

CHAPTER ONE

I turn over and look at Isaac. He’s sleeping on his back, so soundly despite the heat and light. I don’t know how he does it. Even after years of sleeping in the day and working at night, I’m still not used to it.

For the next few hours, I travel in and out of consciousness, waking each time with sweat dripping down my legs and head, letting sleep find me when it can.


I’m alone, suspended in a world of infinite stars and black sky, all compressed, just space and still water.



I open my eyes with the alarm. Isaac is already up. He’s left his CD player and headphones behind, sitting in the small indent in the mattress left by his body. I fold his sheet over and re-align his pillow. They need washing; the smell is deep-rooted. I’ll do it later if I can get some soap.

I hear him in the kitchen, humming to himself, and I stop at the bedroom door and listen for a while. His voice is sweet and thin, like air passing through straw, and he’s singing a tune I haven’t heard before. One of his own melodies. It’s fragile, like the nursery rhymes I used to sing with Theo when we were young, but more angular. Isaac looks at me when I enter, but he keeps humming, holding on to the last notes of his song. I bring his drawings on the kitchen table into a rough pile, put them to one side, and make him breakfast. Some of the bread isn’t mouldy, and we have a small chunk of butter left over from last week.

‘I’ll try to get you something nice,’ I sign. ‘Some fresh food.’

His hum gets louder and opens up into a bright ah sound.

‘Remember, to yourself,’ I say.

‘To myself,’ he signs back, and he stops singing, out loud at least.

We make our way down the stairs, past graffiti, empty cans thrown into corners, a bald man I don’t recognise. The turn-over in this place is rapid. I glance behind me, and notice he’s wearing a UV suit, similar to those worn by the police, but he disappears around the corner before I can see if there’s any writing on the back. Isaac pulls me forward, and I’m hit by the acrid smell of fresh paint. Some new tags have appeared, one in bright green letters with liquid still running down the edge of a newly formed t. I don’t know what most of the words mean – new gang names, or just kids making things up.

A column of hot air rushes up the stairwell, and with it a deep, resonating sound. Isaac breaks free of my hand and skips down the next few steps, running towards the noise. He reaches a balcony looking out over the river and starts jumping up to try to hear the sound more clearly. I catch up to him. ‘Okay, headphones on.’ I take his CD player out of my bag, put fresh batteries in, place the headphones around his head, and press play. He disappears into the music.

Jarvis is sitting at his desk when we reach the bottom of the stairs, his head down, writing. When he sees us, he smiles, and starts jogging towards Isaac, raising his hand when he reaches him. He looks tired. Isaac is staring at the spinning CD in his player. I gently press his shoulder, tip my head towards Jarvis, and Isaac reaches up to complete the high-five. A little ritual turning over.

‘Hi, Isaac,’ Jarvis says, signing the words with his speech.

‘Hello, Jarvis.’ I respond on Isaac’s behalf. The high-five is enough for him and he begins to pull at a loose thread on his hoody.

‘Busy day?’

‘No more than usual.’

Jarvis turns and walks back to his desk.

‘Two patrols have been past, disturbances from Flats 5 and 21 again. A gunshot just after midday. Couldn’t place it. You’re the first person I’ve spoken to since handover.’

‘I saw someone new upstairs. Do you know who he is?’

‘What does he look like?’

‘Bald, middle-aged, that’s all I caught. He had a UV suit on.’

‘No, sorry. I’ve not been told anything yet,’ he says. ‘Might be official.’

Isaac looks into Jarvis’s office, then back to me, as if waiting to be told what to do next.

‘We’d better go,’ I say to Jarvis. A look of disappointment flashes across his face.

‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t worry,’ he says. ‘I understand.’

Isaac starts poking his big toe through a growing hole in his shoe. I raise his chin with my hand and take his eyes into mine.

‘Okay?’ I sign, and he nods back at me. I look up at Jarvis. ‘Will we see you in the morning?’

‘Yep,’ he replies. ‘The new night porter likes to leave early.’

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Have a good night.’

‘You too.’

The Southern Bank is quiet this evening. By the river, a few homeless people sleep on benches or on the ground, a group of teenagers in hoods have taken over a skatepark, commuters walk towards the South Station. I stand still for a while, holding Isaac’s hand, and look over to the northern side of the river. The setting sun brightens the edges of the dark buildings on the embankment, like they’re being lit from the inside. I wait for the light to recede, but before it can, Isaac nudges my side with his elbow. I look down and smile, and we move on.

