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1: The Day The Earth Turned
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Francesca Adams feels the earth turn in the middle of the night. 

She feels it in the pit of her belly, like sea sickness, and she feels it in the clawing coldness on her skin as she is thrown violently from her bed. She lands on her backside and the floorboards of her bedroom rise like waves beneath her. There is dark confusion at the window; the black sky is scarred by vicious scorches of what seem like endless lightning. She is tossed onto her stomach like a fish: her arms and legs spread out, her fingers scrabbling for something to catch hold of.

At this point, it settles. She feels it let go. The violence retracts and is taken back, though the storm still rages outside. Francesca claws her way back to the bed and reaches for her sister. Josie is huddled against the wall, her eyes wide and her smile small.

‘Did you feel it?’ she whispers hoarsely into the darkness. 

In another life, Josie would call for her mother in the night, after a bad dream or because of a storm, or carelessly released fireworks. But they both know that life is over, so Francesca climbs on the bed and wraps her arms around her sister. ‘It’s just a storm.’

‘It all moved!’ Josie breathes, turning her face up. ‘Did you feel it, Chess?’

Chess stares at the window, breathing hard. She holds Josie to her chest and smooths her strawberry blonde hair back from her face. A loud crack of thunder shakes the house, making them both jump. 

‘It’s just a storm,’ she says again, pulling the duvet up and over Josie’s knees. ‘Snuggle down. I’m going to look.’

Chess walks stiffly to the window, her feet reluctant to tread, as if distrustful of the floor beneath them. She approaches the window with caution and gazes out. The feeling of abject terror that clenched her gut on waking, is still working its way into her now. She puts a hand there to ease it and feels a tremor wring through her entire body. Before she knows it, she is shaking from head to toe. Delayed reaction, she wonders. Delayed shock, or stress? But what can she do if it is? There are no more parents, or teachers, or doctors.

From the window, she can see the rain-drenched garden, the hedges being flung from side to side, and beyond that, the slick black road. The three stationary cars she noticed earlier are still there, their drivers entombed, their journeys forever unfinished. 

Just then a sound catches her attention. A sound she has been longing to hear since her parents went to the hospital four weeks ago. Just beyond the whoosh of the trees and undergrowth, just above the clash and boom of the thunder, a revving, a roaring. A speeding car.

An adult?

‘Wait here,’ she tells Josie firmly, pointing a finger. ‘Do not move!’

Chess races from the room before Josie can argue. She flies down the stairs, salty tears springing from her eyes as she unlocks and unchains the front door and dashes out into the front garden. The gate has come loose from the latch and is being whipped brutally from side to side. She runs through the gap, narrowly avoiding being struck as the wooden frame swings back inside the garden.

Rain falls in heavy walls, powering down on her shoulders, almost driving her to her knees as she rushes out onto Parsley Lane and turns towards the approaching car. Her short hair is plastered to her skull and she can barely see, yet there it is. A car. Hurtling down the road towards her. She stands at the side of the road, lifts her arms, and waves them back and forth frantically.

‘Hey! Stop! Stop! We’re here!’

Perhaps the car never sees her at all. Perhaps the driver is unable to see anything through the driving rain and the marble-sized hail stones which have begun to fall. Perhaps the driver does see her and loses control of the car in their surprise. Perhaps they are not even an adult – just another child on a reckless joyride. Chess will never know.

She hears the brakes screaming and the tyres burning and there is a terrible hiss before the inevitable crash, as the vehicle slides at high speed into one of the stationary cars. Chess covers her ears and stares. She waits, watching in terror as plumes of smoke begin pouring from the crushed bonnet of the car.

She takes one step towards them, in one tiny utterance of hope that she can drag them free, that she can help them, and they will be able to help her, before the explosion sends her sprawling to the ground.

Orange light fills the air. She cowers on the wet road, holding her hands over her face as the flood waters swirl around her. Whimpering, Chess only looks up when she hears the maniacal laughter coming from her right.

She sits back on her knees, lowers her arms, and stares. Through the driving rain she can make out a figure close to the bus stop. He is jumping up and down and pointing in glee at the exploded car.

‘Ha ha!’ the figure is screeching. ‘Another one bites the dust!’

Chess gets quickly to her feet, recognising the voice. He sounds deranged; more so than normal. Gus Beckett from Moors Close. Celebrating what he perceives to be another adult death.

‘There’s none left you know!’ he bellows at her then, suddenly motionless on the opposite side of the road, his arms down; his face pale and moonlike through the wall of rain and hail. ‘They’re all dead! It’s just us now!’ He laughs, turning in a circle with his arms spread to either side. He looks round and meaty, she thinks, in his saturated vest top, and pyjama bottoms. ‘This is all ours!’

She wants to scream back at him, that’s what you think, you could be wrong!  But she shakes her head at him slowly and realises there is no point. Gus Beckett is a prominent figure in the village and a renowned bully at school, though Chess has seen another side to him on numerous occasions. She considers crossing the road, holding him by the shoulders and staring into his eyes to see what is left. She imagines that his parents are dead too and shudders at the thought of Gus Beckett, untethered and free.

