. That’s how it could have taken place. It had always been useful to remember that.

She turned to the mantelpiece and inspected the photograph of the woman and her son. The woman wasn’t smiling, but the curly-haired child looked happy enough. She couldn’t see anyone’s shadow in the foreground. Was the man lying? She needed to take a closer look. She’d barely placed her gloved fingers on the ornate silver frame when the man spoke.

I would prefer it if you didn’t touch my things. You’re not exactly clean.

She paused, her arm in midair. What the man had said was true: even the back of her glove was matted with dirt. The sleeves of her pale coat were filthy.

The oil heater was warming the room. She felt suddenly claustrophobic. Something had to give. Her rucksack: it had to come off. The military coat, too. She shoved the rifle onto the mantlepiece next to the photograph and released the bag from her back. She was halfway out of her coat when she heard the man get up.

She spun around, but before she could decide whether to go ahead with removing her coat or put it back on, before she could free her arms to reach for the gun, the man had already walked past her to the other side of the room.

Have you ever wondered why you’ve gotten off scotfree? he asked, crouching at a steel filing cabinet and sifting through the paperwork in the drawer. Why you don’t have to live on the run? Why I’m the one who has to act like a criminal? The man sounded cross. Was he angry with her again?

He found what he was looking for and got to his feet, approaching her with a sheaf of stapled paper. It’s all in here, he said, thrusting the yellowed booklet towards her. It’s by the woman who was sent to the Promised Land, back at the beginning, before the war began. She turned out to be so unreliable they never sent another one.

She stood there, half-in and half-out of her coat, staring at the booklet. A woman? The Captain had said that women would only be sent after the war was won. That’s how they’d know if it ever happened. Though I wouldn’t hold my breath if I was you.

The man shook the pamphlet at her. Go on, take it. It’s a transcript of what she said, after the launch. Read it. See if I’m wrong. He seemed to be accusing of her of something, even though he couldn’t possibly know what she had done. The pages were covered in fine print; there was no way that she’d be able to read them.

The clock was knocking behind its glass door. She stared at the man, who was standing too close, an arm’s length away at most. She sensed it: something was about to happen between them. The rifle was on the mantelpiece. It was touch and go which one of them would reach it first.

In one swift movement, she shrugged her coat back on and reached for the gun. The man grabbed at her hand. She jerked away, and the man was left holding her glove. He snatched at her other hand, but she stepped back, not letting him catch her this time. The man slapped the booklet on top of the mantelpiece as if the rifle wasn’t even there, threw her glove onto the carpet, and came after her. She reversed until she hit the back of her head against the wall. She winced at the pain and steadied herself, but it was too late. She was trapped, caught between the rocking chair and the giant clock.

The man took another step towards her, approaching her carefully now, as if she were a cornered animal. Gently, he reached for her hands. He removed her remaining glove, letting it fall to the floor, and enfolded her hands in his, as if they no longer belonged to her. His hands were warm and cool. Her own fingers, intertwined in his, felt that way too. He looked into her eyes, as if he could see through them to where she was hiding, as if he wanted to draw her out. What was he doing? What did he want from her?

It’s okay, he said, speaking to her as if she was a child. You don’t have to read it. Nobody’s perfect. The two of us, we can just agree to live and let live. What’s important is that we stick together. Even Eeva knew that was how it had to go.

She didn’t understand him. Perhaps she never would. She could feel his breath in her face and smell it too. His hair was glistening with damp. His eyes were dark and earnest—so different from the Captain’s, even when he’d been up close to her. The grandfather clock was busy by her side. Nlock, nlock, nlock, nlock. She was starting to feel dizzy, almost as if she was being hypnotised.

The Captain had hypnotised one of her mother’s chickens once, back in the early days, after he moved in. He held the bird upside down, sending it into a trance, before he released it onto the ground and woke it with a clap of his hands.

Such stupid creatures, he said. Ss ss ss.

She broke eye contact with the man and slid her gaze toward the mantelpiece. The sheaf of yellowed paper—the transcript, he’d called it—was obscuring her gun. Behind it was the framed photograph of the woman and her son, standing together in the mountains, as if it was only the two of them in the whole world.

She looked back at the man. Take me, she said. Me and the boy. Take us to that place in the clouds.


BOOK TWO


TRANSCRIPT: TRANSMISSION EEVA RAKASTAA, MISSION 1

It’s strange speaking to you all from so far away. So far that my relationship to you, our relationship to each other, has become theoretical, abstract. Perhaps it always was. I mean, it’s not as if we know each other, not personally. That would be impossible. There are millions of you on Earth. I used to be one of you. I can feel that now. Now that I’ve been cut away. Now that I’m like a phantom limb.

It’s cold and black outside. Not in the way of a winter’s night, no. Not like that at all. Even in the coldest winter you’re anchored to a ground rich with microbes, busy with worms, probed by the tendrils of roots. You can hear a moth bumping up against the window, a creature scuffling in the walls, a lone night bird singing in a tree outside. Well, there’s nothing like that where I am. We’ve gone past the heliosphere, where the solar wind has stopped. There’s nothing alive out here. Except for me and Adan.

If you can hear me, please, listen. I know it’s unlikely. Mission Control will probably never allow this message to see the light of day. Adan would have transmitted a statement, on behalf of the Company, declaring the launch a success. That’s the message that will be broadcast to you all when it arrives. But I have to try. I have to try to get through.

Is it morning now? Stupid question. Of course it’s morning, for some of you. Take a look outside your kitchen window. See the breeze rustling the leaves of the tree, the ants crawling on the path, the sparrows flitting around your rubbish bins. It might not look like much, but there’s nothing like that here, nothing like it at all.

What do they say? Carpe diem? Seize the day. But no, that’s not what I mean. That’s not what I want to say. Where did that stupid phrase even come from? I’m no historian, but my guess would be the Romans. Making merry like there was no tomorrow, even as their magnificent temples were felled, as the water in their famous aqueducts was turning to dust. As their world was going to hell.

Look, when I applied for this mission, to be one of the first to be sent to the Promised Land, it was because I thought the Company was clear-sighted about what was happening. The future of the planet, well, the die had been cast, it was impossible to turn back the clock. That was why the Company was looking ahead. That was why they’d been searching, all those years, for somewhere else.

And it made sense. I mean, at some point you have to make a choice, don’t you? Shuffle up to the gallows or make a run for it. Go down with the ship or take off for the shore. I’d seen how it worked up close.

My mother died when I was a teenager. She was one of those reservists in khaki uniforms that you would have seen about the place. Her last job was to decommission nuclear power plants that were under threat for one reason or another: dangerous weather, rising seas. I used to find clumps of her hair in the shower, a tooth with bloody roots wrapped in a tissue in the bathroom bin. She left pieces of herself behind like that. A trail of crumbs.

My father, well, I guess you could say he followed in her footsteps. The two of them, they were always close. He was a lab technician, working out how to keep grain growing without rain, how to keep bread on your supermarket shelves, how to keep problems like that out of your heads. At least until it all got too hard for him—the grief, you know. There was a lot of it around: death of the self-inflicted kind. They say depression is a kind of illness. Alcoholism, too. I didn’t blame him. Not really. I was at university, doing my first degree—that’s where I was when my mother died too—so it wasn’t like I really needed either of them to stick it out. To tell you the truth, I didn’t even go home for his funeral. Why would I want to go back to that Godforsaken mess? That’s how I felt back then.

The Company’s official line was that Adan and I were chosen because we were the best and brightest. The truth is we had the edge because our parents were dead and we had no siblings or children or any kind of troublesome attachments. We were pure in that way.

I have to tell you about what’s happened to me. At least I have to try. I’ve got all this…feeling, stuck here in my gut and throat, and it wants so badly to free itself. Only it’s hard, trying to find the right way to let it out.

I don’t know why I’m finding it so difficult. Adan and I, we’ve always been good with words. Sure, the Company gave us talking points, but we could think on the spot, and we knew the main trick: we knew how to speak calmly and rationally. At press conferences or in interviews, we could make it sound as if everything was just like we said it was.

Adan was even better at it than me. It might have been his military background—all those sirs and ma’ams made him sound so politely authoritative—though I guess sometimes it backfired. Not everyone was happy about the Company’s military connections; not everyone was happy about the Company itself. But Adan and I, we knew how to address any problematic questions. And even the trickiest of interrogations, they weren’t so hard to neutralise. It was true that the Company was never going to be able to save everyone—that was common sense—but the mission was for the ultimate good of everyone. All for one and one for all. We’re proud to be carrying the flag for humankind. They were some of our slogans. And, sure, colonialism had a bad reputation, but we weren’t exactly staging an invasion. It’s more like a meet-and-greet, I’d say. Assuming anyone’s home when we call, Adan would add. That was usually good for a laugh.

You would have heard the kinds of things we said. That’s if you were listening—and a lot of you weren’t. The Company knew that better than anyone. How you just wanted to scroll through your socials, get your kids into a good school, buy that new sofa or light fitting, get the perfect look for yourself.

The Company was fine with that. They understood you better than you understood yourselves.

Who wanted to be bothered by anything difficult? Who didn’t want a nice life? There was always a handful of protestors on the streets, but no one had paid them any attention for years. Who wants to be told that life as they knew it is ending? Jesus Christ. At least the Company thought through their messaging. At least they offered some hope.

Maybe you heard Adan’s speech just after the launch, after we’d made it into orbit, when we could still speak to you in real time? The one about making a fresh start, about turning from the past to the future, about the new world that was waiting—the one that had been promised in myths and storybooks for thousands of years. Well, those words were supposed to have come from me. I knew what was expected. I heard the prompt from Mission Control. I knew I had an audience around the world, waiting. There was a camera right in front of me. In the cramped space of the cockpit, the lens was so close I could see my reflection. I was bound to a chair, encased in my white uniform, my feet clad in black boots, my head caged inside a helmet. I looked as trapped as I felt.

I knew that Adan was waiting, too, and when I didn’t start my speech he did the right thing—he stepped in. Adan and I, we were like brother and sister. Closer, really: like twins. We were almost the same height and build—it made the logistics easier—and by the time they’d shaved our heads and kitted us out in our white pressure suits, we were like mirror images of each other. After years of training, we could virtually read each other’s minds. What we had, it was perfect. There was no undercurrent, you know, the kind you sometimes get between women and men, when they want things from each other that neither really understands. We knew exactly what we wanted, and it had nothing to do with sex. God, we were so removed from all of that.

I don’t know. I don’t know what changed.

I’m no romantic, but I’m not naive, if we can put it like that. By the time I joined the Company, there’d been three men and one woman in all. I provided the breakdown on one of my questionnaires, so why shouldn’t I let you know, too?

There was only one relationship that lasted for any length of time. It was back when I was doing my PhD in biochemistry, and I found myself dating a tutor from the arts department. He and I had been meeting up for a couple of months, and one day I found a note of sorts—a poem, you might call it, though I’m no expert. It was inside a velvet sack that also contained a ring. He’d stashed this little offering in my bag. I came across it when I was about to leave for the lab one morning. Maybe it was because I was at my door looking for my keys, or maybe it had something to do with the slump of the cloth bag, but the gift reminded me of the mice that the neighbour’s cat would leave on our doormat when I was young. I’d fed that cat a few times when the neighbour was in hospital, which was why it started paying me tribute. At least that’s how my father explained the cat’s behaviour.

The note, I mean, if it was meant to be a love letter, it didn’t even sound nice. I read it a few times, and it didn’t even make sense. I am a beggar, a cannibal, hungry for you. Something like that, I can’t really remember how it went. It wasn’t how he usually spoke. As for the ring, it wasn’t even new. Apparently it had belonged to his mother, and her mother before that. It came burdened with family history.

I already knew what I wanted: to be the first to leave the Earth, to make a fresh start, to become one of the immortals. He knew what I wanted too; I’d always been upfront. I had no intention of forming a pair bond with him or anyone. His parents were still alive, he had nieces and nephews, and I knew that he had his dreams. He’d told me about his fantasy of living on the land—of all places in this day and age—with room for a boisterous dog and probably his own children. Did he think I would sign up to that? The gift decided it: I needed to put an end to whatever he was imagining. The next time I was at his place I put the velvet bag on the table and let him know I wouldn’t be seeing him anymore. We had just finished in bed, and I have to admit I was surprised when he began to sob. He curled up with his back to me on the mattress, like a child, except that he had the large body of a man, and like that, naked and loose-lipped, he wept.

I cried when my mother died. Of course I did. I thought I’d never stop; I thought I’d die from the pain of my grief. But whatever this man was feeling, it was hardly equivalent, and I can’t say I was happy about being dragged down by him. I got dressed and sat on a chair near his bookshelf, waiting for him to compose himself. It would be easier if we remained friends, in case we ran into each other. I just waited there in the dark, and after a while he sat up at the end of his futon, with the sheets and blankets a mess, and lit a cigarette. It was a disgusting habit, irrational and self-destructive. What was the point? I watched the glow of the cigarette intensify as he sucked on it. Heard the paper and tobacco burning into ash. Before he had finished it, he flicked the cigarette at me and told me to fuck off.

I don’t know why I told you that. I’d be the first to admit that I’m not feeling myself. Ever since the launch…yes, let’s get back to the launch. That’s when it all went wrong. In the midst of all that diabolical noise: exploding fuel, supersonic exhaust. I remember being pressed deep into my body, becoming heavier than I’d ever been, and then heavier still, until my flesh felt as if it were melting, until all that remained of me was my skull pushed into the back of the helmet, my ribcage and pelvis pressed into the moulded seat, the bones of my legs and arms crushed into their holds. I suppose I fell unconscious, which was always a possibility, something for which we’d prepared. Then we broke free of Earth’s hold—I remember the shock of that feeling—and that was when I woke up.

Even though I was buckled into my seat, I was completely weightless, as if I didn’t exist. I found myself looking through the porthole at something familiar but at the same time completely foreign. A blaze of white, like a motorcycle headlight on a deserted road at night. It was the sun. Closer by was the sphere of the moon, not even a rock, just a ghost of one. Then I saw the Earth, which had tried so hard to hold on to us, suspended in nothing.

What can I tell you about our world? Let’s just say that it captures your attention. It’s blooming, like something tropical, blue and green, with the yellow and orange of the deserts, and those frosty cyclones circling over the ocean, where the meteor fell that wiped out the dinosaurs, all those unimaginable aeons ago. It takes a while before you remember: there are living creatures down there, creatures living down there still. Giraffes, plankton, fir trees, sloths, dragonflies, swordfish, pumpkins, snakes…all the strange forms life takes, and human beings too, human beings with their round heads and eyeballs, and their matching pairs of arms and legs. And there’s only a fragile layer of atmosphere, protecting all of you from what’s out here, protecting you all from certain death.

We had run simulations, simulations of the launch, simulations of micro-gravity, simulations of what the Earth would look like from space. So many damned simulations. That’s all life was back then: an endless game of make-believe. Maybe not for Adan—as an airforce pilot he’d been into orbit before—but that’s what it was like for me. It was all just a game, a fantasy. Then suddenly it was happening, and the reality, the reality of what I saw, it was unlike anything I’d been prepared to see. It was as if I had been watching a tiger on a screen, and then the creature itself was suddenly panting in my face, its breath heavy with the odour of flesh, its eyes empty of anything recognisable, and yet alive, living, breathing, wanting.

And I was part of that, somehow I was part of it, but I’d become separated. I’d been exhaled, like a breath, and now I was nothing, no one.

As for what happened next, I admit that my memory isn’t altogether clear. I could hear Mission Control through my headset and Adan’s responses, louder, closer, in the cockpit next to me. Not the words exactly, just the familiar timbre, the careful and calming cadences, those reassuring sirs and ma’ams. I was aware of Adan’s movements at the control panel. He was moving quickly, doing my job as well as his, though I wouldn’t say he was rushed. I mean, we’d trained for the possibility that one of us might become incapacitated.

Then there was the second acceleration, the slingshot that we’d explained to the media hundreds of times, and I blacked out. There were no dreams, that was the worst of it, and I knew why as soon as I came to. As soon as I opened my eyes, I knew. It was all gone. Earth. Everything. There wasn’t a single cricket to be heard, no catkins rustling in the trees, no foxes padding from their dens. Not even a corpse in the soil. All I could see through the porthole was blackness: so titanic it annihilates everything.

It came into my mind: to remember what lay ahead. The Promised Land. A new shore. A fresh beginning. It was our only hope. For a lot of you, of course, it’s always been the dream. I’ve seen crowds of you on TV, packing out churches that look more like entertainment centres, seeing what you want to see in each other’s rapt faces, telling yourselves stories about being saved. And it’s easy to believe, because week after week you keep saying it. I know what it’s like: I’d said it over and over too. But now, all I could think was that I’d had everything, absolutely everything, and I’d thrown it away for something that wasn’t real.

Mission Control, I know you’re listening. You’ll receive this message when it comes through. You’ll probably be the only audience I ever have. You’ll spend weeks going over everything I say, consulting all your experts, analysing what’s gone wrong. Trying to understand how to avoid any future mistakes.

Adan’s already given me a sedative. Here it is in my hand. And I’ll take it. I’ll go to my cubicle, I’ll lie down. I’ll try to sleep off whatever it is—this shock, this grief—I’m going through. But first I have to explain. I’m going to explain this to you if it’s the last thing I do.

After the slingshot, I just sat there, I don’t know for how long. At some point Adan appeared in front of me in the cockpit, and I felt him, well, I couldn’t feel much through the launch suit, but he was unbuckling my restraints. That was when I registered that the weight of my body had returned, and I could hear this intimate and fleshy sound in my helmet. It was my heart—whu-whump, whu-whump, whu-whump—beating not in my chest but between my ears, in the wrong place.

Adan helped me into the medical room, where it was light and warm, just like in all the rehearsals. He stripped off my headgear and my pressure suit, until I was left standing in my underwear. He even reached into my long johns, one hand down the front, one down the back, and removed my diaper. Then he stripped himself down to his undergarments, disposing of our things where they needed to go, before he took my shoulders and looked squarely at me and I saw that it was just the two of us, just the two of us alive out there.

