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JULY 2016

Every pothole and every crevice in the road was flooded. As the truck swerved through the streets of Barcelona the water sprayed up over Lily in her pallet under the chassis, stinking, oily stuff that worked its way under the parcel tape that covered her eyes and mouth. It was raining, too, a hard persistent rain that hammered on the truck’s metal roof, adding to the engine’s roar and the distant rattle of gunfire.

Another jolt slammed her body into the metal surface above. Grunting, her lips working against the tape over her mouth, she tried to wriggle, to relieve the pain in her shoulders and neck, from arms pulled behind her back. But each twist only shifted the ache somewhere else.

There was one other hostage under here with her, trussed up with tape and stuffed under the body of the truck, the pair of them head to foot like sardines. Lily thought it was Helen. Lily straightened her legs a bit, as gently as she could given the jolting. Her shoes had been taken away, and her bare toes touched hair. But Helen didn’t respond. Lily had taken these rides seven or eight or nine times, and she’d learned that each of the others, Helen, Gary, John and Piers, had their own way of dealing with the experience. Helen’s way was to just take whatever came. All that mattered to her was getting her baby back again at the end.

The truck juddered to a halt, its engine idling. Lily heard rapid speech, a jabbering in the Spanish she knew a little and the Catalan she understood not at all. One of the voices was Jaume’s, the fat, sweating young man who grew nervous  easily. He was probably negotiating their way through a toll barrier erected by some militia or other. Still the rain rattled on the truck walls and hissed on the tarmac, and spattered noisily on the clothes of the talking men.

Lily heard Jaume clamber hastily back into the truck. Gunfire spat. A round thudded into the body of the truck. The driver hit the gas and the truck shot away, jolting her shoulders again.

Wrenched around, the fleeing road surface just centimetres below, Lily wriggled like a fish in the silver tape, barely able to move, struggling against the pain and the rising panic. Helen didn’t make a sound.

 

Lily was one of the longest held of the hostages.

Spain had already been collapsing five years ago, when Lily had first come here on assignment to the American embassy. The country was riven by its own unique separatist and ethnic tensions, spanning hundreds of years from the legacy of the Muslim invasion of the eighth century to the toxic divisions of the twentieth-century Civil War. Now all this was exacerbated by an influx of migrants from a desiccating Africa. The tipping point into disintegration was a right-wing coup against the monarchic government.

As the peacekeepers and aid charities laboured, the great shapers of the global scene had moved in, aggressive corporations and financial institutions seeking profit in the remaking of a crumbling state, and on the other hand sponsors of grass-roots anger stirring up revolt and terrorism. The splits fissured and overlapped, and Spain became a shattered, fractal state, a Lebanon of the west. By now, it seemed, even great cities like Barcelona had been taken over by armed factions.

If you were in the middle of it, the kaleidoscope of conflict and fragile alliances was bewildering and fast-moving. Lily had in fact been taken by a fundamentalist Muslim group, all those years ago, when her Chinook had been shot down. Now she was held by Christian extremists. She had been passed from hand to hand over the years like a parcel in a  children’s game. And still it went on. Here she was bundled up in tape and shoved under a truck, once again.

After a few more minutes the truck stopped again. Doors banged. Lily heard Jaume and the other guards moving around the truck, talking rapidly and softly.

Then she was grabbed by the ankles and hauled out from under the truck. She was dumped on her back on a hard, wet, lumpy surface - cobbles? It hurt. Rain battered down at her, soaking her belly through her T-shirt and her bare legs between the strips of tape. She could see nothing; she had no idea what was happening to Helen.

Then she was picked up by rough hands at her feet and armpits. She was lifted like a child, turned upside down and thrown over a shoulder, and an arm clamped over her bare legs. She was carried at a half-run. Whoever it was must be strong, Lupo or Severo. But the running jolted her again, yanking at arms still bound tightly behind her back, and her head lolled. The rain beat down on her back. Her feet were cold. She felt old, older than her forty years, weak in the grip of the man’s strong youthfulness.

She was brought into an enclosed space, out of the rain. The texture of sounds changed, the running footsteps echoing. Somewhere big, roomy, empty? The guard tripped over something, jerking Lily, and he cursed in Catalan. He hurried on. Down steps now, into another echoing space, a cellar maybe. The steps were solid, like stone. Her head brushed some kind of lintel; she was lucky not to get hurt.

The guard, breathing hard, leaned forward and tipped her off. She braced, expecting to fall to the floor, but she clattered onto a chair, hard, wooden. A knife worked its way up her body, slitting the tape over her legs and torso, then behind her back to release her arms. She felt the blade’s hard tip, but she wasn’t cut. There was hot breath before her face, and she smelled the tang of cheap fatty food. It was Lupo, then; he liked his hamburgers.

When her arms were free she longed to stretch, to massage the aches out of her muscles. But she knew the routine. She  held up her right arm and extended her right leg. The shackles closed tightly over her wrist and ankle, the metal cold and constricting. She gave an experimental tug. A chain rattled, only a short length of it, firmly anchored.

She was still blinded, her mouth still covered. But the guard moved away, and she heard the others elsewhere in the room, the guards’ muttering conversation, grunts from the manhandled captives. She lifted her hands and pulled the tape down, freeing her mouth, and gasped at the air. Then she fiddled until she found the strip ends and pulled the tape away from the rest of her head. She kept her eyes clamped tightly closed in case the tape dragged at her eyelids. The back of her head stung, but her shaved scalp didn’t allow the tape much purchase. She dropped the bits of tape at her feet.

She was exhausted, every muscle aching. She looked around.

 

This wasn’t the usual basement. It was like a vault, stone-walled, grimy, very old, cut in two by a row of twelve arches. The only light came from a dry-cell electric lantern sitting on the floor. There were carvings on the walls, images of some wretched woman suffering torments, and she glimpsed sarcophagi. A crypt? There was a smell of damp. Lily saw water stains on the walls, and a slow seeping from beneath the arches, and dusty puddles on the floor.

She was sitting on a hard, upright wooden chair, and was shackled to an antique-looking radiator. Three guards stood in the middle of the vault, Jaume and Lupo and Severo, their Armalites slung over their shoulders, smoking anxiously. Even in the dark Severo wore his sunglasses - in fact they were Lily’s USAF-issue sunglasses, taken from her on the day her Chinook was downed, when everything she possessed was stripped from her.