Abruptly, Chess turns and runs back to the house. She can still hear Gus laughing as she shoves open the door and pushes herself fearfully against it, sliding across the bolt and the chain and turning the key in the lock. She heads quickly up the stairs, peeling off her wet clothes and hurling them into the bathroom before she hurries back into her room. 

Josie is lying where she left her. ‘Did something blow up?’

‘No,’ Chess reaches for a top from the back of her chair and tugs it over her wet hair. ‘It was just the thunder. I thought I saw something, but it was nothing. Just the storm. Go back to sleep, okay?’

Josie closes her eyes and murmurs something about the trees. Chess sighs, grabbing a towel from the bathroom to rub at her hair. She returns to the window to watch the storm. The car is a blackened hulk, smoking, the fire already out. She strains her eyes and wonders if she can see the shape of Gus, still out there, walking slowly around the car, but she can’t be sure and she doesn’t want to know. The huddled child in the bed behind her snores softly. Chess finds it odd when she thinks about it. Nothing seems to faze Josie. None of this seems to scare her. She had expected endless questions about the whereabouts of their parents, whining and crying, but it hasn’t happened yet. The six-year-old seems oddly detached from the grief Chess herself is feeling. She seems not to feel the agony of living in a house their parents sculpted from love and hard work: every wall of photos a painful memory of what they have lost; every empty cupboard a stark reminder of how alone they are.

She stares out at the unrelenting storm and shivers. It isn’t just the storm, or the crashing car. Her guts feel cold with fear, and the coldness is spreading across her flesh, sending her hairs up one by one. She wraps her arms around herself and rubs at the goose pimples on her skin. It isn’t just Gus either, crazy and dangerous as he probably is, standing out there, laughing about the dead adults. It isn’t those things that fill her with such bone-chilling fear. It is the memory in her body, of that moment ­­­­– the moment she was flung from her bed; the twist and the turn of something alive and angry, something hungry to shake her off. 
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2: The Lone Gunman
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Gus Beckett has been waiting patiently for the last adult to die ever since the first pandemic gripped the world. He can still remember how he held his breath while watching Newsround after school as the initial virus began to take lives. ‘It only seems to affect adults,’ they had told their young audience, ‘children do not get sick with this virus.’ No, but children passed it on without knowing and he thinks about that now as he steps down from the curb and into the swirling rainwater that covers the road.

Chances are he and his siblings killed their own parents. Chances are that all the kids had killed their own parents. And their teachers. And the police, and the army, and the politicians and the shop workers. Everyone. 

Everyone but us, he thinks gleefully as he begins to plod casually down Millers Lane. He glances at the Adams’ house as he passes it by and imagines Chess back inside with her younger sister Josie and no parents. No parents anywhere, he remembers, and his smile grows wider, showing off his teeth. With his thick arms swinging, Gus wanders down the dark lane with only the silver moon to guide him. He doesn’t have to go home because his parents are dead. He doesn’t have to get up for school in the morning because there is no more school. He can do whatever he likes but the downside to that is starting to bother him. He can do whatever he likes, sure, but so can all the other kids.

After being thrown from his bed when the whole world seemed to jerk and throb with the mighty storm, Gus had sat on his bedroom floor trying to work out how many kids lived in the village. He didn’t worry about the kids in town – it was an hour walk away so they didn’t bother him yet. But the village kids were all still alive. Alive, and with no adult supervision.

It poses a problem, he thinks now, as he passes the next set of old cottages – one on the left and two on the right. His gaze lingers on these two. Rumour has it that they both have swimming pools in their back gardens. The further you went down the lane, the closer you got to wealth, he remembers. Heron Court, for example, once a manor house for the landowner, was now a gated community for the wealthy. These guys were comfortably off, he thinks, narrowing his eyes as he strolls by. More than comfortably off if the swimming pool rumours are true. As for Gus and the rest of the Moors Close kids, the river has always been their swimming pool.

But things change, he muses as he continues down the lane and as he pictures his own stuffy house with the broken blinds at the lounge window and the broken glass on the kitchen floor, he nods at the cottages.

‘I’ll be back for you.’

Gus moves on with purpose now, his mind made up. Tomorrow is a new day and a new world. One he intends to be seen and heard in. Gus is glad the adults are dead because they always refused to yield the attention he felt he deserved. His parents, his neighbours, his teachers at school – they were all the same. All they ever wanted was to shut him up and shove him away. It was different with kids because most of the time they were smaller and weaker than him, fearful, or easily impressed. He feels the potential of a brand-new life in the air around him, so close, so vibrant, he could reach out and grab it with both hands and never let go.

