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For Keche, who I missed, before she was here.
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BRIAR MINTON

Is it possible to want something so much that the force of your longing pulls taut the fabric of reality until it bursts? Our father had imagined the end of the world so often that, for a while, he believed that he summoned it.

It was a couple of months before we discovered the extent of his prepping. It began the summer before, with tinned cans and nonperishables, rice, pasta shells and powdered milk, puce tubs of pickled cabbage. My sisters and I returned home from school one day in September to find him cooking venison stew on his new rocket stove, a bright tower of propane canisters spilling from rain-spattered Amazon boxes piled on the porch. He rigged the house with alarms. Stockpiled hunting knives and hatchets. By spring, we weren’t allowed to drink the tap water in case it was poisoned.

In February, he built a bunker. A utilitarian monstrosity. We watched from our kitchen window as it was lowered into the ground. Inside were hastily assembled bunk beds, a compost toilet, and medical supplies: ventilators, iodine pills, and codeine. We were instructed to participate in drills that could happen at any hour—although usually at the smallest. Tannic taste of adrenaline as the doomsday alarm dredged us from sleep with its urgent mechanical bawling, all the lights off and Dad shouting. We’d fumble blindly for our dressing gowns and jackets, then run. Sometimes our bedroom doors would be locked, and we’d have to find another way out. I would climb out of the window and clamber down the trellis. Land, bruised and shin-scratched, in the shrubs below, just a few seconds left to sprint down the weed-choked garden path.

We were urged to bring something we loved. The first time, I’d dashed back to get Digit from her dog crate, but it had been empty, and I’d run about the house with a torch, tears in my eyes, calling her name until I saw her retinas flash at the bottom of the garden. Dad had shouted at me for the delay. In the real thing, like us, she would have to run or die.

By the fifth time, we only brought our phones. Not that they ever worked once he closed the air lock.

Some nights, I wake up and I’m still there. The February chill, shafts of grass like glass snapping under our heels. The doppler of the siren as we ran. Dad standing sentinel at the end of the garden, looking as if he’d been there since the start of time. The figures of his Casio luminous. Six minutes, he would say. Four minutes. Three. He’d smile if it was less than three. His teeth piano keys in the moonlight.

Chantale would always glance over her shoulder at the neighbours’ houses, the glass eyes of their unlit windows, their bedrooms quiet as tombs, and ask the same question every time.

“If this was the real thing…?”

“If this was the real thing, would they be…?”

“Dead?”

“Yes.”

Then we’d lie on our bunk beds in the dim glow of the propane lantern and discuss it. Weeks of fallout, millions dead. Poisoned rivers, bellied fish floating like Coke bottles downstream. We’d survive, of course. We’d emerge to raid the abandoned shopping malls. Tanice fantasized about pulling designer clothes off the deserted racks at Harrods. “They won’t cost anything,” she’d say.

“They won’t be worth anything,” Aaliyah would remind her. “You think the corpses will care how fashionable you are?” But Tanice would shake her head and smile at the thought of white-knuckling it through the nuclear winter in Max Mara mink. Chantale, who was seven, would tell stories of moving into the Natural History Museum, playing hide-and-seek among the dust-veiled bones of dinosaurs.

Dad would laugh. It was never a nightmare for him. I realize this only now. It was a dream. The Mintons, victorious. Persistent as roaches.

In my memories of those nights, Mum was almost never there. And when she was, she was stonily silent. She’d dry swallow a sleeping pill and slip into unconsciousness. By spring, she had stopped coming at all. If this disappointed our dad, he tried not to show it. His behaviour intensified. He began paying careful attention to the movement of celestial bodies. Particularly Hero, a rogue planet set to swing past Earth that summer. He took lessons in bushcraft. One weekend, he told us that we were only allowed to eat food that we had foraged or killed.

In the weeks leading up to June, there were drills almost every night.

Of course, when it actually happened, it was nothing like the drills. There was no time to grab the things we loved, no hope of making it to the bunker.

Dad had been right about some of it. He had imagined the squeal of tyres, the polyphonic clamour of car alarms, dogs howling, birds splattering across the pavements. A strangled ringing from the blood vessels in our ears. He hadn’t imagined it would be beautiful, though. Hadn’t defined the particular colour of the sky, feathered with auroras and chrome-coloured clouds, an awful light.

Almost everything that I didn’t live through, I would learn later from witness reports and testimonies. I have examined everything in its entirety, more than once. Some things I can only imagine. Like my father’s expression the morning it happened. His gaze drawn up by the sound. Red capillaries scissoring the whites of his eyes. Reflexive terror, confusion, realization, then—hadn’t he dreamed of this? Hadn’t he numbered our days?—finally, smiling, delight.






PART 1 BEFORE
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KIMONA MINTON

— 5 DAYS BEFORE —

My mother would spend a couple of minutes every morning imagining what it would be like to lose everything she loved. The way some might count sheep, she counted backwards: the bed, the walls, her house, her husband, her daughters, one by one.

She’d picture the bed kneecapped by termites, white paint flaking off its four posts. The house snatched up in the blistering maw of some freak electrical fire. Steel herself against the thought. A bed was just a bed. A home was just a home.

Except she used to tell us that that bed was the loveliest thing she owned. That she hoped to be buried in it, hoped we’d lash it to a raft, her cool body under its quilted duvet, and set it sailing down the Thames.

“The Princess Bed,” our father teasingly called it. It was maximalist, bombastic, ostentatiously feminine, completely impractical—like my mother.

Five days before the world ended, she had been dreaming of an army of carpenter ants riddling holes into the magnificently carved headboard when her phone buzzed and startled her into wakefulness. She snatched it off the dresser.

An unidentified number. “Hello?”

“Is this Ms. Kimona Minton?” Leopard-skin dapples of sunlight fell on her muslin sheets.

“Doctor.”

“Sorry?”

“It’s Doctor Minton.”

There could be damp in the walls, in the joists and rafters. The house could crumble all at once like a diseased tooth. She tongued a familiar gap in her gums and imagined it.

Maybe it would be a relief. She’d never imagined she would grow old in the place where she had watched her own mother die, too young, of a tumour that had spidered through her skull.