Adan was studying me, but I was able to study his face too. It was like I was seeing him for the first time, though I know that doesn’t really make sense. His cheekbones were defined, higher than I’d realised, though perhaps that was owing to the crewcut, which drew out the contours of his skull. His eyes were brown and rich, and I saw that they were the colour my mother’s and father’s had been, the colour of a dog’s, a seal’s, a cow’s, the colour of soil. And I could feel the heat of his breath, and there were the smells of our bodies, and suddenly all of this feeling, somewhere in my flesh and blood, was pushing at the limits of my skin, and it was so powerful, I had no choice but to try and reach him.

All I did was lay my palm against his chest, against the hardness of his ribs, which were protecting the soft organs: his lungs, liver, spleen, heart. It wasn’t as if we hadn’t touched before. We’d spent all those training sessions in close proximity, moving alongside each other in small spaces, administering to each other in simulations. But this felt different. I felt him then—his aliveness—like I’d never felt him before. I felt it inside me, like I was part of him, and he was part of me. It was like there was something flowing between us, I don’t know what it was, but I was being dragged out of myself, from the bowels of myself, dragged toward him. And I wanted to show him who I was; I wanted to show him everything. What’s more, I wanted to drag him out of himself too, and he recognised that—I saw it—he recognised what was happening. He knew what I wanted.

I may as well say it. I wanted him to cover my lips with his. I wanted to feel his tongue thick and wet on mine. I wanted him to take off my underclothes, and I wanted to take off his. I wanted his skin on my skin, the weight of him, his body heavy and warm on mine. I wanted it like I’ve never wanted anything, like life itself depended on it.

That’s when I said what I said. Adan, we have to go back. We have to ask them to let us come home.


BOOK THREE


1

HE PAUSED outside his home of six years. Would he be giving too much away if he locked the back door on the chance he might still return? He could feel the woman and her son, waiting behind him, silent as the trees in his orchard, but weighty with expectation, burdensome. Oh, yes, the woman had made it clear what she expected of him, and she would have the rifle stowed somewhere, under that bizarre coat or stuffed in her bulging rucksack, to make sure he delivered.

How he’d prayed—please, God, dear God—during the long night just passed, that she wouldn’t show up, that his life could go back to what it was before she came along, before everything was ruined. But the woman had appeared with her son come dawn, just as he’d instructed her to, taking him at his word like the simpleton he suspected she was. That morning, he watched through the bars on his kitchen window, almost daring the stranger not to materialise, when first the woman and then the boy pushed themselves through the flap in his back fence, struggling through the spiky branches of the candlewood, dragging their backpacks behind them. Now here he was, being forced to leave his home, to play saviour to this woman and her son, who were of no consequence to him, no consequence at all. In fact, he couldn’t imagine them mattering to anyone.

Perhaps it had been a mistake to stay at his place after the woman had hunted him down, chasing him through the streets like an animal, but what choice did he have? How could he survive in the outside world? His only hope was to stay in hiding. In any case, Buddy should have been enough to scare her off. The dog would have scared off any normal woman. How could he have guessed that she would return with a gun? It wasn’t as if he was practised in hand-to-hand combat. His life had been sacrificed to the cause of pacifism, and there was no shame in that; someone had to defend what was left of civilisation. Still, it was hardly fair. Why didn’t he have the right to live in peace like women did?

He turned from his door towards the woman and her son, who were holding hands in the fog, and took his time with his beanie and gloves. The boy was dressed as a girl—in the black wig and pink parka he’d worn himself when his mother had brought him here. The parka was too big for the child, but the disguise didn’t have to be perfect. A boy this age, yet to go through his changes, could easily pass for a female. He’d managed even at fifteen. Not that he’d been happy about the costume. It had been humiliating, that was the truth of it, though what he remembered most vividly about his journey from the mountains to the city was the sense that his mother secretly blamed him for their exile.

She hadn’t said as much—they’d never talked about the events that had led to their departure—but he was certain that she blamed him for having to leave the monastery, for having to go out on their own. As if that place hadn’t been more his home than hers. She’d sought shelter there as an adult, when she was pregnant with him—other women from the nearby town had done the same—but he’d been born in that place. In fact, that monastery had been designed to give refuge to men, over a thousand years ago, well before the women claimed it for themselves. How was it fair that he was the one who had to clear out? It wasn’t as if he had started anything. The problem was all those girls.

He could smell the mustiness of the boy’s parka from where he was standing. It had been stored in his closet for years, untouched. The disguise he preferred nowadays was the cane he was holding. He’d put together something of a collection of walking sticks, but the one he’d selected for the journey was his favourite, with a handle carved into the sleek snout of a hunting dog. It was in honour of Buddy, whose awful corpse he’d dealt with yesterday. He’d buried his best friend just beneath the loose earth of a fallow vegetable bed, marking the grave with a polished ivory crucifix from his assortment of objets d’art. The grave wasn’t ideal. The fog polymer above would keep the soil damp and soft, which meant that it was liable to slip off, but the ground of the orchard was too hard. Even beneath the vegetable bed it was like rock. It was the first grave he’d dug, and in the end he’d done it alone. The woman had hurried off to fetch her son from school, thus avoiding her obligation to help, despite being responsible for the whole mess. It figured. She was happy to dump everything in his lap.

The woman and her son stood in his backyard passively, like two mules waiting for him to lead them away. Well, let them wait. He wasn’t ready to leave—not yet. How he hated the blasted fog, and the woman hadn’t exactly won him over. She was wearing a pilled beanie, with her dull hair sticking out the bottom—did she ever think to comb it?—and then there was that godawful coat. The rifle, wherever it was, said everything about her: she was utterly without charm. As for her son, the boy hadn’t shown the slightest interest in him.

He hadn’t spent time around children since he was a child himself, playing with the girls at the monastery. What’s the Time, Mr Wolf and Mother-May-I, games like that—at least when they were young. He supposed he’d been in thrall to his mother when he was a boy, much like this child was. At some stage, he would have to warn him not to be too trusting.

He adjusted his grip on his walking stick and spun it in the way he sometimes practised in his living room. Buddy used to get excited about it, though the dog’s attempts to snatch the cane were irritating after a while. Really, he’d grown too big to be acting up like that inside.

Ta-da! he said, aiming to capture the attention of the child, who’d avoided eye contact with him so far.

The boy took an interest in his trick, inasmuch as he started watching him with those dark eyes of his, almost as dark as the bangs of the wig, almost as dark as his own. The woman regarded him with her usual impassivity. It might have been hostility; it was hard to tell. Perhaps she didn’t understand the point of the cane; it wouldn’t have surprised him. Yesterday she hadn’t seemed to understand much of anything. Her panic over the transcript he’d tried to give her was a dead giveaway. She obviously couldn’t read.

It was for her sake that he placed the rubber ferrule on the dirt and took a few steps out from his stoop, exaggerating a limp. The humble walking stick might not look like much, but disguises are at their most effective when they’re simple. He stopped and conjured a smile, spinning the cane in the air again. The trick is not to draw attention to oneself.

The woman continued observing him in that way she had, her whole body still and her face just as static. She was almost as inanimate as the giant rucksack humped over her back. It was impossible to know what she was really thinking or feeling, but she certainly didn’t look grateful, and here he was, about to sacrifice everything.

He brought the cane to an abrupt stop, along with his smile. Rest assured, he snapped. I’ve never been caught. Then it dawned on him that he had: by the woman herself.

He was about to point out that things had only gone wrong when he’d left his trusty cane at home, but the woman bent to loosen the shoulder straps of the child’s backpack, the two of them ignoring him completely. Had he just been snubbed? He hung the handle of the walking stick on his forearm, returned to the back door and worked through the bolts and locks, fastidiously and noisily. He hadn’t gone looking for any of this. A whole life was being taken from him—and in the blink of an eye. It was only two days ago that he’d gone to Sarai’s apartment and found a stranger in her place.

He’d been trying not to think about Sarai, but there was no getting around that she was to blame for everything that was happening. It was her fault that he’d forgotten his disguise when he left home. He’d been so concerned about their recent argument, rightly as it turned out, that he’d hurried off without taking a cane from the umbrella stand at his back door. Confronted by the woman in Sarai’s apartment, his instinct had been to run. In retrospect, he was willing to admit, it wasn’t the best course of action. But why would he be thinking clearly, given the shock of what he’d just discovered, given what Sarai had done to herself, without any regard for him?

He supposed he should have seen it coming. Sarai had dragged around her unhappiness like an infant with a grubby blanket, though she would make an effort to snap out of it when he visited, at least at the beginning—before the complaining started. It was true that he never stayed long and had never invited her to his home, but he couldn’t afford to take risks. For Christ’s sake, his life was on the line. There was also the matter of his age: he was much younger than her, not much older than her precious son, had he still been around. He could hardly be expected to make some kind of lifelong commitment. In any case, what he decided to do with his time was his own business. He never asked her what she did from one day to the next.

She grew more and more petulant as the months wore on. Towards the end she’d decline food he brought from his own garden. She didn’t even bother putting on makeup when he showed up. She acted as if hers was the only sadness in town, as if it outdid everyone else’s. Naturally, it got to him. He knew about hardship. He was the one who had to spend his life in hiding, whereas she could venture into town whenever she felt like it. He knew about loss, too. Sarai’s son might have been shipped off to the war in the Promised Land, but his mother had abandoned him of her own accord. One day she was there, in their home, in the sanctuary they’d built together, and the next she wasn’t. At least Sarai was prepared for her son to leave; she’d always known he’d have to go when he turned sixteen. It wasn’t meant to happen the other way around, his mother running off when he had no one else to rely on in the entire universe. He’d pointed out the difference to Sarai once. Predictably, she’d had nothing to say for herself.

His last visit hadn’t been pleasant. Sarai had been completely unreasonable, making all kinds of accusations, demands and threats. He’d been more than happy to leave—to let her calm down, to help her see reason—but the next morning he’d woken to a feeling of ungovernable panic. What if she did clear out? What if he never saw her again? He remembered those desperate weeks he’d spent searching the neighbourhood after his mother disappeared, feeling as if a secret part of him, the most important part—perhaps the soul he’d read about in the monastery library—had been ripped out. He’d felt so empty. Over the next months, loneliness had only gouged a bigger and deeper hole. He’d never known anything so dreadful.

When he arrived at Sarai’s apartment block, only to find the crematorium truck driving off, he didn’t want to believe what he was seeing. He raced upstairs and found a stranger standing—in boots!—on the familiar sofa, amidst all the ragdolls. What he should have done was stake out his ground. This was the home of a woman he knew, and knew intimately. What did she think she was doing, invading their—yes, why not, their—space? That’s what he should have said. It would have been easy to persuade the stranger that he had some kind of impairment, even without a prop. He could have closed one eye or slurred his speech, it didn’t take much. And this woman wasn’t exactly sophisticated; he could easily have headed off any conclusion that he was a dodger. That’s what Sarai had called him during their last fight. It had taken him a while to understand the accusation. And it had been quite the shock when it sank in, given she always professed to be on his side. The term you’re looking for, I believe, is conscientious objector, he replied in the tone he found useful during occasions of conflict. I’ll have you know it is a stance with a long and honourable history. You might consider educating yourself.

He finished with the latches and locks on his door. The keys were attached to his favourite keyring, one with a laminated photograph of a pope dressed in his wizard robes and hat. He didn’t know the pope’s name, but he’d found out what his special staff was called: a papal ferula. He tucked the bundle of keys deep into his pants pocket and took hold of his cane again, observing the steel door, repurposed by his mother from an armoured truck. She’d been vigilant about their security. It was good she wasn’t around to witness what was happening. All that hard work—planting the orchard and vegetable beds, while he salvaged and curated his collection of antiques and books—all that work being laid to waste. Not that she’d hung around to help him protect what was theirs. She’d left him to take care of everything by himself.

The woman suddenly came to life behind him, shifting the weight of her rucksack further up her back so that the aluminium pots and mugs hooked on to each side clashed. It was a clear gesture of impatience. The last thing he wanted was another scene, like the day before, when she’d attacked him in his own backyard. Especially not in front of the boy.

He tightened the straps of his backpack and turned from the door, taking off into the mist, heading away from his wintering orchard and the sails of the fog polymers pitched above the vegetable beds. He could hear the woman and her son following him, as obediently as Buddy had, if without his enthusiasm. The dog would have skipped ahead by now, like he had yesterday, when he’d been out in the garden and that woman had shown up with her rifle. He could easily have ended up dead himself.

He entered the neighbouring yard, making for the house three doors down where the back porch had collapsed under the weight of time and an enormous cat’s claw vine. From behind his house and the adjacent ones, it was difficult to see the street out front, given the tangle of teddy-bear cholla clogging the space between the buildings, but he had another trick up his sleeve. He stopped at the house in question and waited for the woman and her child to catch up. When they arrived, he used the end of his cane to lift the spiky branch of the vine, revealing another of his secret tunnels to the outside world, where he’d cleared a passage along the brick wall and through the cacti crowding the front garden to the bitumen road. He let the woman and her son pass under the prickly branch, before stooping under himself and joining them in the narrow clearing.

He found himself standing next to the woman. She was a drab-looking thing, that was for sure. Her eyes were grey, almost the same colour as her beanie and her coat, an old-fashioned military garment complete with absurd buttons and epaulettes. Unlike Sarai, she made no effort to look feminine, no attempt to look after herself. There were faint lines of scabs on her face and a swollen lip, possibly damage from their battle the day before. He wasn’t without injury himself. The side of his head was still tender. It was probably only the thickness of his hair that had prevented him spotting any bruising in his bathroom mirror.

Listen up, he said, turning his attention to the child. Stick close behind and don’t go anywhere near those teddy-bear cholla, you hear? They might look cuddly, especially in the mist, but if they so much as feel you close by, they’ll cast their hooks into you. It doesn’t take much. That’s how the infernal things spread.

The boy didn’t nod, so he nodded for him. He glanced at the woman again: her expression remained inscrutable. Apparently she couldn’t even appreciate his concern for her child. Had he been wrong about what had passed between them in his living room yesterday? Surely not. She’d surrendered her hands to him. She’d looked into his eyes. She’d lapped up his words as if she’d been lost in a desert of silence. She had spoken of saving her son, but he suspected that, deep down, she was the one who wanted to be saved by him.

He still wasn’t sure he wanted anything to do with her, much less the burden of her child. He led the way along the brick wall, through the prickly plants in the front garden and under the dangling powerlines. Then the three of them were on the debris-littered street of his cul-de-sac. There was only one way to go.
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HE SET off down the middle of the road, passing the same decrepit houses and rusted-down cars he’d passed so many times before. He reached his street sign, leaning into the arms of a prickly pear. Matthew Court. Would this really be the last time he left his home? Surely it didn’t have to be. It only had to be the last time for a while. He may have promised to take the woman and her child to the monastery in the mountains—that place in the clouds, as the woman had so gormlessly described it—but he hadn’t promised to stay there with them. Yes, that’s how he would handle this: he would lead them to the gates and leave, without anyone from the monastery seeing him. The woman wasn’t their type—too reserved, too savage—but that wasn’t his problem. It wouldn’t be difficult travelling back on his own. He’d made it from the monastery to the city with his mother once, and that was when neither of them had known where they were going. Now all he’d have to do was retrace his own steps.

He turned onto the through road at the end of the cul-de-sac. The fog was thick, and the narrow road congested with the usual wreckage and thistle. He checked that the woman and her son were still following. They were keeping up, though perhaps they wouldn’t be able to for long. He was travelling light, but the woman’s rucksack was absurdly full, with chunky bedrolls strapped to the top and bottom, and those collections of mugs and pots hanging on each side, clanging together constantly now that she was on the move. She looked like a homeless woman—or a homeless man, in that frightful coat—carting all her worldly belongings on her back. The child’s bag was more compact, though it looked heavy, perhaps too heavy for him in the long run. Could it be that, in a city full of vacant houses, they really went about like itinerants?

The fog had already wet the curls against the back of his neck. He flipped up the collar of his jacket so that it met the base of his beanie. The jacket wasn’t his favourite oilskin—that had been ruined by the woman yesterday—but a navy wool duffel coat. It wasn’t as waterproof, but it looked good, especially with his sand-coloured chinos. Sarai had said so once, early in their relationship. She’d had a silver tongue then, before all the criticisms began. He scoffed, his breath briefly visible in the fog. Had she ever really loved him? Is this what she’d wanted: to see him brought down? Damn her for getting him into this predicament. Here he was, a man of education and taste, bound to the will of a woman who cared only about saving her offspring. Here he was, a grown man, who deserved to be in charge of his own life, compelled to return to a refuge he didn’t need.

He’d considered going back to the mountains after his mother disappeared. Of course he had. The monastery had provided sanctuary to pacifists and scholars—men like him—for over a millennium, long before those women gathered there. They made the most of that clement shelter, but they never had any respect for its past. He’d found evidence of the men’s reign in the cellar: the abbot’s robes and crosier, his leather-bound bible and special ring, all packed away in plastic tubs. He had the ring on now, under his glove, on the fourth finger of his right hand, as was correct.

There was a lot to miss about the monastery: its fine paintings and objets d’art, not to mention the outstanding library. The mountains were also infinitely more scenic than the ruined landscapes of the city. Summers were mercifully cooler and shorter, and the orchard there was far more productive than the one he and his mother had established, probably owing to the soil, which had been worked by the monks for centuries, although manure from the cattle kept by the women helped as well. The winters were colder, but you could light a fire without trepidation. He’d never known fear there. Unlike here. Still, even in his darkest hours, after his mother had left him, he’d decided against going back.

He turned onto the main street, where the power poles were still largely upright. He stuck to the bitumen. He’d be able to walk faster on the broader thoroughfare. Let the woman and her son keep up. It was in their interests to do so. From Monday, he assumed, the child’s absence from school would draw attention, which meant they had the weekend to make a getaway. He didn’t know who the authorities were, but he assumed someone would come looking for the missing boy. If the woman had done what he’d said—kept silent, left her phone behind—they should have nothing to fear.

