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You know when you worry about everything all the time? Sometimes it turns out that it’s the thing you haven’t bothered to think about – the thing that’s too outlandish, even for you – that turns out to be the one that’s going to get you. That was what happened that day.

It was a cold afternoon, a Thursday. There was a Christmas party going on at college and everyone else was there. I never went to parties, so I had slipped out of the building and melted away (knowing no one would notice), and now I was walking round the park to kill time. Mum worked at home, and I didn’t want to see the pity and frustration on her face when she realized I hadn’t gone to the Christmas thing. I was planning to wait it out for a bit and then pretend I’d had a lovely time.

The grass was still crunchy underfoot in the shade. I crisscrossed the park to stomp on the crispest leaves, telling myself that I would need to be braver than this in future, because I had promised myself I would audition for the play, and a girl who couldn’t walk into a dining hall to eat a handful of Quality Street and listen to the student choir singing ‘Jingle Bells’ wasn’t going to be very good at standing on a stage and declaiming Shakespeare.

Whenever my stomping took me close to the children’s playground I looked at the toddlers running and climbing and tried to remember if I had ever felt so carefree and un-self-conscious.

I wished afterwards that I could go back and recapture that ordinary boredom and mild self-loathing, but it turned out that nothing feels the same when all your assumptions about what might happen next have been ripped away, and you’ve discovered you don’t have a future at all.

It changed slowly, and then fast. A man was staring at his phone. Then half the adults in the park were doing the same. Someone cried out. The atmosphere changed (appropriately), and I took my phone out of my pocket to see what had happened.

A newsflash had been delivered to my lock screen, even though I had settings that definitely didn’t allow them.


The United Nations, in conjunction with a coalition of the world’s governments, has confirmed that an accelerated atmospheric shift is underway and that it will have ‘profound consequences’ for the Earth and its population. Click for more details.



I clicked, but there were no more details because the network had crashed. I didn’t need to see those details anyway, because I’d seen the rumours over the past few months, and had happily ignored them while worrying instead that I couldn’t speak to the girl I liked, and that I wasn’t sure if I was brave enough to audition for Juliet. That proves that even if you try to keep yourself safe by dwelling on all the bad things you can think of, something huge will always manage to slip through. I knew what the story was: the thawing of the permafrost had unleashed such an unexpectedly massive load of carbon dioxide, laced with various toxins, that it was fast becoming impossible for humans to live here. We didn’t have time to evolve to thrive in our new atmosphere. That at least was what the rumours had said.

Later, when I did get to read the detail, I discovered that it was all true, and a date had been calculated for the definitive change of the air: September the seventeenth. Less than a year away.

Anyone with existing breathing difficulties would probably die before that. So would the birds, and some of the animals. We had done this to ourselves, and to the creatures, and there was very little we could do about it. It was the catastrophic breakdown of everything.

In the park everyone was just staring, like I was. Even the children, who couldn’t possibly have understood, seemed to be frozen, mid-jump, mid-climb, mid-shout.

If the robins in the trees had had phones, they would have been looking at them too (and tweeting: ‘The birds die first?’). The squirrels in the branches (‘And the small animals?’). The dogs on the leads. The cats. The rats. The ants and the mice. The newsflash beamed across the world in a moment, invisible until it landed, and then everywhere.

The world paused. I watched the other people. Everyone had taken something out of a pocket. Everyone was staring. There was a hiatus, because it was not a thing you could understand at first.

Then things continued. A discarded burger wrapper was the first to move. The wind blew, the children jumped, the birds flew, and everyone apart from me started to talk. A man started crying. I watched people trying to make phone calls. The rumours had been around for months and it shouldn’t have been a surprise – and yet it was.

I walked to the nearest bench and sat down. There was a woman already there, who was old enough to have been my grandmother and I wished she was (my grandmother had died last year), and we looked at each other, then quickly away.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘How about that?’

I couldn’t answer.

‘OK for me really. I’ve lived my life and I’ll take all my pills before this happens. This isn’t the way I’m going to go, thank you very much. It’s you young people … I mean, look at them, the kiddies. And you. A pretty girl like you. So much ahead.’

I wished she would stop talking. I followed her gaze to the children in the play park, and thought of Sofie and Hans-Erik. I pulled my hair round my hand and nodded. I wrote a text to my mum that just had a couple of words in it (Oh, Mum) but it didn’t go through. I wanted to see Zoe, and I wondered what the scene was like at the Christmas party. I pictured it: happy, noisy, and then frozen, as everyone realized that there wouldn’t be a next Christmas. I sat still for a while and just stared at the park. The grass was scrappy at this time of year, and I wondered whether the worms were going to be all right.