“Claire? Is that you?”

“You have to answer these questions for security.”

“Fourteen Albert Road, Clapham, SW11…” She trailed off, glancing at the clock on the wall. It wasn’t even 7 a.m. “Isn’t this a bit early?”

“Sorry.” The voice on the phone was a little sheepish.

“Didn’t you say to expect a letter? That if the results were clear, I would get a letter. Not a call. A call is…”

“Yes…” Claire sounded hesitant. “Dr. Minton, the results from your biopsy—”

It was something about the tone of her voice. Kim felt a sick swoop in her stomach, terror and dread. Sweat needling the tips of her fingers. “Wait!” Slightly breathless. “Once you tell me, it will always be true.”

There was an arc to these stories, Kim knew. They began with some innocuous symptoms, headaches that were usually worse in the morning, fatigue, slight muscle weakness on her right side, a perfunctory visit to a GP, and ended with…

“Can I just hang up now and save my life?”

“You know it doesn’t work that way,” Claire said, not unkindly.

“It’s just, today is almost the worst day. My eldest daughter, Aaliyah, is getting married this weekend, and on Thursday we have this fancy rehearsal dinner and…”

“This is urgent.” Claire sounded as if she was losing her patience a little. “The sooner we start treatment…” she continued, but Kim stopped listening. She could taste bile in the back of her throat. Her eyes flitted out to the untended garden. Yellow sprays of dandelions across the sun-struck grass. Aaliyah had insisted they celebrate Kwanzaa the previous year, had decorated the house extravagantly in red, green, and black bunting that still hung on the washing line, cracking in the wind like her heart against her sternum. The sight was so familiar and suddenly strangely dear.

“Briar wants me to watch Hero’s approach with her…” I had set up a telescope on the porch ready for the night when the planet would hurtle into view. I had told her, “It’s a once-in-millennia event,” when I’d asked if she could take the night off work to watch it with me. “I’ll catch the next one,” she had replied breezily.

“This will only get worse if you ignore it,” Claire warned.

“Look, I’ll call you back later.” Kim moved to end the call and said, “By Sunday, it will be over.”

She meant the wedding.



For a long time, I believed that I hated my mother. If you’d asked me that summer, when I was seventeen, I would have given you a dozen reasons why.

She’d worked abroad for a couple of years when we were younger, leaving our father and grandfather to raise the four daughters she’d left behind. Motherless years of going to school without brushing our teeth, of matted hair and mismatched socks. After which, she’d returned a stranger to us.

It seemed to me that her whole self was a palace she built and rebuilt again every morning from the ground up. And always slightly differently. Stage makeup, mannerisms, hair. She had a variety of wigs that she kept on foam stands in her closet. There was the short black bobbed one she’d wear to parents’ evening, the auburn one she took on holiday, the ombré blonde for nights out. My favourite was the Afro she wore once to Notting Hill Carnival, which made her look like Erykah Badu. I can’t remember when I first discovered that they were wigs. But I do remember how, aged ten, I opened her closet to find those blind polystyrene heads lined up on a shelf like Bluebeard’s dead wives. Startled, I’d whispered, “Oh,” as if at the answer to a riddle I already knew.

It wasn’t just her appearance that changed; her entire personality shifted depending on who she was around. Her accent was full of cut glass when she spoke to her colleagues or the other parents at our school. But it grew round and undulant when she logged into Zoom calls with her cousins in Kwara State.

Sometimes she was a great mother, sometimes she wasn’t. Sometimes she was needy and affectionate, sometimes she was prickly and reserved. Her moods always seemed to affect the temperature in the house. That quicksilver crackle of her laughter from downstairs could coax the sun from behind a cloud. She could give something a sideways glance, and I’d go from loving it to despising it. I hated the power that she had over me. More than anything, because I was convinced that she didn’t love me. I used to try to get her to admit it.

One evening, a few months before the wedding, I said it quickly so as to catch her by surprise: “The house is on fire, who do you save?”

I was sure it would be Aaliyah. Longed-for Aaliyah, who they’d conceived after a couple of devastating losses. Our grandad used to joke that Aaliyah might as well have been gold-plated, and, for most of her life, they’d treated her as if she was. When I was ten, she’d won a scholarship to an exclusive tennis academy. She’d been on track to win her first Grand Slam title when she’d broken her wrist in a skiing accident a week before the Wimbledon Championships. A complicated fracture with severe ligament damage—specialist surgeons had told her she’d never play tennis again. At twenty-two, she’d remade her life, impressively, immediately. A couple of months later, she returned from a date to announce that she was engaged to the millionaire cousin of her former tennis coach, setting the wedding date so soon after her engagement that we’d initially—wrongly—assumed that she must be pregnant.

“I wouldn’t choose any of you,” my mother reassured me when I asked. “I love you all equally.” I was sure this was what the parenting books instructed her to say. She didn’t look up from her laptop.

Four years after Aaliyah was born, Mum had returned to school to study for a PhD, but she’d had to drop out when she discovered that she was unexpectedly pregnant with me. She said that she’d cried during that first ultrasound because she’d been so hopeful. After all that waiting and the losses, there was almost nothing more terrifying than hope. Watching the little early flicker of a foetal heartbeat projected on the screen in the clinic, she’d felt like a homeward-bound astronaut glimpsing Earth for the very first time.

“Okay,” I tried, posing the question a different way. “That planet, Hero, has peeled away from its orbit and is trundling like a bowling ball right for us. The collision will grind all our bones to salt. But there’s a space shuttle scheduled for launch just in time to save only one of us. Kim, which daughter would you choose?”

“That’s ridiculous,” she scoffed. The UK Space Agency had released a short press statement, claiming that Hero would pass through our solar system at a distance of approximately 0.08 AU. Current modelling indicates no risk to Earth. “And I hate it when you call me Kim.”

It never seemed possible that Tanice, my younger sister, could be her favourite child. You might have seen her eyes behind a visor in that historic photograph. That summer, Tanice had just turned sixteen. She was the most beautiful, the most like Kim. But they argued too much. The perfect symmetry of Tanice’s face might have destined her to move through the world with a kind of ease, but she was too acerbic and impetuous, lacking in some essential empathy.

