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Dedication

To 

Sue and Tim,

who stopped me becoming a tortured genius 

by being wonderful parents.

Thanks for nothing, guys.



   
Epigraph

I dream of you, to wake: would that I might

Dream of you and not wake but slumber on;

Nor find with dreams the dear companion gone,

As, Summer ended, Summer birds take flight …

– Christina Rossetti 

Little birdie, little birdie

Come and sing me your song.

I’ve a short time for to be here

And a long time to be gone.

– American Traditional

Someone, I tell you, will remember us,

even in another time.

– Sappho

Think about stories with reason and rhyme

Circling through your brain

And think about people in their season and time

Returning again and again …

– Nick Drake, ‘Saturday Sun’
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Let’s get one thing straight – Earth doesn’t go round in circles. She spirals. Watch her blue hips swinging her belt of sequinned satellites. The whole galaxy is diving into deep space, one thousand kilometres per second. You’re never in the same place twice. Remember where you were for the worst moment of your life? You’ll never stand on that spot again. It’s back there, in the dark we left behind. Earth is corkscrewing into the night, a lonely helix dreaming of her double. Can’t go back; got to go forwards.

Think of it like a spiralling seed.

Think of it like a swallow on the wing. 

Think of it for a moment, this ball of rain and cloud you’ve lived on your whole life, going like a bullet from a gun without ever noticing.

With all this spatial uncertainty, you’d be forgiven for thinking we’ll never locate our protagonists. Our X and Y. Two specks of dust on another speck of dust, circling a burning speck of dust which (though it seems supermassive from our point of view) is one among two hundred billion trillion, all racing hurry and scurry like Piccadilly Circus.

Zoom in.

Past the clutter of telecommunication satellites. Past noctilucent clouds. Past the soup of radio waves: pop songs, military manoeuvres, late-night call-ins. Past the ozone layer, still licking its wounds. Past passenger jets, fretting the sky with beams of silver. Past the city’s dusky night-veil of pollution. Past phone masts, slate roofs, upper windows admitting no light, hoardings for English classes and Thai massages, pigeon-proof crowns of haloed street lamps … 

Berwick Street.

Here he is – our Y, one half of our equation. Jem Adjaye, worrying at his phone. He’s in a rush, like the universe. His Clarks desert boots follow where Virginia Woolf’s espadrilles and William Blake’s shabby hobnails trod before. He’s on time for his reservation at a small plates bistro in Smith’s Court, but would rather be early.

Jem doesn’t go on dates. Not if he can avoid it. In this case, he couldn’t avoid it – the match-up was arranged by his friend, Lucas. (My best friend, Jem tells himself. Your only friend, he replies). This time he’s been matched with a senior solicitor with a spaniel who goes to doggy daycare. The spaniel, not the solicitor. Be polite but not over-eager. Rejections can be handled in the DMs.

Now we have one of our coordinates, hold on to Jem whilst we rummage around for the other. Everything exists in relation to something else. Someone else. A frame of reference is necessary to calculate position and velocity. We need to find the X to Jem’s Y, and here she comes. Further down the street, Mika Zielińska maintains a steady speed in the direction of work.

Have you ever wondered how many times you met someone before you met them? How many times you passed a future lover in the street, sat in the same restaurant as a friend-to-be, rode the train with a not-yet-enemy? Or perhaps it was more remote. Did you laugh at the same joke on TV? Did you look up to the moon at the same moment? It must have happened. How entangled were your lives, before you tangled?

And before that? How many times did your mothers meet, or your mothers’ mothers, or your great grandmothers’ great grandmothers? Those were your lives too. You just forgot them, at the moment of birth. With each birth a forgetting, a splitting in half, but the truth remains: you were there.

The air pulses like dragonfly wings. A thousand sounds lapping and overlapping. People shout from stalls, music belches from nightclub doorways, rickshaw stereos doppler past. Other sounds go unheard – shivering electricity junctions, dyspeptic groans from the Tube below, pigeons burbling in the masonry. Each noise swamped by the rest, each adding its timbre to the whole.

He almost misses her.

A moment longer looking at his phone and Mika would have passed by. But he does look up, and for a moment he sees her looking back at him. Auburn hair held back with clips. A freckled nose, pierced on one side. That’s all, and then she’s gone. If Mika notices Jem, he leaves no impression on the soft paper of her memory.

They speed apart, our X and Y.

Mika summits the road, then stops. You’d be forgiven for thinking the shiver of destiny made her pause. But no – on the corner is a van, white with a blue-chequered band. It looks almost like an ordinary police van, but Mika knows better. IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT, with Home Office in smaller, embarrassed type. She takes her phone out, crosses to the other side and continues. Within a minute she is in the kitchen, scrubbing up and buttoning whites.

Jem continues until he reaches a temporary crossing. Blue plastic barriers shield a tarmac abscess. We’re Fixing Pipes. Jem glances down at the sedimentary layers exposed to Soho’s neon lights. Coke bottle, clay pipe, flint axe, bone fragment of hippopotamus, river clay. Deep time. As he waits for the lights to change, three notifications shiver through his phone. 

You there?

Don’t do a runner.

I promised you weren’t a knobhead. 