The wind and rain pummel him, making the skin on his bare arms sting, but he doesn’t mind because he feels so alive. As he walks, he lifts his arms to the sky again and stares up at it, at the big fat moon and the oak trees being shook from side to side. Everything feels so alive. Even the ground beneath his feet thrums and as he walks, he wonders if he can hear something else, something lower and deeper than the howling wind and driving rain. Something that rumbles and groans and growls under the ground.

Gus reaches the junction of three lanes everyone refers to as Twisty Corners. In truth, Millers Lane stops and Heron Court Lane begins, having run off from Redchurch Road, one of the main routes into the village. To the left, Heron Court Lane takes a bridge over the Moors River then climbs a hill past Home Farm and out to the main road. Gus continues down Heron Court Lane then stops on the corner, his eyes fixed with intent on the Gamekeeper’s cottage.

Surely, the old man and his wife are dead? Long dead, if they were in the fifty to sixty-year-old bracket. Gus lowers his head like a bull, grits his teeth and moves past the cottage and towards the small wooden gate that sits snugly among the holly hedge of their front garden. He unlatches it and lets himself in. There will be a lot of that from now on, he realises with satisfaction. They will need to raid and invade and steal and plunder just to survive, but oh how much easier that will all be if they are armed?

Gus strides along the side of the cottage and around to the back door. He stops with his back to it and scans the area. The back garden is in darkness but the moonlight reveals the chicken pens and dog kennels to the left. He strains his ears but can hear nothing. He guesses the couple died some time back. There are no dogs here now. There is nothing and no one. It is all his for the taking and he congratulates himself on his forward thinking, which was never a skill he had applied in school. He knows it will take the rest of the kids longer to remember the guns and he is proud of his ingenuity.

The pheasant pens are in the woods – he remembers his neighbour Clive telling him once. Clive is dead too. He was killed by the first wave; an overweight smoker, he’d not stood a chance against the first virus which predominantly attacked the lungs. Gus is still amazed that his parents did not succumb to that one. Clive was one of the local pensioners who joined the pheasant shoots, Gus recalls, beating and scaring the pheasants out of the hedges for the men in tweed to shoot. He would come back with cash in his pockets and pheasants for dinner.

Gus turns and tries the door. It opens without a struggle and he walks cautiously inside. The kitchen is old-fashioned with two pine dressers, an aga stove and a wood burner. A square table sits against the window with only a view of the dark holly hedging. Gus peers around but cannot see anything that might resemble a gun cabinet.

He moves into the next room, treading softly on soft wet feet. A darkened lounge with another wood burner and two stiff looking sofas stare back at him. It feels like the house is in limbo, waiting, watching. Gus shakes the rain from his hair, shivers and walks slowly around the room, searching for what he has come for.

He eventually finds the metal gun cabinet in a small room beside the stairs. It is no bigger than a box room, crammed with a desk, filing cabinets, shelves of dusty books and a gleaming metal cabinet. Gus hunts around for a key and finds several sets in a silver ashtray on the cluttered desk. He picks through them, squinting in the darkness, until he finds a few that feel like good fits. 

He hears the satisfying click and the door springs open to reveal three beautiful shotguns. He doesn’t know much about guns but he reaches for them hungrily, his eyes lighting up as he feels the smooth oil-finished wood in his hands. He runs his fingers up and down the barrels then looks around for ammunition. Cartridges, he inwardly corrects himself, before snatching up the boxes at the bottom of the cabinet. He stuffs the boxes into the pockets of his pyjama trousers, slings two guns over his shoulder and aims the second one just for fun.

It won’t take long to figure them out, Gus tells himself, as he heads back through the house with the gun raised to eye level. He stares down the barrel and makes a few gunshot noises under his breath. Wait until Oliver and Lily see this, he thinks with a grin, we’ll practice in the woods tomorrow, practice until everyone else thinks we know what we’re doing.

Back outside, the rain has lessened. Gus glares around him, gun still raised, just for fun. He hears a crashing in the bushes and stares hard, his breath held until a pair of glittering eyes appear, staring right back at him. A fox, or a badger. He steps forward and waves a hand.

‘Shoo! Shoo! Get out of here!’

The creature has other ideas. Out of the hedgerow, slinks a large sleek fox the colour of autumn leaves; it strolls towards him with its nose raised and sniffing the air. For a moment, Gus is stunned. He has seen plenty of foxes in the area, though he knows the gamekeeper controlled them to protect the pheasants. He has seen dead ones on the dual carriageway and he has heard their haunting screams at night. He has never seen one so close and he has never experienced one walking straight up to him.

Brazen, unafraid, perhaps even a little haughty, the large male fox twitches its brushy tail as it stops at Gus’s legs and emits a low, rumbling growl. Gus thinks about kicking it or hitting it. He thinks about loading the gun but knows he might not have time. In the end, he does something he later feels ashamed of: he backs slowly away, keeping his eyes on it, holding out a soothing hand. He backs towards the gate, opens it and closes it and the whole time the fox stays where it is, glaring at him whilst making that awful, drawn-out noise.