I tried again. “You open the door, and a woman who looks exactly like you makes a claim on your life. She’ll only leave if you feed her three children. Which do you choose?”

I should have guessed that she would probably save Chantale. Chantale, the surprise late-in-life baby, her heart’s complete delight. When she played that game with herself every morning—mentally pulling apart her life as a boy might pull the wings off a fly—her stoicism always crumbled at the notion of losing Chantale. Who was seven. Who was scared of everything. Whose front teeth Kim still kept in her purse. Although she claimed she didn’t have a favourite, it was clear to see that when the promised floodwaters came for our house, Chantale was the one she would fling onto the life raft first.

“Briar?” she said, finally looking up. “Why are you doing this?”



Do you think of them as the “Before Times” as well? My memories of the beginning of that summer possess a kind of nostalgic loveliness. It was June, and exams were over. There was a heat wave coming, and the air smelled of pollen and petrol. If the year was a Ferris wheel, we were at the highest part, the end of the beginning, the longest days. Aaliyah’s wedding to look forward to. Summer holidays. I wouldn’t have said I was happy then, but I should have been.

It would be over before we knew it, and if we’d been scouring the news that week, we might have noticed some of the signs. Those plane crashes in Jaipur, the freak weather in San Francisco, the power failures on the space stations, those people on the Reddit forums who claimed they were all dreaming the same dreams.

For Mum, it began with the birds. When she hung up the phone that morning, the vacuum-sealed silence of the house was unnerving. It was Monday. Tanice should have been taking too long to get ready, playing her music obnoxiously loud in the downstairs bathroom. I might have been braiding Chantale’s hair in front of early morning children’s TV.

Kim pulled on her dressing gown and headed downstairs. When she called out our names, there was no reply. It was as if her family had been raptured.

She opened the front door to check for the car out in the driveway, and when she did she saw Hannah, the single mother from flat 7C across the road. She was standing on the tarmac in slippers and a nightshirt. Blood spattered on one shoulder. She seemed shaken.

“Are you okay?” Kim called, but she didn’t seem to hear.

She put on her slippers and walked out towards Hannah. As she did, her sole crunched something in the parched dirt of our driveway. “Ew.” There was a smear of blood across the beige rubber. For a second, she thought it was ketchup. A fried chicken bone some kids had tossed. But when she looked up, she discovered more corpses, strange explosions of blood and meat splattered across the hot asphalt.

“One hit me,” Hannah said, tilting her head to her shoulder.

Kim looked up at the sky, shielding her eyes against the sun, which was waxing behind fleecy clouds, as if she could plot the dying bird’s trajectory.

“Some kind of avian flu?” she suggested. There had already been an outbreak that year, and it was still difficult to get hold of eggs at the supermarket.

“Oh. Does this mean I’m infected too?” Hannah’s eyes widened with concern.

“No, no…” Kim said, when in fact she had no idea.

Gabriel—our other neighbour, from the new-build mansion whose outdoor bins were mainly filled with takeaway boxes and empty cans of protein powder—had been trying to pull his car out of the driveway when he noticed them. He wound his window down.

“Looks like someone shot them all,” he said.

“Do you think we should call someone?” Kim asked. The birds looked, to her, as if they’d made a suicide dive at high speed for the pavement.

“Pigeon funeral directors?” Gabriel teased. Hannah had tears in her eyes.

“No,” Kim said. “The council. Or environmental protection? DEFRA?”

“Yeah,” he said and rolled his eyes. “You do that.” They watched him drive away.

“Are you okay?” Kim asked Hannah again.

She wiped her eyes and nodded.

“It’s just the lack of sleep, you know… At first, I thought I was dreaming this. A rain of dead birds. Gross.” She shuddered.

“It gets better,” Kim said lamely. Hannah’s son was almost two. But then, there’s always some new shit, she didn’t add.

“Do you think it has anything to do with…” Hannah looked up at the sky. “The comet that’s coming?”

“You mean the planet,” Kim said. “Hero.”

“Right, yeah. That’s what they’re calling it now?”

It wasn’t possible to see yet in the sky.

“It’s not ‘coming,’ ” Kim reminded her, the way the news anchors and scientists did. “It’s a flyby. It’ll be in our sky for a little while and then gone forever.”

“Yeah… hopefully…” Hannah said.

“Not ‘hopefully,’ ” Kim said. “Certainly.” Hannah just nodded and continued gazing upwards.



In the beginning, my mother had treated the bunker like an illness Dad just needed to get over. It had started in February, a couple of days after his suspension, with digging. He’d woken one night as if from a bad dream, put on his gardening shoes and an old headlamp from the camping gear, grabbed a shovel from the shed. By morning, he’d dug deep enough to make his own grave.

Every time Kim’s gaze flitted to their wild lawn and the hatch in the ground, her gut clenched with fury at him.

The morning of the dead birds, we were all underground in our bunk beds. The hiss of the air lock woke us. Kim leaned down the hatch and said, “You’re going to be late!” She started making her way down. It was impossible for even Chantale—the lightest of us—to descend that ladder without a cacophony of squealing metal and groaning wood.

Our mother turned when her bloodstained slippers hit the ground. We must have looked like voles to her, three pairs of jet eyes in the gloom. The bunks rocked and whined as we rose.

Kim discerned the cyan glitter of her husband’s eyes at the back of the room.

“Marcus.” There was steel in her tone. “You said you wouldn’t do this anymore.” She was thinking about Tanice, who a few months ago had sprained her ankle so badly climbing out of the bedroom window that she’d had to use crutches for a week.

“I said I wouldn’t do it on school nights.” He’d just woken up, and there was sandpaper in his voice.

“Today is Monday,” she said, working hard to swallow back her fury. He’d been losing track of the days of the week a lot recently.

“It can happen at any time, Mum,” Chantale said, rolling out of her bunk and rubbing the grit from her eyes. The sight of her almost broke Kim’s heart. She wore an oversized camo jacket—Dad’s—on top of cartoon-print pyjamas, and there were a couple of healing scabs where brambles had scratched her bare feet.