Still looking at the screen, Jem steps forward. A speeding BMW 3 Series slams its brakes on too late. Six cylinders of turbo-diesel power the car into Jem’s side. The impact is similar to a fall from a third-storey window. Jem is thrown over the bonnet; his head hits the windscreen, cracking the glass next to a plastic dancing hula-girl. The car stops. He rolls back and drops to the road. People shout or scream. A car door opens. The night fractures, makes an effort to put itself back together, falls apart again. Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall … 

Jem is folded into a black envelope.
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Some hours pass. A lot happens or nothing much happens, depending on your point of view. Frames of reference. Temporal resolution. There are sirens and flashing lights. There are shouted dinner orders and gouts of brandy-flame. In geological time, it is less than a millionth of a billionth of a second. Twenty-six mobile phones are lost on the Tube; fifty-three babies are born in the city’s hospitals; seventeen cats kill eighteen rats (for one cat catches two).

After this stretch of nothing-and-everything it is 1 a.m., local time. Jem is a little way away, but let’s stay in Soho for the time being. After work, and after-work drinks, Mika has returned to the restaurant with a singular purpose. She’s going to break in.

‘Right, I think I remember this …’

‘You think?’

‘If the alarm goes off, we walk away,’ Mika shrugs. ‘Briskly, yes?’

Mika is with her friend, Suzy, and their new colleague, Olly, who isn’t sure why he’s here at all. They work in the kitchen of SINE, which a critic for the Guardian likened to ‘eating a bucket of oysters at a monster truck rally’. The restaurant is very popular, very expensive, and very loud. Mika is a sous-chef, acting head chef on the days when their boss is too hung over, which is every day. Suzy is a saucier and Olly a dishwasher. After work they went for a couple of drinks and plans were made.

‘You know this is insane?’ Olly looks at her. ‘I’d feel better if you admitted this was insane.’

‘Relax.’

‘But—’

‘Hush!’ Suzy snaps at him. Her mouth flicks up at the corners like a cat, giving her a permanently smug look.

‘It’s fine,’ Mika says soothingly. ‘We work here. If we get caught, we say the security system wasn’t on.’

‘And if he asks why we’re here?’

‘I’ll say I left something – my phone charger – and we were passing on our way to the Tube.’

There is no need to specify who ‘he’ is. Their boss, Michelin-starred James Conroy, is an alcoholic, a coke addict and a narcissist. None of these ingredients is hard to source in the catering industry, but whisked into one man-sized amuse bouche, they’re something special. He’ll say he’s not easy to work with and laugh, as though laughing makes it okay. Add to this the fact that the restaurant, like most restaurants, has no HR department … well, sometimes you have to take matters into your own hands.

‘Here we go.’

Mika punches a code into the keypad. She found the six numbers scrawled on an invoice for their seafood supplier. She holds her breath and presses the enter key. Click. A green light flashes six times; everything is quiet.

‘Fuck … oh fuck.’ Olly is hyperventilating. ‘Why am I doing this?’

Mika is confident the answer has to do with getting into her pants, but it seems rude to point this out.

‘Come on.’

‘You’re enjoying this!’ Suzy shakes her head and uses her staff key to unlock the door.

Inside, everything is dark. The air smells of the food they prepared a couple of hours ago. Mika waits for the door to close, then hits the lights. The fluorescent strip lights rustle and blink like sleep-dishevelled angels. The kitchen is spotless, every surface wiped and every utensil in its place: Mika made sure of that.

‘This way.’ She walks to James’s office, down a short corridor at the side of the kitchen.

All this started in the bar, when Suzy complained she couldn’t go to her cousin’s wedding. Out of holiday allowance. Her contract allows nineteen days of leave. Long-serving staff – and Mika – get twenty-three. Not a lot, but she had to haggle for it. Maybe it’s because Mika knows she will be moving on soon; maybe she’s just sick of their boss. In a couple of minutes, she had a plan. She turns the light on.

‘Suzy, find your contract. They’re in that drawer over there. The key’s on a bit of Blu Tack under his desk. Olly, you’re our lookout, yes?’

‘Lookout for what?’

Oh, his face! Like a frightened, blond rabbit.

‘Just go – nobody’s going to show up.’

He walks back to the kitchen. Mika fires up James’s computer. Two and a half billion transistors begin their dance of and/or/not. Mika knows the password because he gets her to do admin when he’s ‘not feeling well’. He’ll sit in the corner with a Bloody Mary, dictating emails like a Fifties business executive. She cannot wait to get out of here. Another two months is all she needs.

‘Found it.’

‘Great – put it in the shredder.’

Doubt clouds Suzy’s face.

‘Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this.’

‘Suzy, tell me, have I ever let you down?’

‘That time you—’

‘It was a rhetorical question. Trust me now?’

Suzy takes a breath and puts the contract in the shredder. The grinding noise makes Mika’s stomach flutter.

‘Right, here’s the file …’

She pulls up the template on James’s computer. This plan wouldn’t work if he emailed people their contracts, but he has a policy of not leaving electronic records. Paper can be misplaced.

‘I’ll just fill in your details …’ She types sloppily, correcting as she goes. ‘Now we change the number nineteen to twenty-three …’

‘You’re sure he won’t remember?’