And on more chairs, in a ring around the walls, sat the hostages in their T-shirts and shorts, their feet bare, strips of silver packing tape still clinging to them. Four of them beside herself: everybody was here, then; they were still together.

Helen Gray sat cradling Grace, her baby, returned to her after the transfer, the focus of her whole world. Twenty-five years old, tall, she was very pale under her freckles, very English-looking, fragile. Gary Boyle, the even younger American research scientist, sat bewildered, as if stunned. His fear and distress were always beguiling to the guards’ bullying streak, and his arms and legs were purple from the bruises of his beatings.

Piers sat slumped in his chair, a grimy towel over his face. Piers Michaelmas was the senior British military officer who had been Lily’s principal passenger in her Chinook. He had been working for a western alliance trying to prop up the then-new military government. It was long months since he had retreated behind his towels and his blindfolds, and he rarely spoke.

And John Foreshaw, American civil contractor, tested his shackles, as always edgy and impatient, at his most dangerous at moments of flux like this.

They all looked so similar, Lily thought, male and female, British and American, military and civilian, young and not so young, in their grimy underwear, pasty pale from the lack of daylight, their eyes hollow, their scalps and faces shaved bare. But they were all white, and all British or American, the categories that made them valuable as hostages.

There was nothing else here, none of the usual equipment of their long captivity, the foam mattresses and grimy blankets, the plastic bags they had to shit in, the old Coke bottles that held their drinking water and their piss: this time, nothing but themselves.

It was John who spoke first. ‘So where the fuck are we now?’

Jaume plucked his cigarette from his mouth and blew out a mouthful of barely inhaled smoke. Like the rest of these ‘Fathers of the Elect’ he was no more than twenty, twenty-one years old, only half the age of John, Piers, Lily. ‘La Seu,’ Jaume said.

‘Where? What did you say? Why can’t you fuckers talk  straight?’ Once John had been fat; now his jowls hung from his cheeks and under his chin, as if emptied out.

Gary Boyle spoke up. ‘La Seu. That’s the cathedral. Dedicated to Saint Eulalia. A thirteen-year-old martyr. I came here as a tourist, when I was a kid . . .’ He glanced around. ‘My God. This is the crypt. We’re chained up in a cathedral crypt!’

‘It’s just another shithole, is what it is,’ John said. ‘There’s water pouring down the walls. We’ll fucking drown, if we don’t die of pneumonia first.’

‘Holy place,’ Jaume said easily, in his heavily accented English. ‘You with God here.’ He started walking towards a shadowed staircase, followed by the others.

John called after them, ‘Hey! Where are you going? Where are our mattresses? There’s no food here. Not even a bag to shit in.’

‘God provide,’ said Jaume. ‘Has looked after saint since ninth century, will look after you.’

John started dragging at his chains; they rattled noisily in the enclosed space. ‘You’re leaving us here to die, is that it?’

Lily instantly wondered if he might be right. There was nothing to suggest they were here for a long stay. She tried out the thought, the idea of dying. She wasn’t afraid, she found. She had been in the arbitrary care of frightened, ignorant young men for five years; even without the cruel games and the mock executions, she had grown used to the idea that her life could be terminated on a whim at any second. But she didn’t want to die stuck in this hole in the ground. She felt a deep, intense longing to see the sky.

The guards continued to retreat up the stairs, and John yanked at his chains. ‘You fucking kids, you grab a handful of hostages and you think you can control the whole world.’

‘John, take it easy,’ Lily said.

John was raging now, his face purple. ‘You’re fucking cowards is what you are. You can’t even finish the job properly, you’re not men enough for that—’

Severo turned and fired his Armalite. The burst was loud in  the enclosed space. John’s body shuddered as the bullets hit. One shot got him in the face, which imploded in a bloody mess.

Gary screamed, ‘John. Oh God, oh God!’

‘No coward,’ said Severo, cigarette in mouth. He followed the others up the stairs and out of Lily’s sight.

John was splayed over his chair. Blood pooled thickly on the floor. Helen hunched down over her baby, grasping her close, rocking, as if nothing else existed in the world. Piers turned his hooded head away, his body slumped.

Gary was crying, hunched over, weeping with shock. Chained up metres away from him, Lily couldn’t reach him.

John had been an asshole in some ways, but Lily had known him for four years. Now he was gone, gone in an instant - killed before their eyes. Worse than that, discarded. Of no value to their captors, not any more. And the implication was, neither were the rest of them.

‘It’s over,’ Helen said. It was the first time she had spoken since they had been brought here. She held her baby on her chest, her chin resting on Grace’s head. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Her accent was crisp northern English, her vowels flat. She had been a language teacher.

‘You don’t know that,’ Lily insisted. ‘Maybe some other group is late for the handover, that’s all.’

‘They killed John,’ Gary said heavily.

Helen said, ‘And that bloody lantern is going out. Look at it! Bastards couldn’t even give us a fresh battery. We’re going to be left in the dark, with a stinking corpse. Left to die.’

‘Oh, Jesus,’ Gary whimpered. And Lily heard him groan softly; she knew that meant his bladder had released.

‘It’s not going to happen,’ Lily snapped. ‘Let’s get out of these chains.’ She tugged experimentally. The radiator was bolted massively to a stone wall. ‘Look around before the light goes. There must be something down here, something we can use—’

‘How about bolt cutters?’
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 The new voice was a man’s, English, coming from the stairs. They all leaned over to look. Even Piers turned his hooded face.

Torchlight flashed. Lily raised her unchained hand to shield her eyes. She made out two, three, four people coming down the crypt stair. ‘Who’s there? Who are you? ¿Como se llama usted? ¿Me puede ayudar, por favor? Me llamo—’

‘You’re Lily Brooke. Yes? USAF captain, serial number—’

‘Tell me who you are.’

He lifted his torch to illuminate his face. He was black, maybe forty; tall, square, he wore what looked like battledress with a purple beret, and a shoulder-flash logo: the Earth cradled in a cupped hand. ‘My name is George Camden.’

‘You’re English. Military?’

‘A private security force. I work for AxysCorp.’ He tapped his shoulder logo. ‘I’ve come to get you out of here. You’re safe now.’ He smiled.