“Okay, sweetheart, I know.” Kim ruffled her hair and said, “But if you don’t start getting ready now, you’ll be late for school.”

“It’s not like I asked for any of this,” Tanice said, rubbing her arms against the early morning chill. I wondered then if she was referring to the drills or our family in general. She’d fallen asleep in her basketball gear, baggy shorts, and a pink-and-black jersey that said RAINMAKER on the back. Yesterday’s mascara made gummy smudges down her cheeks.

“Aaliyah’s back on Wednesday,” Kim said. She’d been in Portugal for her hen party. “Then there’s the rehearsal dinner on Thursday… Can we put a pause on all this until after the wedding?”

Dad was hunched in a camping chair, on watch. “These evacuation procedures,” he said, taking off his glasses to rub at a scratch, “need to be second nature.” Then, his old motto, “We don’t lose anything by being prepared.”

“Don’t we?” I asked. For once, I was on my mother’s side. I had been thinking of the cold. Of Tanice’s fear of heights. Of how I couldn’t move into my own room because Chantale was jolted awake by terrors every night and kept sleepwalking into my bed, mumbling about the gas cloud, the solar flare, the whiplash of lethal power from our sun to our sole Earth. Of how Aaliyah’s rushed engagement was probably a sign of how desperate she was to escape our family.

“When the sh—” Dad bit back the word. “When things get bad up there, we’re going to want to be down here.”

“Dad?” Chantale asked. “When it’s the ‘real thing,’ can I bring a friend?”

“This isn’t going to be a sleepover, Chantale!” he hissed, then, through gritted teeth, asked, “Who?”

“My friend Isla?”

“From Brownies?” Kim asked.

Tanice rolled her eyes. “If we have to spend the rest of our natural lives listening to the two of them talk about ponies…”

“Isla has a family of her own,” Marcus said. “A father. It’s his job, really, to be prepared.”

Kim examined Marcus then, as if for the first time in a while. The problem with marrying someone born the same year as you is that you get to watch yourself grow old. His face had been like a Dorian Gray portrait of her own. There were the silver hairs she tucked under her wigs, there were the creases their years of money worries had etched into his brow, sunspots from every heat wave, bags under his eyes from four children’s worth of stolen sleep.

Chantale’s muffled sniffs were the first sign that she had started crying.

“Hey…” I reached down to hug her and felt how cold she was.

“But what if they’re not?” she said, pushing me away.

“What?” Dad asked. She was properly sobbing then.

“Prepared!”

Mum snapped and ushered all of us out of the bunker. Told us that if we were ready in twenty minutes, she would drive us all to school. Tanice helped Chantale out, still sniffling, and they headed into the house. I lingered outside in the grass, by the hatch, listening to the voices that echoed up its makeshift shaft.

“I told you,” I heard Mum say as soon as she thought we were out of earshot, “not to talk like that in front of the children.” I could imagine them at opposite ends of the bunker, their long shadows thrown across the steel floor plates.

Kim used to believe that my father had changed more than she had. Physically, perhaps. I’ve seen a photo from the first night they met, at the eighteenth birthday party of a friend, and, in it, Marcus looks like Kurt Cobain. He was too proud to wear his glasses, and so there is a faraway look in his shortsighted eyes. She had spotted him onstage, covering for the drummer in a cover band, and when she went to compliment him after the performance, he had been so embarrassed that he’d almost choked on his beer. He had been shy but kind. She’d loved the way he flicked his dirty-blond locks out of his eyes. He was the sort of white guy her friends used to tease her that she would probably end up with. She used to list in her head the things that she loved about him. He was a good cook, a good dad, a good dancer. He was honest, almost to a fault. He was loyal. A true romantic.

And yet.

“We can’t keep doing this, Marcus.” He searched her face as she said, “You know that thing that people say about frogs boiling? How they don’t notice the water getting hotter if it happens slowly? It’s like all of this. Ever since you lost your job—the drills, the conspiracy theories. The nightmares.”

“They’re not nightmares,” he argued.

“You think something terrible is about to happen. But maybe it already has.” My mother was thinking about everything that had happened last summer and that had led to his eventual suspension. But, as usual, my father swerved away from the topic.

Marcus said, “Have you heard of Flatlanders?”

“What?”

“They live in two dimensions; we live in four…”

“What are you talking about now?” She would have appeared especially tall because of how low the ceilings were. Flanked by neatly organized shelving units, labelled boxes of rice and pickles, packs of egg replacer and Angel Delight.

“Three dimensions of space, one of time. Imagine time, flat as a sheet of paper. And a little crease in it that allows us—me—to see…”

“To see what?”

He said it quietly. “The future.”

There was a stunned silence. I can imagine the incredulity on Mum’s face. Or maybe, by then, it was only disappointment.

How has this happened? she thought, a sinking in her gut. How had she ended up married to a man who’d built a doomsday bunker?

“More than ninety-nine per cent of the species that have evolved on Earth are now extinct,” Marcus continued. “Extinction is the rule! What makes you so sure that we will be the exception?”

“I don’t know,” Kim sighed. “Tell me which of those species built rockets or cultured penicillin or eradicated a virus?”

Marcus puffed in contempt.

“Is this about Hero?” Kim had seen the tabs open on his laptop, watched him late at night with his amateur astronomer’s star chart.

“I don’t know… maybe,” Marcus replied a little sheepishly. “What if the disaster is coming, and I’m the only villager shouting in the shadow of Vesuvius?”

Kim winced. “How many men in history have believed that they knew the day that the world would end?”

“And aren’t the doomsayers always right…” he pressed.

“… eventually?” Kim raised an eyebrow.

There was a calendar on the wall behind him with big crosses through the days we ran drills. Almost everything else in his life had fallen away, other than this. How long until he exhausts this morbid fervour? Kim asked herself, as she did almost every day. Running drills and stockpiling cans. Waiting for the world to flip around for him again. Waiting in agony, preparing, practising for something dreadful that would never actually happen.

“Maybe the thing that terrifies you,” she said, “is not disaster, not eruption or fallout.” She saw it clearly now, what was on the other side. “It’s this.” She gestured at the air, towards their inherited house—the one in the city he’d always longed to flee—the challenging daughters, the naysaying world. Maybe it was true for her, too.