It shouldn’t take them more than a couple of days to reach the railway station in the northern reaches of the city, where he and his mother had hidden the handcar all those years back when they arrived. From there, it was a long but straightforward journey across a desert wasteland to an abandoned town at the foot of the mountains, followed by a trek up to the monastery itself.

He’d explained this to the woman the day before in his living room. What he didn’t tell her was that his mother may already have taken the handcar and returned to the monastery herself. He doubted that the women would have accepted her back into their fold, not after her angry outburst at that final meeting in the chapel, not after she’d taken his side over theirs. Nevertheless, it was unsettling to think about his mother betraying him even more completely than she already had.

The matter was hardly something he wanted to discuss with a stranger. In any case, how was it his responsibility to run through every scenario? This woman was happy to make demands, but she hadn’t asked a single question: not about their destination; not about their route. It certainly hadn’t occurred to her to ask why he wasn’t at the monastery anymore—the obvious answer being that it wasn’t so great.

How could a single photograph on his mantelpiece have struck her as so promising that she’d stake her child’s life on it? Was it because of the lie he’d told about his father? There was no doubt it affected her. Well, he wasn’t in the least bit sorry. It was his mother’s girlfriend, Naomi, who had taken the photograph, but she hardly deserved to be acknowledged, not after how she’d turned against them in that last meeting. She deserved to be written out of history. As for his father, he had no idea about him at all. His mother had never thought to tell him about his origins. He’d complained about it once to Sarai, though she’d been peculiarly lacking in sympathy. He tried to drive home the broader point he was making about the loss of patriarchal lineages in society. What had happened to those proud genealogies he’d come across in the monastery’s bible, whereby Adam begat Seth, who begat Enosh, who begat Kenau, who begat Mahalalel? Nowadays, no one knew anything about where they’d come from. In the end Sarai had been unusually blunt: his mother’s silence probably revealed everything he needed to know.

He had recognised what she was implying, but remained unconvinced. Apart from the fact that he’d never understood how violence could hold any allure, he just didn’t see the necessity. Girls wanted it. They wanted him. And if he enjoyed it when a girl looked at him as if he was her reason for being, when she made him feel like he was the most important person in the world, why shouldn’t he? What happened between men and women was only natural.

Of course there were brutes around. The woman trailing him might very well be one of them. It concerned him, he had to admit. Look at what she’d done to Buddy. She’d killed him without a second thought. What would she do to him if the handcar wasn’t at the railway station? How would he get them to the monastery? It wasn’t as if the no-man’s-land that lay between the mountains and this city could be crossed on foot. Surely the woman couldn’t hold him to account for whatever his mother had done behind his back.

The fog seemed to grow thicker as he went along. He listened to his breath, the sound of his boots on the road, the occasional tap of his cane’s rubber ferrule. He couldn’t hear anything else. Had he lost the woman and her child? He stopped to check. They’d fallen back. He might not have been able to see them if not for the boy’s pink parka. The puffer jacket was so long on the child—almost down to his knees—that it resembled a dress, but at least it was easy to see. The woman, in her pale-grey military coat, had almost merged with the mist. Christ on a bike, what an absurd choice of outfit.

He spotted a feather caught in a crumble of glass next to the shell of an ancient sedan and stooped to pick it up. The feather was narrow and dark, with a bluish hue. At the monastery they’d sometimes caught mynahs—deliberately or tangled in the netting in the orchard—and he’d get a piece of meat in his stew. Not that he’d been shown any favours, despite being constantly hungry, especially when he was a teenager. Sometimes Reubena and Asher would give him treats, when they were on kitchen duty, trying to prove who loved him best. He traced the tip of the feather over his cheeks and nose and lips so that it felt like he was being caressed.

He hid the feather behind his back as the woman and her child approached. The boy, he remembered, liked animals; at least that’s what the woman had said when she was trying to account for intruding into Sarai’s apartment. She’d been about to take that awful painting of the horse, of all things. Sarai herself had foraged indiscriminately, surrounding herself with worthless things like a bird creating a nest out of rubbish. The worst of it was those ridiculous teddy-bears and dolls, so many of them that it was always a struggle to make room on the sofa or the bed for himself. He couldn’t believe she’d had the nerve to blame him for not wanting to spend time among all that trash.

Ta-da! he said, revealing the feather to the child as he came close, turning it so that its oily sheen might catch what light there was. It still had the charisma of a living creature.

The child’s interest was immediately apparent.

It’s from the tail of a roadrunner, he continued. He wasn’t sure of the feather’s provenance, but he’d remembered a story he could tell. In the old times, some people believed that the roadrunner could bewilder evil spirits. To tell you the truth, I think it was less about their feathers than their footprints. They’re shaped like the letter X. He drew the letter in the air with the feather. The coyotes who were after them couldn’t work out which way they went.

The boy didn’t respond.

You can have it if you like. He wasn’t sure he wanted to give the feather away, but it seemed like the grownup thing to do. He held it out.

The child watched him silently, his dark eyes almost hidden by the wig, which had slid forward on his head. Then he looked up at his mother. She returned his gaze in her expressionless way, before the boy reached for the feather with his mittened hand. A breakthrough.

I’m Josif, he said to the child, offering his hand.

The boy didn’t move. At first, he didn’t know what he’d done wrong. Then he realised: the child no longer had a free hand. It had been stupid of him to propose a handshake—a rare faux pas. The woman could have helped, though. She could have let go of the boy or—here was a radical idea—she could have introduced them to begin with. Never mind, he said, waving the handshake away. Not your fault, Little Man. Yes, that’s what he would call him from now on.

He gave the woman a pointed look and took off into the fog. He heard them follow, the mugs and pots attached to the woman’s rucksack starting up their jangling again. They reminded him of the sound of the bells strung to the necks of the mountain cattle. Come Yule, which is what the women insisted on calling Christmas—despite living in a monastery for God’s sake—they’d slaughter one of the males. Always a bullock, never a cow. When he was young, his mother would take him into their cell and play a record, a performance of something bombastic to drown out the sound. She could be sensitive like that. She took his side when he was small.

The woman had seemed scathing of his disguise—his humble walking stick—but if someone was going to give them away, it certainly wasn’t him. The mugs and pots were completely unnecessary, and their din was bound to attract attention. Didn’t she know what was at stake? This wasn’t just about her son. He was putting his own life on the line. If he was caught, he might very well be sent away on the next train. Or perhaps there was some other punishment for men like him. Dodgers. Was that just a personal insult that Sarai had invented, or was that how he’d be known by everyone? Surely he’d been punished enough. Not that the woman making all that racket gave a damn about what he’d been through. She had no idea what it was like to live in hiding. And she clearly hadn’t given a thought to his terror as he bolted through the streets, much less considered his grief, even though he’d just witnessed his girlfriend—his lover, his partner—being spirited away in a crematorium truck. What that poor boy must be going through, being dragged through the world by this psychopath.

He refused to hold his tongue. He slowed his pace and fell in alongside the pair, synchronising his step with the woman’s. I don’t know if you remember what I told you yesterday, but they’re very well set-up at the monastery. There’s no need for us to bring much. Given the level of risk to our safety, I can’t see why we wouldn’t prioritise travelling light and fast, not to mention quietly. What do you say?

She briefly met his eyes, provoked by the direct question, he supposed, though not enough to respond. Then she turned her face away from him, as if refusing to listen to another word. The child, walking on the other side of the woman, turned away from him too—even though he was still holding the feather he’d been given. What was wrong with these people? What were they even looking at?

There was a fire station coming up on their right. For some reason the big door was wide open, revealing the red box-like truck, which looked to be in pristine condition. Even through the mist, the paintwork had an impressive shine. The windscreen was intact.

Then he saw them: three men. Two were sitting behind the windscreen while the third, heavily bearded, was clinging to a ladder attached to the truck’s side. The men had already seen them.

Fear tightened his throat, as it always did when he came across men out on the streets. The important thing was not to let it show. He could only hope that the woman and her son understood the right way to act too. The bearded man jumped off the ladder and started down the driveway to meet them. From the way he walked, it was apparent that one of his legs was shorter than the other, though he wasn’t using a cane. Would the man be able to tell that his limp was fake? Would he see through the boy’s disguise? Why hadn’t he straightened the child’s wig when he had the chance? If push came to shove, they should be able to outrun this fellow, even though they’d have a child in tow—though it might be the woman, with her oversized rucksack, who was too slow. The important thing was that he could make it home. He was the one in real danger.

He gave the man a nod. It was a small gesture, which he’d used before with men like this, to suggest comradeship. The man didn’t signal back. He didn’t know what to do next. Should he comment on the fine state of the vehicle? He’d had to make that kind of small talk before, though it hadn’t always elicited a positive response. Fucken talk down to me, you little prick, he’d been told after praising a numberplate collection on the front of a man’s house. How was it his fault that the guy was so small?

The woman loosened the top buttons of her military coat and spread open the lapels, as if she wanted to show him something—perhaps a locket nestled between her breasts. He couldn’t help but look. The barrel of the rifle was sticking out. It was a shock. He’d known that the gun would be somewhere on her person, but he hadn’t expected it to be tucked against her chest. What was she going to do with it? The bearded man came to a stop at the end of the driveway. Had he seen the rifle too? It was impossible to tell. The man stared as they passed, but he didn’t say a word.

They kept going until they’d left the fire station and the three men behind, until the only other living things among the ruins were the spiny teddy-bear cholla and prickly saltwort and sow thistle—though they hardly counted as company. It was clear they didn’t want anyone around. He limped for longer than he had to, listening to the knock of the ferrule against the road, the swishing of the boy’s parka, the commotion of the mugs and pots hanging from the woman’s bag. He didn’t know what had happened. Had he saved the day with his confidence trick? Or had it been the woman? There was no doubt she’d drawn enough attention to herself. It was precisely what he’d been trying to warn her about.

Okay, ding, ding, that’s enough, that’s it! he exploded, grabbing the woman’s arm and forcing her to a stop. For Christ’s sake, would you do something about this … hullabaloo? She looked at him as if he’d spoken in another language. He grabbed at the mugs on one side of her bag and at the pots on the other. These and these—get rid of them. He stepped back and waved the walking stick in the fog, letting her see the full extent of his frustration. Me, this cane, I’m not the problem. It’s you and your ridiculous performance!

He had the woman’s attention now. The boy was looking at him too. The wasteland of the street, buried in the fog, may as well have been frozen. He tested the bitumen with the tip of his walking stick, trying to find a satisfactory spot. After a while, he felt less afraid than embarrassed, like the day before, after he lost control over Buddy’s corpse. Had this woman really asked him about his mother—his mama—like he was some kind of crybaby? His dog had just been killed. How did she think he would react? The creatures of the world couldn’t just be laid waste, willy-nilly, without anyone shedding a single tear for them.

The woman shrugged her khaki pack onto the road and started unclipping the mugs and the pots from the sides, before signaling for the boy to come forward. She was going to put her kitchen things in his bag.

Let me, he interrupted. I can take them. He fell to his knees and dumped his backpack on the bitumen at the woman’s feet. Look, it’s practically empty. He bundled out his sleeping bag, and revealed the meagre things he’d packed: his balled-up underwear and socks; plastic containers of food from his garden; some tins and packets he’d salvaged. Nothing to cook with. Had the woman realised?

He looked up at her to check, and they locked eyes. He felt it again, what he’d felt the day before in his living room: something stirring between them. He felt it in his gut and chest, as well as in his groin. There was hope for him yet.

Sweet Jesus, he could have wept.
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THEY KEPT walking. Eventually the decrepit buildings and cars began to retreat into the murky fog. He’d checked the map folded in his breast pocket before the light started to fade and the mist thicken, but soon he wouldn’t be able to see anything. As it was, he could barely make out the street signs, much less their directions.

He would obviously have to be the one to suggest they take shelter before nightfall. It didn’t seem to occur to the woman that her son would be tired. He had ten years on the child, but he was exhausted. Uncomfortable, too. His beanie and hair were drenched through to his scalp from the wretched fog, and the growing cold was chilling his sweat, especially where his singlet was matted against his skin beneath his backpack. They’d stopped to eat in the afternoon—an interlude that had involved neither sharing nor speaking—but he needed more food. He hadn’t walked this far in one day before; he wouldn’t have thought it was possible. His feet were sore. They’d probably be blistered.

To break the silence, he sucked on his water bottle before returning it to the side pocket of his backpack. Well, there’s no doubt about it, he said. We’ve made exceptional progress.

He studied the woman’s profile as he’d done often during that afternoon. Her features, he’d decided, were symmetrical enough even if they weren’t especially appealing. Sarai wouldn’t have won any beauty contests either—she was so thin and she had that frizzy hair—but she knew how to make an effort. Let me put my face on, she used to say when he showed up on the doorstep. At the beginning, anyway. He couldn’t say that he’d been a great fan of the colours she liked—gaudy blues and greens, which clashed with her halo of red hair and didn’t help her look any younger—but at least she’d tried to please him.

The woman next to him didn’t seem to care about pleasing anyone. Nevertheless, he’d been perfectly obliging towards her all afternoon—reining in his natural pace, trying to respect her apparent preference for silence. She hadn’t said a word to him. Just as she didn’t say anything now.

Was she even listening? Perhaps she had a problem with her hearing. Perhaps the boy did too, though that didn’t make sense. If he’d been deaf or mute, they wouldn’t be on the run. In any case, it wasn’t the boy’s attention he needed.

Yes, we can definitely call it quits for today, he said. Why shouldn’t he be the one to make the call? He was the one leading the way. He sped up a little to get out in front and then came to a flamboyant stop, flourishing his cane at a brick building on a corner block that wasn’t completely obscured by fog.

This place will do, he announced. A concrete carpark out front had prevented teddy-bear cholla from invading the yard and blocking access to the door. A faded for-sale sign was leaning out front. Perfect Business Address.

He watched his two travelling companions steadily approach through the mist. There was no suggestion that the woman was going to stop. He appealed to the child. What do you reckon, Little Man? Shall we rest up here for the night?

The boy looked at him, but the woman kept walking, hand-in-hand with her son, past the traffic lights and into the intersection. In her grey coat and khaki rucksack, she was soon swallowed by the darkness and fog. He could make out the boy’s pink jacket, though. He was also, helpfully, wearing a yellow backpack. He quickly went after them, keeping the child in view. The woman was lucky they hadn’t become separated. What would she have done then? He would have to remind her that he was the one who knew the route; she wasn’t going to get far without him.

He’d crossed the intersection when the child’s bright colours vanished. He stopped next to the sturdy pole of a traffic light which was the only thing that was visible. He was all alone. This was exactly what he’d been trying to warn the woman about. Why hadn’t she listened to him? He opened his mouth to call out to her, but then he realised: he didn’t even know her name.

He heard a snapping sound—branches breaking—and set off blindly towards the noise. He ran into a low car—a convertible, as it turned out—and felt his way around it until his foot hit the kerb. Holding his cane out in front, he walked towards the sound of cracking wood.

The boy appeared in the gloom, unmistakable in his lurid colours. He was standing by the spiny branches of a mesquite bush. The woman emerged from the other side of the plant, carrying an armful of twigs, presumably for kindling. The two of them took off towards a clapboard house, disappearing into a cavity where a door had once been.

The building he’d chosen was in better condition, but obviously this woman had to feel like she was in charge. Whatever. He was too tired to argue. He stepped into an entrance area that was pitch-black and freezing, before glimpsing the moving beam of a flashlight coming from a doorway further down the hall. He joined the woman and her son in the living room, which was empty except for a cracked vinyl sofa parked in front of a potbelly stove. The woman had dumped her rucksack and was lighting a fire. He stood next to the child, watching. When the fire finally took hold, the woman left, taking the flashlight with her, leaving the small cast-iron door of the stove open.

He stood in front of the fire, which was spreading its light and its pungent smoke, without generating any warmth. How he longed to be at home in his rocking chair, with the oil heater next to him, his favourite book of myths and legends open on his lap. Why had he been so obliging when the woman started up with her demands? He could hardly believe he’d made so many promises. Why had he pledged to take her to the mountains? Why had he felt the need to tell her anything about the monastery? He could have told as many lies as he’d needed to about that stupid photograph. She wouldn’t have known any better.

He may as well face it: he was terrified of being left on his own. Without Sarai, without Buddy, it would have been just like after his mother left. Beggars can’t be choosers, his mother used to whisper to him in the dining hall whenever he picked at his food. Beggars can’t be choosers, indeed.

He kicked an empty beer can, sending it skidding across the floor towards a dark corner of the room. It startled the boy, but the child wasn’t his problem. It wasn’t his job to babysit. He found the kitchen in an adjoining room. The window was smashed, letting in the mist. He checked the pantry, but he couldn’t see into its recesses without a torch. He turned on the tap. It made a grinding noise that shook the bones of the house, but then it started spitting out water. He removed one of the woman’s pots from his backpack and half-filled it. He added chopped swedes and carrots from his garden and some noodle soup from a packet. Then, on impulse, he doubled everything. Lunch hadn’t set a great precedent, but he would show the woman and her son how to break bread. He would teach them how a civilised group of people ate.

He returned to the living room, dumped his pack on the sofa, and set the pot to boil on the stove, stirring the soup with a stick from the pile of mesquite kindling. The boy was watching him, his pink parka glowing in the firelight, his dark eyes shining. The child was probably hungry, but he would have to wait. Perhaps the boy wanted to be entertained, to see another one of his performances with the cane. Bad luck. No one had given a damn about what he’d wanted during that tedious journey. What would have been wrong with enjoying each other’s company? How often he’d wanted to ask his mother that. As soon as they left the monastery it was all work, work, work. That was how she’d started withdrawing from him, though he only understood that after she disappeared for good. The note she left on the kitchen table didn’t explain anything. I’m so sorry. So she should have been.

Here, he said, handing the boy the stick. Keep an eye on it. The child could earn his supper.

He headed off to explore the rest of the house. The hallway was bitterly cold after the warmth of the fire. Most of the rooms off the corridor were too dark to search, though the one at the front of house was lit up—weakly but steadily enough—by the woman’s flashlight, which she’d perched on the windowsill outside. She was attacking the weathered clapboard; it sounded as if she was tearing the house apart.