‘He’s off his face twenty-four seven. He’ll think he opened the wrong template and made your contract like the old ones. If he disagrees, there’ll be no proof. Turn on the printer.’

They run off a couple of copies and Suzy signs both. It’s only now that Mika realises she needs to forge James’s signature. She’s done it before, but she gets another contract out of the cabinet for reference.


‘Now, where is it …’

‘What?’

‘His pen.’

‘I’ve already got a pen.’

‘No, he’s got a fancy fountain pen. It’s a present from when he got the Michelin star. He uses it to sign everything.’

She opens drawers, scanning the contents. An empty vodka bottle, scrunched-up bills and betting slips, nasal decongestant, a bag of hard toffees. Nestled at the bottom the pen is cap-off, bleeding ink into a spare shirt. She takes it and tries to write, but the nib has crusted over. She does her best squiggle. It’s not perfect, but he’s unlikely to scrutinise it. Mika is reaching for the stapler when Olly races in.

‘There’s someone!’ he hisses.

‘Who?’ Suzy jumps up.

‘Someone, I dunno. They’re putting in the code!’

Mika staples the contracts together, shoves one in Suzy’s hand and slots the other into the filing cabinet. There’s no time to put everything back together. She sprints around the desk to where Suzy stands, struck mute. Mika grabs her by the shoulder.

‘Quick!’

They run. As they pass the kitchen, she hears the lock click. It can only be James. She thought he had gone home. He must have been roaming Soho for hours, trying to score. Now he’s back, impatient to sample his purchase before getting into a taxi. There’s no time to cross the kitchen, to the locker room where they might be safer. Instead, she runs down the corridor to the walk-in refrigerator and yanks the handle.

‘We’re hiding? In there?’


‘Get in!’

Olly and Suzy get into the fridge just as Mika hears the door open. She follows them in and closes the door. The light is off. She can smell soft cheese, shellfish and cold, dead meat.

‘I’ve just realised,’ Olly rambles. ‘It just became April Fool’s Day, right? You got me! Ha ha.’

‘Sorry,’ Mika shakes her head. ‘We’re actually in trouble.’

There’s a clunk as the door swings shut.

‘Is it him?’ Olly whispers.

‘Who else is it going to be?’ Suzy snaps.

‘Oh, I don’t know, maybe some more kitchen staff here to alter official paperwork.’

‘Calm the fuck down.’

‘I only just started here, now I’m getting fired …’

‘You’ll cope, Olly.’

‘I need the toilet.’

‘Can’t you hold it?’

‘I’ve really got to go.’

‘There must be a bottle in here you could empty.’

‘It’s not a wee …’

‘Fucking gross.’ 

‘Hey,’ Mika hisses. ‘Will you both shutthefuckup?’

She gets her phone out and turns the light on, then regrets it when she sees their faces, lit from below like horror-movie victims-to-be. There are uneven footsteps in the kitchen. They echo off all the hard surfaces, then become smaller, more contained, as James moves into the corridor. He pauses. They look at each other. Mika starts to grin, then suppresses a giggle. Olly looks at her like she’s lost her mind. The footsteps move on, towards James’s office, then there’s nothing, just their breath.


‘What’s he doing?’ Suzy whispers.

‘No clue.’

‘Won’t he be suspicious that the lights are on?’

‘He probably thinks he left them on.’

‘Are we trapped?’ Olly shivers.

Mika can tell what he’s thinking. This isn’t the walk-in freezer, but they’re dressed for mild weather. Hypothermia is a possibility.

‘The door isn’t locked,’ she reassures him. For the first time she feels a little bad for dragging him along. ‘Even if he locks it, there’s that.’

Mika points to a red button by the door, though she wonders who would hear the alarm if it went off in the middle of the night.

‘So, what do we do?’

She thinks.

‘We wait. If we don’t hear anything, I’ll go out and talk to him, yes?’

‘What?’ Suzy hisses.

‘Relax – I’ll say I forgot something, like we planned. You can sneak out while I’m chatting.’

‘What if he fires you?’ Olly asks.

‘There are other jobs.’

They wait another minute. There is no noise.

‘Right. Get ready to run.’

She opens the fridge door. Even softly, it makes a click. She pauses, waiting for James to shout, but he doesn’t. She edges down the corridor, shoes making little squeaks on the lino. At the office door she pauses. There is a sound from inside, very soft. She would never have heard it from the fridge. Snoring.

James is asleep in his chair, head back and mouth open. There is a bag of white powder and his platinum card on the desk. How drunk do you have to be to sleep through a line of coke? She tiptoes back to the fridge, where Suzy is trying to huddle closer to Olly. For warmth.

‘Come on; quiet now.’

They tiptoe out. Through the back door, one by one. Warm air rushes over their skin like relief. She locks the door and arms the security system. It’s only when they’re halfway down the alley that they start to laugh. Suzy remembers the contract clasped in her hand and waves it in the air like a peace treaty.

‘We did it!’

‘You’re going to your cousin’s wedding.’

‘I’m going to get so drunk!’ she beams.

‘You guys are mental.’ Olly puts his arms around both their shoulders, grinning like a schoolboy who has skipped class. 

They walk in the direction of the night buses, stopping at a newsagent to buy snacks.