“This life. Your little life.”
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BRIAR MINTON

— 5 DAYS BEFORE —

I first heard about Ruby’s disappearance the year before, on the WhatsApp group for jazz band. It was mid-December, and I was doing my homework on the living room floor when Ruby’s face flashed up as a notification on my phone. When I clicked the thumbnail, there were only a couple of lines: Hopes and prayers, said Fiona McClellan, the fifth-form trumpet player. SHARE WIDELY. The first forty-eight hours are crucial, apparently, when a person goes missing.

It was never hard to miss Ruby Barker, because there were about three Black girls in the upper school and one of them was my sister.

Ruby always looked, to me, like an actress playing a student in a ’90s teen movie. Slightly too old, maybe, as if she had already grown into all of her features. She wore her hair in waist-length braids with clip-in beads that glittered and chimed when she walked.

She had saved my life once. I had been distracted on the busy crossing between Lavender Hill and Saint John’s Road. Not far from school. She had yanked me so hard out of the way of an oncoming car that we’d both collapsed onto the pavement together.

All I really remember is the explosion of the traffic lights across my vision, and then all the air was knocked from my lungs as my body slammed into the ground. And her face. I remember that, too. Her dark eyes and little teeth—she had two tiny canines, the size of pearls, that I heard were baby teeth that never fell out. She pulled my headphones from my ears as I fought to catch my breath. I think she said, “It happens so fast.” Words that have taken on a couple of meanings for me since. Or she said, “They go by so fast.” The cars? Down the hill? Or had she said, “It goes by so fast”? Our time on this Earth, as Dad was always warning? All I had replied was, “Yeah,” my nerves still jangling as if they had been struck by a tuning fork. That was two weeks before she disappeared.



By the next morning, I had read that MISSING PEOPLE bulletin almost forty times. Ruby was a bundle of facts the way everything on my phone was a series of ones and zeros. I kept combing over them as if they would yield something new.

She had just turned eighteen. She had won a scholarship to our exclusive school. She had been in foster care for a couple of years when she was younger, but she lived with her grandfather now, in a flat in Brixton. By the sounds of it, they had a turbulent relationship. Rumour was that she had tried to run away twice.

“It’s got to be her grandfather, right?” said Ella Henry, the second trombone. “Isn’t it always the grandfather?”

He had been the last to see her. Friday, 15 December. She’d told him that she was going to stay with a friend for the weekend. Which was why, he claimed, he didn’t call the police until Monday night.

It hadn’t been difficult for me to find his Facebook account. His profile picture was of a snooker table, and he shared updates about the poor quality of the local drinking water and petitions to block the refurbishment of the South West London’s library. In the Friends of Brockwell Park group, one user had commented, Anyone know of any good assisted-living communities in the Surrey Hills? 81, no dependants. He’d replied with a thumbs-up and a Following!

And then, just one week after Ruby’s disappearance, I’d seen on Facebook that he had listed their flat on Rightmove. In the pictures, her little box room was completely cleared of any belongings. I zoomed in, looking for traces of her—the wrinkled lipstick kiss at the edge of the mirror, the discoloured patches that her torn-down posters had left on the wall.

Ruby herself had a pretty scant social media presence. Which, Tanice insisted, should have been the first warning sign. There were only two pictures on her Instagram page. One was of her sandalled feet on a sunlit pavement dusted by cherry blossoms. Hi, I’m new here. One like. And a selfie, dated nine months later, in which she wore a pendant necklace featuring the phases of the moon. The caption said, Are you ready? I wondered if she was referring to the lunar eclipse, which was represented with a flashy black opal on her necklace and had taken place over the weekend she disappeared. When I refreshed the page that morning, it had triple the likes and a stream of comments. Mainly heart emojis, red and black, that one with a bandage across it, yellow crying faces. Pleas for her to come home, the usual, a number to call. SHARE WIDELY. The same blurry thumbnail boomeranged through all my group chats.

“Wasn’t she in your year?” Tanice asked.

“The one above.”

Tanice’s eyes flitted back to her phone. “All the interesting things happen to you guys.”

The next day, in assembly, the headmistress announced that she had some terrible news to share. I thought she was going to say that Ruby had been found dead, but she only told us what we already knew: that she had been missing for three days, the teachers we should speak to if we had any information, and the email address of the school counsellor. She said a perfunctory prayer for Ruby’s safe return. It was a Catholic girls’ school, Saint Clotilde’s. Everything there happened under the sorrowful gaze of that ancient queen, who was rendered delicately above our heads in stained glass. We’d been told that her sons’ feuding had threatened to divide the kingdom, making her the patron saint of brides, queens, and disappointing children.

Later that week, we all watched the police escort Nico Costa—a student from the neighbouring boys’ school—from tech rehearsals for our schools’ joint production of Oliver! into their patrol car, which was parked in the driveway.

Of course, after that, rumours swirled that Nico had something to do with Ruby’s disappearance. The two of them had dated for a couple of months, but she had recently broken it off with him. Fiona claimed she had seen them arguing at the school’s gates a few weeks before Ruby disappeared. But Nico had allegedly been camping with his stepfather that weekend.

I spent all December thinking about Ruby. By mid-January, the investigation had begun to lose momentum. Although she remained listed as a missing person, the police seemed to have downgraded the urgency of the case. At eighteen, Ruby wasn’t classed as a vulnerable adult, and her history of running away had led officers to believe that she had likely left of her own accord. There were no signs of foul play—no body, no phone activity, no evidence of coercion—and without a clear lead or last known location, the investigation drifted into silence.

Still, not everyone was willing to give up. The school chaplain organized a candlelit vigil, gathering classmates, teachers, and neighbours together to pray for Ruby’s safe return. I attended out of curiosity and some strange sense of duty.

Her friend Soo-Jin—president and, now, sole member of the school’s Astronomy Society—read a cryptic poem that Ruby had once published in their shared zine. The choir sang, and everyone cried except for her grandfather, who remained stonily silent until the end of the service, when he stood up, pointed at Freya Mínervadóttir in the back pew and shouted, “She knows! She knows!” Before he was escorted out, he yelled, “Tell them what happened to my Ruby!”