The bedroom had a steel-frame bed but no mattress. It didn’t matter. He would sleep on the sofa, where he’d left his things. The woman and her son had their bedrolls; they’d be fine on the floor.

The woman stopped her racket outside, and the flashlight vanished, plunging him into darkness. He waited for her to arrive in the hall, then he followed the light of her torch to the living room. She dropped the planks onto the floor and busied herself breaking them into pieces that would fit through the small mouth of the potbelly stove. He took the stick from the boy and, when the soup was ready, set about allocating portions into their mugs. He would have to eat straight from the pot. It wasn’t ideal, particularly given the lesson in manners he was trying to impart, but he hadn’t remembered to bring a mug of his own. He couldn’t be expected to think of everything. It wasn’t as if he was accustomed to living on the road.

The three of them sat on the sofa in front of the fire. The woman and the boy ate without uttering a word of thanks. He didn’t have the energy to take it up with them. He would continue to lead by example—that was the dignified course of action. He filled all their water bottles in the kitchen and washed the dishes, his fingers aching in the frigid water sputtering from the tap. When he returned, the woman had dragged the sofa to the back of the room. She’d spread out their bedrolls in front of the fire instead.

It was too much. He stood with his hands on his hips, but he might have been invisible. The woman was feeding pieces of debris through the open door of the potbelly stove, ignoring even the boy. Since they’d arrived at the house the fire seemed to be the only goddamned thing she cared about.

He stripped down to his underpants and singlet, spreading his clothes—his wool coat, his chinos, his shirt—on the back of the sofa, where he hoped they might dry. After settling in his sleeping bag—not without a struggle, given the state of the vinyl cushions—he studied the child, tucked neatly inside his bedroll on the floor. The woman had replaced his wig with an orange beanie, and the boy was lying on his stomach, pointing a torch at a book. Alice in Wonderland. It was a version for younger children, mostly pictures—he could make out the white rabbit on the page beneath the boy’s face—but the child’s lips were moving. He was reading whatever words were printed there.

Curiouser and curiouser, he said, propping himself up on an elbow and offering a smile.

The child, however, was too immersed in his book to hear. It was the woman who gave him her attention, observing him for the first time since that morning, when he’d agreed to carry her things. He sat up in his sleeping bag so that he could look at her properly in return. She was kneeling in front of the fire so that her face was cast into shadow, but she was definitely looking at him.

Do you have a box of curiosities too? she asked.

They were the only words she’d said all day. It was a shame he didn’t know what she was talking about. The woman hadn’t had an education, that much was clear. It didn’t come as a surprise: girls here didn’t go to school. Sarai was no genius, that was for sure, though she’d liked it when he read to her, and at least he’d always been able to understand what she said.

He didn’t mean to stall in the way he did, making it obvious to the woman that she wasn’t making sense, but his rudeness paid off.

I knew someone who had one, the woman went on. It had a starfish. And a cicada in it.

She pronounced cicada with two soft cs. Sisada. It took him a while to catch on.

Ah, the cicada, he began, pronouncing it properly without thinking. What was he supposed to do: repeat her mistake? He decided on a little speech. They used to rise from the ground in their millions. Can you imagine the spectacle? Not to mention the sound. For other animals, it was a time of plenty, a time to feast, but the cicadas didn’t all need to survive. All that mattered was enough of them lived to find a mate. Mother Nature had it all worked out.

What was he saying? The cicadas hadn’t survived. Mother Nature had failed—monumentally, catastrophically—and absolutely everyone knew about it. Mother Nature had stopped tending to any of God’s creatures. She’d left everyone to their own devices. She didn’t care if every living thing died.

The woman broke eye contact. She turned to the potbelly stove, trapping the fire behind the cast-iron door, and started to undress, starting with her military coat. Immediately, he saw the rifle strapped to her chest. He had no choice but to turn away. He slunk down onto the sofa, pulling his sleeping bag up around his shoulders, resting the side of his head on his balled-up woollen jumper, which was all he had for a pillow.

Was that it? Was nothing else to be said?

He listened to the rustling of the woman as she settled herself in her swag. He could hardly be disappointed. It had been apparent from the beginning that this woman wasn’t going to be a conversationalist. She wasn’t going to be like Sarai, who if anything had talked too much, at least when it came to the topic of her son—what he’d said and done back when he was young. He didn’t know why she thought he would care; he’d never even known the guy. Sometimes he suspected that Sarai kept the conversation going to hold off other forms of intimacy. Not that he minded, not really. Civilisation depended on men being patient or, if they weren’t willing to wait, paying for what they wanted. Prostitution was never a bad sign of how a society was faring—he’d passed those brothels in the city when he’d risked his life looking for his mother—but it wasn’t for him. He wasn’t interested in being tricked. What he wanted was the real thing.

How he missed those first weeks with Sarai when she was barely able to contain herself, when she wanted him so badly—wanted something from him or through him, almost as though he was in possession of a power even he didn’t understand. It had been like that with the girls at the monastery too. How Reubena and Asher had been into him, even though he barely knew what he was doing. Juda, too. Beautiful Juda. I love you, Josif, she’d whispered to him as she lay on top of him, her blonde hair falling over his face like a curtain. Oh, God, Josif, I love you so much.

The flashlight clicked off behind him. He rolled to face the potbelly stove. All he could see in the gritty darkness was the glow emanating from around the iron door, and the mounds of the woman and her son cocooned on the floor. He stared at the woman, who was lying completely still. She was so close. Had she fallen asleep? Or was she thinking about him, just like he was thinking about her?

The boy was between them, but he’d fall asleep soon enough. He could barely keep his own eyes open.
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WHEN HE woke up the potbelly stove was cold and black, as if it had never been anything other than a lump of steel, as if it had only been glowing and crackling in his dreams. The floor was bare. There were scuff marks in the dust where the two bedrolls had been. He sat up in his sleeping bag. Where had the woman gone? It didn’t matter. The woman had no idea where the railway station was, much less where the handcar was stashed. She would have to come back for him.

He took his time. He buttoned up his shirt, pulled on his wool jumper and chinos, and laced his boots onto his feet, which were sore but not blistered. He ate a handful of pistachios and a couple of figs, then repacked his bag. He went to the toilet. He rinsed his hands under the bathroom tap. He’d forgotten to pack soap.

He found a room with a desk. He pulled open its stiff drawers, but they were empty. On the way out, he spotted something on the wall. A growth? No, a clock. It was designed to look hand-carved, but it wasn’t—not like the grandfather clock in his living room, which he’d discovered in an antique store not too far from his house in the city. This one had been manufactured on a production line, whenever they were still making such things. He traced his glove over the leaves circling the dial and opened the tiny wooden door above the face. The bird was still tucked inside. He pulled one of the weighted chains to start the clock ticking, and then the other, winding up the mechanism for the cuckoo.

He set the time to just before twelve o’clock so that the gears would push the hands onto the hour, and sure enough the whirring started. The door above the clockface opened and produced what looked like a half-formed baby bird. Cuckoo, cuckoo, it said, bright as could be. Then the woodwork tucked the bird away, and the clock returned to its routine ticking.

He went back to the living room hoping to find the boy, who was sure to be impressed, but the woman hadn’t returned yet. He sat on the vinyl sofa, which was already cold as if he’d never been lying there. The paint was peeling off the walls. He could smell mould—and ash. Had the woman stolen his map? He thrust his hand into the breast pocket of his duffel coat. No, it was still there. Of course it was. What would she do with it? Sisada. Christ on a bike. She could barely speak.

He pulled on his coat, hoisted on his pack and wandered into the front yard. There was a mess where the woman had attacked the mesquite bush and clapboard for firewood. The yard next door was strewn with car engines and piles of tyres. The driveway and kerb were crowded with rundown vehicles, including the convertible he’d bumped into the night before. The expanse of fog across the road looked strangely empty. They’d spent the night across the road from a cemetery.

The realisation took him by surprise, but it didn’t bother him. Not really. Shortly after his mother took off, he went through a stage of feeling frightened of her coming back—in a different state, no longer really herself—but that wasn’t the same as believing in ghosts. He wasn’t brought up to be superstitious. The women at the monastery had been critical of notions of an afterlife. He’d been taught that religious fantasies about other worlds were at the heart of what had gone wrong. It was Earth that deserved their attention; it was what sustained them in the here and now. He could see where they were coming from, but he had his doubts. After all, those men of God had built their beloved refuge. Their paradise, that precious remnant of human civilisation, had been borne from their fine minds and hard labour. That should have counted for something, but no. The women preferred to bother the mountains and the moon with their worship, as if the Earth or any other heavenly body gave a damn about their singing and dancing. In the cosmic scheme of things, those women were even smaller, less significant, than a colony of ants.

Those women weren’t as smart as they thought. Even his mother had realised it in the end. You think of yourselves as women of learning, she’d yelled at that last meeting in the chapel, when Reubena and Asher alleged that they were pregnant, when the older women suggested that he account for himself. You’ve been using him, milking him! his mother had cried. For God’s sake, he’s still a child himself! He felt mortified remembering her words. He’d been about to turn sixteen—hardly a baby. And milking. What sort of a mother says something like that about her own son?

Perhaps Naomi had been right not to go along with her nonsense. She’d sat silently next to them as her mother fought his case. It was Juda, beautiful Juda, who’d responded to his mother’s accusations, albeit with a vulgar streak he hadn’t noticed before. Wake up, Rachel, it’s the birds and the bees, it’s his raison d’être. Since when did Juda know French? And why was she lying? She’d shown him her diary. My dream man has been here, she’d written, right by my side, all along. He should have asked her to read that sentence aloud. He should have made her reveal to all those women how she really felt.

Mama! The voice came from across the road. It sounded just like a little girl, though it could only be the boy. Rows of unkempt gravestones receded into the fog. He couldn’t see the child; he couldn’t see his mother either. Perhaps the boy was lost, or perhaps it was the woman who’d gone missing. Did he really have to go and find them? He pulled on his beanie and gloves, hunched into his backpack and reluctantly crossed the street with his cane.

Here we await our Saviour, said a plaque high on the brick archway of the cemetery entrance. He walked beneath it, even though the ornate iron fence on either side was lying on the ground, tangled with the usual rubbish but also unusual things: plastic flowers, photo frames, matted teddies, deflated footballs. He started down the driveway that divided the cemetery into two halves. Past lines of gravestones, packed tight, most of them leaning, some crumbled into chunks of marble or granite.

He couldn’t see anyone. Nothing living. There weren’t even any cacti or thistles. He turned onto one of the paths that branched off the central driveway. The child’s voice had come from this side of the cemetery, he was sure of it.

The tombs grew increasingly elaborate, showing off how expertly stonemasons had once manipulated rock. On the lid of one burial plot, a man and woman slept together under a stone duvet. Further down, an angel hovered at the top of a plinth, inspecting the slab beneath with what looked like a profound, almost scientific, curiosity. He stooped to read the faded epigraph. Here lies our princess. Too beautiful for Earth.

He scoffed, discharging a sudden cloud of breath into the fog. He knew what the world had looked like in the old times, when the dead were buried as a matter of course, when the ground was soft and accommodating. Epochs of people and their pets, aeons of human waste and rubble, even whole reactors and radioactive towns, had been stashed away in the fertile ground. The earth had received everything without complaint. Not anymore. It had begun locking everyone out. It hadn’t even let him bury his dog in his own backyard. Here, all around him, it was pushing out coffins that had been tucked away for decades, perhaps even centuries. He could see them beneath some of the cracked slabs, the wood splitting and splintering apart, spilling out bones that looked like sticks and stones, perfectly at home in the concrete and dirt.

The path came to an end at a perimeter wall that was taller than him, though the bricks a few metres away had partly collapsed. He peered over the wall and found the squalid carcass of a swimming pool. He tried to imagine the family that had lived there, the children splashing away their summers in the pool. How had they been able to ignore what was next door?

He turned and inspected the cemetery. What was he supposed to do now? Were the woman and her son playing some kind of game? It was a long time since he’d played hide and seek with the girls at the monastery, and this was hardly the time for mucking about. Had the woman forgotten they were on the run? It might be easy for her to forget what was at stake, but—surprise, surprise—it wasn’t so easy for him.

He shed his backpack and cane, and clambered onto a crypt, on the top of which, absurdly, was a gazebo—as if people would have picnicked in such a place. He held on to one of the marble pillars and peered out into the fog.

I’m awake now! he called.

There was a sudden flash of yellow. Was he seeing things? Or was there someone out there? They would be coming for him.

He jumped down, his heart racing, and scrambled to pick up his things. He needed to get back to the house, quickly. He started down the path, barely using his cane, not even bothering to affect a limp. He was making too much noise: his breath, his backpack, his boots. He shouldn’t have ever left the house. What was he doing out here in the mist? It wasn’t as if the boy had been calling for him. It was his mother he’d wanted. She was the one who had brought him into the world. Let her take care of her own problems.

He turned onto the central driveway, not daring to look back, unable to see what lay ahead of him. Was he almost at the gate? Please, God, dear God, let me make this final getaway. If he managed to make it to the street, he was heading straight for home. He felt the front of his pants, where he found the knot of keys. If he drove himself as hard as he’d been driven the day before, he could make it all the way back before nightfall. His life could return to normal. Sure, Sarai wasn’t around anymore, but he could find someone else, perhaps even someone who had more going for her, someone who wasn’t always unhappy with him. There were plenty of women in the city. He’d seen them as he searched the streets after his mother had taken off. Some of them looked decent enough.

As for the woman and her son, he couldn’t see how he owed them a thing. The woman had dragged him here at gunpoint. Then she’d taken it upon herself to leave. Well, she’d done him a huge favour by vanishing.

The boy appeared in the fog at the side of the driveway, unmistakable in pink. Even his black wig looked vibrant among all the granite headstones and concrete slabs. He was pretending to ride a statue of a lion, one of a pair planted at the foot of a grave. The woman was leaning against the headstone, the backpacks discarded at her feet on the tomb’s lid. One of the bags—the boy’s—was yellow. How had he forgotten?

Ah, here you are, he said, as if he was still looking for them. He came to a stop, his heart beating heavily and his face flushed as if he’d been caught out doing something wrong.

The boy slid awkwardly off the lion—the length of his coat got caught on the stone—and darted towards him. He grabbed his hand and dragged him towards the foot of the grave, releasing his grip only when he’d brought him alongside the second lion statue. The woman was watching him, her eyes as grey as her beanie and coat. The boy was watching him too. They were clearly expecting him to do something, only he didn’t know what. Neither the woman nor her son were giving him any clues. Did they expect him to mount the animal too?

The blind eyes of the statue were bulbous and round in the way that the eyes of statues were, but there was something familiar about the creature. Buddy had been roughly the same size. Buddy, the poor creature. He’d rescued him from the street when he’d been a waif of a thing, all ribs and skin—but the dog had rescued him too, saving him from the loneliness that had him in its grip after his mother abandoned him. For the longest time, it was just the two of them. They’d virtually grown up together. Still, the animal had never been enough. That was the truth of it. Only when he met Sarai did he get any relief. Sarai. Why hadn’t he tried harder with her when he had the chance? He’d give anything to be in her apartment again.

He patted the lion on the head. The granite didn’t give. A lump formed in his throat. He refused to let this woman see him cry again.

He swallowed. It’s hard to believe, he began. But did you know that this rock was once molten? That was millions of years ago, of course, long before a man laid his hands on it and crafted it into this work of art.

When he looked up, the woman was still watching him, as pale and silent as the fog.

It’s true. He met her obdurate stare with his own. Granite is a type of igneous rock. Ignis, just so you know, meant fire in the old world.

His words had no discernible impact. The woman stooped to gather their bags, hoisted on her khaki rucksack and helped the boy on with his backpack. Then the two of them stood on the driveway holding hands, as if they’d been waiting for him all along.

Ah, he said, looking from one to the other. That’s the game we’re playing now, is it?

He knew he sounded peevish, but so what? He flipped up his collar, took a firm hold of his cane and set off into the mist. They can keep up, he thought. And if they couldn’t, well, let them feel what it was like to be lost.
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THEY WOULD be arriving at the train station a whole day earlier than he’d expected. He hadn’t figured on the woman driving her son so hard, but she’d been relentless. Even he was finding it difficult. His feet would definitely be blistered by now—the flesh around his heels felt raw and loose inside his boots—but that was really the least of his concerns. Soon, very soon, he’d have a bigger problem to address.

If the railway handcar was in the shed where he and his mother had left it all those years back, he would be obliged to take the woman and the boy to the mountains. There’d be no getting around it. If the handcar wasn’t there, yes, he would have to face the depths of his mother’s betrayal, but at least there’d be no chance of having to return to the monastery himself. This woman couldn’t possibly blame him—he hadn’t been standing guard at the train station. They would just have to come up with a different plan.

He knew what he was going to suggest: that they return to his house. He’d started to imagine what it might be like to share his home with the woman. Certainly, he could do with some help. The orchard and the vegetable gardens needed attention all year around. At the monastery there’d been all those women sharing the work that it took to survive. He and his mother had struggled by themselves. It had become almost impossible to keep everything going on his own. This woman had stamina; there was no doubt about that.

Come evenings, he could read to her in his living room. He could encourage her to look after herself. Over time, something was bound to happen between them. After all, it wasn’t exactly love at first sight with Sarai when he’d seen her in the street. She was in floods of tears, her makeup a mess, as she returned from a meeting with a woman she called her seer. He’d assumed that something was wrong, but in fact she’d just been told that her precious boy was safe and well. Jesus Christ. Sarai had been so obsessed with that son of hers; anyone could have taken her for a ride.

He skirted around a sign that had fallen onto the footpath. Manger, it said. On one side of the word was a picture of a coffee cup, on the other a croissant. Other signs hung from the storefront porches, promising goods they couldn’t deliver: tax-free perfumes, jewellery, souvenirs, a currency exchange. The shops and restaurants had already been cleaned out when he’d come through as a younger man. There was nothing to be salvaged here. He and his mother had realised that quickly enough. She’d stripped a map from a bus shelter—the one he was carrying now—and they’d headed south until they found where people lived. Only then did they track back: far enough to stay out of view, close enough for his mother to venture into town for supplies.