We walk west, following the river, and turn off towards the station. Commuters appear from all directions. Most people are moving quickly, but a few are stationary: standing in the doorways of boarded-up shops, sitting on the steps, leaning their backs against railings and statues, all of them looking up to the sky. You can hear the Soundfield so clearly tonight. It’s the humidity. The air is thick and hot, and the dull Hum from the Field is racing through it. It’s easier to tune out the noise when it’s just a distant drone, something that lives in a separate world, tens of kilometres above our heads, but today it’s impossible to ignore. Some people have earplugs in, those who can’t bear the sound, but it doesn’t bother me that much. I’m used to it, and the earplugs don’t stop the vibrations anyway. But I still won’t look up like others, not yet. I’ll just listen. Isaac has now tilted his head to the sky and has started humming along with the Field. A B-flat, I think, two octaves higher than the drone. To him, the Soundfield is beautiful. He doesn’t know what the world was like before it arrived, so he doesn’t fear or hate it. He loves it, and so I try to imagine what he’s seeing. The first stars in the night, the dissolving sun, a shimmering field of dust and dark.

Isaac gets distracted by the preacher standing at the entrance to the South Station, and I have to pull him past her. She’s half-shouting, half-singing, something about priests and trumpets, performing her lines as if she’s in a play, and I can still hear her as we pass through the barriers into a world of glass and metal. This is the city I know – busy and anonymous. I look towards our spot. It’s clear, but there’s a police officer standing just next to it. I’ll need to turn my back to him. Isaac knows what to do and runs ahead, letting go of my hand. He turns towards me when I emerge out of the crowd. I crouch down and take his CD player out of the front pocket of his hoody. Battery level looks good, the headphones are attached, the CD spinning. I can’t remember what music I put in yesterday, but hopefully he’ll have enough for the rest of the journey. I return the headphones to his ears, pull his hood up around the cups, and push the player back into his pocket. I put my head against his head and close my eyes. I find his smell behind the days of dirt. The volume is too loud. ‘A little lower,’ I sign, and he reaches into his pocket to turn the wheel on the side of the player.

‘Ready?’ I say.

‘Ready,’ he signs back.

We stop at the sharp edge of a block of commuters flanked by a line of armed police officers reaching round to the left. The message from the two huge screens is read by a man today, and the novelty makes it harder to ignore. Notices about armed guards and unattended items, things we used to hear before the world collapsed, along with some new-world announcements. ‘The Atavism Programme is our future: your child could be a part of that future.’ It’s read as if it means nothing, but it means everything to me.

We filter into the crowd, joining a stream of people heading underground. Down below, the Hum of the Soundfield has gone, along with noise from the screens and tannoy, but it’s louder than anywhere up top. I feel the weight of hundreds of people around me. The metallic air makes it difficult to breathe. A train arrives. It’s full, but a man in a string vest tries to force himself into a carriage. The people inside start shouting and push him back onto the platform. He tries again. A hand forces him out, and he falls to the floor. He picks himself up and feels the back of his head. I see blood on his fingers. The next train is nearly empty. We find two seats, Isaac opposite me, and I have to concentrate hard to stop myself from gagging with the smell of vomit. But Isaac doesn’t seem to notice. His feet are jiggling.

‘Hold still,’ I sign, and he nods back.

I get out my notes for today’s lecture and start looking over them. Reams of thumbed paper, slightly stained by coffee. I don’t really need to do this but it’s comforting, and I need something to distract me from the smell. ‘Verbal dyspraxia . . .’, ‘. . . genome sequencing’, ‘. . . the KE family’, ‘. . . transcription factors’, ‘. . . the language gene’.

‘Do you know what makes you you?’ I hear Dad’s voice in my head. I was five, maybe six – a decade before the Soundfield arrived.

‘Well, Hannah, it’s your DNA. Deoxyribose nucleic acid,’ he said, drawing two interlocking helical strands on a piece of paper. ‘DNA makes up our genes, and genes are the things which make us unique.’ He smiled at me. ‘The structure of DNA was discovered by two scientists called Watson and Crick. After they had found this special shape,’ – he pointed at his drawing – ‘they ran into a pub in Cambridge and shouted that they had “unlocked the secret of life”. Science is what makes the world come alive, Hannah. Never forget that.’