Nothing changed inside Lily, there was no feeling of relief. She couldn’t believe it. She remained tense, wary, waiting for the trap to spring.

‘AxysCorp,’ Gary said. ‘Who John worked for.’

Camden shone his torch. ‘You’re Gary Boyle, of NASA? Yes, John Foreshaw works for us. We’re operating in conjunction with the coalition peacekeepers, the government forces. But at AxysCorp we look after our own.’ He flashed his torch around. Piers flinched from the light. ‘So where’s John?’

‘You just missed him,’ Helen said bitterly.

‘Missed him?’ Camden’s torch found John. ‘Oh. Damn it.’

Lily lifted her shackled arm. ‘You said something about bolt cutters?’

Camden waved forward his men. ‘Let’s get on with it.’

 

Released, they were helped up the crypt stairs.

The cathedral’s interior was a sandstone cavern, looted and burned. They stumbled out through a massive door called the Portal of San Ivo, and onto the street. The cathedral was a squat Gothic pile, the labour of centuries. Its carefully worked face had been cratered by shellfire. The rain fell, hard and steady, and the water stood in spreading puddles on the street, making every surface glisten.

A small helicopter stood by, resting on its rails in the rubble-strewn wreck of some building. When the hostages emerged, a couple more AxysCorp operatives who stood by the bird came running. Lily, a pilot five years out of the game, didn’t recognise the model; it bore the bold cradled-world logo of AxysCorp.

As the AxysCorp people got themselves organised, the four hostages stood together, Helen cradling her baby, Gary blinking in the light with a grin like a kid at Christmas. Unbearably, Piers Michaelmas still wouldn’t remove the dirty towel that hid his face. Lily peered up longingly. At least she had got to see the sky again. But the cloud was solid, and the rain quickly soaked her bare scalp and thin clothes. It was July; at least it was warm. But, surrounded by the men in their dull green battledress, she felt oddly diminished, all but naked in her T-shirt and shorts.

An AxysCorp man with a Red Cross flash on his arm took a quick look at the four of them, and then, with apologies, lifted Helen’s baby from her arms. ‘Just for a bit - just until we’re out of here. I’ve a cradle for her. She’ll be safer that way.’ Helen protested, but could do nothing about it as he walked away with the baby, jiggling her in his arms. Lily  thought she could feel the bond between mother and daughter stretch like steel under tension.

George Camden murmured to Lily, ‘I’m surprised she’s so close to the child. It was the product of a rape—’

‘She’s Helen’s,’ Lily shot back. ‘The father doesn’t matter. Said’s gone anyhow. His comrades chased him out.’

‘We know about him,’ Camden said gently. ‘Look, it’s all right, take it easy. You really are safe now.’

‘None of this seems real.’ It was true: the helicopter, the battered cathedral, the leaden sky, were all like elements of the hallucinations she had suffered when in solitary.

‘I knew John, you know.’ Camden smiled. His teeth were clean, cleaner than Lily’s had been for five years. ‘I still can’t believe we came so close to saving him, after all this time. If he was standing here he’d be complaining about the rain.’

‘That was John,’ she conceded. ‘But it’s been raining a long time. We heard it in our last holding cell, out in the suburbs somewhere. I don’t remember this kind of weather in Barcelona.’

‘Things have changed in the five years you’ve been gone, Captain Brooke.’ There was distant gunfire, a hollow crump. Camden listened to something, though he wore no earpiece. ‘I think we’re set to get out of here.’ He walked towards the chopper.

Just for a moment, the four of them were left alone again.

‘I guess this is it,’ Gary said certainly. ‘After all the months and years.’

Lily looked at them, hopeful young Gary, bruised mother Helen, brittle Piers. ‘We shared something, didn’t we?’

‘That we did,’ Helen said. ‘Which nobody else is ever going to understand.’

And now here they were released into a world evidently transformed. Lily said impulsively, ‘Listen. Let’s make a vow. We’ll stay in contact, the four of us. We’ll look out for each other. If one’s in trouble, the others come looking. That includes Grace, by the way.’

Gary nodded. ‘If something good comes out of this shit,  I’m in.’ He held out his hand, palm up. Lily put her hand in his. Then Helen laid hers on top of Lily’s. Even Piers reached out blindly. Lily had to help him take hold of the others’ hands.

‘For life,’ Lily said. ‘And for Grace.’

‘For life,’ Helen and Gary murmured.

George Camden came bustling back. ‘Let’s go. We’ve a C-130 waiting at the airport.’

They hurried after him.

 

They clambered aboard the chopper and strapped into canvas bucket seats. Even here Piers kept the towel over his face. Helen wasn’t allowed to hold her baby, though Grace was only a couple of metres away, strapped into a bucket seat in a cradle beside the medic.

The chopper lifted with a surge. Lily, professionally, thought the pilot’s handling was a little rough.

The bird rose up past the face of the cathedral. Sprawling and shapeless, it was more like a natural sandstone outcropping than anything man-made. Lily could see the scars of war, shell pocks and shattered spires and gaping holes in a burned-out roof.

Then she was lifted higher, and she peered out curiously at the cityscape. In the five years she had been cooped up she had seen little but the inside of suburban cellars and warehouses. Barcelona was a blanket of development bounded by the Mediterranean coast to the south-east and mountains to the north-west, and on either flank by rivers, the Llobregat to the south and the Besos to the north. Neighbourhoods clustered around low hills. The newer districts inland were a neat quilt of rectangular blocks, and glass-needle skyscrapers studded the business district and the coast.

There were obvious signs of the conflict, the burned-out buildings and rubble-strewn streets where only armoured vehicles moved, a glass tower block with a blown-in frontage, one district burning apparently uncontrolled. But amid the damage there were signs of prosperity, whole suburbs  walled off and made green and white by lawns and golf courses and bright new buildings. Even from the air you could see that Barcelona, distorted by violence and the invasion of international agencies, had become a city of fortress-like gated suburbs for the rich, surrounded by older neighbourhoods that were crumbling into shanty towns.

And water lay everywhere. It pooled in the streets, lay at the feet of the tall buildings in the business district, glimmered on the flat roofs of the houses and in gullies and drains, mirrored surfaces reflecting the grey sky like pools of melted glass. Those bounding rivers seemed to have spread over their flood plains. She had thought Spain was supposed to be drying out. That was why Gary had been here in the first place: to map a climate evolving towards aridity.