The train station appeared across the road, its green dome visible even in the fog. He led the woman and her son across the intersection, where the bitumen rose in a cracked hump as if something was pushing up from underground. Clock faces—each showing a different time—marked the station’s main entrance. Below the clocks was a wide set of descending steps. The woman headed towards them, taking the boy with her.

No, that’s not where we’re going, he said.

The woman paused and looked back at him.

We go that way, he said, waving his cane along the street. He and his mother had ridden through the station, but they hadn’t exactly left the handcar parked at a public platform. They’d hidden it in the depot on the other side of the cavernous dome, where the station came to an end but the tracks multiplied and spread, separated from the city by a wire fence. Afterwards, they’d crawled through a gap in the mesh onto the street above.

The woman and her son followed him to the place where the chain-link curled up from its frame. He squeezed through and held up the wire so they could follow. From there it was a short but steep descent into the cutting. The retaining wall was like a ladder and easy enough to climb down. Soon the three of them were standing together on the rocks below.

The woman and her son were holding hands once more. There was no way of knowing if she was holding on to him or he was holding on to her, but it was clear that each thought the other special. He supposed that was how it went. His mother had looked after him when he was young, including after they’d left the monastery. Like that goddess who hid in the marshes with her son, nursing him through illness, defending him from snakes and scorpions, until he was strong enough to rule. He had a statuette of Isis, wearing a set of cow horns, nursing her precious infant, on his bookshelf at home. He’d found it in a museum, which had been cold and dark as a tomb, but full of treasure—most of it pristine.

The depot was a chaotic mess. The tracks ran alongside one another or merged into one another, while steel gantries and cables crowded the fog overhead. None of the signals worked; none of the signs made sense. To his left, railway tracks streamed towards the gloomy amphitheatre, disappearing beneath the hovering green of the station’s dome. To his right were a series of trains, like the ones that barrelled behind his house from time to time, only these ones were silent and vacant and still. He and his mother had no idea what they’d been in for when they’d made that place their home. By the time the first train came through, it was too late to relocate. You’ll be right under their noses. They’ll never know to look for you here. It was all right for his mother to say that. He was the one who had to deal with the nightmares. Night after night, he’d envision himself crammed inside one of those carriages, swaddled in white cloth, his limbs tangled with the limbs of other men until he didn’t even know which body was his. He would have to fight to wake up.

He stared into the blunt face of the train next to him. Its wheels looked like they had fused with the tracks. He peered across the depot into the mist. He’d arrived with his mother in the spring, when the skies were clear and the whole place was visible. On the other side of the cutting, at the foot of another retaining wall, was the railway shed in which he and his mother had stowed the handcar all those years ago.

So, this is it, he said, exhaling into the fog. When he turned to the woman and her son, it was clear they had no idea what he was going through. The woman looked at him with her grey eyes. He couldn’t even pretend they were blue.

You can wait here, he said to her. He looked at the child and pointed his cane at a nearby cactus. Remember what I said about those teddy-bear cholla, Little Man. They might look cuddly, but it’s only because they have these microscopic spines. When they get under your skin, it’s almost impossible to get them out again.

His mother had told him the same thing, but he’d still gone ahead and gotten caught. She’d used a comb to flick away the large spine clusters and sticky tape to capture the invisible spines left in his skin. As far as he knew, this boy’s mother hadn’t thought to pack either of those tools.

The boy’s small mouth formed itself into a smile. Had he said something amusing? Jumping cactus, the child said slyly.

So, the child was coming out of his shell. And after everything he’d done for him, that was all he wanted to say. He smiled so that neither the woman nor her son could see how irritated he was. Yes, some people call them that—though if you consult your botanical textbooks, you’ll see that both of those common names are acceptable. How he wished he could remember the Latin name. That would wipe the smirk off the child’s face.

He set off, using his walking stick for balance on the unsteady rocks. On the other side of the depot, deep in the mist he found what he was looking for: a railway siding that came to an end inside a shed sprayed with graffiti. A child, his trousers bunched around his ankles, was being spanked by an apron-wearing woman wielding a spoon. The expression on the child’s face was a cruel caricature of pain.

It all came back to him then: just how awful it had been to end up here, of all places, after where they’d been living. His mother hadn’t made it any easier. She’d been so unlike herself: unable to look at him; prone to bouts of tears. She even seemed angry at him, even though she was the one who’d decided to take them away from the monastery, even though she was the one who had humiliated him in front of everyone. I’m so sorry, she’d written in her childish handwriting before she ran off. Perhaps she’d only been sorry for herself. Perhaps she’d scuttled back to Naomi as soon as she washed her hands of him.

There was only one way to find out. He tugged at the drop rods that secured the doors of the shed to the ground, released the barrel bolt that held the doors together and flung them open. The yellow handcar was parked inside. His mother had never made it this far. He felt her disappear all over again.

He pulled off his beanie and held it in his gloved hands. He heard the rocks clacking behind him. It was the woman, bustling towards him through the fog, her bewigged son in tow. It was too late to shut the doors. Too late to hide the pristine handcar from her.
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THE WOMAN led the boy straight past him to the handcar. She wedged their packs against one side of the yellow A-frame housing the pump lever, sat the child at the front of the wooden platform, and stepped up onto the back. It didn’t take her long to get the contraption moving. He had to get out of the way as she propelled the handcar straight at him.

She manoeuvred it out of the shed, labouring all the while with the squeaking lever—lifting and lowering, lifting and lowering. The crankshaft emitted a clunk with each rotation, while the bald wheels ground along the steel tracks. She drove the vehicle towards the switch, where she single-handedly shunted the handcar onto the main tracks. The child had to grab on to the platform as she heaved the vehicle across. Not that the woman noticed what the boy was going through. When the handcar’s wheels were secured to the main tracks, she stepped up onto the platform and took hold of the lever again.

He wondered if the woman and her son might go without him, heading towards the green dome of the train station, fading into its depths. Poof! Just like that: all his problems solved. But no. The woman turned to face him in her military coat, steely as the railway gantry above her.

He stood his ground. He refused to return to the monastery. His mother had been right. He’d been too young to understand what was happening. One moment he and Reubena and Asher were the same—the three of them best friends—and then, when they became teenagers, they showed him just how different he was. Well, he was his own man now. He never wanted to see either of them again, much less their children, assuming it was even true that Reubena and Asher had fallen pregnant. It wouldn’t have surprised him if they were telling lies. After all, they’d been perfectly happy lying about what he meant to them.

The woman stepped back down onto the rocks and got busy. She made the boy cross his legs and shuffled him over to the side of the platform, away from the front arm of the pump lever, so it wouldn’t hit his head. Then she took off her coat, stuffed it on top of her pack, and swivelled the exposed rifle on its strap so that it lay against her back. Only then did she mount the handcar, grab the handle of the pump lever, and turn to take his measure, looking at him over her shoulder where the gun was strapped. He knew what she was doing. She was making it clear: he didn’t have a choice other than to join them.

He pulled his beanie back on and made his way towards the front of the handcar. There really wasn’t much room. He stuffed his pack against the empty side of the pump lever’s A-frame and sat on the platform next to the boy. His feet reached down to the rocks. He had no option but to sit cross-legged, too. He rested his cane across his lap and looked down at the handle of the walking stick. The nose of the dog had already been worn smooth by another man’s hands when he’d discovered it. He’d always found the thought of that companionable, though now the cane only struck him as old and useless. He had an impulse to hurl it into the fog. There was a lump in his throat, but he refused to cry. He refused to give the woman satisfaction.

The woman started to pump, propelling them away from the green dome of the railway station, further into the chaos of the depot. She was taking them in the wrong direction. They weren’t heading east towards the mountains. They were heading west, to God only knew where.

He kept his head down, listening to the squeaking and squawking of the lever, the knocking of the crankshaft, and the grinding of the bald wheels on the tracks. The rocks and sleepers were steadily disappearing beneath him. They were already moving at a pace. The platform was shuddering. He could hardly believe what was happening. The woman hadn’t even asked him which way to go. He’d told her not to go into the station’s dome, but that was when they were out on the street. Surely it was her responsibility to check what he meant. If she wasn’t going to ask questions, how was she going to get answers? That was the way communication went. If she didn’t know that, if she didn’t even understand the basics, how was he supposed to act?

He risked a glance at the child. Strands of the boy’s wig were fluttering around his face as the woman drove them through the mist. He didn’t look unhappy by any means. In any case, the woman was the one in control. She was the one calling the shots, which was exactly how she’d wanted it from the outset.

The woman kept pumping behind them, taking them past all the different sidings and stubs. The area was a graveyard of sheds and trains, gantries and signs. A series of round-bellied carriages that had once carried fuel appeared on their left. There were so many of them, all windowless, all inflamed with rust. What kind of engine would it have taken to tow all of them at once?

In time, the depot thinned out, and they left behind its monstrous bric-a-brac. They found themselves travelling on a double track running behind the back fences of houses in various states of decay. The handcar was making a racket, but it didn’t matter. It was unlikely anyone lived here. This part of the city was in worse shape than his neighbourhood. The fences dividing the backyards from the trainline were mostly broken or lying flat. The roofs of houses rested on piles of debris, among the remains of clothes hoists, swing sets, and trampolines. At some point gravity had pulled it all down. Now thistle and cat’s claw and fog were smothering everything. There were clusters of teddy-bear cholla growing right up against the railway line. Jumping cactus. Jesus Christ. As if he didn’t know that the plant went by different names.

He got to his feet, ignoring the boy, who took an interest as he rose, and sidestepped his way towards the woman at the back of the handcar. She understood why he was there and shuffled out of the way. He started pumping the creaky lever as soon as she let go so that they wouldn’t lose momentum. He and his mother had managed changeovers like that. The woman settled at the front of the platform in his place. The work was harder than he remembered. He pulled off his coat and beanie, stashing them on top of his bag, and then kept on pumping—up and down, up and down—settling into the burden of the motion.

They passed a station, where the station house had crumbled onto the platform as if it had been hit by a wrecking ball. Next to it was a level crossing, where the gates and signals had keeled over just short of the railway tracks. The road was in disarray. Cars and trucks had been reduced to shells. Prickly saltwort had colonised cracks in the bitumen. Come summer, they’d break off in the wind, tumbling through the streets, releasing their seeds in even more places.

Further along, the decaying neighbourhood gave way to an enormous expanse of synthetic grass that had once provided playing fields for ball sports. Blue-surfaced courts glowed in a corner of the reserve like something toxic. There were light arrays on posts so tall they disappeared into the fog. So many of them. At night, the whole area would have been lit up like a stage for the second coming. He could imagine the place gleaming with light. It was harder to imagine the masses of people out there, playing their games, laughing together, acting as if they didn’t have a care in the world.

The regular wastelands of suburbia returned. The double track became a single track. He and the woman took turns at the pump, until the backyards got bigger and the houses further apart, revealing larger and larger areas of ground, where even cacti and thistle hadn’t been able to establish themselves. They passed an electricity substation, which resembled an enormous tangle of steel, and a series of wind turbines, sprouting from the earth, rising into the mist, each one of them colossally still. Further along, he made out the iron roof of a farmhouse, the slender gantries of irrigation machines, the hardened hollow of a dam. Then a collection of sheds appeared, blooming with rust. Once upon a time, chickens had been crammed inside in their thousands, perhaps in their tens of thousands, in numbers that were completely unimaginable. That’s how bountifully the world had once provided, until it turned off the tap.

He was resting at the front of the handcar when the child began to make a sound in the back of his throat, like he was choking on his own spit. Urrrggg. It startled him at first, but the child appeared otherwise fine. The woman didn’t look in the least concerned. She certainly didn’t do anything to stop him. Squeak, squawk, kerplunk, grrrr, went the handcar. Urrrggg, went the boy, making use of the platform’s vibration. Is this what passed for a good time in their books?

Little Man, he said, deliberately abrupt, to get the child to shut up. The boy fell silent and turned to face him, his dark wig stirring. He had to come up with something fast. I’ve got a story for you. From the old times, when all the best stories were invented. I bet you haven’t heard it before. You won’t find it in any of those books of yours. It’s about the fog. He used his cane to indicate the all-encompassing mist, taking care not to get struck by the front arm of the pump lever, which was rising and falling just behind him. He really didn’t have much room to perform.

Once upon a time there was a great king who fell in battle, but he didn’t die. He was transported to a beautiful island of apple trees, a placed called Avalon which was hung with impenetrable mists, to keep him hidden from his enemies. There were ladies in fine robes—queens—looking after him, and nurses and fairies. He couldn’t remember what happened next. And the king’s still there, surrounded by all those lovely women, recuperating, waiting to be restored to his kingdom.

The story didn’t get the kind of reaction he was hoping for. It was a shame there wasn’t more to it, at least not that he could recall. He untangled his legs and took over at the pump lever earlier than he should have. Not that the woman argued. She settled in his place next to the child, who held his tongue, at least for now.

It was starting to be a drag, but he set to working again. The mist was getting thinner, but there were no apples and fairies and magical ladies-in-waiting to be made out. Just vast swathes of bare earth. The only remnants of life were the occasional stubs of fence posts and tangles of barbed wire, protruding from the ground like stitches that hadn’t been taken out. He didn’t know where they were. He didn’t know how they were going to survive.

How had he forgotten what it was like in this wasteland—this desert, this purgatory, whatever it was? When he and his mother fled the monastery, when he found himself outside civilisation for the first time, he’d asked her if they were going to die. His mother was quick to reassure him. The railway would take them somewhere else. They’d find another place to call home. We just have to follow the yellow-brick road. You remember how that book went. He’d been too old for the reference, but she was right in the end. They’d made it. Well, he had. He knew for a fact without knowing how he knew: his mother was dead.

He found himself remembering how she’d cried in her bedroom, night after night for weeks on end, after they moved into their new home. Then she’d fallen silent. Why hadn’t she come to him for comfort? Why hadn’t he gone to her? Why hadn’t he done something?

Suddenly, the sun broke through the fog, low on the horizon and just above the tracks, simultaneously laying everything bare and blinding him. The woman and her son raised their hands to their eyes. He tried to shield himself too, but it was impossible to work the lever with one arm. How long had it been since he’d been confronted by the glare of the sun? Weeks? A month? He closed his eyes. He closed them tight.

What did it matter if he didn’t look? He had no idea where they were going anyway.
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HE KEPT working against the sun as it made its way down directly along the path of the railway line, listening to the squawk of the lever, the clunk of the crankshaft, the wheels on the tracks. The railroad ahead was lost in the glare all the way to the distant horizon. The woman had left him to it since they’d come through the fog, seemingly happy to play passenger, sitting up front with the boy while he did all the work. The burden of it began to feel unreasonable. He was slick with sweat and his shoulders were aching. When he finally glimpsed what could be the remains of a farmhouse—something glinting in the distance, on a shallow rise—it was exactly what he’d been hoping for. It was the first sign of shelter for God knew how long.

He was the one driving the handcar; the brake pedal was at his feet. Daring the woman to object, he brought the vehicle to a stop.

The silence was foreign after the racket of the handcar. There wasn’t a breath of wind. The woman didn’t turn to look at him, much less speak. She and the boy dropped onto the tracks, slid their backpacks off the platform, and stepped onto the ground, heading for the distant building as if going there had been their plan all along. With his hands finally free of the lever, he took a drink—just a small one as he only had half a bottle left—and shielded his face from the sun. He squinted after the woman and her child. Their shadows stretched long and thin as if they were being pulled by something powerful but invisible. After a while, their shadows were all that he could see. The structure was further away than he’d thought.

He started after them. The shelter looked less promising the closer he got. It was an old hayshed rather than a farmhouse, and there wasn’t much of it left. The woman was busy getting a fire going in the corner where the two remaining walls of patchwork iron met. For fuel, she’d gathered up the desiccated remains of the rafters that had once held up the roof.

He went to check on the windmill, which looked like a museum exhibit, a gallows from a different age. Half of its blades were missing. Even if there’d been a breeze, it probably wouldn’t have worked. Next to it was a concrete trough, its basin caked with a cracked layer of dirt. He would heat up some beans for their evening meal; he didn’t need water for that. There was no way that he’d be able to wash off any of the grime and sweat. His sand-coloured trousers were filthy.

He returned to the shed, where the woman and her son were spreading out their things. He got three tins of beans out of his bag and nestled them in the coals. He was still squatting at the fire when he realised that his companions had left. He stepped outside the remaining corner of the shed and paused to observe the drawn-out carnage of sunset. It was the silence of the spectacle that intrigued him more than anything. It took him a while to spot the woman under the bruised dome of sky: a tiny figure in the distance, shadowless now, struggling to drag the handcar off the tracks. The boy was there too, running in loose and looping circles around her, like Buddy used to do when he was a pup. Then the woman was standing with her hands on her hips. Even from where he was, he could see that she had lost her temper. Finally. The child didn’t know when enough was enough.

When the woman and her son returned, he let them eat straight from the tins and, afterwards, rubbed their spoons with some dirt. He tossed the empty cans outside; they landed noisily in the dark. Again, neither the woman nor the boy said a word of thanks. He took a sip from his bottle to cool his lips, which he’d burnt against the side of the tin when he was tipping the beans into his mouth. He didn’t have much water left. If he didn’t get a refill soon, he’d have to rely on the woman’s supply. He was the one who’d filled both of her bottles—and both of the boy’s—back at the house, so he knew how much they had.

He settled himself by the fire, leaning against one of the shed walls, legs mercifully stretched out. He inspected his hands, which were tender from his work on the pump, and adjusted his ring. His shoulders and arms were heavy. His lower back ached.

The woman was fussing over her son as if he was the one who’d done all the work. She tucked him into his bedroll and, once he was ensconced inside, let him choose a book. That was how he came to see that the boy had a load of picture books in his bag and nothing else. He should have let the child take the pots and mugs when he had the chance. Surely he ought to pull his weight. After all, it was on the boy’s account they were out here.