This is the only complete memory I have of him, and I’m not even sure it’s real. But that phrase – unlocked the secret of life – stayed with me even after he left. I would sometimes lie in bed and imagine I was like those men, making discoveries, unlocking the secrets of the world. What Dad didn’t tell me was that Watson and Crick’s discovery couldn’t have happened without the work of another scientist, Rosalind Franklin. He must have known about Franklin, but he chose to leave her out. I don’t why he did that. I would have liked the story better with her in it.




CHAPTER TWO

I let go of Isaac’s hand as we travel up the escalator. He stands one step above me, stretching his arm out to reach the handrail, rhythmically tapping his fingers to his music. As we get closer to the surface, the Soundfield’s Hum slowly reappears. The tunnel traps the sound, making the screws and loose metal of the escalator shake. The noise vibrates in me, like it’s trying to break me, but in the lulls between the peaks, there’s almost nothing of the Field. It’s not silent, but it’s quiet enough that I can hear the escalator, people talking, bags rustling, and I can imagine a world where the Soundfield doesn’t exist.

I’m not concentrating, and trip over at the top of the escalator. I find my balance, take Isaac by the hand, and lead him out of the station, into the night and warm air. A police convoy goes past at speed – three armoured trucks, one with a dozen men sitting in two rows in the back. I drop my head to hide my face. The officers’ clothes and guns are painted in amber by the streetlights, like a filter has been thrown over the scene.

We walk down a long street then turn a corner. At the end of the road, I see two men standing next to a small sentry box, one of them carrying an assault rifle. The letters Tertiary Education Unit 14 sit on the wall of the large building behind them, lit by harsh white light. We join a short queue leading to the entrance. I drop down to Isaac’s level, remove his headphones from underneath his hood and put his CD player in my bag.

‘Okay?’ I sign, and he nods hesitantly. We shuffle forward.

‘Passes, please.’ I recognise the guard’s voice – he’s been with us for a few weeks now. I hand over our ID cards, and he scans them with a small machine in his hand. The screen reflects in his visor. I see our mirrored names, our fake names.

‘Morning, Dr Williams,’ he says, ‘and Isaac. Go on through.’

The doors slam shut behind us as we enter the building, and I notice the smell of damp has faded since yesterday. We pass through a pair of large double doors with the words Departments of Astrophysics, Molecular Biology and Genetics written above, and turn right to sign in. No other lecturers have arrived yet. I record my arrival time on the screen and make my way down the corridor towards my office, letting go of Isaac’s hand so he can walk ahead of me. He feels safe here; so do I. There’s a row of lockers on the left, some still held closed with rusted padlocks; a glass presentation case on the other wall, now empty apart from a small silver trophy, knocked onto its side and collecting dust. The ceiling sits low in the corridor – low enough that you could reach it with a good jump – and the lights flicker erratically. I imagine this place filled with colour and light and young children. My school wasn’t unlike this one. Our building was grey, and every surface felt cheap, but there was life in it. I learnt things there that changed the way I thought about the world, and so it was my home for a while. This place can feel like that sometimes.

I pass Lecture Halls One, Two and Four, and make my way down to the far end of the corridor to my office. The room opposite mine is being cleared for a new professor, but there’s no one in it yet and there are no other offices beyond mine. It’s a dead end. I have this area to myself, set back from the two corridors branching off to the other lecture halls.

Isaac runs to the corner of the room and jumps into the swivel chair, spinning himself around a few times. I put my bag down, take out my notes, and place them on the desk. The room is falling apart – there are exposed wires hanging from the ceiling, a large crack in the window which seems to be getting bigger, and a heavy whiteboard that’s coming off the wall – but I don’t mind. It’s mine, and Isaac’s. Our broken world.

I scan the bookcase and pick out a textbook on botany, turn to the pages on plant structure, and put it in front of him. He stops spinning in the chair, regains his balance, and grabs the heavy book with both hands, pulling it towards himself. He starts passing his index finger over the words and stops at a diagram of the reproductive parts of a flower.

‘That’s how a flower makes more of itself,’ I say, moving my flattened left hand in an up-and-down motion against my right hand to show the sign for reproduction. Isaac repeats it back to me.