Gus hurries back down the lane, splashing through puddles in his bare feet with the gun in his hands and two on his back and his pockets stuffed with lead cartridges. He doesn’t feel truly triumphant or powerful until he is far away from the gamekeeper’s cottage and back out on Parsley Lane. Until then, it feels like the fox is moving with him, or is it that strange distant rumbling underground? He doesn’t know and he doesn’t care to think about it.

Once he is back on familiar ground, Gus Beckett quickly forgets about being seen off by a fox, and the smile returns to his moonlike face. His eyes widen with satisfaction and greed and as he crosses the bridge towards the small roundabout, he raises the gun to the air and turns in a slow, proud circle. Gus Beckett has never felt so powerful in his life.
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3: The Grey Man
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The day the earth turned is marked by two significant events for Francesca Adams. One is her little sister losing her first tooth and the other is the dead man slumped against the garden gate. She spots the grey shape of the man whilst hoisting Josie up next to the sink. With one arm around her sister, Francesca, or Chess, as she prefers to be called, runs the bloodied front tooth under the tap and narrows her eyes at the still figure. She turns off the tap, dabs at Josie’s mouth with a wet cloth and decides that it looks like he had been trying to get in.

The gate is off the latch, but he remains crumpled on the outside. He is on his knees, leaning forward into the heavy gate, wearing a dark grey hat. Josie, with her back to the body, holds up her lost tooth with wriggling pride. Chess smiles weakly, while her sister rattles on excitedly about her first visit from the tooth fairy.

Chess keeps one eye on the man and knows this is something she cannot ignore. She’s tried to ignore everything else: the flu epidemics: the sickness and diarrhoea that became a killer; global pandemics that killed millions, one after the after until it landed on her doorstep. Even the strange crunch and shift of the house in the middle of the night. An earthquake, she told Josie, when she crawled into bed with her. A bit of an earthquake which has left a spider’s web of cracks in the bedroom ceiling. 

Later that day, Chess is standing on the doorstep waiting for her Jack Russell, Spud, to come back in. She can hear Josie in the lounge, whining. She wants to watch her favourite TV show but it’s all scratchy and weird. The TV has been like that all day. Down at the gate, the dead man sits on his knees. Chess hates the sight of him there; she cannot ignore it and must do something but she doesn’t know what that something should be. Once again, she is weighed down by the desolate and heavy feeling of loss. She has lost her parents, her life and the whole sane, safe world she used to rely on. She hates the grey man and wishes he had stumbled further down the lane, away from her house. She wishes with a tight fury in her belly that he was not there at her gate, making him her problem. It isn’t fair, she wails on the inside and grips her hair with both hands and sinks down to the step. She rocks back and forth for a few minutes, holding the screams in, refusing to let the tears fall.

As if I haven’t got enough to deal with, she thinks and shakes her head from side to side. She refuses to let her mind drift too far: the GCSE’s she will never sit, or the college she will never attend, or the days of uncertainty staring her in the face. There are a million ‘what if’ questions that want to drive her insane. She hasn’t let herself go there, and she fully intends to keep it that way.

Spud finally returns and Chess is about to close and lock the door when she hears a noise in the lane. She looks up. It’s the Carter boy, dragging something behind him. His chest is bare, and his dark hair slick with sweat. He looks her way and shouts at her,   

‘Something is happening!’ 

He isn’t wrong.

She doesn’t answer, and he keeps going. With the dog back inside, Chess locks the door and wanders to the kitchen window. The Carter boy has gone, but the dead grey man is still there. What had he wanted? Help? She feels half tempted to run after the Carter boy to find out what he knows, but he is a bit weird. Everyone says it. His whole family is weird, they say. His mother was a hippy sort who died too young, he didn’t go to school and his grandfather has dead animals hung up inside the shed.

Chess shivers. A yell from Josie leads her back into the lounge, where she suddenly feels compelled to pull the curtains shut, even though it is hours until darkness falls. Josie is slumped on the sofa, clutching the raggedy toy dog she has been attached to since a baby.

She flicks an impatient hand at the TV set, which is all black and white zig zags moving and dipping. ‘It won’t work!’

Chess picks up the control and flicks around. The only station that seems to stay still is Channel 4, and even then, it is a terrible picture, and the sound comes and goes. She wishes it would stay still, tell her something, tell her what to do. She longs for the sound of an adult voice, for instructions, for order. She longs to know if what Gus Beckett said is true. She squints, trying to read the headlines that run across the bottom of the screen. Something about the black flu, or was it African flu now? Chess can’t keep up. 

At first it was a distant thing. Like so many other epidemics, it seemed to strike in far off lands, places she had never heard of. There was fear and panic, but none of it felt real to her. It will be just like Bird Flu, her dad had said at one point, and Swine Flu before that, and SARS and Ebola and Covid 19! His long list of diseases they had all survived had been encouraging and reassuring. 