Night had fallen now, and the cold seemed to be rising from the hard ground. He stuffed his sleeping bag underneath him and pulled on his duffel coat. The woman settled herself against the other wall and used her foot to nudge a beam further into the fire where one end of it was being eaten up. A smattering of embers lifted into the night sky, which was moonless but filled with stars, millions and millions of them, cold and white. People looked for patterns and messages in them, even though most of those stars were already dead, and it was just their remnant light spreading through the universe. A ghostly light of no significance. Even the finest of minds, in the entire history of the human race, hadn’t been able to work out what any of it meant.

Somewhere out there, near a sun that was still burning, was the Promised Land. That’s where the war was being fought. Sarai had found the whole thing appalling, but at least the conflict had the decency to make sense. Men had always fought for additional territory and resources, whenever the weather changed or the population grew, whenever it became necessary. That sort of thing had been going on for as far back as the records went. Not that he wouldn’t defend to his dying breath his right to stay on Earth. There had always been men who’d stayed behind to take care of civilisation, as he explained to Sarai during their last heated conversation. He’d also pointed out her good fortune as a woman. She wasn’t expected to fight. She didn’t have to go on the run. Women got to stay at home, with those babies they kept having. They didn’t have to worry about anything. The brute business of survival always fell to men.

He contemplated the woman sitting opposite him now. The lapels of her military coat were open, and he could see the rifle against her chest. She was wearing a brown wool jumper. Old and baggy, it had clearly been designed for a man. She was flat-chested like a man, too. Sarai had been small, but Juda—Sweet Jesus, she’d been bounteous, and she’d had that waterfall of blonde hair. Not that she deserved to be remembered fondly. She didn’t deserve to be remembered at all. Raison d’être. What did she know about his reason for being? She probably didn’t even know what it meant.

The boy, lying inside his swag, was peering down at a page that showed a woman with a green fishtail and cartoonish red hair. At that age he’d been getting through real books—no pictures at all. He thought about showing an interest, but it was the woman’s attention he wanted. Surely he deserved it after the work he’d put in today.

He inspected her across the fire. The radiance from the flames was caressing her face and the rusty corrugations of the iron wall behind her. He couldn’t make out any of her scars. If she took off that beanie—did she ever take it off?—she might almost look half-decent. Not that it mattered so much at night. The darkness worked a kind of magic. He’d often felt it himself: how it had the power to turn him into someone else. Even Sarai, come nightfall, had sometimes lost her head.

He adjusted the fit of his pants around his crotch and hugged his knees against his chest. The woman sat watching the fire, which was busy with the dry timber she was feeding it. He would obviously have to be the one to break the silence.

By the way, I saw what you did with the handcar, he said. No need to bother yourself. This line doesn’t carry military transports.

It was an educated guess more than a statement of fact. Men were definitely on the move—a launch must be imminent—but this was an entirely different railway line from the one that ran behind his house. The woman didn’t show any interest. Perhaps she didn’t believe him. That would be right. It was typical, really. Neither of them knew where they were going, but she still thought she knew better than him.

The boy turned a page of his book, briefly attracting the woman’s focus, before she returned her gaze to the fire. The child’s face was rosy beneath his orange beanie. It gave him an idea.

There’s something special about him, isn’t there? he said.

The woman looked at him in her pale-eyed and expressionless way. He knew instantly that he’d found the right thing to say. Sarai had always gone on about her son, and the women at the monastery had fussed over how clever he was when he was young. He used to carry around a book from the library, reciting the latest thing he’d learnt to whoever was at hand to listen. His mother, if she was around, would ruffle his hair and send him on his way. She was proud of him then.

The woman returned her attention to the fire before he could think of anything else to say. He looked at the flames too. They lapped the beam of shrivelled timber, feeling out for anything else they might taste. Those flames would burn down everything if they could. Decades ago, they’d done just that, at least according to the history books. They’d razed forests again and again, until they couldn’t grow back. They’d even moved into towns and cities. Nevertheless, he couldn’t deny that the fire was mesmerising. The woman clearly thought so too.

According to stories from the old times, fire was stolen from the gods. The woman didn’t respond, but the boy looked up from his book. The thief was disciplined for it, of course. Chained to a rock, his liver pecked by an eagle. He lifted his hand. Peck, peck, peck, he said to the boy, imitating the action of the bird.

He might have captured the child’s attention, but the woman continued ignoring him. Was she punishing him for how things had turned out? If the shed roof was missing, if the trough attached to the windmill was dry, how was he to blame? He couldn’t have made out those issues from the railway tracks—and it wasn’t as if they’d come across anywhere better to stop. What did she expect it would be like out here? If people lived in that blasted city of hers, it was because they had no choice.

The fire spat as if it had tasted something it didn’t like. The woman shrugged off her coat and started to undress. He swivelled on his sleeping bag to face the shed wall behind him, but not before letting out a loud sigh. She could go to sleep if she wished, but he was damned if he was going to bed just because this woman said he should. He wasn’t a child; he’d make up his own mind about what he did.

He stared at the patchwork iron on which the light from the flames danced. The woman and her son rustled around behind him until only the fire was making noise, tutting and sucking in the way that it did, trying to lull him into sleep.

He lifted his face to the sky, determined to stay awake. The stars were scattered like a vast field of debris—of glinting cans and shattered glass and scraps of metal. He searched for the Dog Star—hadn’t men navigated by that once?—but there were a few stars that looked equal in brightness and size. Juda had claimed to be able to read them. She’d once drawn their horoscopes, pictures of a ram and a crab, encircling the animals in a heart. Juda and Josip forever. At the time, he hadn’t realised that she’d just been playing a game of join the dots.

Was it possible that the woman had actually gone to sleep? Sarai would have stayed awake with him. She would have kept him company. In their way, they’d built a life together, something known only between the two of them. How was this woman ever going to fill Sarai’s shoes? When was she going to step up for him?

Some stars are really satellite cameras, the woman said from behind him. That’s why it’s best to have a roof.

He held his breath. He went back over what she’d said. It might be that she’d never say anything that made sense. Did it matter? She was reaching out to him. She wanted him; he was sure of it.

He swivelled around to face her. The woman was tucked inside her swag on the other side of the fire. Her eyes were open. So were the boy’s. Obviously, he and the woman would need to go somewhere else.

He got to his feet, scooping up his sleeping bag, and headed out towards the windmill. It looked newly etched, laser-cut, beneath the dome of stars. When he got there, he settled his sleeping bag on the earth next to the concrete trough—it was as good a place as any—and sat on top. The first time he’d been with Juda it had been outside, under the veil of night. She’d wanted him so badly. Josif, Josif. God, I love you. He could feel himself getting hard.

The land stretched out around him, almost completely flat, though he could see where the railway line cut across the wasteland like a raised scar. He studied the closer shape of the shed. A glow emanated from where the walls and roof were missing, and he could make out a thin line of smoke vanishing into the night sky. What he wouldn’t do to have that fire next to him now. The concrete trough behind him felt like a storehouse for the cold.

He became aware of the silence. Was it descending from the sky or rising from the Earth? He hunched into his coat and hugged his knees. He watched for the woman’s figure to emerge from the shed. She must be waiting for the boy to fall asleep.

He waited until he knew that she wasn’t coming. He pulled his sleeping bag from underneath him and hugged it around his shoulders. The ground was hard and cold through the seat of his pants. He didn’t feel like it much anymore, but why should he miss out? When he started to relieve himself, he refused to think of her.
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KALAMAZOO, KALAMAZOO, the boy chanted in time with the rhythmic racket of the handcar, the dark hair of his wig fluttering as they made their way along the tracks, through the featureless landscape and under an equally featureless sky. The child was sitting cross-legged next to him on the platform, hunched in his pink jacket. His small lips were working hard—moving from a grimace into a pout and back again—to produce the ridiculous sound. He refused to reward the child with attention; surely the boy wouldn’t be able to keep up his performance for much longer.

He had packed away his walking stick before they left the old hayshed this morning—who were they going to run into out here?—but the woman had gone ahead and kitted her son out with his costume. The synthetic cap of the wig would be itchy on the child’s scalp, particularly under the sun—he remembered that feeling—and it was certainly too hot for the big parka. He was using his duffel coat as a cushion on the platform, which seemed even harder than the day before. The night he’d spent on the ground by the water trough hadn’t helped. Now he was sore all over.

The woman was working behind them, pushing and pulling on the yellow lever of the pump, turning the steel wheels on the tracks, moving their vehicle steadily over the ridge of ballast rocks. He was happy for her to keep going. Let her carry the burden for a while. She could speak up if she got tired; he’d be happy to hear what she had to say. He wasn’t a mind-reader. She’d made that perfectly clear last night.

Kalamazoo, Kalamazoo, the boy said, even though there was enough noise, with the creak and squawk of the lever, the thump of the crankshaft and the humming of wheels on tracks.

He supposed there was little else for the child to do. The view couldn’t have been bleaker. The railway line stretched ahead of them for an untold distance, disappearing into the horizon. Apart from the railroad, the world was bare of any signs of human presence. He hadn’t seen so much as a remnant of fencing. The only point of interest was the drifts of sand that had started to appear on either side of the raised tracks. He hadn’t seen sand like that before, though it was hardly fascinating. Obviously, the matter of the boy’s amusement was going to fall to him again.

Little Man, he said. The boy stopped mid-Kalamazoo and turned to face him, regarding him in the impassive way he’d obviously picked up from his mother. He was too tired to think of a story. I’ve got something for you. He tugged at his backpack, which was wedged against the yellow frame of the pump, just behind him, and placed it in the hollow of his lap. He dug around in his bag until he found the bible that he’d packed for the boy, it seemed an age ago now.

It wasn’t a particularly impressive edition of the Gospels. It was abridged, for a start, and every other page had been left blank for notes. It didn’t give the right impression of gravitas, but it was the sole book in his collection suitable for a child. He’d always regretted not taking the handsome leather-bound bible from the cellar at the monastery, but it was lucky he had the Abbot’s ring. After all, his mother hadn’t given him any warning. She’d dragged him out of that meeting in the chapel, and they’d taken off almost immediately. This child’s mother hadn’t given her son much time to prepare either. How could he have guessed that the boy would have packed an entire bag of books?

He handed the bible to the child, who held the dogeared volume on his lap. It was harder finding a pencil in his backpack, but when he did he gave that to the boy too. The child held it in his fist in the same way he’d held the feather a couple of days ago. Had he never held a pencil? What were they teaching him at school?

He went ahead with his planned speech. Normally, one wouldn’t write in a sacred book, but this particular edition is different. You’re supposed to write down your thoughts to help you understand what everything means.

The boy’s black wig hid his face like a curtain. Perhaps he’d overestimated the boy’s capabilities. Perhaps he wasn’t capable of reading anything more sophisticated than his picture books. Why did everything have to be so difficult? He should have just packed some books for himself.

He drank the rest of his water and got to his feet. It might be all right for a boy to sit for hours cross-legged like that, but it was not practical for a grown man. He returned his backpack to the side of the pump lever and sidestepped along the handcar towards the woman, indicating that he was ready to take over. She’d been going since they left and immediately took the hint. Apparently she could do that well enough when it suited her.

His arms and shoulders protested, but he found his rhythm soon enough. The sun was hot on his head and back. He stripped down to his white shirt, but even so he was soon lathered in sweat. The woman, sitting on his folded-up jacket at the front of the handcar, had stashed away her giant coat but was still wearing her woollen jumper and beanie. No brain, no pain. No sense, no feeling. Reubena used to tease Asher like that at the commune when they were children; the two of them had always been arguing. They were united against him in the end, though, sitting side-by-side on that bench in the chapel while others did the talking for them, like butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths.

The woman took the book and pencil from the boy, packed them away in her rucksack and handed the boy a scrap of dried meat. He was just about to protest—he’d been feeding the two of them for days—when she turned and held up a piece of jerky for him too. It caught him by surprise. Not just the offer, but the way she looked up at him, as if nothing had gone awry between them the night before. He shook his head; he couldn’t take it while manning the lever. She turned away and got stuck into the snack herself. Couldn’t she have set it aside for him? At least the jerky was keeping the boy quiet.

They could have been the only creatures left alive. On either side of the handcar, the drifts of sand were getting longer and deeper. Soon the earth had transformed itself into a sea of sand, lapping at the raised embankment of ballast rocks. A thin layer appeared over the sleepers. The steel wheels grew quieter and slower on the tracks. The work began to get tough.

He was wondering if he was going to have to give up, when the land fell away and there he was: seemingly propelling the handcar through the air.

They were on a railway bridge. The tracks sat on concrete pylons rising from what looked like an ancient floodplain. Where water had once flowed there was now an immense expanse of undulating dunes, peaks and troughs of sand sculpted and sheered by a mighty but delicate hand. The bridge would have felt much higher when the land beneath it had been flat, but the dunes were so tall they reached almost as high as the bridge itself. The bridge was long. It swept into the distance, curving ever so slightly to the north. He couldn’t see where it might end.

He felt the whisper of a breeze in his hair—it was more than the turbulence generated by the motion of the handcar—and saw how the sand was becoming restless, rising up over itself. That was how it spread. He knew the hissing sound it made. He heard it every spring, when the hot winds started up, sifting layers of soil from his vegetable beds. By summer, the wind would be blowing for weeks on end, attacking his fog polymers, buffeting the walls and windows of his house, trapping him inside. That first summer after his mother left, he’d howled along with the howls of the wind; he supposed he’d almost gone mad.

Kalamazoo, Kalamazoo, the boy started up again to the rhythmic commotion of the handcar. The woman didn’t care. Neither of them had any idea what he’d lived through.

Kalamazoo, Kalamazoo! he shouted at the child as he worked the lever.

The boy turned to regard him, silenced. The dark wig framed his round face. His small mouth was slightly ajar. The woman turned too, more slowly but with no less curiosity. Beneath her pale beanie, her face was the most expressive it had been so far. He kept working the lever—up, down, up, down—as they looked at him. It was a ridiculous thing to have said, but that was precisely his point. He was perfectly capable of making meaningless noise too.

The woman turned away, but the child didn’t. Kalamazoo, Kalamazoo, the boy began chanting again, returning to his original rhythm, a smile growing on his face.

Kalamazoo, Kalamazoo! he shouted at the child. What was wrong with him? The boy only started chanting louder too.

Kalamazoo, Kalamazoo! he shouted at the child again and again, until the two of them were yelling together in unison, until they were almost drowning out the noise of the handcar, until they were both smiling, until he didn’t even know what he was doing anymore.

Then the child stopped mid-Kalamazoo. His face collapsed, as if he’d seen something unforgivable. What had he done wrong now? The first thing he noticed as his own voice died was a new sound, a thrum, which had added itself to the squeaking and clunking of the handcar. He turned to see what the boy had already seen. The train was on the bridge, its nose and windows shining in the sun. It was advancing much faster than they were going.

He turned to the woman, who had just seen the train too. Help me! he commanded. The woman seemed to be momentarily frozen on the platform next to her son. If he could have reached her over the A-frame of the pump lever, he would have hauled her up. Get up and help me, Goddamn it!

The woman scrambled to her feet and took hold of the front handle of the handcar’s pump. With the two of them working the yellow lever, they immediately sped up, but it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t ever going to be enough. The sound of the train was ruinous. The bridge was shaking. He didn’t dare look behind him. He didn’t need to.

We’re not going to make it, he said to the woman opposite him. She was glancing from the train behind him to the boy behind her. Perhaps she couldn’t hear what he’d said. The train was closing on them fast. It was making so much noise. We’re not going to make it, he said again. There was no way the woman could have heard him this time, but it didn’t matter: he was speaking to himself. He looked down over the towering hills of sand, let go of the lever, and threw himself off the handcar.
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THERE WAS a shot of pain in his forearm as he stuck out his hands to break his fall, and then he was tumbling out of control, buffeted by the sandhill, the pain in his arm jolted with every rotation, until he came to a stop in a trough between two dunes. He pressed himself against the sand, trying to bury himself. He hadn’t heard a train this loud before. There was the engine and the carriages tearing up the air, but there was also a new sound. It was the wheels, he realised, screaming on the curved rails. Then the train hit the handcar with a horrendous boom!

He heard or felt—it was hard to tell—something heavy hit the ground. He instinctively shut his eyes and jerked his arms over his head to protect himself, sending pain shooting through his arm once again. He pushed himself further into the sand, eyes squeezed shut, hoping that he was out of sight as carriage after carriage thundered and squealed overhead. Were the young men in their white boilersuits peering down at him? Were some of them pointing? The only thing worse than the noise of the train would have been the noise of it stopping. In his white shirt and sand-coloured chinos, surely he was camouflaged. Please God, dear God, let me be invisible!

He stayed there, hiding in the slack of the dune, until the roaring and screeching of the train faded, then disappeared, until all he could hear was the sly shifting of sand, like the Earth whispering.

He got to his knees, spat the sand from his mouth, and cradled his arm across his chest. Was it broken? He couldn’t see any blood through his shirt sleeve, but he could barely make a fist. He winced, sucking air through his teeth, though there was no one to hear. He was alone. The drifts of sand were higher than they looked from the handcar. He’d rolled into a deep trough. The only thing he could see was the bridge overhead. The railway line was empty, as silent as the sky. Even the concrete pylons, where they buttressed the steel tracks, were rusty. Nothing about the bridge looked safe. He was lucky to have survived.

He tucked in the tails of his shirt, dusted himself down the best he could and tried to walk up the slippery dune. He resorted to crawling. It was hard, using only one arm, with the warm sand sliding in sheets beneath him. When he got to the top he got to his feet, and that was when he saw, wedged into the sand, the yellow A-frame that had once housed the pump lever. He moved closer and immediately saw the word Kalamazoo on the contraption’s side. Well, well. The boy must have thought himself clever. The child had had himself a good time. But it wasn’t exactly funny anymore. If that thing had landed on him—and it had come close—he would have been killed.