To the south-east a surging Mediterranean broke against sea walls, with no sign of the sandy stretches she remembered. She tapped Camden on the shoulder. ‘Where’s the beach?’

He grinned at her. ‘I told you,’ he shouted back. ‘Things have changed. Just as well for you, actually. All this flooding has been driving the extremist types out of their cellars like rats out of drains. They had nowhere left to hold you. As to the rest - well, you’ll see.’

The chopper surged and swept away, heading inland. Lily felt dizzy, her empty stomach growling.
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When they walked out of the Savoy, Lily and Gary had to negotiate a chest-high maze of sandbags that blocked off the short access road to the Strand, where their car was to meet them. A uniformed footman showed them the way through. He carried a big monogrammed umbrella that kept off most of the steady, hissing rain, and he wore wellington boots that shone as if polished.

Gary pointed at the sandbags, which were made of some silky-looking fabric and marked with the hotel’s logo. ‘They even do their sandbags in style. You Brits are amazing.’

‘Thanks.’

Out in the street, waiting for the car, Lily was in the open, if only for a few seconds. After days of choppers and planes and cars and trucks, military bases and embassies and hotels, she still felt as if she hadn’t yet been released from her confinement. But the sky was all cloud, and the London air, though it tasted cleaner than she remembered, was hot and wet.

She glanced along the length of the Strand, at the shop fronts and the grand hotel entrances. So much was the same, so much had changed. London buses were now long snaking vehicles like trains, their carriages bright red, hissing through the sheets of water on the road when they got a chance to move forward in the jams. Every surface, including the taxi doors and bus panels, was covered with animated commercials for West End shows and TV events and Coke and  Pepsi, and ads for ‘AxysCorp durables’ like clothes and white goods, and for various competing brands of electronic gadgets whose nature she didn’t even recognise: what was an ‘Angel’? Football was bigger business than ever, judging by the ads for the FA Cup Final, moved from May to July and to be played between Liverpool and Newcastle United in Mumbai. And everywhere she saw slogans for the World Cup: ‘England 2018 - Two Years To Go’. All this animation was a shimmering layer spray-painted over the world, reflected in the oily sheets of water on the road.

And yet the people hurrying by seemed oblivious to the shifting light, the unending dull roar of the traffic. Many of them had a dreamy look on their faces, some of them talking into the air, laughing, gesturing, unperturbed when they clattered into each other. Lily had grown up in Fulham, an inner suburb - she was on the way to her mother’s home there today - and she had never felt at home here in the heart of the city. Now, while she had been away, a whole new generation of confident, blank-eyed young people had grown up, believing that London and all its marvels had only been invented yesterday, and that this, their own moment in the urban light, would last for ever.

The car drew up to the kerb, gleaming silver, big articulated wipers keeping back the rain. It was a Ford but Lily didn’t recognise the model. Gary pointed out that it didn’t have an exhaust. There was a US Embassy pass tucked behind the windscreen, and a soggy Stars and Stripes hung limply from a half-metre pole. The footman opened the doors for them, still expertly handling his umbrella. Lily and Gary scrambled into the back. The interior was plush and clean and smelled of new carpets.

The car pulled out, forcing its way into the stop-start stream of traffic. The driver said the direct route was pretty much impassable. So he turned off the Strand as soon as he could, heading into the maze of side streets. Here they were able to make a bit more progress, before coming to a halt at a queue before a burst drain.

The driver glanced in the mirror and grinned at them. He was maybe thirty-five, with a mass of tightly curled blond hair. ‘You’re the hostages, aren’t you? My dispatcher said something about it.’ Sahm-fing a-baht it. He had the kind of accent that used to be called estuary, when Lily had been taken.

‘We were hostages,’ Gary corrected him mildly. ‘We’re us now.’

‘Yeah. Fair enough. Good for you. You both American, are you?’

‘Not me,’ Lily said. ‘Half-English, half-American. Born and raised in Fulham.’

‘OK. Well, do you mind if I do this?’ He pressed a button. The little Stars and Stripes furled itself around the flagpole, which slid into the hull of the car and out of sight. ‘Most of the work we get is for the Embassy. But we don’t like to tell ’em that their flag attracts pot-shots.’

Gary shrugged. ‘Fine by me.’

The jam lurched forward another couple of metres, and the driver took the opportunity to nip up another side road. They got to the end of this before hitting the next queue.

‘So they let you out into the wild, did they? Must be a relief.’

‘I’ll say,’ Gary said.

It was, Lily thought. They still had some engagements, notably a reception by Nathan Lammockson, owner and chief exec of AxysCorp, the company which had prised them loose from the grip of the Fathers of the Elect. And then Lily would have to attend a briefing with senior USAF officers at Mildenhall in Suffolk to see if there was still a career for her in the Air Force. But in the meantime they were both glad to be free of the medics and counsellors - and in Lily’s case some emergency dental work - and a little freedom was welcome.

The driver shook his head. ‘Five years chained to a radiator. Can’t imagine what it was like. Amazing you didn’t kill each other. Or yourselves. Although I’ve been stuck in this  car for four years, sometimes it feels like that. And married for six, and that’s the same, hah!’ He glanced at Lily. ‘So, a London girl. Nothing’s changed much since you’ve been gone, has it? Nothing changes much, not really.’

‘I don’t remember it being so damn wet. It was wet in Spain too. You know, where we were kept.’

The driver pulled a face. ‘Nah. Just funny weather. Mind you they couldn’t complete the regular league season this year. I mean the football. First time since 1939, too many matches washed out. And Wimbledon hasn’t finished in its two weeks for the last three years. There’s a bloke down the cab shelter who reckons it’s all down to the Chinese.’

Gary asked, ‘What is?’

‘The rain, the floods. China’s drying out, isn’t it? Stands to reason they’d want more rain, and hang the rest of us.’

Lily couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not.

Again the traffic lurched forward, again the car shot through another gap and turned off. Lily tried to follow the journey. They headed roughly west and south, pushing through the maze of Mayfair streets north of Green Park. Then they turned down through Knightsbridge, heading for the Brompton Road.

The driver saw her peering at streets signs. ‘Don’t worry, love, I’ll get you there.’ He sounded defensive.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ she said.