‘Reproduction, that’s it.’

He turns back to the book and starts humming quietly as he flips through the pages, but I don’t stop him singing this time. He won’t be heard all the way down here.

I leave Isaac and head to Lecture Hall Three. I think I’m teaching there first.

‘Hannah, can I have a word?’

Dr Manners is walking towards me. He’s dressed like someone playing the part of a professor in a film – round glasses and a woollen cardigan.

‘Morning, Peter. Can it wait? I’m about to teach.’ He stands too close, and I can smell the cigarettes on his breath.

‘It won’t take long. We need someone to cover David’s class in the morning. He’s off again. It’s only one lecture – on the FOXP2 . . .’

‘No, I’m sorry. I can’t.’ I interrupt him. ‘I’ve got to look after Isaac, and I’m going to see my mum after I’ve finished teaching. Why don’t you ask Alice?’

‘She’s on at the same time. At any rate, she’s covered more than anyone else.’

‘I’m sorry. No one else can take care of Isaac.’ I walk away, trying not to catch his eye.

‘Hannah . . .’ he says firmly.

I don’t look back. I can imagine his face; I don’t need to see it.

I’m halfway into the lecture hall before my mind comes back to the present. The students have already gone quiet, as they always do when a teacher enters. It’s a little unnerving, although I’m just the cue, not the reason for their silence. I reach the lectern at the front and take in the room. Lecture Hall Three is a hybrid thing: two old square classrooms over two floors knocked into one, with tiered seating retrofitted onto the back. The metal structure seems to pull at the walls, like it might collapse in on itself one day.

‘Good evening, everyone.’ My eyes catch the camera in the far-right corner and the guard standing just beneath it. He’s watching the students. I guess about twenty missing today. Still, the room feels full enough. I turn my back to the class and write three words in chalk on the board as I begin my lecture.

‘We’ve learnt more about the neurological basis of movement, sight, or anything associated with the brain, by seeing what happens when something goes wrong than in any other context.’ I put down the chalk and look at the words I’ve just written.

‘Take the well-known example of Phineas Gage.’ I turn to face the room. ‘Gage was a nineteenth-century railroad foreman who had a horrific accident whilst working on the construction of a new railway in Cavendish, Vermont in September 1848. At the time of the incident, he was preparing a blasting hole, which involved boring a deep hole into a rock, placing some explosive powder and a fuse at the bottom, and then packing it with sand or clay using a tamping iron – a large metal rod that, in Gage’s case, was about a metre long and three centimetres in diameter. At around half-past four in the afternoon, Gage was finishing his preparations, when he was distracted by something behind him. He turned around, and unintentionally put his head over the blasting hole. The tamping rod sparked against the rock, the explosive powder ignited, and the rod fired out towards Gage. At the time his mouth was open – he was about to speak – and so the rod passed through his mouth, into his brain, past his left eye, then out through the frontal bone, fracturing his skull. The tamping rod landed eighty feet away, taking with it a large part of Gage’s frontal lobe. Astonishingly, he survived the accident and lived a relatively normal life afterwards. But something had changed in him.

‘Before September 1848, Phineas Gage was a personable, intelligent, and kind foreman who was respected by his colleagues. But after the accident, he became angry much more quickly. He swore, he was impatient, and was unable to make or stick to plans. We know now that the frontal lobe is responsible for things like decision making and future planning. And as we saw with Gage, damage to this part of the brain can cause radical changes in someone’s personality, to the point where they become unrecognisable to the people around them. Gage was still an emotional person after the accident. But the emotions he expressed were, to his friends, wrong.’

I pause to sip some water and to mark out this section from the next.

‘And this is where the KE family comes into the story. Sixteen members of the same family shared a developmental speech disorder, a condition which, similar to Gage’s frontal lobe lesion, offered us rare and invaluable insights into how the brain works. Insights which led to the discovery of a hidden gene, and which laid the foundations for our work on the Soundfield today.’

I pick up the piece of chalk in front of me and turn to the blackboard, looking at the three words written in large capital letters.

THE ATAVISM LECTURES.

‘Okay, let’s begin.’