The woman and her son were nowhere to be seen. He walked along the crest of the dune, which ran parallel to the bridge. He saw, embedded in the sand, an axle with its wheels and, further along, some splintered boards from the platform. Then he spotted his backpack; it had landed next to one of the concrete pylons, just beneath the bridge. He let his weight pull him down the steep face of the dune, his boots filling with warm sand. He fell to his knees by his bag, which looked deflated. The top had burst open. His walking stick, his sleeping bag, his containers of food—they had all fallen out. His empty water bottle, though, was still in the side pocket.

Oh, for fuck’s sake! he cried. He would have to go searching for everything. He rested in the shade of the bridge for a bit. On the other side of the pylon he saw the woman’s military coat, flat on the sand, as if it had been laid there. He decided to look for her first. She would be able to help.

He crawled up to the top of the dune on the other side of the railway bridge. In the next trough, he saw the boy, his dark wig askew. He was squatting next to the woman, who had yet to get up.

You’re not going to believe it, he called out to them, starting off down the dune’s slipface, the sand pouring into his boots again. I’ve lost everything. It’s all gone.

The woman struggled to sit up as he arrived. Her beanie had come off. The hair on the back of her head was a mess, clotted with blood and sand. It made him feel nauseous. Had she hurt it falling from the handcar? The child was holding on to her shoulder as if he was the parent. Neither of them took any notice of him.

I’ve hurt my arm, he said. My forearm. I think it might be broken. He tried to show them how difficult it was to twist. They ignored him. He stood in front of the pair, holding his arm in front of him, not knowing what else to do. Was the woman going to be able to help?

She sat for a while longer, with the boy at her side, before finally getting to her feet. She brushed the sand off her jeans and put her beanie back on. Then she retrieved the rifle, which was only a few metres behind them. She threaded the sling over her head and shoulder, fitting the gun against her chest. Her rucksack wasn’t much further away. It was still whole. Even the bedrolls were in place and both water bottles tucked into the side pockets. How was that possible? It certainly wasn’t fair.

The woman and her son struggled up the steep ridge of sand. He followed them up the dune’s slipface and then down the gentler windward slope, back into the shadow cast by the bridge. The woman collected her coat and attached it to her rucksack. Then the two of them kept going, starting up the slipface of the next dune. The woman was taking them away from the curving sweep of the railway line, sticking to their earlier westerly course, heading towards the sun. He supposed it made sense to put some distance between themselves and the railway line, but he couldn’t see that there was any immediate rush.

What about my stuff? he called from the shade beneath the bridge, but the woman didn’t respond. All he had left were the clothes on his back and—he clutched his good hand to his pocket—his keys. It wasn’t much to go on with.

What about Little Man’s book bag? he called, louder this time. The boy had lost his entire backpack. Surely that was something she had to care about. The child turned to him from halfway up the towering dune. The woman, anchored to him, stumbled back down the hill, but she picked herself up and got them both going again.

Was she blaming him for what had happened? He wasn’t the one who’d brought them out here. What about her role, her responsibility, for the situation in which they’d found themselves? She was the more experienced one. He hadn’t even been a grownup for all that long.

That was what he’d said to Sarai, when she’d pleaded—begged—for the two of them to try for a child. He had been shocked by the request. It was so illogical. Hadn’t she seen how he was forced to live in order to survive? Hadn’t she noticed that the Earth no longer wanted them? In any case, why wasn’t he enough? Why couldn’t it just be the two of them? You’ve lost your Goddamned mind, was all he added. He fled her apartment before she could say anything in return. That was the last time he saw her alive.

He kicked at his deflated backpack, which flipped over in the sand. He’d neglected to secure the straps after he’d given the boy the bible and pen on the handcar. Hoisted by his own petard. No, that wasn’t the right saying. That wasn’t what he meant.

You do realise that you’ve got no idea where you’re going, he hollered after the woman, as she and the boy reached the top of the dune. You do realise that, don’t you? He could have said more—he could have let her know just how hopelessly she was lost—but he held his tongue. He didn’t need her to be angrier than she already was. Without her, he wasn’t going to survive.
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THE WOMAN and her son disappeared over the top of the dune. He had no choice but to follow them. He stomped up the slipface, trying to gain some traction. At the top the sun hit him in the face: it had already begun its decline. He lifted his uninjured hand to his forehead, but even then he had to squint. The woman and the boy were already tackling the next dune. Let them go ahead. It didn’t matter if he fell behind. He didn’t need to be right alongside them. It was clear that the woman didn’t want his company.

He eased himself down into the trough on the other side, his boots letting in even more sand. What was the point of emptying them? He attacked the next dune, struggling against the sliding sand, trying to protect his arm. Of course, they had to be going in the hardest possible direction through the field of dunes: up their sheer faces; down their longer declines. God only knew how long they’d be fighting to get through this hell. Perhaps there’d be no end to this desert. Perhaps the sand would just go on and on, for an eternity.

He followed the woman up and down dune after dune, until the sand was all over him—even in his ears—until his mouth was completely parched. The discomfort of his thirst was even worse than the pain in his arm. How much was he going to have to take? According to the Bible, the Good Lord had put them here, and He would take them away. Well, how bad did it have to get? He’d always wanted to believe—really wanted to—but he supposed he’d always known, deep down, that those stories were a load of rubbish. There was no one to look after him. He was alone in this world. Utterly alone.

The going got easier, and then easier again, as the sand gradually flattened out and became firmer underfoot. He was coming out of the ancient floodplain. He was returning to solid ground. The woman and her son had already made it out—he could see them striding ahead, where the landscape levelled out, heading straight towards the sun. He didn’t have to rush; there was no chance of losing them. The land was empty—just sand—as far as the eye could see. They couldn’t exactly hide.

He sat on the ground, with his back to the sun, and emptied the sand out of his boots. He looked back over the dunes, which were a rippling chiaroscuro of light and shadow. They reminded him of the mountains in the late afternoons, when the light and dark would meet to play. Dear God, that place had been beautiful. He’d never see it again. Nor Juda. Asher and Reubena. Their alleged children. He felt nothing—that was how he knew those girls were lying. If he’d had children, he would have felt something: some kind of connection, some sense of being tied to them.

He took off after the woman and her son. He walked with his eyes cast down to keep out the sun’s glare, watching his boots as they hit the sandy ground. Could he make it back to the city? Could he walk all the way home? The house, with its vegetable gardens and orchard, and all his books and objects inside—it barely seemed real. Perhaps he could reach it if he’d still had his backpack. Without water, without food, without a sleeping bag, it would be impossible. He might as well face it: his fate was out of his hands. He was at the mercy of the woman now.

He almost ran into her. She’d come to a stop outside a shipping container. The doors were wide open and the space inside empty, except of sand drifts. Next to the container was a rusted pickup truck hitched to a trailer propping up a fibreglass boat. There was also an outhouse. A prickly pear was trying to survive in its lee. Pink growths sprouted from the edges of its thorny pads. They looked less like fruit than the buboes of some malignant disease.

The woman dumped her pack near the cactus, swivelled the rifle so that it lay against her back, and put on her gloves. She removed a large knife from her rucksack—something he hadn’t seen before—and, with surprising gentleness, cut off one of the pink fruits. She dropped to her knees, peeling and slicing it on top of her rucksack in a couple of deft movements. She ate one piece and gave another to the boy. Finally, she held one out for him. He took it, meeting her eyes only briefly, and placed it in his mouth. The flesh was soft and tasteless, but there was moisture on his lips and on his tongue. He could have wept.

The woman set about preparing more fruit. He waited at the boy’s side, drawing his sore arm up against his chest to remind the woman that he was hurt. Grains of sand shifted over themselves in a breeze so light it almost didn’t exist. He ruffled his hair with his good hand to help the breeze reach his scalp. He looked at the child. The wig wasn’t moving. He remembered when he’d had that synthetic thing on his own head. How itchy it had made him.

Little Man, he said, and the boy regarded him with those dark eyes of his. Do you want me to, you know… take off your wig? The question sounded ludicrous. Nevertheless, he held out his hand, gingerly, like he had with Buddy when he’d first discovered him as a lonely whelp. When the boy didn’t react, he slipped off the boy’s wig. It hung moist and limp in his hand. It had been a mistake; he saw that straight away. He knew that the child was bald underneath—of course he did—but he’d yet to see his naked scalp. Why did the schools insist on making healthy boys look so sick?

The woman came over to them with more fruit. He took a piece and handed her the wig in exchange. She rooted around in her backpack until she found the child’s orange beanie and pushed it onto his head while the boy was still eating. After the three of them had finished all the fruit, she carried her rucksack into the shipping container. She chose a spot right at the back to set up their beds, even though the remaining daylight couldn’t reach them there.

He sat on the floor, just inside the open doors, and took off his boots, letting his sweaty feet air out. He rested his injured arm on his lap and leaned against the ridged wall of the container, watching the sun begin its final struggle on the faraway horizon, which was soon steeped in blood. The shipping container, the truck, and the outhouse cast their long shadows across the sand. Then their shadows melted away into darkness.

With the night came the cold. How was he going to get by in just his cotton shirt? At the back of the shipping container the woman clicked on her flashlight. He watched her fumble in her rucksack until she found the bible he’d given the child on the handcar. The boy shook his head when she held it out to him. There it was: proof the boy wasn’t literate. He had been faking it all along. Perhaps he could offer to read to the child. He certainly wouldn’t mind being tucked alongside them, under their sleeping bags, where it was warm.

The woman stuffed the bible back into her pack before he had a chance to make his offer. She’d undoubtedly turn off the flashlight soon. He remembered the keys in the pocket of his chinos—the only possession he had left—and dug them out, rattling them to get the woman’s and boy’s attention. It worked. The woman shone the torch at him. He had the floor.

Hang on, he said, and removed the plastic key charm from the tangle of keys. It was a struggle with his sore arm. The shivers racking his body weren’t making it any easier either. He pushed the keys back into his pants pocket and dangled the laminated image of the pope in the spotlight, making a proper show of it to his audience. At the back of the shipping container, behind the light of the torch, the faces of the woman and her son looked spectral.

He waved his injured arm over the hand holding the keyring, finishing with a dramatic flourish. Ta-da! he said, showing how his hand was now empty.

The boy’s small mouth fell open.

It’s in your pocket, the woman said.

Yes, the keys are in my pocket, he said, tapping the bulge against his leg. He tried to give the woman a meaningful look. But the special keyring has vanished, he said, returning his focus to the boy. Just like that. Poof! Magic!

The woman pointed the torch at his breast. It’s in your shirt pocket.

He squinted into the flashlight. This woman was unbelievable. Did she have to spoil everything? It wasn’t his best performance, granted, but he’d virtually had to do it one-handed. For God’s sake, his arm was probably broken—not that she cared.

He took the keyring out of his shirt pocket, where he had indeed dropped it while performing his sleight of hand, and threw it onto the floor of the shipping container. It skidded across the sand and clattered against the wall. He dug out his keys from the pocket of his trousers and threw them there too.

Happy now? he asked. There were more questions waiting to come out. How do you live, huh? How do you expect us to live? Does everything have to be pure and hard and true? Aren’t we entitled to any relief? For Christ’s sake, a man can’t live on bread alone!

He got to his feet and stormed out into the desert in his socks. He didn’t get far. Where could he go? The land stretched out around him, still and dark and immense. There was a slice of moon, pale as a fragment of bone. He looked up at the stars, which were raining down cold instead of heat. Some of them were moving. What had the woman suggested the other night: that some of the stars were satellite cameras? Could someone really be watching him?

He turned back to their camp, such as it was, deciding to shelter in the pick-up truck. The windows were missing, but it had a roof, even if it was brittle from rust. He had a hard time opening the door, especially with his injured arm. The noise of his struggle was stark in the enormous silence. The woman would be able to hear everything that he was doing. The seats were cracked, and sand had almost filled the footwells, but he settled himself behind the steering wheel, pulling the rigid door closed. The cold poured in through the cavity of the windscreen. He was shivering even worse than before. He wrapped his arms around himself, but it was no use. Without his jumper or coat, without even his beanie and gloves, he wasn’t going to be able to stick it out.

He used both feet to kick open the door and hurried over to the shipping container. He couldn’t see anything inside its depths. The woman had turned off the flashlight. Perhaps she’d already fallen asleep. He crawled along the floor, drifts of sand softening the surface beneath his knees. Even though the doors of the shipping container were open, the interior, especially in its depths, still had the quiet of places that were indoors.

He came to the foot of a bedroll. He didn’t know if it was the woman’s or the boy’s. He curled himself up on the foam mat, like Buddy sometimes did at the bottom of his bed, and pulled the tail of the sleeping bag over him. There was no objection, so he took a little more of it.
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HE HEARD Sarai’s voice, strangely muddy as if she was speaking from somewhere underground, as if she was communicating something in a difficult language. He couldn’t make out the words. Sarai, what on Earth are you talking about? Sarai came into view at the end of the shipping container, the image of her so soft and blurry that it could have been one of her rag dolls. He worked out what was wrong: she wasn’t ready to be seen by him. Sarai, you haven’t done your face.

When he opened his eyes, he saw the sun, a pale ball of yellow that had just risen above the horizon, where the sky was still raw from the night. The floor of the shipping container was hard beneath him—he had rolled off the sleeping mat and onto his side during the night—and he felt crusted in sweat and sand, but he wasn’t cold. There was something heavy covering him. When he sat up, the woman’s coat fell away from his shoulders. She must have placed it over him while he slept.

How he wished he’d been alert to her during the night, in the dark enclosure of the shipping container. If only he’d woken up. He would have drawn her to him and…who knew?

The woman was still in her sleeping bag, lying with her back turned so that he couldn’t see her face, only the wound on the back of her head where the greasy hair was tangled with dried blood and sand. He felt as if he was seeing something he shouldn’t see—as if he were trespassing on her dreams. He switched his attention to the boy, sleeping easily at his mother’s side as if he’d always belong there, his bald head snug in his orange beanie, his mouth slightly ajar. It was at the child’s feet that he’d spent the night.

The woman was sleeping next to her rifle, but she’d left her rucksack by itself. It was within reach. He removed one of the woman’s water bottles from the side pocket, took a long drink—longer than he’d intended—and returned it without waking anyone. He crept out of the shelter in his socks, picking up his boots on the way out. The sky was returning to its daytime hue. The desert looked mellow in the long rays of golden light, the ground patterned with subtle undulations, but the cold was still brutal. The heat, when it came, would bring another problem. The skin of his face was already tight and tender from yesterday’s sunburn. It was the pain in his arm, though, that was demanding his attention.

He lay the coat on the rusty bonnet of the pickup truck, before he unbuttoned his shirt, which had once been white but was now stained with sand and sweat and ash. Standing in his singlet, he inspected his arm. The skin was pimpled like the skin of a plucked bird, but that was just the cold. What concerned him was the way his forearm was bloated, like Buddy by the time he got around to burying him. He put on the woman’s coat, clumsily buttoning up the garment over his grimy singlet, before fashioning his long-sleeved shirt into a sling. He clenched his hand into a fist. He could move his fingers, although they were also swollen. There was pressure from the gold ring. It proved hard to get off. He twisted and pulled, and the ring went flying onto the sand. Jesus Christ. What next? He tracked his way across the soft ground, trying to find where the ring had landed. He kicked his boots as he walked, but nothing flew up other than sand.

He couldn’t ignore the pressure in his bladder any longer. He hurried to the outhouse. As soon as he opened the door, a fly made straight for his mouth. He spat at it, but the insect persisted, fumbling at his nostrils, his eyes, his lips, wherever it was moist. He swatted it away. What was the fly doing out here, this far from civilisation? It wasn’t even summer yet, which was when those damned creatures usually emerged from wherever they’d been lurking, in some cave or hollow, with their wings silently folded in the dark. There was a sudden movement at the toilet’s base. A scorpion scuttled across the sand, holding its tail like a parasol. He stepped back and shut the door. The fly went with him, bustling at his eyes and ears.

He urinated at the foot of the prickly pear. The cactus looked like a ghost of itself. He could see the cavities along the edges of the leaves where the woman had extracted all its fruit. The fly kept bothering him. He shook his head to rid himself of it. With his arm in the sling, there wasn’t much else he could do. He had to wait until he’d zipped up his pants before he could swat at it.

When he returned to the shipping container, the woman and her son were awake. The woman had put her beanie back on and looked more herself. She handed around some water and pieces of jerky. He was still trying to wave off the fly, which didn’t seem interested in anyone else. The woman didn’t mention his sling. Neither did she say anything about the coat he was wearing. She certainly didn’t ask for it back. She had softened towards him; there could be no doubting it.

The woman dressed the boy in his oversized pink parka and black wig, slung the rifle over her chest and humped her rucksack onto her back. Perhaps the child didn’t need to be wearing his costume, but it was no bad thing. If the fly was any sign, they would come upon another town soon. By nightfall, they might be ensconced in a house, with water for a bath and a fire going. When the boy fell asleep, who knew what might happen? In the days and weeks to come, he and the woman could choose a nice house in which to settle. She could look for supplies. He would start putting together a new collection of books and objets d’art. He would find himself some new clothes. He definitely needed to replace the ugly coat.

The three of them set off, seemingly leaving the fly behind. The sun was at their backs. Their shadows stretched ahead of them. The length of the military coat made him look like he was wearing a dress, but the boy’s silhouette looked like that too, owing to the long parka. The shadows of the woman and her child were joined by their hands, but it looked like he and the woman were touching too.

His left boot was making a faint squeak every time he stepped on it, the synthetic fabric of the child’s coat was bustling, and the remaining water was swishing in the bottles on the woman’s pack. The desert was otherwise silent. It was also conspicuously flat, in every direction, including right ahead of them. Where did the woman think they were going? Surely she’d given up on her dream about the mountains. Perhaps she had somewhere else in mind. He thought about asking, but if they were lost it might be better not to draw attention to the problem. He didn’t want things between them to deteriorate again.