‘It’s my dad’s uncle’s daughter who’s getting married,’ Suzy is explaining to Olly. ‘They’re all psychos on that side of the family, so it should be fun. There’ll be a fight by the end. I never see them since my parents split up.’

‘Oh, mine too,’ Olly interrupts clumsily. ‘My dad’s on his third wife. How about you, Mika?’

‘Am I on my third wife?’

‘I mean, are your parents still together?’

Suzy tries to subtly kick him in the side of the leg, but misses. Mika pauses, feeling the heat rise to her cheeks.

‘My mum died when I was little.’

‘Oh …’

They walk in awkward silence for a minute before Suzy gets a call from her auntie and starts recounting the evening’s events in Filipino. 

‘Sorry for bringing that up,’ Olly says quietly.

‘Don’t be, it’s fine.’

‘I know it’s really not the same thing, but my sister died when I was four. Car accident. She was five. We were practically twins.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Mika looks sideways, seeing him for the first time.

‘Maybe it’s just me, but I think a lot about how I would have been different. If she’d been around, you know? A different person.’

Mika thinks for a moment, then says:

‘Where are you staying?’ 

‘Out west with a relative, until I find somewhere more central …’

Mika exchanges a look with Suzy, who is still talking on the phone and frowns in puzzlement. She knows she shouldn’t, but hell, she just bagged her four extra days of leave. Mika turns to Olly and raises an unsubtle eyebrow.

‘It’s late. You can sleep at mine if you like?’

Several miles away, a hospital bed is tumbling through space at one thousand kilometres per second. It always has been, along with the hospital and everyone in it, it’s just that Jem is appreciating it for the first time. Poised between life and death, like a coin flipped in the air, his concussed brain serves up its first bona fide out-of-body experience. Hallucinations, hot and fresh!

He’s aware of voices in stereo. As though heard through headphones, the voices are panned hard left and right, never meeting in the middle. They whisper, too low for him to make out. Still, he understands they are in a negotiation of sorts, not between either side, but with him, Jem. The negotiations between life and death have reached an impasse and he must arbitrate.

Advocating on the side of life he has doctors, nurses, the beleaguered and defunded forces of the NHS, and a steady drip-drip-drip of hydromorphone. He vaguely remembers the racket of being inside an MRI machine. Death’s case for the prosecution: broken bones (how many?), internal bleeding (where?? how much???), and the sense that, if it doesn’t happen today, won’t it eventually? What’s the difference of thirty, forty years, set against the fathomless depths of time? Be reasonable, Mr Adjaye, we haven’t got all day.

It’s all very entertaining, in a macabre sort of way.

Despite their petitions, Jem feels powerless to intercede. Surely the decision of his continued existence will be made for him, not by him. He is a disputed territory, a patch of land where either life or death may reside. Life’s claim is subject to doubt, because life itself is nomadic. Isn’t it time you were moving on? Death smirks.

He always imagined an out-of-body experience would be like viewing his reflection in a mirror, or floating above while his body lay beneath. He would see himself, clad in sugar-almond blue hospital pyjamas. He would see the wires connected to his chest and the snaking tubes, piercing his arms with metal fangs. But his body seems to have been done away with entirely. He cannot see, cannot taste, cannot feel.

All he can do is listen.

When he was more lucid (though is it not a flavour of lucidity, to know you are not lucid?) he overheard a conversation to the effect that the risk of death from this sort of crash is 50 per cent. It’s official – his life is a coin tossed into the air, waiting to land.

The clamour of negotiation builds, though he still can’t make out the words. Other noises join the chorus – beeps and trills of machinery, the clatter of steel, hurried footsteps. The sounds of the intensive care unit bleed into his brain and he struggles to hold on to the vision. Or rather, whatever a sound-based hallucination is called. An audition? That can’t be right. He is auditioning for the role of Jem Adjaye and the director seems unimpressed.

There is one thing, apart from the noise. A smell, but not the sort of smell you would expect in a hospital. It’s an outdoors smell, a middle-of-nowhere kind of smell, a wild, head-swimming smell. It reminds him of family holidays abroad, back when he used to go on family holidays. Back before … 

But really, what is it? A syrupy smell. A kind of tree. Yes, a certain tree with a certain kind of fruit. The fruit is falling, fermenting in the heat. Big tree, big leaves. Five points, splayed out like green fingers …

A fig tree.

Why is there a fig tree in the hospital?

He is being prepped for surgery. Somewhere, nearby, people are washing their hands, putting on gloves, setting out the knives which will open him like ripe fruit. Like a ripe fig. Is he scared? Yes, he is scared. But it goes so far beyond that little word as to be something else altogether.

Fifty-fifty.

That’s what he is. Alive and dead. A wave and a particle. A quantum superposition. At the beginning of his life and at the end. Sitting on the riverbank of the present, dipping his feet into eternity.

Was it a good life?

Jem isn’t shocked to be asking the question. He has asked himself many times before. Each time he decided that, yes, more or less, his was a good life. Certainly there were worse. But with the any-moment-now feeling of Death pulling out his cannula, Jem isn’t so sure. He turns over the pieces of his life and finds old receipts, train tickets with faded destinations, loyalty coupons for coffee chains, bank statements, cashed cheques, Post-it-note grocery lists, small change, unused stamps. Is this what his thirty-two years amount to? Insufficient scraps. They cannot be stitched together to make the fabric of a human life, but they’re all he has.