She had felt less reassured when her parents developed the symptoms. They’d gone to the hospital together four weeks ago. She has not seen them since. The TV, when it works, spouts the same fearful message: STAY HOME! STAY AWAY! DO NOT GO NEAR THE HOSPITALS!

She promptly switches off the TV set. Josie lets out a wail, and while Chess reaches out to sooth her, she wonders how bad this is going to get. Should she be conserving food? Or energy? What about the dead man at the gate? What is she supposed to do about him? Someone will come and move him, won’t they?

Deciding action held is better than inaction, Chess lifts Josie onto her hip and carries her out to the kitchen. A brief glance at the gate shows that the grey man has slipped further forward, pushing the gate inwards. Chess sits Josie on the table, swings open the fridge door and plucks a lonely cheese string from the bottom shelf. The emptiness of the fridge makes her stomach feel tight. Josie takes the cheese string, unwraps it and begins to peel the orange pieces down in a vertical motion.

‘I’ve just got to make a phone call,’ she says, leaving Josie on the table and walking to the phone next to the bay window. From this position she has a side view of the dead man. She can see his grey hat tipping back from his head, revealing tufts of light grey hair. His gruesome presence offers a glimmer of hope that maybe Gus Beckett is wrong – the adults are not all dead. Help is coming.

Chess dials 999 and waits. When nothing happens, she hangs up and tries again. It takes her three attempts to realise that there is no dialling tone. The phone is dead, just like her mobile.

‘I’m hungry,’ Josie announces, crossing her arms grumpily while her jaws move slowly, pulping the cheese string. ‘That was horrible.’
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4: Thorns
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Reuben Carter hauls the metal wagon into the gravel driveway, sweat shining on his forehead and dripping between his sharp shoulder blades. He can see his grandfather in the back field, leaning over his cane and staring into the hedgerow. Reuben takes a deep breath then drags the wagon towards the small cottage. He keeps going, neck and arm muscles groaning in protest now, until he reaches the open kitchen door. He parks the wagon there, stopping with his hands on his hips to survey his achievement. 

He has been gone over two hours, and the wagon is loaded to full capacity. He has picked up anything and everything, and he fully intends on doing the exact same thing tomorrow – if it is safe, that is. He thinks about the corpses and shudders. Shaking himself and rolling his head on his neck, he runs his eyes over the contents of the wagon: firewood – thick branches as well as sticks for kindling; sorrel and dandelion – he’s filled an empty ice cream container to the brim; and crab apples from outside Heron Court. He picked a few early cherries from the lane where they overhang the borders of the gate house and could tell the rest would be ready within a week. Early, he’d mused, but then the intense heat has made everything ripen before their natural time.

He’d peeked through the gate, knowing that they kept a vegetable patch at the back. But he didn’t have the heart or the guts to steal from anyone just yet. After spotting Chess Adams, Reuben had been in two minds about going back to talk to her. He had continued, looking over his shoulder almost constantly. He supposed her parents were dead and he knew she had a little sister to look after. Did she have a vegetable plot? Chickens? Any way to survive this? It bothered him but he didn’t know her well enough to challenge her yet so he had walked on.

He’d been surprised to find the shop open. A glassy-eyed teenage girl had been standing behind the till staring at a newspaper. She had not spoken to him, as he’d piled tins and dried food into the basket and paid with the money from his grandfather. He’d asked her if she was okay and she had nodded. He hadn’t known what else to ask. The roads were silent and empty. He didn’t see another soul. The news that had gotten through had repeated one thing over and over. Stay home. Stay home.

‘Reuben!’ his grandfather John calls out sharply, making him jump. ‘Get over here and look at this.’

Reuben leaves the wagon and trudges wearily over to the bramble hedge at the bottom of the back field. The goats are loose and grazing and his grandfather’s collie Bess roams between them, nose down.

His grandfather is a tall, broad man with a thatch of thick white hair. His face is weather beaten and his eyes penetrating and cynical, while his smile is slow and lop-sided. Like Reuben, he lives in jeans or combat style trousers, plain T-shirts and rough shirts.

He is peering into the bushes and shaking his head slowly from side to side.

‘Look here,’ he says gruffly as Reuben approaches. ‘What do you make of this?’

The first part of the body that Reuben sees is a foot. And then another. They are wearing black, short-heeled shoes with silver buckles. Her legs are elevated and spread, as if someone has shoved her backwards into the hedge. As he looks closer, he sees her arms are pulled out to either side, making her body an X. But it is the face and neck Grandpa is staring at. He lifts his cane and jabs it at the dead woman’s neck and Reuben flinches, steps back and hopes he will not vomit in front of his grandfather.

‘It’s got her around the neck,’ Grandpa says. ‘Do you see that?’

He uses his cane to prod at the tangle of thorns that ensnare her throat.

‘How did that happen?’

‘Blowed if I know,’ Grandpa grumbles, lowering his cane and shaking his head. ‘Just look at it, Reuben. Look at her eyes!’