‘Used to be a cabbie - a black cab. This pays better. But I took the Knowledge. Of course a lot of the regular routes don’t work any more what with the road closures and the floods. You just do your best. Half the punters don’t see that, they think you’re ripping them off.’ He put on a vaguely Middle Eastern accent. ‘ “Are you sure this is the correct route, Mister Driver?” That’s why I packed it in. The agency work is less stressful. Oh, you fucking arse—’

He pulled his wheel violently to the right, to avoid an expensive-looking car that aquaplaned in a slick of filthy water and ran into a wall. They avoided a collision, but  endured another five minutes of motionlessness before the police cleared the crash.

A bit further on and some major building work was obstructing the carriageway. The driver said a lot of London’s older buildings were being made flood-resilient - having their foundations reinforced, their lower floors lined with sandbags. They didn’t get much further on past that before they ran into a crowd of angry-looking business types and shoppers and school parties, spilling onto the roads. The driver flicked on his radio. A Flying Eye report said that the Knightsbridge tube station had had to be evacuated because of flooding. The report went on to talk about a gathering North Sea storm that was expected to bring problems to the east coast.

The driver turned the radio off, and they waited for the blockage to clear. Lily peered out at the lines of traffic, the stalled cars and blocked roads, the miserable, sodden people splashing along the pavements, everybody trying to pursue their business. Their own fractious, short-tempered journey seemed a lot longer than just a few kilometres.

 

It was a relief to reach her mother’s home, and get out of the car. Lily wasn’t sure whether to tip the driver, or how much; there seemed to have been a pulse of inflation while she’d been away. She handed him twenty pounds. He looked neither disappointed nor surprised, and drove away.

Lily took a breath, and got her bearings. They were in Fulham, in Arneson Road, a kilometre or so north of the river. The house was one of a row of late-Victorian terraces, all heavily renovated and plastered with satellite dishes. Sandbags slumped in the small front garden, and the cellar, which had a window half-hidden by the pavement, was boarded up, evidently abandoned. Lily felt odd to be back here, after so long away. Everything seemed smaller than she remembered. She felt peculiarly glad she’d thought to bring Gary with her today, a kind of emblem of her other life.

Gary peered up doubtfully at the house’s three floors, the  PVC frames that had replaced the original sash windows. ‘Kind of a skinny house,’ he said.

‘Skinny but deep,’ Lily replied, trying to be bright. ‘More room than you’d think. Come on.’ They walked through a low gate. A path had been cleared through sticky mud that smelled faintly of sewage. ‘Anyhow my mother makes the best chocolate cake in west London.’

But it wasn’t Lily’s mother who opened the door, but her sister Amanda. And Lily learned her mother was dead.
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Amanda walked them through the house to the kitchen. It was open-plan from the front door, and had been that way since the internal walls had been knocked down in a 1970s conversion.

Lily glanced curiously around at the living space. Her mother’s books were gone, her slumped antique furniture vanished. The tattered old carpet Lily remembered from her childhood had been lifted too, to be replaced by cheap-looking ceramic tiles. The lower walls were bare of paint or paper, and Lily could see channels crudely cut in the plaster-work where power points had been raised to a metre or so off the ground. The fireplace, which had been blocked off in the seventies renovation, was now open again, and blackened by soot, evidently recently used.

The small kitchen had been much less modified than the living room, and was just as cluttered as Lily remembered, though now with Amanda’s characteristic kipple, principally masses of spice bottles and jars to support her passion for Indian cooking. Amanda sat the two of them on high stools, and handed them mugs of hot camomile tea. On a shelf over the table stood a row of photographs, of Lily’s mother, Amanda’s kids, and one big portrait of Lily herself, her official USAF image, a younger self smart in a crisp uniform. Lily was touched to see it there.

Lily tried to take in the fact that everything about her life had changed while she had been absent from it - that her mother had died a whole two years before, that her sister had  moved from her old flat in Hammersmith into what had been the family home. Maybe she had been detached for too long. She just felt numb.

And she could tell that Gary, who she’d only brought home on a whim, felt awkward to have walked in on a family tragedy.

Gary knew all about Lily’s family from their endless conversations in Barcelona. Lily’s mum had been a GI bride, of sorts, who had met and married a USAF airman stationed in Suffolk. He had given her two daughters before being killed in a friendly-fire incident while working on logistical support during the first Gulf war. Lily had never lived in the States, but she had dual citizenship. With her dad dead when she was fourteen, Lily’s mother had been her anchor.

Amanda said, ‘I didn’t want to tell you on the phone, when you called ahead earlier about visiting.’ She was edgy.

Lily said, ‘I appreciate that.’

At thirty-five Amanda was five years younger than Lily. She was, in fact, about the age Lily had been when she was taken. Always taller and thinner than Lily, she had her black hair pulled back into a knot behind her head, and she wore a black dress that looked practical, if maybe a size too small for her. Though there was no evidence of smoking in the house, Lily thought she saw traces of the old habit about Amanda, a cigarette-shaped hole in the way she held the fingers of her right hand. ‘What gets me is why the government didn’t tell you. You’ve been out of Spain for five days already.’

‘I think they’re treating us as possible trauma cases.’ That was because of Piers Michaelmas, who had been so obviously damaged by his captivity. ‘They’ve been feeding us news bit by bit. Selectively.’

Looking around, Gary said, ‘Looks like you’ve had a trauma here of your own.’

‘Well, we got flooded out in the spring. It’s all been so bloody complicated, you wouldn’t believe it. The insurance, you know. You have to wait an age for a loss adjuster to come out, and in the meantime you’re not supposed to touch  anything. Not even clear the mud out. It stank, Lily, you wouldn’t believe it, street muck and sewage all over the floor. Carpets ruined, of course. No electric or water or gas, buckled floorboards, the water stink seeping out of the plaster for weeks afterwards - it was just a nightmare. We were lucky we didn’t get any of the toxic fungi growing out of the walls, old Mrs Lucas got some of that, do you remember her? And even when the adjuster has been, you only get a pay-out if you commit to climate-proofing. Mind you I do admit I much prefer floor tiles to carpet, don’t you? So much easier to keep clean. Of course we were lucky, you know, Lily. Some of the properties around here were condemned altogether.’