CHAPTER THREE

I often think about the first time I gave a lecture, before I joined the TEU, before my research ended. I stumbled through my words and didn’t have them memorised, but the feeling I got from telling my story and having people listen was like nothing I’d experienced before. Fear and hope. Now, I have my scripts learnt and my pacing is honed, but I still get that feeling, even if I am being watched. I catch myself looking at the camera three times today: once when I improvise a line, another when the guard changes over, and a final time when a student leaves without explanation. When it happens, I force myself to look back into the room, at the students’ faces or their clothes. It helps, for a moment, to focus on nothing instead of everything. There’s a girl in the front row with holes in the bottom of her shoes and a small tattoo on her ankle. Behind her sits a boy in an orange top, stained with something that looks like mud on its side. On the back row on the far left is a young man wearing camouflage trousers, leaning on a leather satchel to write. Next to him is a girl, almost asleep. The students don’t seem to notice the cameras or the guards, or the weapons they carry. If you grow up in a world surrounded by ice, everything feels numb.

‘Thanks everyone,’ I say. ‘That’s all for today.’

The students start making their way down the risers, which creak under their weight. I organise my notes, bringing them together into a neat pile. As I leave, I catch the eye of the girl with the tattoo on her ankle. I give a half-smile, and she returns it. Her face is optimistic and beautiful, like the way a picture looks in your mind before you draw it. I used to date someone like her just after the Soundfield appeared. Mia, she was called. I had only dated boys before her, but I was trying things out. That’s what you do when you think the world is ending: you become everything you haven’t been before. In reality, though, the world doesn’t end in a point, but a curve.

Isaac has piled several books on my desk since I left him. He’s still got the botany one out, but he’s now found one on human evolution, along with a few musical study scores. He’s looking through an orchestral piece, something from the twenty-first century, but I can’t tell the composer. I rest my chin on his head, and peer over the music. He’s humming the bass line, two octaves up. A passacaglia, I think. The double basses are repeating their line, but it’s transposed up a semitone each time. When the viola comes in, I hum it in time with Isaac’s part, and for a few bars of music, we sing in the same register, moving in and out of each other’s lines, clashing and resolving, like waves beating against rocks. We finish the phrase, and I lift my head. Isaac turns and looks up at me, smiling.

‘Hungry?’ I sign. He nods, and I reach for my bag and get out some crackers.

‘To yourself,’ I sign.

‘To myself,’ he signs back. He grabs the desk and pulls himself forward, silently returning to the music, sprinkling crumbs onto the woodwind parts as he reads.

The rest of the night’s talks go as expected – two new groups beginning the Atavism Lectures, and one second-year class finishing off a series on bipedalism. There aren’t shutters on the windows – there’s no one in the building during the day – so I can see the night’s blackness from my office and the lecture halls. When I was at school, I used to track the passing of the day by the light – cold and sharp in the morning, at its brightest at lunch, then warm and hazy when school was about to end. Now I can’t tell what time it is. It all seems dark to me.

I’ve adjusted to working at night over the years, out of habit more than anything, but it still doesn’t feel right. My friend at university – this was back when we called them universities, and not TEUs – used to make drawings of us working in the dark: a portrait of someone sitting alone in a lab; a group of us eating a meal in the early hours of the morning. We had just switched, ahead of most of the country, and we were still working out how we felt about it. One day, she drew a picture of a faceless woman standing outside in the light, reaching her hand out in front of her to shield her eyes from the sun. She saw me looking at it.

‘It’s not done yet,’ she said.

‘What is it?’ I replied.

‘I’m trying to work out what it would be like to be out in the day again,’ she said. ‘I don’t know, it’s just an idea at the moment.’

I said it was good, then went back to my room and thought about the drawing for the next few hours whilst pretending to do some reading.

I imagined a future where we tried to adapt to the environmental changes, to live in a world of rising temperatures and toxic levels of ultraviolet radiation. I thought about how we might spend years artificially selecting for melanin production, allowing only those who could survive in the light to reproduce, first in secret, then on a global scale. I heard the protests and arguments, and calls for it to stop, but after the noise died out, I imagined those who’d survived, our descendants, stepping into the sun, shielding their eyes, walking across a burnt land to a new home.

I asked her for the drawing later, but she said she’d thrown it away.

‘I couldn’t get it right,’ she said.

*

I pack my bag as Isaac continues to read. He’s got through most of his score tonight, following every part line by line, putting it all together in his mind. He looks lost when I put it back on the shelf. ‘Tomorrow,’ I sign, and he nods back at me. I glance at the front cover so I can remember what he’s been looking at – a piece called In Seven Days.