He thinks of Emily.

Well, yes, there is Emily. But she is not a scrap, not a fragment, not an artefact of his life. He cannot claim her existence to justify his own. She is not a part of his life. The thought twists inside him like a shard of broken bone. How long has he been dulling the pain of separation? Too long. He wants his daughter back; he knows there is no chance.

He thinks of his years working at the bank. Do they seem like a waste? Someone had to be doing that work, but did it need to be him? A single word keeps coming back to him:

Adventure.

It is a childish word. A juvenile idea. Life is not about having adventures; life is about getting on. Yet he cannot think of another word, another idea, that tastes so sweet. Like honey drizzled onto his tongue, straight from the jar. Golden. Jem wants to have an adventure. Just one. Standing at Death’s open door, it’s all he wants. One more adventure. If he gets out of this place, he will find one. He will be immature, inexperienced, irresponsible. Jem Adjaye says it to himself, holy mantra, over and over in a voice no one can hear:

Let me out … 

Let me have an adventure …

Let me have one adventure …

Let me …

A fresh wave of sedation hits, and Jem’s conscious brain switches off. Somewhere across London, Mika rolls to the other side of her bed and slips into pleasantly exhausted sleep.





3

The tree hangs low with purple fruit;

the jungle is a wall of green.

Mika steps into the clearing

dressed in clothes of animal hide.

She rubs her belly’s pregnant curve,

and feels a gentle kick reply.

This morning she gathered cattail stems

for roasting by the evening fire, 

picked mushrooms from a glade she knows, 

and ran away from river pigs. 

That was with her friends, but now

she wants to spend some time alone. 


Sometimes she likes to be alone.

They tease her for it; she doesn’t care.

The ground is thick with fallen figs, 

fermenting in the midday heat.

She sits her back against the tree. 

The figs are rolled in golden dust and

here and there the ants have gathered

where the red is oozing out, but 

Mika doesn’t mind. She splits one;

juices dribble down her wrists.

Does anything taste as good as this? 

This sun-warmed, not-quite-rotten fruit? 

She closes her eyes to hold the taste, 

but footsteps open them again. 

A human tread, and coming closer, 

She takes a fig in case she flees.

Jem finds the clearing, spotting Mika 

just as she is spotting him.

They eye each other for a moment, 

like wildcats, weighing up the fight;

not that Mika wants to fight but

he is from the other tribe.


He hesitates and starts to turn, 

to walk a different jungle path. 

Raising hands she signs to him:

You can join me, if you want.

His people speak with hands, like hers, 

although their dialect makes her laugh. 

Jem hesitates, then comes and sits. 

In the blue and purple shade. 

She shows her treasure on the ground:

You can try them; they are good.

She takes a fig and throws it to him;

he catches it mid-air and eats.

She signs to him: why are you here?

He frowns and signs: why not? She signs: 

Aren’t you too busy tending crops 

to take a long walk in the jungle?

He looks annoyed and shakes his head.

I’ve done my work, and now I’m here.

He thinks, then signs with sticky fingers:

This tree for us has many tales.

Oh, this is a special tree? 

She pats the trunk, then starts to giggle. 


The sun-fermented fruit is going to

her head; she’s feeling mischievous. 

He says nothing so she adds: 

Tell me a story of this tree.

Perhaps I will another time.

Tell me, please; I want to know.

He shuffles closer, leaning back 

against the smooth trunk next to her. 

Long ago, we found this place;

our dead are buried in this grove.

Mika pouts at the fig she’s eating, 

which looks too much like human flesh.

This was long ago, remember. 

They say this tree grew up above them.

They say no harm can find you here. 

They say the leaves are truly …

Truly what? I want to know

all the story has to tell.

They say each leaf is truly a hand, 

that will tell your story after you’re gone

and teach it to the other trees.

Mika squints up at the leaves;


They do not look like hands to her. 

A chubby baby’s hand, perhaps,

but keeps this to herself. 

They eat in silence, understanding – 

a feast like this comes once a moon. 

It will not keep, so eat your fill. 

Who is the father? Jem signs slowly, 

pointing to her belly’s curve.

I do not think there is one only –

a baby is made by many fathers.

A little of what each man is best at – 

hunter, dancer, lover, cook.

Oh … Jem looks a little bashful. 

She signs: You think that idea strange?

No, it’s just we don’t believe that. 

One father per child – that’s the rule.

That’s a man’s idea, she grins.

Men are fond of taking credit.

Jem starts to laugh; a gentle laugh

and in a moment, she laughs too.

Mika’s tribe is led by grandmothers;

in Jem’s, the patriarchs say what’s right.


In her tribe they hunt for food, 

and move around with change of season;

in his, they grow and store the grain. 

and do not fear the winter’s coming.

Mika doesn’t understand 

tending a crop like a newborn child.

A bellyful is always nice, but

is the trade-off fair for trudging 

the same tracks and eating the same

porridge, morning, noon and night?

I was surprised to see you here,

Jem signs slowly as he chews.

Aren’t your people going north?

Following the deer for winter? 

At the next full moon, perhaps; 

we are watching for the signs.