Gary said, ‘I guess these old barns weren’t built to withstand a flooding. What happened? River burst its banks?’

‘No. A flash flood . . .’

A sudden deluge had followed days of steady rain that had left Victorian-age drains and sewers choked. With nowhere to go, sheets of water ran over the ground, seeking a way down to the river, pouring through streets and into houses and schools.

‘The kids got home just before the level started rising in the street; we were lucky about that. It poured in under the door. We went upstairs and just huddled. We saw a car get washed away, washed down the street, can you believe it? Then it started pouring up from the sink and even out of the toilet, black mud that stank of sewage. That freaked out the kids, I can tell you. It’s just as well Mum didn’t live to see it.’

Lily said, ‘It’s hard to believe, all this happened to you and I didn’t even know about it.’

‘Or about your mom,’ Gary said. ‘I’m glad I spoke to my own family, my mother. I’m looking forward to seeing her real soon.’

Amanda poured him more tea. ‘When will they be sending you home?’

‘A couple more days. I hear flights out of the civilian airports are problematic.’

‘Tell me about it. Heathrow is nothing but flooded runways and power-outs.’

‘I’m pretty sure I’ll blag a seat on a military flight soon enough.’

‘You’re not in the military, though?’

‘No, but I do a lot of work with them. I’m a climate scientist.’ When he was taken he had been fresh out of a NASA institution called the Goddard Institute for Space Studies. ‘That’s why I was in Spain. It’s a climate-change hotspot. The interior is desiccating, turning into kind of like North Africa - or it was. All that rain wasn’t in the old models and I’ve not caught up with the latest data. I was on my way to run some ground-truth studies of geosat observations on sand-dune formations outside Madrid, when, wham, a car pulled off the road in front of me.’

‘I can’t imagine how that must have felt.’

Gary said, ‘The first thing I thought was, how am I going to finish my job?’

Lily remembered she had felt much the same about her own abduction. It wasn’t fear that struck her at first, more irritation at being plucked out of her life, her own concerns - that and some residual shock from the Chinook crash, even though she, the crew and the passengers had all walked away from it. At first she had been sure she would be released in two weeks, or three, or four. It was some time after that that the long reality of her imprisonment had cut into her consciousness, and other, stronger reactions had started to take over. Looking back, she wondered if she would have stayed sane if she had known from the start it was going to be all of five years before she was free again.

Amanda was watching her silently.

‘Sorry,’ Lily said. ‘Wool-gathering.’

‘There’s things we need to talk about, Lil,’ Amanda said awkwardly. ‘The will, for one thing.’

‘Oh.’ Lily hadn’t got that far, in the rather shocked half-hour since they’d arrived.

Gary stood, setting down his cup. ‘You know, you two need time.’

‘You don’t have to go.’

He smiled. He had a broad face that could be prone to fat, a mouth that smiled easily, a freckled forehead under a receding tangle of red-brown hair. Now he covered Lily’s hand with his. ‘Babe, you just had some seriously bad news. Look, I’ll be fine, I’ll take a walk. It’s for the best.’

Amanda also stood. ‘It’s good of you, though I feel like a dreadful hostess. If you want to walk, just head down to the Fulham Road - that way.’ She pointed. ‘You’ll reach the High Street and then the river, near Putney Bridge. There are parks, a riverside path.’

‘Sounds good to me. I’ll feed the ducks. And I’ll be back here in, what, a couple of hours?’

‘You’ll get soaked,’ Lily said.

‘Not if the pubs are open. Um, can you loan me an umbrella?’

Amanda showed him out.

 

The sisters sat on the tall kitchen stools, sharing a box of tissues, talking of their mother, the house, Amanda’s kids, and how Amanda hadn’t been able to get her mother buried close by; in London even the cemeteries were overcrowded.

‘Mum left everything to the two of us equally. After she died it was all held up for a year, there was no news if you were alive or dead. Eventually the lawyers agreed to execute the will and release Mum’s estate. We got the keys and sold up and moved in. I mean, if we hadn’t I couldn’t have afforded to pay for the upkeep of this place, the recovery after the flood damage and whatnot. That bastard Jerry is still paying maintenance for the kids, but the bare minimum, it wouldn’t have helped with this . . .’ Lily saw how distressed she was becoming, how guilty she felt. ‘Lil, I’m sorry. I thought you were dead. I had to sort things out.’

Lily put a hand on her sister’s arm. ‘Don’t. You did what had to be done.’

‘You can move in here with us. Or we can sell the house and split the money, whatever you want. Although house prices have been flat-lining in Fulham since the flooding.’

‘We don’t have to decide that today.’

They had got some of it out of their systems by the time the front door opened and the kids came barrelling in.
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Lily hadn’t seen her nephew and niece for a year or more before her abduction, a gap she had had five years to regret. Now here they were, grown like sunflowers, and let out of school early to see their aunt.

Kristie was still young enough to give her long-lost aunt a hug as instructed. Suddenly eleven years old, she grinned at Lily with a mouthful of steel brace. ‘You missed the Olympics,’ she said.

Benj, thirteen, with Day-Glo yellow hair, was more diffident, and he had a dreamy expression on his face, as if he didn’t quite see what was going on around him. They both wore brilliantly coloured clothes. Kristie had a bright pink backpack on her back, and chunky amber beads around her neck. The children looked like exotic birds, Lily thought, fragile creatures that didn’t belong in the grimy adult world of flood damage and rain.

‘You’re early home from school,’ she said. So they were; it wasn’t yet three o’clock.

Kristie shrugged. ‘Wet play.’

Amanda raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s the rain, the floods. They don’t let them out at break times, or for games. They come home fizzing with energy. Pain in the bum.’

‘The Olympics, though,’ Kristie said. ‘The Olympics were right here in London and you were stuck in Spain! Did you see it?’

‘Well, no,’ Lily admitted. Although the captives had thought about the London games. They marked the passing  of time by such milestones, grand dates they remembered from the outside world - this must be happening about now, in some other place. ‘We didn’t have TV. Was it good?’

‘I was there every day of the last week,’ Kristie said proudly.

‘That must have cost a lot.’

‘Not really,’ said Amanda. ‘It didn’t go too well. The weather, the drug scandals, the terrorists. In the end they were giving the tickets away to kids and OAPs, anything to fill the stadia. After all these kids will be paying for it for the rest of their lives.’