If this were the 1600s, Freya was the kind of girl that Puritan villagers might have conspired to burn. She was the groundskeeper’s blind daughter, and she was always hanging around, collecting rainwater in urns or leaving shards of bone inside mushroom circles. At eighteen, she was in Ruby’s year. I saw her once, through the hatched window in the door, writing, But what makes it a monster? on the whiteboard in our chemistry classroom.

She was almost six feet tall and had spectacular platinum hair, locks that curled like a nest of silver sand boas all the way down to her thighs.

I’d heard that she’d gouged her own eyes out with a tablespoon, that she had vanished for a couple of years and returned the same age, that she had the power to take away pain. By the time I joined Saint Clotilde’s, she’d already amassed a small group of loyal followers: girls from the school, as well as mystics and misfits from the local area who would attend her self-proclaimed “healing sessions” and night vigils. That year, the chaplain had broken up a gathering of forty in the woods at the end of the school’s grounds and said that Saint Clotilde’s was no place “for the occult.”

In spite of the warnings, the sessions had continued in an abandoned church somewhere in Wandsworth, drawing crowds. Ruby’s grandfather claimed that she had been among them. Immediately after breaking up with Nico, Ruby had begun dating Laurie Saint James. He and his sister Beth were loyal followers of Freya’s. Two months after Ruby’s disappearance, I’d heard Beth in a music practice room, explaining to Amy Snape, the fifth-form pianist, how Freya could heal the tendinitis that had seen her struck from that term’s musical.

“Is it true what they say about her?” Amy had asked in a breathy whisper.

“Everything,” Beth promised.

“Have you seen it?”

“I’ve felt it.”

I was trying not to seem like I was eavesdropping, while examining a broken saxophone reed.

“Is it true that she can…?” I imagined Amy making some kind of a gesture with her bandaged hand. A silence. Did Beth nod?

“You’ve seen it?” Amy asked.

Beth whispered, “Yes! It was only this much off the ground, but…”

A soft gasp from Amy. “But still.”

“Yeah, still…”

I dropped the box of reeds then, and the crash halted their conversation. I cursed myself for it, but later that evening, after school, I saw Soo-Jin, Beth, and Amy greet a group at the school gates, climb into a dark car, and drive away.

Curiosity overtook me at the sight of them speeding down the road. I could see Amy in the rear window. Her stringy ginger hair, which she liked to suck. During practice, I would watch as sticky globs of saliva dripped onto her starched collar.

After Ruby’s grandfather’s accusation at the vigil, the police reportedly brought Freya and a couple of members of her group in for questioning, but they were quickly dismissed, and then Amy was somehow on the summer term’s production list for Into the Woods, playing Sondheim’s impossible counterpoint on the piano, her tendons healed.

As the months passed, I became convinced that whatever had happened to Ruby had to do with Freya and the Group. I waited to hear that Freya had been charged with murder, or that Soo-Jin had finally broken and led the police to some shallow ha-ha ditch where Ruby’s body was decomposing. Maybe Beth knew that there was a dungeon-like grow house where Ruby languished in a sedated stupor.

After the Easter holiday, everyone seemed to have decided that Ruby was dead. Students decorated her locker with paper cranes, cards, and flowers. For a while, theories abounded. The usual: suicide, homicide. She had liked a picture of Wat Rong Khun; perhaps she had saved up money from her weekend job at Waterstones and used it to run away to Thailand? A vocal minority believed that she had been abducted by aliens.

Anyway, in May our exams were coming up. All the flowers on Ruby’s locker wilted and shrivelled and were swept away. By June, it was almost as if it had never happened.

For everyone but me.



Five days before Aaliyah’s wedding, I discovered Freya asleep on the grass behind the swimming pool. Curled like a foetus in the gloaming.

“What happened to Ruby?” I asked, hoping that catching her by surprise would startle the truth from her.

She rolled over slowly. It was the closest I’d ever been to her. To the scarred craters where her eyes would have been.

She stood, with some effort. Her skin was translucent, and I could see the blue vessels that spidered beneath it. Her unusual height meant that she was almost a head taller than me.

“Can I?” She held out her hands, lifted my head between them, ran her fingers along the low bridge of my nose; my cheekbones, with their smattering of pimples that I’d covered with blue, daisy-shaped blemish stickers; my hair, which I had bleached—to Mum’s horror—and dyed pale pink that summer and was fashioning in space buns on top of my head.

“Briar Minton,” she said with a smile of recognition. It sounded like a spell in her mouth.

She put her hand on my forehead as if checking for a fever. “There’s something in there.” I stepped away quickly. “Oh no,” she said, “it’s your mother…”

“What?”

“Something’s sickened her.”

“That’s… not true.” I was discomfited by her mention of Kim, but thought she was distracting me, as a magician might. I asked again, “What happened to Ruby?”

Her demeanour stiffened subtly.

“Have you ever seen an impossible thing?” she asked.

I was the granddaughter of a pastor. I’d grown up hearing about miracles, healings, prophecy, resurrection. I used to think that God spoke to me. I enjoyed a certain enchantment that faded by the time I turned thirteen and noticed that for years all I’d heard was silence.

“No,” I told her.

“Really?” Freya probed. While our mother was gone, Dad stopped taking us to our grandfather’s church, Providence House. By that summer, I’d defaulted into an arid agnosticism that—at times of crisis—had offered me no comfort at all. “What about last April?”

I frowned and then recoiled in surprise at the specificity of Freya’s knowledge. It was as if she had reached her cool fingers into my psyche and pulled the memory out unbidden.

Around the Easter holidays, the year before, Tanice had showed me a video that had just gone viral. I remembered it vividly because Tanice had screamed when she saw it.

Have you ever seen an impossible thing? The video is called “Man levitates outside the 42nd Street Y.” He has a beard and shaggy sable hair. He wears oil-stained jeans that are scuffed to shreds at the ankles and a polyester jacket that was once black. He’s not floating very far off the ground. But it’s far enough to see the light peer right underneath the soles of his battered trainers.