And will you be glad, when it’s time to go?

She catches a wistful look in his eye.

It is my favourite time of year,

the moving times, following the deer.

They eat a minute more in silence;

the figs around them all are gone. 


Jem lunges for one beyond his circle

and finds that he has lost his balance. 

The jungle colours break and ripple, 

like scenes reflected in a pool.

Well, he signs at length, it was 

good to sit, but I should go.

Crops to water? Mika mocks, 

her movements coming syrup-slow.

Water will not fetch itself,

he smiles, but what will you do now?

Down to the river, catching frogs. 

I’m good at it, when I’m not drunk.

He laughs. You look like someone who’d

Be good at catching frogs, I think.

She looks and sees him clearly now.

You’re handsome, she says, slurring signs,

I would like a handsome child.

He smiles but does not understand.

She puts one hand upon his shoulder, 

kneads the muscle with her palm. 

He smells the sweetness on her breath,

and understands. He reaches out and—


Footsteps at the clearing’s edge; 

at that moment, Jem smells smoke. 

Mika looks and sees her friends,

Pushing through the waxy leaves.

One has a bundle on her back, 

green leaves fastened tight with vines,

Breathing clouds of pale blue smoke, 

slow fire burning at its core. 

The other two have sticks and bags;

That can mean one thing only.

You found honey? Mika signs. 

Her friends reply, three-at-once:

Mika, it’s huge! You’ve never seen—

Come on; you’re good at smoking out—

Did you sneak off with a boy?

She turns to Jem, who’s bashful again.

Do you want to come along?

(Does she look hopeful that he might?)

Her friends’ gazes are off-putting. 

No … I should be getting back.

Fine, she shrugs, a little hurt.

I’ll see you here again sometime?


When you’re back from the north, I hope.

She gets to her feet, unsteadily, 

then lopes away towards her friends, 

who tease her now and blow him kisses. 

Jem watches until she’s out of sight, 

and listens to their footsteps fade 

into the jungle’s ceaseless sound.

Above him the leaves are signing of

the meeting beneath their branches –

A meeting of two tribes, two worlds –

told in couplets like hands together,

working as one to make their meaning.

Jem listens to the rustling leaves, 

Rests his head against the tree 

and dreams.
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A month has passed. Sorry about that; should have warned you. Mind the gap. The Earth’s inner core of crystalline iron has grown 0.04 millimetres. The last copy of an undiscovered poem by Sappho, written on third-century papyrus, has been destroyed in a fire at the home of a private collector in Ankara. Around the world, humans have spent 315 billion hours in REM sleep.

Mika knocks back a shot of flavoured vodka. Her jaw aches as the chemicals in the alcohol do a bad impersonation of sour cherries. A playlist of gay anthems thumps through a subwoofer.

‘Stupid.’ She turns to Suzy, who is doing the same. ‘We spend all day making delicious food, then we come and drink this stuff. Tastes like gummy sweets left behind a radiator.’

Suzy’s face contorts as the shot pinballs around her taste buds.

‘’S’cheap though.’

‘Yeah.’


‘You want another?’

Mika nods, turning to watch the room. They came with Olly, who is on the dancefloor, being chatted up by a man twice his age.

‘Here – chin chin.’

They clink shot glasses. At least, they would clink if they weren’t made of plastic. No glass allowed here; the edges of the bar and tables are covered in soft moulded plastic, like a crèche for alcoholic toddlers. They watch Olly across the dance floor, politely fielding questions. His floppy blond hair gives him the air of a golden retriever.

‘Do you think he knows he’s being hit on?’ Suzy yells in her ear.

‘I think he could be invited back for coffee and think the guy just wanted to show him his French press.’

‘Is that what we’re calling it?’ Suzy dissolves into giggles, then catches herself against the bar. ‘Oh jeez, I’m drunk already.’

‘You’re just tired. I’m going to the loo if you want a moment. Olly will survive.’

‘Sure, let’s go.’

The ladies’ loos are quiet enough, stripping the music down to just the bass. It pounds against the walls of Mika’s chest like a second heartbeat. They take neighbouring stalls.

‘So, are you going to … you know … with Olly?’ Suzy speaks across the great divide.

‘I think it was a one-off.’

Olly is nice but not too bright. He’s from a well-off background and could take over his dad’s business one day. Mika coaxed the information out of him after a few beers. It’s a drinks marketing company, a multimillion-pound racket, but Olly has a dream. He’s going to be a chef. Mika, who has eaten one of his morning-after fried egg sandwiches, doubts it. But Olly’s dad went to the same public school as James Conroy and arranged the job for him.

‘Well, never say never,’ Suzy says.

‘Is that your motto?’

‘Fuck off, Chef.’ She laughs. ‘Still though, I totally would, if he were interested.’

‘I know.’

Silence, and Mika is worried that Suzy hasn’t taken this ribbing in the spirit it was intended.

‘You okay?’

‘Yeah … shit, I’ve started. You don’t have a tampon, do you?’

Mika rummages in her bag. ‘I’ve a pad.’

‘Lifesaver.’

They make the exchange under the stall and there’s a lull in conversation. Two thoughts have been placed next to each other in Mika’s mind. Mixed with the cheap booze, they make something volatile. She feels sick.

Her period is late.