We make our way to the exit to sign out and I hear voices coming from Lecture Hall Two a little way down the corridor. The room has just been converted into a temporary staff area, with a few plastic chairs around the edge, a couple of folding tables, and old coffee machine at the side. I haven’t got time to go in, I’ve got to get to Mum, but I can’t help turning my head as I pass. A group are talking in heavy tones, standing in a tight circle. Alice comes out of the room, sees me, and smiles apathetically. I wonder if she’s covering David’s lecture.

‘Alice?’ She turns around. ‘What’s happening?’

She looks back towards the exit, as if she’s deciding whether or not to abandon the conversation before it’s begun.

‘It’s David, why he’s not in today. His son, Arth, has been adopted.’ She says this with little emotion and starts walking away.

‘Do you know how it happened?’ I say.

She turns her head back to me and looks at Isaac. She sighs, and her expression softens.

‘You know how it is,’ she says in a low voice, ‘it comes out of nowhere. They were buying supplies, I think, David and Ellie, and Arth wandered off. They only noticed a few minutes later, but by then he’d already been taken. David spoke to one of them. They gave him some bullshit about how much their son might contribute to the Programme. Ellie couldn’t stop crying. I don’t know how they’re going to cope . . .’

‘Will he come back if he doesn’t pass the tests?’

Alice touches her belly without thinking. I’d forgotten. I shouldn’t have said anything. She sees me looking and pulls her hand away like a child who’s been caught stealing.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say quickly.

‘It’s fine,’ she replies, shaking her head gently. ‘They don’t know if Arth will come back. No one ever knows.’

I’ve only met Ellie once, when she came to collect David a few months ago. Arth was with her. He looked about the same age as Isaac. She seemed nice, and Arth was sweet.

‘Thank you for telling me,’ I say.

Alice gives a half-formed smile and walks off, but before she goes into her office, I see her return her hand to her belly. A deliberate thought this time, not a reflex. I feel sick imagining how she’s feeling. I think they take the baby’s blood before they cut the cord.

I take Isaac to one side, under the shadow of a row of tall lockers, and pull his CD player out of my bag. He takes his headphones, threads the wire under his hoody, and places the cups over his ears, and I press play.

‘Time to go home,’ I sign.

As we retrace our steps from last evening, I can feel the buildings cooling, breathing for a moment before they’re set alight by the day. The return journey is always easier, somehow. I’m sweaty and tired, and my mouth tastes metallic from talking, but I’ve lost the weight of the work, and have had a few more hours with my son. When we get to the South Station, the preacher has moved away from our entrance, but I can still hear her. She must be in the tunnel on the west side. Isaac lowers his headphones, looks in the direction of the sound, then back to me, with hope in his eyes.

‘This evening,’ I say as we head towards the river, ‘I’m sure she’ll be here then.’

The water is still and dark and I stop for a moment by the embankment wall. I think of David and Ellie and their son, and I make myself feel cold. I haven’t actually felt cold in years, but I can think of a time when I was cold, and I can remember what it was like. I can put myself back in that feeling.

When we were young, Theo and I used to go skating on the lake when it had frozen over. It was one of the only things we did together, and I looked forward to it every year. He would help me put on my boots, tying my laces in double knots. I would hold on to his hand tightly to keep me upright. We would skate for hours at a time. But eventually, the winters were too warm for the water to freeze completely, even before the Soundfield heated everything up, and by the time I was fourteen the lake had stopped freezing altogether.

The last year we went out, when I was nine, the water looked solid, but the ice was really only thick enough to skate at the edges. I was getting good by then, so made my way out by myself, pushing away from the beach. I don’t remember much of what happened next, but I remember the deep cracking sound and the cold hitting me. I remember the feeling escaping from my arms and legs. I remember trying to call out but no sound appearing. I remember the way it set my skin on fire and forced the air from my lungs.

Isaac is on his toes, trying to look out over the wall. I lift him up and put him down next to me. His feet dangle over the rocks and water below. The Soundfield’s Hum comes into my mind, and I realise I’ve been blocking it out all night. I’ve learnt to do it over the years. But it feels more present here, next to the river, like it’s being funnelled towards us by the water and stone. Isaac squeezes my arm.