No way to explain it. He isn’t holding anything; there are no wires that anyone can see. Tanice and I kept rewinding it and watching it backwards, at .5 speed. The thing that makes it feel real is the reaction of the people around him. It’s a crowded street. A woman in heels struts past, turns as if checking him out, then squints, confused. Someone drops her bags. Someone else reflexively makes the sign of the cross as if to ward away a demon. A man points and laughs, then, after examining further, leans over and vomits. That’s how the clip ends. A kind of horror dawning in the face of every onlooker. The comments beneath read WTAF? and Who is this guy? Apparently, no one knows.

“Ruby didn’t disappear,” Freya told me that evening. “She was shifted.”

“What?” I squinted at her.

“You believe a body is solid, but Ruby was mostly empty space.”

That year, I’d been struggling through A-level physics, so I already understood this to be true.

“The atoms in her body were examined, including their positions, types, energy states, and quantum properties, and converted into pure data.”

“What?” I said again. This claim seemed mind-blowingly wild. “Like teleportation?”

“More elegant,” Freya clarified. “Ruby was ready. Her waveforms collapsed. She became information.”

“So… she died?” I probed.

“The ones who witnessed it say it was more like ‘transcendence.’ Her atoms have likely reassembled in a higher dimension. The fifth or maybe sixth. She’s just pattern now, waiting.”

I didn’t know what to say in response. I was so baffled by this claim that I simply turned around and began to walk back home.

“It happened to me!” Freya called out to my shadow.

When anyone asks me now, I tell them that I never believed any of it. Even after everything that happened. Except that evening, when I walked past the crossing at Lavender Hill where Ruby had saved my life, I thought I could picture it: onyx-eyed Ruby with her Rapunzel hair. She might have smiled at me the way she had across the lunch queue. She might have looked like a text bubble with the opacity turned right down. Like the Cheshire Cat. Maybe I’d have reacted like that man in the video, whose amusement curdles abruptly into horror.

What would she have said—It goes so fast?—as she evaporated?




[image: ]
MARCUS MINTON

— 4 DAYS BEFORE —

Your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions!’ ” the man balanced on the upturned crate outside the Asda supermarket shouted into the afternoon sun. He had the kind of wild eyes that had seen civilizations rise and fall. He looked as if he’d lived too long to expect that anyone would believe him now.

Something about the man reminded Marcus of his father-in-law, my grandfather, Pastor Abiola. Except that instead of an Armani pinstripe, he wore a frayed gabardine raincoat. And whatever essential optimism the Pastor possessed—about the future of humanity and our condition—this man radiated the opposite.

“ ‘I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth!’ ” The man turned and pointed straight at Marcus, who gave him a wide berth on the way to the cash machine. He’d lived in this city long enough to know the protocol: don’t make eye contact, don’t respond, even to provocation.

That was the day that Dad discovered he was running out of money. Although he’d been withdrawing his daily maximum amount in order to store small denominations for future bartering, he’d thought he’d make it a couple of weeks longer on the insurance payouts and settlements, on the overdraft and credit card balances, but that afternoon, the ATM disgorged his card with a disappointed sound.

“ ‘… blood and fire… ’ ”

He tried again with another, but the screen read, Insufficient funds.

Marcus swore under his breath.

“ ‘… billows of smoke… ’ ”

He was almost at the shop’s entrance when a delivery driver careened past, the wheels of his electric scooter skidding over the pavement, zigzagging between pedestrians, mainly pensioners and women with children at that time of day.

“ ‘The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood… ’ ”

“Hey, watch out!” Marcus shouted as he swerved by. “You’re not allowed to ride here!”

“ ‘… before the great and dreadful day of the—’ ”

A crash. The driver collided with the old man, first with his rickety newspaper stand of handwritten tracts and then with the upturned plastic crate he’d been balancing on. He groaned as he hit the ground hard enough to break a hip, his pamphlets fluttering like confetti around him.

Marcus dove to his rescue, crouching down beside him. “Are you all right?”

The delivery driver swore at both of them as he picked up his branded thermal bag and reattached it to his scooter. He looked like a teenager. Too young, Marcus thought, to be working. “Move it!” the kid shouted through a bleeding lip as he leapt up and rode away.

“I’m all right,” the stranger wheezed, reaching for one of the pamphlets that had landed in the gutter. Marcus helped to gather them up before too many were stepped on by passersby. “Used to it,” the old man said. With real effort, he got to his feet.

Marcus examined one of the stepped-on tracts then. Enjoy it while it lasts! read the cover of one, its title blocky word art that he’d clearly hand-drawn and then photocopied. A cursory flip through it revealed a couple of different headings: How long will the millennial reign last?; How to reject the Mark of the Beast.

“What were you talking about just then?” my father asked him, against his better judgement.

“ ‘And everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved,’ ” the man replied.

“You said the sun would be turned to darkness…”

The man muttered something under his breath and turned back towards his newsstand.

“What did you mean?” Marcus pressed as he started to push rumpled leaflets back into the stand. “A solar flare? An eclipse? The nuclear cloud?”

The man turned suddenly and grabbed Marcus’s wrist, his bony fingers bird-light and cool.

“I woke up a couple of months ago,” he said, “with a taste at the back of my mouth.”

“Like…” Marcus swallowed. “Blood? Or copper?”

“Like dread.”



Supermarkets always made Marcus nervous. They reminded him what a thin bubble of civilization modern life was precariously balanced upon.

My father couldn’t look at the garnet skins of vine-ripened tomatoes without considering the thousands of miles they had been air-freighted to reach the artificial, floodlit aisles of the store. He knew that the UK imported almost half of its food: bananas from Central America, grains and rice from Asia, out-of-season asparagus from Peru, wine from New Zealand.

I think the origins of Dad’s prepping truly began during that first lockdown of 2020, when he’d seen the supermarket shelves empty and felt that old childhood dread of hunger. Of empty cupboards and weeping fridge shelves, of pushing a fist into his gut to quiet its growling. My grandfather would tell his congregation about Filipino villagers who would offer 10 percent of every bag of rice to the Church. In a similar fashion, Marcus began to devote 10 percent of his budget in every food shop to his future self. Over time, he’d built up a store of nonperishable items to last our entire family more than a year.