Reuben really doesn’t want to look at her eyes. He really doesn’t want to look at any part of her for a moment longer. But like his grandfather he feels trapped, unable to tear his gaze away. Her mouth hangs open, like a bloody gaping wound. Her eyes are bloodshot and bulbous. The thorns are wrapped around her neck like a noose. She has been strangled to death. And now when he looks closer, he can see how she has been held down, how she has been spread out and crucified. Her wrists and ankles are also bound by twisted thorny brambles. Evidently, she had struggled. Her clothes are torn all over, bright red scratches adorning the exposed flesh.

Gagging, Reuben lurches away suddenly. He stumbles through the kitchen door and grasps the counter as he catches his breath. After composing himself, he turns and starts hauling the cache from the wagon. One by one he carries tins into the kitchen, depositing them with a bang on the large wooden table. He has nearly shifted the whole lot by the time his grandfather returns to the house, walking slowly with his head low and his forehead creased. He helps Reuben unload the rest of the wagon, before closing and locking the door.

For a few moments he remains with his back to his grandson and his hands in his pockets. When he speaks, his voice is tight and thin, like it might break.

‘Stay away from the bushes,’ he says.
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5: Shopping
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Chess picks up her mobile phone to check the time, but of course it is dead. She tosses it onto the table and drops her face into her hands, growling through them in annoyance at herself. The phone has been dead for weeks but she can’t seem to get out of the habit of picking it up to check. The TV is dead now too. It flickered out just after Chess had found a bag of popcorn for Josie to call lunch. In truth, Chess had expected the electricity and the internet to go down much sooner and the experience of false hope angers her. It is like being teased. The TV going out is the final straw for Josie, who can now think of nothing but her stomach.

‘I want something to eat!’ she keeps saying, like a broken record. Even Spud is making life difficult – whining constantly at the cupboard where her parents kept his tins. She feeds him some popcorn and a crust of bread and the pathetic meal had almost brought her to tears. You should have prepared, she tells her parents in her head, you should have stocked up! Why didn’t you stock up? 

But blaming her dead parents for their predicament is a pointless waste of energy and Chess understands on some level that she needs to make a room for them inside her head. A room where she can put them for a while and shut the door on them. Of course, she wants to throw herself down and cry and scream. She wants to run to the hospital and see if by any chance, they survived, but she knows it is useless. She is responsible for herself and Josie and that means keeping them alive until another adult arrives to take care of them. And Chess does believe that someone will come. Police, or the army, something like that. Adults in positions of authority. It’s just a matter of being patient and keeping them fed until then.

For a moment, she blocks out Josie’s whining and closes her eyes. She sees her parents in her head, as if framed in a photo. She constructs them perfectly, using all their best features – her mum when she had the cropped haircut and her dad before he went grey and got a bit thick around the middle. She even adds a social media filter, posing them beautifully in gentle, nostalgic tones, a picture any Instagram user would be proud to post. Her mum is laughing and leaning into her father, clutching him around his middle as he gazes lovingly down at her. She has the same strawberry blonde hair as her daughters’ and the same dark blue eyes, whereas her father has light brown hair going grey and light brown eyes. Chess writes their names under the picture: Michael and Tricia Adams, supermarket manager and primary school teaching assistant. Ordinary people, nice people, quiet people. Chess feels a hitch in her chest and her throat tightens as useless thoughts pour in uninvited: will they ever get buried? Have a gravestone? Be remembered? She slams the door on them fast and opens her eyes, breathing hard.

Chess turns to the kitchen window and forces herself to think rationally. The shop, she tells herself, you need to go to the shop! Then she notices the Carter boy. He is at the gate and going by the frantic waving, he has spotted her at the window.

‘Hey!’ he yells. ‘Hey you!’

Chess bristles. She doesn’t want to be forced to move, but he is forcing her. Before Josie hears the disturbance, Chess ducks out of the door and walks slowly down the drive towards the gate with Spud trotting beside her. She feels both sick and ashamed as she tries hard not to look at the dead grey man. She knows she should have moved him – should have done something – but each day has merged into the next without her being able to take any action. She just can’t bear the thought of having to touch him.

There is a heavy sound of buzzing in the air, and she guesses the flies have arrived for their feast. Her stomach rolls over and she tears her eyes away from the man’s bloated face.

Reuben Carter is staring back at her brightly. He is a year younger, fourteen to her fifteen, but he looks about twelve, small and skinny with skin the colour of cocoa powder. His dark brown hair is thin and straight, and he wears it almost to his shoulders. Chess has a flashback to a year earlier when he had grown it even longer and wore it in a ponytail to school. She recalls the other kids tormenting him on the bus from Heron to Redchurch. Gus Beckett, the ringleader as always, had started a contest – who could hit Reuben Carter with the most items from their lunch box. She remembers thinking it would all have ended much sooner if Reuben hadn’t made such a big deal about it. Instead of ignoring them, he had turned around and thrown every single item right back at them and before long a food fight had commenced.