‘Are you alright?’ I sign, but before he can reply, he looks up and the Hum disappears, like it’s been turned off in the sky. What’s left is an empty quiet. I close my eyes and hold my breath, waiting for someone to give it back to me. Musical lines like wordless voices appear from the stillness, bending outwards like a fractal pattern. The voices rise until they come together on a single note, their harmonics stacking into a column of burning sound, reaching up to the edge of the sky. It turns quickly into a new note, leaving an echo of the last pitch behind it, then slides up to a final cry. It gets louder, quickly, but then stops just as fast, falling back into the silence. After a moment, the Hum returns, and I check on Isaac. His eyes are wide open, looking at the stars. He’s breathing heavily. His face is alight.





CHAPTER FOUR

Isaac catches sight of Jarvis through the glass front door of Mandalay House before I do. He runs ahead, and tries to push the door open, making a small noise with the effort. I reach him, we push together, and I smile as I make him believe he’s done all the work.

Jarvis glances up from his desk.

‘Morning, Hannah.’

He notes down our time of arrival in the book in front of him.

‘Do you want to sign in for the day?’ he says, but before I can reply, Isaac has disappeared into Jarvis’s office.

‘How was your night?’ Jarvis says, abandoning his last question.

‘It was fine,’ I reply, and I try to think of anything else to say, but nothing comes to my mind. Jarvis turns his head towards his room, and I look as well. Isaac is sitting on the worn leather sofa and has started playing with a pack of cards, arranging them by colour. He’ll shuffle them soon, then re-start.

‘I see Isaac has settled himself in,’ Jarvis says.

‘He knows the routine better than me. Did you sleep okay?’

‘Better than most.’

I think about what it would be like to sleep at night again, and it makes me tired.

‘Are you visiting your mum this morning?’ he asks. He didn’t forget his first question. It was just on hold.

‘Yes, if that’s alright. I’ll only be an hour. She doesn’t need much.’ I bring my bag up to the desk and start looking for ration vouchers.

‘Do you want some of these, for your time?’ I show him my hand, and he looks surprised. ‘It’s just you’ve done this so many times, I feel I should give you something.’

‘You don’t need to pay me.’

‘It’s not payment, it’s just some food rations. I’ve got some spare.’

‘I know that’s a lie.’

I gaze at him, and he smiles kindly.

‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘I like looking after him. It’s the only company I really get in the week.’ He laughs, and I push the vouchers back into my bag. He’s right. I need them for Mum and Isaac, and last for me. I go to check on Isaac. His CD player is low on battery, so I find two new ones and slot them in. Only four left. I’ll need to get some more. I put in another disc – Scriabin piano music this time – and say goodbye, kissing Isaac on the forehead.

I head back out into the corridor. Jarvis has his head down, writing. I see my name, and Isaac’s.

‘Thank you for doing this, Jarvis.’

He looks up.

‘It’s okay,’ he replies softly.

This is the only time during the week that I’m not with Isaac. I’m walking empty. It’s like when you take something off that you’ve worn for years, a watch or a ring, and you don’t just feel light, you feel out of balance. Your muscles move as if you’re still holding the thing, like your mind can’t accept that it’s not there. Your arm is heavy with no weight on it. That’s how I feel without him.

I head back to the river and turn right towards Holland Market. In the distance, I can see its extremities; an ugly, industrial building with a large tower rising from its centre. I think it was some sort of art gallery before the Field, but everything has lost its old purpose now, turned into markets, or shelters, or taken over by the government. When I arrive, I walk through an opening at the base of the vast tower and move into a cavernous, mostly empty hall. Half of it is locked in shadow. Above, three rows of heavy glass panels – some shattered, most covered in dirt – let in hazy columns of moonlight.

It’s busy this morning. There are people everywhere. I begin my rounds, starting with the stalls on the right-hand side. I get some soup and canned meat for Mum, and bread, crackers, and other cans for me and Isaac. Batteries have gone up in price again. I get enough for three weeks, leaving only twelve vouchers for the rest of the month. I’m thinning. I’m hungry all the time, but I have no choice.