Not by much, less than a week. She thinks back to that night with Olly. They had another drink when they got in, though she wouldn’t say they were drunk. They used a condom, but she remembers his hands fumbling over it, tugging it into place when it didn’t roll down.

‘Shit.’

‘Something wrong?’

‘Oh, no … almost dropped my phone down the toilet.’

Mika steps out of the club, but Soho is just as noisy. Cars and buses rumbling past, mopeds weaving between them all, delivering pizzas and organ donations. People talking to each other, talking to their phones, talking to themselves. Somewhere a dog is barking.

Mika tries to shut it all out.

She needs to get home. She needs to go to the off-licence. She needs to buy a test. Tottenham Court Road is the nearest Tube station. The city air is too warm to sober her, but the act of walking makes everything a little sharper. This isn’t a bad dream; she’s awake in the real world. There are no fairy-tale obligations. She has options.

She walks past piles of noodles on heated metal plates, homeless people in doorways, a crowd of people waiting to enter a club. Inside the modern Tube building, footfalls bounce off the ceiling, raining back like unanswered prayers. She goes down the escalator to the Northern Line. There’s internet down here now. She takes out her phone, pacing the platform, searching for several related things in quick succession – percentages, time frames, addresses. She doesn’t linger on the details, glancing over the information. She’s just checking it’s all there.

Her train arrives and she rides north in an empty carriage. Taking out her tangled earbuds, she selects music on her phone. She should find something soothing but prefers stimulation. A synth bass pulses, faster than her heart. Perhaps she is trying to wake up; perhaps she knows that nothing will calm her down until she knows.

She gets off at Camden Town, hurries to the shop and buys a couple of pregnancy tests. Stashes them in her bag before leaving, as though someone she knows might see her. It’s her village mentality coming out. After all these years, she’s still not used to the anonymity of big cities. In that far-off land called home, the two hundred locals would know within an hour what she had bought.

She walks to her flat at the top of Parkway. On the weekends, a steady stream of families trudge this way to get their fill of exotic animals at the zoo. The air smells of weed and incense. Her flat is above Yanni’s, the worst falafel shop in Camden. Mika doubts it would survive anywhere without so much unsuspecting foot traffic. She doesn’t eat the food but always stops to chat. Tonight, she tries to slink past while Yanni serves a customer who is struggling to stand upright.

‘Mika, how’s it going?’ Then, to the customer: ‘You want sauce on that?’

‘Hey Yanni. Got a throbbing headache.’

‘The mayo stuff, what’s that got in it?’

‘Coriander. You want some aspirin? I think I have some back here.’

‘Who, me?’ The customer squints.

‘No thanks – I think I just need to lie down in the dark.’

‘I’ll just have the spicy one then …’

‘Might be a migraine; you should be careful. My cousin who worked at the furniture warehouse had migraines and he— Hey! Are you going to pay for that?’

‘I dunno if I have enough for both, mate. Could you let me have it? I’m really thirsty.’

Mika takes the opportunity to slip away.

‘Night, Yanni!’

‘See you tomorrow, Mika!’ Then back to the customer – ‘Does this look like a charity? A soup kitchen? You want the drink, pay for it.’

‘Mate, I have a medical condition …’

Mika closes the door behind her. Within a minute she is sat on her toilet, holding the plastic stick and waiting. How absurd, this ritual of finding out. She’s no luddite, but she imagines there was a certain magic in the way women used to find out – the missed periods, the fatigue, the slow sense of knowing – which is lost when crouching to pee on a piece of injection-moulded plastic. She thinks of that night with Olly, April first, and hopes this is all a delayed joke, a cosmic Fool’s Day gotcha.

It’s not like she even wants to be a mother; the magic of the moment shouldn’t matter. She has nothing against people who want kids, it’s just that the idea of ‘mother’ seems hazy to her, and she can’t see how she would ever transform into one. Mika tells people her mother died when she was little. Actually, her mother left when she was four years old, and never came back. She’s dead now. Fell off a bicycle on Crete a couple of years ago; no helmet. Mika had been surprised to receive a sum of money in the will, a bad apology.

She has only pictures of her mother. No videos, no voice recordings, just silent, smiling faces. At the time, she mythologised her. She used to make up stories about why she had to leave – everything from her being a sorceress to a spy. In Mika’s imagination she prowled like a tigress, hiding behind the daytime to meet her in dreams, Queen of the Night. Even now, to her adult mind, her mother is more symbolic than real.

The timer on her phone beeps and Mika looks at the stick. She gets up, chucks the test in the pedal bin and washes her hands. She goes through to the kitchen, takes out eggs and melts a little butter in the pan. She chops chives and parsley from her window box, beating them into the eggs with a little Parmesan. When the omelette is done, she shuffles it onto her favourite plate – the one with the apple blossoms around the edge – and eats at the one-person breakfast table, blowing on each bite.

Cells.

That’s all it comes back to. Cells travelling down tunnels which are, to them, as big as cathedrals. Cathedrals made of their own kind. All those cells growing in cloudy nebulas, luminous clusters drifting through the warm darkness. Cells settling on pink, translucent folds of heaven. Cells wavering in an invisible breeze, like seed heads that might blow away again. Cells holding fast, setting down roots. Cells splitting into cells splitting into cells splitting into cells (one becomes two becomes four becomes eight becomes sixteen becomes …), until the splitting becomes too fast to see, becomes an explosion, becomes a city, becomes a time-lapse video of ice crystals forming on a dark window.