‘He didn’t die of the flu, you know,’ Reuben is saying to her now.

‘What?’ Chess shakes her fuzzy head at him.

He is wearing army style trousers and a plain black T-shirt. His thin wrists are adorned with bracelets made from leather and beads. A leather cord hangs around his neck, a bright white feather attached and laying against the exposed brown skin of his upper chest. It reminds her that he had a fascination with Native Americans at one point, something else the kids had teased him mercilessly for.

‘This man,’ Reuben Carter jabs a finger into the air. ‘Did not die of the flu or any of the other things. In case you were wondering!’

He has an intense, authoritative way of talking that instantly puts her on edge.

‘I was wondering how to get my little sister out of the gate without seeing him,’ she shrugs, wearily. ‘Any ideas?’

Reuben glances at the house and a frown creases his forehead. ‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Oh, yeah. I’ll help you move him. Come on.’

Her instinct is to refuse, but the boy already has the dead man under the armpits. Slightly appalled, Chess comes quickly out of the gate and before she can think twice, she grabs the man’s legs and helps Reuben carry him away. They stagger backwards in a comical manner, until she cries out, ‘where to?’

Reuben jerks his head towards the far side of the lane. ‘Ditch.’

Without agreement, they instinctively begin to swing the body from one side to the other, building up momentum until the moment feels right to let go. Chess turns, stands back, and watches in dumb wonder as the grey body sails through the air to land with a rustling crash in the undergrowth. Unseen. Gone. Josie need never know.

Chess wipes her hands down the legs of her jeans. ‘Thanks.’

Reuben pulls a red cloth from his back pocket and swipes it across his forehead before stuffing it away again. ‘No problem. Did you see the bees?’

‘Bees?’

Reuben points to where they have thrown the man. Chess can still hear the buzzing, but it isn’t flies that have followed the body as she had assumed, it is bees. Which is odd.

‘Allergic reaction, maybe,’ Reuben shrugs. ‘His face was all swollen.’

Chess gulps and slips back inside the gate. ‘Thanks,’ she says again, not knowing what else to say.

Reuben Carter responds with a brief grin and picks up the handle of his empty wagon. ‘I’m going to the shop again,’ he tells her. ‘Want me to get you anything before they run out? It’s not like they’re gonna get any more deliveries, right?’

Chess is not ready to think about that. ‘Is there anyone there?’

‘That girl with the long brown hair, but I think her parents are dead.’

‘Are your parents dead?’

‘I didn’t have any,’ he reminds her, scratching his nose. ‘But my grandfather is doing just fine.’

This is good news. Chess breaks into a genuine smile and almost goes to hug him. She stops herself and stands back, folding her arms over her stomach.

‘That’s great news! He didn’t even get sick?’

Reuben shakes his head slowly. ‘Nope. It’s a miracle. Or a mystery. Anyway, he’s still alive and kicking.’

She nods, still smiling. She has never spoken to Reuben’s grandfather, but she has seen him walk by over the years. Tall and burly, usually looking cross and never one for a chat at the gate. She’s glad he is alive because that means other adults must be too, but she doesn’t feel the urge to rush down to his house to be cared for. He has never struck her as the sociable type.

‘Good for you,’ she tells Reuben and she means it. Then she remembers the shop. ‘I need to get some shopping in.’

Hearing the voices, Josie has drifted to the doorstep and is standing there now with her thumb in her mouth. 

‘We’ve nearly run out of food,’ Chess says.

‘Do you wanna come with me? There’s not much left, you know.’

At this remark, Chess feels a wriggle of panic in her belly. She looks back at Josie and feels a little bit sick.

‘Okay, hold on.’ She runs back to the door, pushes Spud back inside, locks it, and pockets the key. She holds her hand out to Josie. ‘Shall we go to the shop and get some sweeties, eh?’

‘Yay!’ Josie, liking that idea, grabs Chess by the hand and jumps to her feet. She is wearing a white sundress with rainbows all over it. It’s at least a size too small but it’s her favourite dress in the world, so Chess has been letting her wear it almost every day; it has all sorts of stains and smears on it now. Chess feels a small surge of shame and lowers her eyes as they walk hand in hand to the gate. She thought to explain that she can’t wash clothes without electricity, but Reuben speaks first. He grins as they both come out of the gate.

‘Hi,’ he says to Josie with a wink. ‘You can sit in my wagon if you like.’

‘Can I?’ Josie looks thrilled.

‘Yeah, hop in.’

Chess helps Josie into the wagon. ‘Sit down and hold tight.’

Reuben grabs the handle with both hands and starts to pull. ‘Whoa! You’re heavy!’ he jokes as they head out onto the open road.

Not attempting to bump the occupied wagon up the kerb, Reuben merely walks down the middle of the road. Chess swallows, feeling sick again as she walks at his side. She can’t break the habit of looking both ways, unable to feel safe on what was once such a busy road.