I head out of the market and onto New Bridge, now cast in shadow by the tower behind me. Across the bridge, I turn right, following the curve of the river. After a while, Mum’s block of flats comes into view, arching awkwardly above the skyline. There’s a small crowd outside the front of the building. I stop. It’s a group of men, all wearing the same dark coats, with the same vertical line shaved into the back of their heads. One of them batters a fist on the window of a ground-floor flat and peers inside. He says something, and the men laugh raucously. I hide behind the edge of the building next to me. The man by the window picks up a stone and throws it through the glass. ‘Are you in there?’ he shouts through the hole. He spits on the wall of the flat as the group disperses.

When they’re gone, I head to the front door and look in through the broken window. I see an old man sweeping up shards of glass. A cat is perched on the dresser next to him, stretching. The man looks at me, stops brushing, and smiles weakly.

I head inside and run upstairs to the third floor. ‘Mum, it’s me,’ I say as I enter. No answer. I pick up a pile of leaflets and notices lying on the hallway floor. ‘Mum?’ I call. I hear a noise from the living room. She’s here. I look at the papers in my hand. Two notices from the police and one from the porter reminding people to lock their doors during the day – ration cards are getting more expensive; people are getting desperate. I turn right into the kitchen, put the leaflets down on the table, and start unpacking the food. I still need to deal with the fridge; I can smell it already.

‘Has the fridge been working at all, Mum?’ Still no answer. I open the door. The stench is unbearable. It’s obviously not been on for days. There are some potatoes covered in a thick green layer; two pieces of yellowing chicken. Triple rations, wasted. Why did I bring her to this place? I close the fridge, trapping the smell for now, and head down the corridor into the living room. Mum is sitting in her armchair, looking out of the window, a cup of untouched tea and a shortbread biscuit on the table next to her.

‘Hi, Mum.’ She turns to look at me.

‘Hello, Hannah.’ I can’t tell if she’s happy to see me.

‘Why didn’t you answer? Could you hear me?’

‘Yes, but I’m not going to shout.’

‘You know the fridge isn’t working?’ She doesn’t answer and looks out of the window again. ‘Have you told the porter? Mum?’ No reply. ‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘I’ll deal with it. I’ve got some food for you.’

‘No canned meat, Hannah. It tastes like dog food.’

‘It’s fine, Mum.’ I go to take her tea.

‘Leave that. I haven’t finished.’

She must be in pain today.

‘That’s alright,’ I say, ‘I’ll stay for a bit, keep you company.’

I hear something from the street. More shouting. The voice from earlier. I go to the window and look down. The men in black coats are staring out over the river. One is pissing through the railings.

‘Hooligans,’ Mum says. ‘It’s getting worse. The police don’t do anything.’

‘I know, Mum.’

I sit down on the hard sofa and wait for the shouting to stop. When it does, I look back at Mum and the room. Every surface is covered with things – decorative containers, vases, books, photos, a silver magnifying glass, a framed newspaper clipping from before I was born. Elias and I carried the boxes up the stairs for her, but Mum wanted to unpack them herself. I know why. I would have asked her to throw most of it away. Most of it, but not all of it. On the small table on my right is a picture of Theo and me surrounded by sharp grass and sand. I look young, three or four maybe.

‘We were at the beach on the eastern shore when I took that,’ Mum says, seeing me looking at the photo. ‘Miles of sand and trees. You loved it there.’

‘I don’t remember it being taken.’

‘Theo would.’ She looks away from me. ‘Such a clever boy,’ she says quietly, like she doesn’t want me to hear. In the picture, I’m sitting on the edge of a dune, looking beyond the camera, and Theo is pulling some grass out of the ground, kicking up sand. He always liked to break things, but he rarely put them back together again.

‘Was Dad with us on that holiday?’ I say, and Mum shifts in her chair, as if she’s trying to turn away from me. I shouldn’t have asked. ‘Have you had any food today?’ No answer again. ‘Mum?’

‘No, but I don’t want any of your canned stuff.’

I wonder if she ever eats, or just throws away the things I buy her, or lets them rot in the fridge. She looks so small, like scrunched-up paper. I get up to pass the biscuit to her. She shakes her head and continues to look out of the window. It’s impossible not to be reminded of Theo when I come here. Most of the wall in front of me has been given over to his things: a photo of him at his passing-out ceremony, a copy of the letter from when he was mentioned in dispatches, his first uniform sitting neatly on a small table in the corner. Mum did this all herself. I didn’t even know she had half of this stuff.

Mum picks up her tea and takes a sip. She winces. It’s obviously gone cold, but she won
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