Lily asked, ‘So did you go, Benj?’

Benj shrugged. ‘For a couple of days. Wasn’t much. It was years ago.’

Amanda glared at him. ‘Are you on that damn Angel? What have I told you about using that thing when we have guests?’

‘Oh, Mum—’

‘I’ve heard of these things,’ Lily said. ‘Why don’t you show me, Benj?’

He fished in his jacket pocket and produced a gadget as slim as a cigarette. It was heavy in her hand, seamless, warm from his body heat. Benj set it with unconscious skill, Lily couldn’t follow what he did, and a bright, brassy pop tune erupted inside her head: ‘I love you more than my phone / You’re my Angel, you’re my TV / I love you more than my phone / Put you in my pocket and you sing to me . . .’ The Angel beamed its music directly into her sensorium, somehow stimulating the hearing centres remotely, without the need for wires and ear pieces.

‘Cor.’

‘That’s “Phone”,’ Benj said. ‘This year’s big hit.’

‘I never heard it. Well, I wouldn’t have.’

Amanda said, ‘Of course everybody has to have one of these things. It’s a fashion statement, you know? And it’s a pain to be zapped in the street by some kid who thinks you need a headful of drum and bass.’

Benj nodded wisely. ‘That’s why they get taken off you at school.’

‘They’re working on a video version. Imagine that!’

Lily said, ‘It’s amazing how much is new since I’ve been away.’

‘Nothing useful,’ Amanda said. ‘Not really. Just distractions. What we need is big engineering to keep the flood waters out. The Thames Barrier ought to have been just the start. But that’s not the fashion nowadays.’

‘We did the floods at school,’ Kristie said. She dumped her plastic backpack on the table and began rummaging in it. ‘Green studies. Like how the Fens are below sea level. When it floods there the water ponds. They used to pump it away or drain it, but it’s harder now the sea level has risen by a metre.’

‘A metre? Really?’

Kristie looked vaguely offended, as if Lily didn’t believe her. ‘We did it at school,’ she repeated. ‘They told us we should keep a scrapbook of all the changes.’

‘What sort of changes?’

‘Funny things that happen with the floods. Look.’ She dug a handheld out of her backpack, set it on the table and tabbed through entries. Lily peered to see the tiny font.

The first entry was a short video clip about an old man who had been to every Crystal Palace away game for sixty years, he claimed. ‘Man and boy, rain and shine, I support the Palace.’ His accent was broad, old-fashioned south London. ‘Rain and shine since I was ten year old, but I’d have had to swim to get to Peterborough this week. Never missed a game before, not one, what’s it coming to . . .’ As a contrast Kristie had added a clip about the Cup Final being played in Mumbai; the football was either a world away, or if you followed a local team you couldn’t even get to it any more.

Another piece was from America. A black woman was describing how she had had to abandon her home in Bay St Louis, east of New Orleans. The Army Corps of Engineers had run a vast project of relocation back from the Gulf coast,  abandoning swaths of shoreline to wetlands as a natural barrier against post-Katrina storms. This woman had had her old home bought out by the federal government, and was relocated. But she had then been forced out of her new inland home in turn by the threat of a fresh, even more drastic flooding event. ‘I never wanted come here, the Bay my home, my momma’s home, but Governor says woman, you gotta go. So I pack up my kids and my dog and I go. And now look, the damn sea’s in my parlour again, and what I want to know is, what’s the point of moving if that ol’ sea he just follow you anyhow? . . .’

A snip from a children’s news programme outlined the effects of the flooding on the wildlife in your garden. There were striking images of river weed stuck in the branches of trees. The rain washed insect eggs off the leaves where they had been laid, so later there was no food for the birds in their breeding seasons. In Kristie’s garden, and across England, there had been a crash in the populations of blue tits.

‘These pieces are good,’ Lily said to Kristie. ‘I mean, well selected. You have an eye. Maybe you should be a journalist.’

‘I want to be a writer,’ Kristie said. ‘Stories instead of news though.’

‘The floods ruin the farmland.’ Benj muscled in, evidently not getting enough attention. ‘That’s what we learned about, what’s going on in Yorkshire. You get salt water on the grass so the cows won’t eat it, and the leaves on the trees shrivel, and hawthorns turn black, and that. It’s causing a crisis in the agri-insurance industry.’

Amanda snapped, ‘Never mind the crisis in the agri-insurance industry. Go and have a wash before you eat anything.’

There was a shrill beeping. Lily produced the phone that the Embassy had given her. It was another flat, sleek product, like a pebble, smooth to the touch. She raised the phone to her ear. It was Helen Gray, angry and distressed.
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Lily had no idea how to use this new-fangled phone to contact Gary Boyle. Indeed, she didn’t even know his number. So she took herself off out of the house to find him, huddled up in a heavy waterproof coat she borrowed from Amanda.

Dodging the spray from the cars, she found her way down to the Fulham Road, well remembered from her childhood, but much altered, change upon change, much of it very recent. The grand old villas had mostly been converted to flats, or demolished altogether to be replaced by shops and restaurants and gas stations and estate agents. And you could see the scars of flooding everywhere, tide marks on low walls, slick mud in front gardens, a lingering scent of sewage. Many of the properties were boarded up, in fact, condemned because of flood damage.

She cut down Fulham High Street, heading for Putney Bridge Road. A ticket outlet advertised discounted seats at all the West End shows. Amanda had told her it was so difficult travelling now that it was easy to get tickets for the opera, the shows, even the big football matches. Always free tables in the restaurants too, but the menus were restricted because the international food distribution business was so badly hit.

Before she reached the river she cut down some steps to reach Bishop’s Park, a leafy garden over which the slim tower of Fulham Palace thrust to the sky. The rain, not too heavy, hissed from the thick summer leaves of very old trees. The lawns were flooded, and ducks and moorhens swam  complacently on ponds that bristled with long grass and stranded trees.

She found Gary sitting on a bench on the footpath by the river bank, before a green railing from which hung an orange lifebelt. Lily sat down with him. Gary was humming softly, and tapping his feet. Evidently he’d discovered Angels. He had always talked about how he missed music, down in the cellars; Lily guessed he was catching up.