Every second of every minute, all over the world, the cymbal crash of sperm hitting egg, again and again, a fluttering cloud of potential winners, a brief struggle, then only one. Every moment the doors to one hundred million futures close as one springs open.

Taking out her phone she types a message to Suzy:

Hey – you make it home okay?

It’s only a few seconds before a reply comes through.

Almost. U?

Yeah, all good. You doing anything tomorrow?


The wait is a little longer this time.

Was planning to sleep until the pm. I’ve got a lucid dreaming workshop at 2.

Mika doesn’t know what a lucid dreaming workshop is, but Suzy is into New Age stuff.

Mind if I tag along?

Sure. U ok?

Yeah, I’m fine. Would just be nice to see you outside work time. I could buy you a coffee before?

Won’t say no to that.

Mika closes her phone and gets up, puts the plate in the sink and goes to the window. She watches the wavering lights over Camden, smells the familiar perfume of stale beer, urine and smoke from the street below. She closes her eyes.

‘Fuck.’

Bless you, Jem gives his benediction to a red post box as it lasers by. Bless you, traffic lights; bless you, bin lorry; bless you, graffiti tags. He’s sitting in the passenger seat of his own car as London smears past, and he can’t remember ever being so happy.

Lucas is driving him home. He’s not included on the insurance, but Jem doesn’t care. He’s had his share of calamities for one year. Or two years, or three – perhaps the rest of his life will run smoothly! Since his moment of uncertainty between life and death, he cannot rid himself of magical thinking. Bless you, little chihuahua out for a walk. Bless you, fruit stall; bless you, shop selling vape sticks, and bless you, grubby, fog-eating London.

‘How you doing there?’

‘Fine, yeah. Hurts a bit when we bump up and down.’

‘I’ll make sure to hit every pothole I see.’

Lucas has been mock-angry since Jem woke up in the hospital. Mock-angry at him for stepping into the road. Mock-angry at him for almost dying. Mock-angry at him for standing up the date he arranged. It’s just a front, Lucas’s way of showing he cares. Jem is usually the same. Banter is the way they express themselves. Feelings are never stated – that would be too awkward.

Except now, Jem feels cracked open.

At first, he thought he was like a computer running in safe mode after a crash. At some point he would wake up and all his features would be reinstalled. Now he’s starting to think this is the new him. Jem Adjaye V2. So, when Lucas says ‘I’m waiting for you to be fully healed so I can kill you myself’, Jem has to hold himself back from replying: ‘I love you. I’m glad you’re here.’

But he keeps it inside.

They speed up and slow down with the traffic on the Wandsworth Road towards Catford. The inside of the car is the closest thing Jem has come to quiet for a long time. The hybrid engine purrs. Inside this capsule, the noise of the city – horns, drills, planes – is muted. Jem fills his lungs with cool, conditioned air, trying to relax. Truth be told, he’s nervous to meet his old life.

‘Did you visit me much? Before I woke up?’


When he glances sideways to look at Lucas’s face, his jaw is clenched. When he notices Jem looking, the muscles relax.

‘Every day.’

‘Sorry I don’t remember.’

‘I, uh … I read to you.’

This makes Jem laugh, but Lucas looks deadly serious.

‘What did you read?’

‘Some thriller that I found in the coffee room. Something about a deadly virus and there’s only one man who can stop it in time … never did find out how it ended.’

‘Thank you.’

Lucas shrugs.

‘It’s what you do, innit? Well, it’s what they do in films. And the docs didn’t stop me, so I figured it wasn’t a bad idea.’

He goes quiet, and Jem doesn’t press for more. He puts his head back and closes his eyes. Their silence is a comfortable thing. The next time he opens his eyes, Lucas is pulling into the car park by his block of flats, and Jem feels he might cry and whoop, a man sighting land after a sea voyage. The block is new and high spec, sandwiched between train lines and a sludgy river. The air quality here is so poor that residents are advised not to leave windows open, and each unit comes with its own air purifier. When Jem changed the filter for the first time, it was soot-black and sticky, like a honeycomb of treacle. Just as well he couldn’t look at the inside of his own lungs.

Jem takes his time getting out of the car, while Lucas brings him a crutch and fetches his bag. After he woke up, Lucas brought a change of clothes to the hospital. Jem had asked to put them on straight away, eager to regain a scrap of his identity. When he finally got them on, however, there was clearly some mistake – these were the clothes of a larger man. They had to find a belt to hitch up his trousers. Ready to leave, he had caught his reflection in a shaving mirror. He looked like a teenager dressing in his father’s clothes.

It takes him a long time to reach the lifts, and they stop several times. The doctor was satisfied with his recovery – he shows no signs of cognitive decline – but it doesn’t change the fact that he’s bone tired. Though he has barely left bed for weeks, he feels as though he has run several marathons in a row. His joints hurt. One leg is in plaster and aches more or less all the time.

The lift doors open on a blank hallway. Lucas goes ahead, opening his door and dumping the bag.

‘Home at
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