‘Your parents?’ Reuben asks her then, under his breath.

‘At the hospital,’ she replies, and she is grateful that he just nods and says no more. No one comes back from the hospital.

The three of them cross the bridge, skirt the small roundabout which is normally nose-to-tail with traffic, and turn left towards the shop. There is a small green in front, and a skinny boy is slumped on the bench, his hand going in and out of a crisp packet. His eyes have a dull, blank look and when Reuben calls to him, he does not look up or reply.

Chess stares ahead, where she can see a couple of groups of kids milling about. Some have carrier bags full of food. One group has a wagon like Reuben’s. The shop door is open, and the teenage girl is still behind the till. It gives Chess a bad feeling to look at her though. Sitting on a stool, her long hair over one shoulder, she moves both hands up and down it, tugging it and smoothing it, over and over. Her eyes are staring into space, her mouth open and slack.

‘She’s always like that,’ Reuben whispers, dragging the wagon inside. 

Chess helps Josie hop out and gazes around at the shelves. With dawning horror, she realises that Reuben was right. There is not much left at all.

She makes a beeline for the bread but there is none. Crackers then. None. Cereal, oats, pasta, rice, all gone. Her mouth dry, Chess scans the shelves before looking over at Reuben. He is grabbing loo roll, toothpaste, matches, dog food. Anything. She starts to do the same; panic vibrating through her. There are some tins of soup and fish. Tinned fruit and teabags and coffee. Some sugar and cocoa powder. She starts to grab things faster and faster, hurling them into the wagon.

Josie appears at her sides, a dark look on her face. ‘There’re no sweeties, Chess!’

‘Keep looking!’ Chess advises, nodding towards the till, where the brown-haired girl is still in her trance. ‘There’re some biscuits! Quick!’

Just then, two shadows fall into the shop and Chess looks up to see two teenage boys she knows from the bus. Matt and Ryan Cole are brothers and close friends of Gus Beckett. They are both tall for their age and wiry, with light brown hair and slightly hooked noses. Ryan, the younger of the two, is munching on a packet of Haribo. Spotting this, Josie crosses her arms tightly and pouts.

‘Chess! He has sweeties!’

Chess ignores her and grabs peanut butter, jam, and a tin of chickpeas before turning her attention to the cold foods. There is nothing there but some packs of butter, some Stilton, and some natural yoghurt. She swipes the lot and throws them into the wagon then instantly stares at them and wonders if they have gone bad without the electricity to keep them cool.

‘Who said you could come in?’ Matt wants to know, glaring and pointing to the wagon.

Chess has no idea what to say. She feels Reuben slip past her and watches as he picks up the handle and turns the wagon around.

‘I’m talking to you!’ Matt yells, a surprising amount of anger in his voice, and his eyes focusing now on Reuben, rather than her. She doesn’t like the look on his face. She likes it even less than the blank look on his brother’s. She grabs Josie by the hand and follows Reuben out of the shop.

‘You can’t come in here unless we say so!’ Matt shouts from the doorway. ‘There’s a system, you know! There’re rules! You can’t just jump the queue!’

‘Sorry,’ Chess tells him, hurrying after Reuben. ‘We didn’t know!’

‘You’ve had your lot!’ Matt bellows after them. ‘No more for you! Don’t even think about coming back, d’you hear me?’

Crossing the bridge again, Chess tightens her grip on Josie’s hand and stifles a nervous giggle.

‘He’s always been a bit of an idiot,’ she murmurs. ‘Hanging around Gus does it. Think they own the place.’

Reuben looks at her with a sigh. ‘They do now,’ he tells her. ‘Don’t you get it?’
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6: Scavenging
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‘You should come back with me,’ Reuben tells Chess as they reach her gate. ‘We’ve got more than this. You should see it. We were prepared.’

‘I can’t right now,’ she replies, passing items to Josie. ‘We live here. This is our home.’

Josie, a look of exhaustion on her face, takes the peanut butter and jam and wanders dreamily up to the front door. Chess watches as she puts down the jars and sits on the step, shoving her thumb back into her mouth. She keeps expecting her little sister to ask about their parents, to cry, anything, but she doesn’t.

Reuben hands Chess some loo roll, toothpaste and matches. ‘You might need these. They’ll have the lot by the end of today. We need to go further.’

‘Further?’

‘Yeah. The shop at St Catherine’s Hill, or Tesco on Castle Lane. There might be more.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ Chess shrugs.

Reuben sighs. He passes her the teabags, coffee and sugar. ‘There are too many kids over there.’ He jerks a thumb over his shoulder. ‘And you know what they’re like, right?’

Reuben watches her carefully, hoping she knows what he means, hoping she remembers the bus to school and the throwing of food. And that hadn’t even been the worst of it. He licks his lips and waits in hope for a flicker of recognition and sympathy but instead he sees the tightness in her jaw, the flash of defiance
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