The Thames was high and fast-moving, it seemed to her, an angry grey beast that forced its way under the pale sandstone arches of Putney Bridge. On the far bank boat-houses glistened in the rain; nobody was out rowing today.

Gary said, ‘I counted seven joggers since I’ve been sitting here. And four people with dogs.’

‘Somewhere in this park,’ Lily said, ‘is a memorial to the International Brigade. Who fought for the republic in the Spanish Civil War.’

‘Small world,’ he said. ‘Your sister’s hospitable. Made me welcome.’

‘Well, that’s her job, sort of. She’s an events coordinator. She’s been having time off since she found out I was released. She says she’s taking the kids out of school and to the Dome in Greenwich tomorrow, end-of-term educational treat stuff . . .’

‘That river looks high to me.’

‘And to me.’

‘Is it still tidal, as far as this?’

‘I think so.’

‘Look at this.’ He produced a handheld, a gift from AxysCorp, on which he’d been watching news and recording clips; he shielded it from the rain with his hand.

It wasn’t just London. Much of the country was in the grip of chronic flooding, which seemed to have become a regular event. Britain’s great rivers were all swollen, all had broken their banks somewhere, and there were refugee camps, parks of caravans and tents, on higher ground near the Trent, the Clyde, the Severn as far as Shrewsbury. There was a  particular crisis unfolding this summer in Liverpool. Lily was shocked by a satellite image of East Anglia. The sea had pushed deeply beyond its old bounds across the Fens, lapping towards Wisbech and Spalding, and there were free-standing lakes everywhere, dark blue in the processed image.

The images seemed unreal. Lily was surprised everybody wasn’t talking constantly about what seemed to her an immense transformation. But she supposed that over the years you got used to it. It was just that she had been fast-forwarded to an unfamiliar future.

Gary said, ‘Some of these incidents are fluvial - exceptional rain, flooding rivers. The coastal events come from the sea, obviously . . . I guess you got the call from Helen.’

‘Yes. I never knew that bastard Said was the son of a Saudi prince. We were privileged to be abused by him.’

‘Yeah, so we were,’ he said sourly.

Most of their guards had been Spanish. But when they were in the hands of Muslim factions some had come from further afield. Some Muslim radicals dreamed of retaking every piece of Waqf, the territory claimed under the first eighth-century Islamic expansion, from Spain to Iraq. And so combatants were drawn to the conflict in Spain from other parts of the Islamic world.

The prisoners had cared nothing, really, about their guards’ provenance. All that mattered about the guards was how they behaved. Christian and Muslim alike, they were almost all very young men, almost all radicalised by the fiery words of preachers - almost all poorly educated, and obsessed with sex. Some were stable, almost normal-seeming; they could be friendly with their captives, and some even seemed to crave their captives’ affection.

But some guards harmed them, even though the prisoners were supposed to have value as hostages. There could be punishment beatings, belt-whippings. Usually there was at least some such excuse for the violence, for instance when Lily had gone on hunger strike. But some had gone further than any possible justification. These were mixed-up young  men taking out their own frustration and confusion; it didn’t really matter who you were or what you had done. Lily’s own worst experience had been an amateurish bastinado: to be trussed up, hands behind her back and shackled to her own ankles while the soles of her feet were beaten with an iron rod, an unbelievably painful experience. That had not been Said but a man like him.

She had come to believe that part of the motive for such assaults was always sexual, even if the attack itself wasn’t sexual in nature. You could feel the excitement in the man standing over you, smell the salty spice of his breath at your neck, hear the rapid pumping of his lungs.

As for sex itself, Lily had been groped and pummelled by foolish boys, but she seemed to have had a manner that embarrassed rather than excited them. Helen Gray, fifteen years younger, hadn’t been so lucky. After two rapes by Said, or three - Helen had been taken away each time and wouldn’t talk about her experiences, though the blood and bruising made it obvious - the other guards had put a stop to it. After a time Said went away, perhaps posted to some other front of the great battlefield.

But not before he left Helen with his child. Her pregnancy in captivity, aided by her fellow captives with their bits of first aid and field medicine, and then a delivery by a scared drafted-in medical student, had been terrifying. But at the end of it there was a baby, Grace, whom Helen had loved immediately, and cherished every day of her imprisonment.

‘And Helen never knew she’d given birth to a Saudi royal,’ said Gary. ‘A princess!’

Helen had become convinced this was why her baby hadn’t been returned to her, since the first moment of their rescue five days ago under La Seu. The baby must be at the centre of some enormous diplomatic row.

Gary said, ‘So you think that’s why Helen called us, why she’s so adamant we should go to the AxysCorp reception?’

‘I guess so. If Lammockson can get us out of Barcelona,  maybe he can get the baby back from Riyadh, or wherever the hell she is. So we go, I guess.’

‘Sure,’ Gary said. ‘We said we’d stick by each other, didn’t we, the four of us? But, Lily, your mom—’

‘There’s nothing I can do for Mum,’ Lily said firmly, ‘but Helen and the baby I can help. In the meantime we’re going to my sister’s for dinner. You’ll love the kids. Come on.’

 

They set off back, plodding out of the park and over sodden pavements.

At the roundabout where the High Street joined the Fulham Road a drain had blocked, and a lake had formed. The cars were pushing through it, raising great rooster-tails of water, and Lily and Gary had to detour. By the time they made it to the Fulham Road they both had wet feet. This was life in London now, it seemed, rain and wet shoes and road blockages.

But by now the schools were emptying, and the roads filled up with yellow school buses, American style, another innovation since Lily had been away. On the Fulham Road they merged into a growing crowd of parents and children, noisy, laughing, hurrying along the pavement between gushing gutters and lines of sandbags. Lily wondered how many of the world’s nations were represented in the exhilarating rainbow of faces around her. This was an old village long overwhelmed by the growth of London, a place you just drove through, but people still lived here just as they had when Lily was a kid, still worked and went shopping and took their kids to school, still were born and grew old and died in this place.

And then the rain lightened, and a shaft of sunlight broke through the scattering clouds and glimmered from the water that stood on the roads and in the gutters, on lawns and playgrounds. Unaccountably, on this day she had learned her mother had died, Lily felt optimistic. She was free, and here was the sun trying to shine. On impulse she grabbed Gary’s hand, and he squeezed back.
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