Their shadows grew shorter, until the sun was directly above, and it was only the three of them, walking across the sand. Heat blurred the horizon. It was impossible to see what lay ahead. He was starting to feel uncomfortably hot under the heavy coat when a cool breeze picked up. Before long, it developed into a forceful wind, panicking the fabric of his sling, sending gusts of sand into his face, tangling his hair, buffeting his ears. Did spring start early out here?

After a while he realised there was another noise mixed in. It sounded like another wind behind the wind, as if the wind was hiding something more powerful, as if he could hear its source.

Then came the smell. Was it something rotten? Or living? He glanced over to see if the woman had smelled it too, but her hair was being lashed sideways across her face so that it was impossible to tell. He checked on the boy. How was his wig still attached?

He stumbled on a rock protruding from the sand—the first he’d seen—and saw that his shoelace was undone. He stopped and tied it up, with some difficulty on account of his injured arm, especially now that it was ensconced in a sling. The sand whipped into his face and stung his eyes, making it harder still. He could have done with some help but the woman, hand-in-hand with her son, continued walking into the foetid gale. When he got to his feet, he had to jog to catch up with them, pushing against the wind. Then he saw the flies, dozens and dozens of them, twitching on the woman’s backpack and beanie. They were on the child’s parka and wig too, hitching an easy ride, sheltering themselves from the gale.

Where had the flies come from? What were they walking into?

Hey, look, I have to admit, he said to the woman across the roaring wind. I lost my map back there. You know, when we had the accident.

The woman looked at him, her hair whipping into her mouth, and then she lifted a hand to her eyes and peered towards the horizon. He followed her gaze. Something was glinting in the distance, steely like a train under the sun, but bigger, immense. Was it…? Dear God, was that the ocean? He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what the woman had seen, but she didn’t say anything either. What could they do, other than go and take a closer look?

The three of them ploughed through the wind, drawing nearer and nearer to the sea, until he could see it: heaving swell after swell, churning wave after wave, as it had for all eternity. The noise and smell were extraordinary. The waves were capped with white, and there were white things floating above the water too, lifting and falling, lifting and falling, like scraps of paper caught in the gale, except they weren’t rubbish at all. They were birds. He could hear the noise of them, mixed in with the wind and the sea. Urrah, urrah, urrah, they said in a great cacophony. Hundreds and hundreds of them there were, bobbing and nestling into each other on the shale-strewn shore, lifting and sinking in the squall, sometimes dropping, like missiles, down through the water. Yes, he could see them now: firing themselves into the troughs of the waves, streamlined like rockets, presumably gunning for prey.

The woman flinched from a blast of wind, and the boy suddenly slid off, peeling from her side, as if he’d been swept away. They watched the child running back across the ground they’d just covered, darting after something almost invisible. The boy stooped to gather whatever it was from the sand, and then he was running, returning not to his mother, but to him—as if the child was Buddy, and the two of them were playing one of their games of fetch. The boy came to a stop in front of him, coming right up close, taking shelter behind his broad coat, and showed him what he’d trapped in his hands.

Ta-da, the child said, smiling, though his dark eyes were streaming with tears—from the stinging wind or the ferocious smell or some kind of emotion, it was impossible to tell. He bent down to see as the child uncurled his fist. There was a piece of fluff captured in the stillness of the boy’s palm. A piece of down from a gannet’s chick. It was hovering there, barely even touching the boy’s skin. A miracle.

Quite the find, Little Man, he shouted, smiling back at him. He’d never been this close to the boy, whose skin was astonishingly smooth, completely new.

The boy’s wig suddenly flew off, blundering like a tumbleweed across the sand, only the wig was black and sticky, clearly not of this world. The woman dropped her rucksack, swivelled her rifle onto her back and ran after it.

The boy took off just as quickly in the opposite direction, running ahead of him this time, pressing against the wind towards the chaos on the shore, where there were all those birds, huddling into each other, and all that stink. Over the sea, other gannets rose into the squall, changing shape—becoming narrow and long—before firing themselves into the spaces between the teetering waves.

Urrah, urrah! the boy began to shout as he ran, his pink coat shining, his exposed head gleaming in the sun. Urrah, urrah!

The child had gone mad. It was the wildness of the place; it had clearly tipped him over the edge. He couldn’t help but laugh. He could feel the wildness too. He started running after the boy, holding his injured arm away from his chest, his oversized coat billowing behind him. He ran faster and faster, sand—or was it sea-spray?—stinging his cheeks.

Urrah, urrah! he shouted into the wind. Cuckoo, cuckoo! he yelled and laughed.

More and more of the gannets began to stir, lifting into the gale and hovering. Then he saw what looked like dark rocks moving along the shore. Not rocks—seals, dragging themselves like amputees, rearing up and growling. Were he and the boy being welcomed, or warned off? He slowed on the sand, which was thinning out and turning into shale. The boy, in his pink coat, kept running, further and further away.

Just then he heard the woman somewhere behind him. Her voice was so faint he could barely make it out. He turned, trying to hear what she was saying, but it was impossible over the noise of the sea and the wind, over the racket of the gannets and the seals. He pushed away the curls that were crowding his face. The woman was pointing, pointing and shouting—perhaps at him or at the boy somewhere behind him—but the squall was spiriting away her voice as soon as it came out.

He shaped his hands around his mouth. I can’t hear you!

The woman was battling towards him, the hair beneath her beanie and her shapeless jumper buffeted about by the wind. She had given up on the wig, but she’d retrieved her backpack. She was still shouting. Was it his name she was calling?

He took a step towards her, stubbing his toe against the exposed bed of shale. The wind did the rest, pushing him to the ground. Protecting his injured arm, he steadied himself on one knee, the sand whipping past his ears, and looked up again.

The woman had stopped, but she was getting ready for something. She was lifting the rifle to her shoulder. She was fitting her cheek against the steel. She was taking aim.
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The gannets were huddling inside their feathers & the seals had sunk back onto the rocks as if they were just rubbery skins without bones & it was all because of the gunshot which had quietened everything with shock except for the howling wind & the careening sea & except for me. I couldn’t help the screaming that was coming out.

Josip came right up to my face & grabbed my shoulder & gave me a shake like I was a ragdoll & it outdid my fuss but I didn’t like it much even though I’d started to like him even more than Mama over the last couple of days. She was never very good with games or stories & I’ve never heard her laugh not once in my time on Earth.

Josip was like one of the boys at school like my best friend the one I admired but no one else did. One day he scooped a handful of dirt into his mouth when the other boys stole his lunch which was clever because after that they left him alone. It might have been the dirt stuck to his teeth or perhaps it was his teeth themselves which were square & blunt like those of a horse yes they looked very happy & strong. The boys called him an animal & they told me I’d be able to talk with the aliens because I practically was one but there wouldn’t be much in the way of speaking when we got to the promised land.

Josip liked talking though. You can stop being a brat right now little man he yelled over the wind & the waves which wouldn’t stop their fuss even though I’d stopped mine & it was because Josip had turned into one of the schoolmasters who didn’t want us to make any sound. We had to be all eyes & ears with them we had to pretend we didn’t have mouths they had to be smooth like the skin on our heads. The schoolmasters were the only ones allowed to speak unless we were saying Sir or unless we had the right answer but only if we first put up one hand though it was different when we were marching & our black boots were chanting schuck schuck schuck.

Goddamn it you do know that this is all your fault your mother didn’t have any choice why didn’t you stop running when I told you to Josip shouted though I hadn’t heard him say that only urrah & cuckoo. Josip looked uncertain too so perhaps the wind had sucked the words from his mouth before he’d had the chance to get them out like it was trying to grab his clothes now. The wind didn’t like the flappy white shirt around his neck which he’d been using to carry his arm around like it was a baby strapped to its mama’s chest or hidden completely in a pram. As for Mama’s coat it had already left her for Josip overnight but it wanted to fly further it wanted to return to the ground which is obviously where Mama had found it because it smelled of dirt & even if that smell wasn’t much of a smell the dirt was where it belonged.

Mama snatched my hand & pulled me away from Josip’s face which was angry or ashamed or relieved I couldn’t tell but I didn’t have time to figure it out because I was looking at Mama. She had the gun against the front of her jumper which was brown like dirt but didn’t smell. I’d seen guns twirled & flipped in the schoolyard like Josip’s walking stick but I hated that rifle now or I hated Mama it was hard to tell. Why did she have to go & ruin everything? The wind was wrangling the straps on Mama’s rucksack but the bag itself was perfectly still like a hump on her back & when she saw that I was quiet too she pulled my orange beanie over my head to keep me like that. I was glad that it stopped the sand & spray from stinging my head but I wasn’t glad to be leaving no I didn’t want to ever leave this magical storybook place.

Mama dragged me away from the shore & all the creatures we’d stunned & even though I didn’t want to go I knew we weren’t welcome anymore. As she towed me away across the rocks I heard the sharp-eyed birds mumbling & then a few of them said urrah & I saw them stretch their wings like coathangers & lift themselves into the stiff wind as if they were getting used to themselves again. A seal raised its head & tail to show me how strongly it could bend even without any arms & legs Ow it said barking just the once to make sure that it could. The seal next to it was lying with a black hole in its head & turning into rock in exchange for a trickle of blood.

What had Mama gone & done? The seal’s eyes were still round & wet & brown like a dog’s or a horse’s or a cow’s though they were turning into stone like the eyes of the lion in the cemetery where Mama let me play while we waited for Josip to wake up. I wanted to start howling again but I didn’t want Josip to get confused about who he was I wanted him to tell me stories & laugh with me again I wanted him to laugh & play with me more than anything.

Mama pulled me further & further away & I went because I couldn’t stay because the gannets were staring at me from the sides of their heads & the seals were pretending I didn’t exist. I wished I had a clock & I could make the hands say whatever time I wanted so that I could undo what had happened to us and them. When I looked back from far away some of the birds were floating in the air & changing shape & darting into the sea when it wasn’t looking. A seal slipped in too & it was as if they’d forgotten all about me & that didn’t feel so good.

We followed the waves that battered & dragged at the shale until we got to a place where there was only sand & the ocean was calmer because it didn’t have to fight the rocks anymore. There were no animals except for the three of us but the sea was full of glittering treasure & the sand too though when I buried my fingers into its warm insides there weren’t any diamonds it was just soft and dry. I was thirsty but the sea had told me with its stink that it wasn’t right to drink & that was okay because Mama gave me & Josip a bottle from the special pocket in her big bag. The wind was still pushing & shoving & scratching & spitting like it didn’t want us around & Mama said that she’d be back soon & rested her backpack on the sand. I didn’t mind because I was helping Josip gather the things on the beach that were real like planks & barrels & slabs of polystyrene & a giant piece of see-through plastic Josip said was a boat’s windscreen. Josip was still carrying his arm in his sling & he wasn’t pleased about that & he wasn’t pleased that I wasn’t helping him properly but then we did something wonderful together we built a cubby.

I put things just where he said because Josip was a man of his word not like Honest John Worthington Foulfellow whom no one liked especially poor little Pinocchio. Josip had led us to the special place just like Mama said he would when she told me we were leaving & never coming back & I was worried about getting into trouble with the schoolmasters & sad about leaving my one & only friend but I packed all my books up anyway.

It had taken so long that I’d started to feel sad about my books but then the sea rose up out of nowhere like the train on the bridge that hurt Mama’s head all over again. The laughing birds & the carnival seals were more marvellous than anything I’d imagined even in my wildest dreams & they were all there in front of me not secretive like the crickets & frogs around those old soaks where Mama & I used to camp. Ee ee ee ee they would say & crawk crawk but there was no point going into the needle-sharp spinifex to find them because I only ended up with blood blisters & tears & Mama would get all brusque.

Josip pushed Mama’s backpack into the shelter & we crawled into that little place where the bag was taking up most of the space & where there was a lot of sand & flies that were mumbling into our mouths & eyes instead of our ears but it didn’t matter because Josip wasn’t interested in anything they had to say. God & Jesus Christ he muttered to make them go away & I didn’t know exactly what those words meant though I was practicising them inside my head. Then we went to wait for Mama outside & I knew it was because the wind had no patience for flies it drove them all away & that was because it wanted our clothes for itself.

I saw Mama coming along the beach dragging something along the sand. I thought it looked like her rucksack thick and dark even though it couldn’t be & then I saw how the sun was painting the sea as rosy as the sky & I didn’t need to look at anything else. Why would I?

Mama came to us empty-handed but she showed us a foil tray she’d buried in the sand underneath a sheet of plastic. I’d seen before how she could make water appear like this from nothing & there was a nice mouthful for each of us. Ah, Josip said, and I copied. Then Mama did another of her tricks & got a fire going on the beach but only after she’d stripped the windscreen from our cubby. The windscreen was to stop the wind harassing the flames which had just come to life & were still fragile & needed protection. Josip stood with a hand on his hip & his curly hair blowing so that Mama could see how unhappy he was about what she’d done to the cubby. Josip was funny like that going up & down like the yellow lever on the Kalamazoo but it was getting dark & in the end we all sat down together. Soon the fire was spitting out the bits of driftwood it didn’t like for the black night to swallow & when I looked up I saw the cold stars & remembered how the schoolmasters had told us we were promised to them.

When the wind ran out of breath I was glad to have my skin back & the fire relaxed & told us about its life so far. The world wasn’t as cold as it had been so I took off my parka & gave it to Mama & she took it to the shelter. Josip carried the windscreen to rebuild the wall that Mama destroyed & I heard them secretly talking away from the fire. When they came back Mama asked if I wanted to visit the sea & she looked at Josip & he understood that he should go & see it with me. Whatever they were plotting was funny & mysterious like the birthdays Grandmama made such a fuss about & even Josip started to get excited. Shall we fly off to Neverland’s lagoon he asked raising one of his eyebrows so that it looked like a larva arching on a branch the way they do before I touch them as if they know that I’m there before I do. I just couldn’t stop smiling at the wonder of everything.

The sand was dry but the air was liquid like the sea which was lapping at our feet & enjoying the quiet without the wind like everyone else. The sun never spoke because it didn’t have to but the moon was calling shyly as it did when it came out though you had to listen hard to hear what it had to say. I thought it wanted me to see how the surface of the sea was still glinting & sparkling but what it really wanted to show me was where the water had gone all milky like the nasty old schoolmaster’s eyes. There were jellyfish floating just under the surface hundreds & hundreds of them together so close they could have been one monster. Man o war Josip said for some reason but he didn’t say anything else so I draped some seaweed around my shoulders even though it wasn’t see-through & bobbled along the line of the shore like I was part of the invisible creature. It wasn’t the same because there was only one of me & Josip wouldn’t put on the rubbery arms even though I held some up to him & it was because he could smell Mama’s cooking which was more powerful than the smell of the ocean & in the end I had to agree.

Mama gave me a strip of food she’d grilled on the end of a stick & I sat down with it even though it didn’t smell like anything I wanted to eat. Josip said beggars can’t be choosers & I saw how he & Mama were on the same side & it wasn’t mine but luckily I still had the seaweed’s arms around me. I put the warm food on my tongue & it felt like someone else’s tongue on my tongue so I thought about the fruit from the prickly pear which was cool but also warm from the sun & that made me think of something else that was both things at once. Teddy-bear cholla & jumping cactus. Mama & Josip were always saying that their spines hurt when they latched on but they had to find a way to move because they didn’t have legs.

Mama said it was time for bed & even though I wasn’t tired it would be fun being in the cubby. She crawled inside first & bumped her head & I saw how much it hurt because I’d seen what was under there & I’d seen how much the flies liked it though I pretended I hadn’t seen anything. Mama tucked me into my sleeping bag & waited for me to close my eyes & when I didn’t she dug inside the stomach of her bag until she found the funny book & pencil that Josip gave me on the Kalamazoo. She gave me the red torch & I knew that she was going to let me read in bed like she sometimes did only all my storybooks were scattered in the dunes next to the railway bridge. Josip’s book was the only one I had left & there weren’t any nice pictures only black writing or blank pages though when I opened it there was a tiny moth squashed flat. Even with my fingernail I couldn’t lift it up because it had been stuck like that for so long & it would never fly off. At the top of the page under the title Luke & the time 1:31 I read the word angel & it made me feel better. I looked at some other words God Jesus Amen but it was hard work so I rested the book in the sand.

My bed was right next to the windscreen so I could look out across the sand towards the fire though not if I shone the torch at the glass so I turned it off. Mama had built a clever grill over the fire with pieces of wire & she was keeping watch to make sure the flames didn’t snatch any of the strips of food that were resting on top. Fire talked all friendly but it had to be watched because it could be so sneaky & just plain nasty like when it stole my potato & destroyed it for no reason other than to see if it could make me cry.

I stared through the dark at the planks of driftwood on the cubby roof & the sand was soft & the sound of the sea & I wanted to close my eyes but I woke up almost instantly without having had a single dream & I knew that it was on account of my storybooks not being here with me. Mowgli & Donkey & Baby & the White Rabbit were lost. I thought of them out there in the dark among the giant hills of sand. I’d never felt so alone. When I looked out of the windscreen Mama & Josip were small creatures on the beach under the moon & stars & Josip was on top of his coat which had found its way back to the ground & Mama was making sure the fire was settled in its rosy bed as if all she cared about was food.

I knew what Mama was smoking out of reach of the flames & I knew what I’d eaten. I could make out the mound on the shore that looked like a rock & I knew that’s where the flies would be now because I’d seen in the past how they liked muttering their thoughts to the dead more than anyone.

Ow ow I whispered. Shush shush the sea said but I wasn’t reassured of anything. Mama had said that all my stories were make-believe but she had to be wrong. All the magic of the world it couldn’t be in ruins.

I thought of the shore with the soft-eyed seals & the bad-tempered gannets & I wondered if they were asleep & dreaming in their wave-battered nests of rock even though one of them was missing. That’s when I started writing in Josip’s book & I didn’t leave anything out about the new world we’d discovered. Not the sun & wind which didn’t care about anyone. Not the pulsing mass of jellyfish & the numb seaweed. Not the cubby that Josip & I had built out of junk & not Mama & Josip & me. How I wanted all of us to be here together forever & ever please God Sweet Jesus let it be Amen.
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