If the people on the Reddit forums were to be believed, this could be his last shop for a while. His final chance to load up on the fresh foods, meats, and veg that would be the first to vanish from the shelves in the face of disaster. Last chance to buy cooking oil, batteries, and paracetamol; soap, water filters, and dog food. Coffee, vitamins, duct tape, and protein powder. The Butterkist popcorn that I loved, Dr Pepper, and my favourite cereals. Pot Noodles and low-fat yoghurt for Tanice. A dozen packs of fizzy strawberry laces for Chantale. The baklava that Kim liked.

At the till, the cashier, a Black woman with a silver septum piercing looked at him suspiciously. Eventually, she asked, “Are you him?” and Marcus felt sweat needle at the back of his neck. He didn’t answer. Once she finished scanning all his items, the sum flashed up in electric green digits. £718.43. Flustered, he handed her his debit card.

“That police officer?” she continued. Ice crystallized in his veins as she pushed the card terminal over for him to type in his PIN. He shook his head. “It says ‘rejected.’ ”

Marcus cursed himself. He’d forgotten that his account was empty.

She swung the device back around. It was the way she had said it. “That police officer,” like something foul she’d discovered sticking to the sole of her shoe.

“Want to try again?” She reached for his card.

“No—I’ve got it,” Marcus said.

In the child seat of the shopping trolley was the duffel bag he had started bringing everywhere with him. Inside were wads of twenty- and fifty-pound notes, precisely counted and tied together with rubber bands. He calculated the sum quickly and handed it to her.

The cashier looked even more suspicious then. But Marcus kept his head down as he packed the last of his items, trying to shake off the nauseating sense that everyone in the supermarket was looking at him. That at any moment someone would shout at him and toss a paper cup of boiling black coffee at his head again. Impossible, he reminded himself. He’d grown a beard since then. Lost three kilograms.

Once he’d finished, he walked away quickly, but she called after him that he’d forgotten his card in the reader. He leapt back to grab it—too late. She pulled the plastic out, and the embossed initials caught her eye. M. Minton.

“It is you,” she said, with chilly loathing in her voice. Her tone seized the attention of the people in the queue. Marcus felt the world rock a little under his feet.

He snatched his card and shoved it in his pocket in a hurry. Before he could leave, he heard her shout, “Murderer!”
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BRIAR MINTON

— 3 DAYS BEFORE —

It feels different every time. Sometimes my blood typhoons from my head to my gut. Sometimes I open my eyes and my face is plastered into a carpet. Or fluorescent lights sparkle like comets’ tails and I hear voices. My sisters’, most often. Time bends. I say things that I regret.

The first time it happened was on my thirteenth birthday. I watched as faces warped behind candlelight and fuchsia wax dripped rivulets into buttercream. The first thing I saw when I woke was my mum. The light fixture behind her made her look as if she were some violent goddess who could eat me whole.

Whenever you stand, an average of about eight hundred millilitres of blood wash down to your feet. Astronauts notice this acutely upon returning to Earth, especially after prolonged space flight; their blood pressure is lower, and they struggle to walk. Biologically speaking, gravity can be a challenge. It can take a while to adjust.

“ ’Scuse me? Excuse me? Can you hear me?”

“Does she need help?”

“Has anyone called an ambulance?”

Voices filtered into my consciousness.

“She said not to.”

Roar of traffic, shouts of schoolchildren, bikes, and dogs. Limpid morning light.

“We’re all we have,” I heard myself say.

A concerned middle-aged woman in running gear leaned over me. My cheek was pressed into the wet concrete of the pavement, and a small crowd had gathered. A man in a navy suit pointed two fingers together and offered to check my pulse again. A woman with a pram was on the phone, describing the street to someone. A dog walker offered me her chewed-on plastic water bottle. A couple of students in uniform were hovering awkwardly around. I immediately recognized them as members of Freya’s Group. There was Bethany Saint James and her blond brother, Laurie, with their matching buzz-cut blond hair. Soo-Jin Lee and the redheaded contralto who was playing Jack in the school’s production of Into the Woods. I guessed that the boys had been on their way to tech rehearsals for the summer play, as I had been.

“Where does it hurt?” Beth was leaning over me.

“My arm…” I mumbled.

I’d scraped the skin off my elbow, which was bleeding and felt as if someone were holding it over a stove. Beth took my hand, squeezed it tight.

“I’m taking it from you,” she said quietly. I felt the pain travelling up my arm, through my nerves, and into the bones of my hands, fingertips, fingernails, finally replaced by a cool numbness. I let go and looked at my palm in surprise. She smiled.

“Maybe someone should take her to the nurse.” Soo-Jin was close behind her. We were on the corner of the Common, a couple of metres from the school gates, where the tidal wave of pupils rushing for registration had stemmed abruptly into a trickle, the clearest sign that we were late. Soo-Jin looked stressed out about it, her eyes darting between me and the gate as if she was debating the merits of abandoning me to run.

“I can go myself.” It took some effort to peel myself off the ground. It had rained the previous night, and now half my blazer was wet.

“We’ll take her to the nurse,” Beth reassured the adults, who dispersed reluctantly.

“Does this happen often?” asked Soo-Jin.

“All the time,” I said. It was a condition I’d had for a couple of years—postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome.

“Do you see anything when it does?” the redheaded boy asked, and a stillness came over the four of them, a cautious attention.

“Sometimes,” I said carefully.

The cardiologist had called it an “aura.” That Wednesday morning, before I collapsed, the sky had looked as if it were raining diamonds, and I’d seen sparkling clouds before the ground had heaved and my vision turned black. Soo-Jin flinched, and Beth and Laurie shared a meaningful look.

“I can’t always remember…” I hedged.

“Do you feel something…” Beth reached over to touch my chest, and I could feel the blood pulse in her thumbs and fingertips even through my school blouse. “… here?”

“Sometimes,” I repeated, swallowing.

“Does your watch always stop?” the boy asked. “When it happens?” I stared at the frozen digital figures. It only took a rough shake for it to start again, but I was disconcerted.

A sudden embarrassment set in then, like a chill. I mustered my strength to
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