I didn’t realize I was running, but when I looked down I saw that my feet were slapping over cold grass, and I was heading for the street. I bolted down the pavement, ignoring everyone, swerving on to the road when I needed to. We lived two blocks from the park, and as soon as I was running downhill towards home, the door swung open and there was my mother, on the threshold, waiting. I ran straight into her, and she grabbed me and held me, and even though I was taller and chunkier than she was, I wanted to be her baby again.

When I stopped trembling we sat on the sofa. Mum made us both sweet tea, handing me the mug with a hand that wasn’t quite steady. She had somehow gathered together all the chocolate in the house and laid it out on the coffee table.

‘Right,’ she said, when she’d settled down beside me. She handed me a Twix. I opened it. ‘OK. So it seems I was wrong.’

My parents (all four of them, but particularly Mum) had insisted that the stories were rubbish, and I’d happily believed them. Teachers said it was scaremongering, and that we were being hysterical by believing it. Mr Baxter, my drama teacher, had given us a whole month of lessons themed around doomsday cults and mass hysteria, to give us what he called ‘much-needed perspective’. Everyone had come together to push the view that these rumours were what happened when you allowed anyone to say anything they wanted on the internet anonymously.

My mum – the person I looked to for reassurance above everyone else – had insisted so hard that there was no truth in it that I had been a tiny bit suspicious of what she really thought. She’d called it ‘laughable’ and ‘stupid’. She said science didn’t work like that. She did big laughs out loud to show how ridiculous it was. She agreed that there were lots of things to worry about, but insisted that we weren’t all heading for a mass extinction in the immediate future at least, that if there was something like that on its way, scientists would have sorted it out by now.

She said we should take it as a wake-up call and clean up our act.

Now, of course, she was struggling, but, still, she was trying to be brave. I had chosen to believe her, and Mr Baxter, and everyone else, because it seemed too outlandish even for me to spend too much time worrying about this. It had barely made my top-eleven worries until now. I knew that I would have to scribble over the other ten because this was now the only thing.

I pictured the permafrost. I imagined it thawing out, and a green cloud coming from it and spreading across the planet. There was a reason that that stuff had been locked away, and we had undone it.

I dropped the Twix and grabbed Mum’s hand and gasped for breath. Thinking about it made me panic and fill my lungs with all the air I could, as fast as I could, while it was still there.

She held me and muttered into my hair. ‘Oh, Libby,’ she said, and then she whispered something about violence, but I didn’t stop to ask what she meant. I supposed there would be violence, but I had no capacity to think about that. Not yet.

There was, of course, a caveat, and when Mum found it in the small print she seized upon it. ‘Look!’ she said. ‘It might be all right. They might be able to sort it out.’

I didn’t understand how, but there was a chance that things might be OK. There was an operation underway to minimize the effects, to recapture the carbon and neutralize the other stuff. Meanwhile, finally, we were cleaning up our act, for all the good that would do. All fossil-fuel plants had been closed, all flights had been stopped, and forests were being intensively planted in an attempt to try to push the genie back into the bottle. I didn’t read the science: I just looked at the numbers. Seventy per cent, they think. Seventy per cent we all die. Thirty per cent, somehow, life continues, though it might be through gas masks.

Seventy per cent was a lot. If I got that in a test at college I would be quite pleased.

One minute you’re walking in the park, pretending to be at a party. Then you discover that the next nine months will probably be your last. Everyone’s last: a reverse gestation. You realize that you happen to be alive at the time when your species becomes extinct, and you wonder whether any part of you could come to find that quite interesting.

You have to decide whether to go with it meekly like you usually do, or to do something brave, to live your last months with all the energy and bravery you can muster, to rage against the dying of the light.
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Part One



WINCHESTER




Things to do Before the End of the World …




1. Audition for Juliet

January

In the weeks that followed I stayed in my room and unravelled. I kept the curtains closed and put on the music that spoke to my mood. I didn’t read, didn’t write, didn’t draw, and I certainly didn’t look at the internet. I just shut down. My music rewound time, from Billie Eilish to Kate Tempest to Radiohead to Deftones to Leonard Cohen to Rachmaninoff.

I carried on eating because Mum knew that if she put a plate of honey toast beside me I would eat it, and if she put a cup of hot chocolate next to it I would drink that without even noticing.

I had, of course, known that I was going to die one day. Everyone works it out once they get to the age of about three and discover that even their beloved parents can’t promise otherwise. Parents have to admit that, yes, you will die but it will be a long, long time in the future, and, yes, admittedly, they will die too but you’ll be grown-up by then and probably have children of your own. I (along with everyone else in the world) just needed to come to terms with the fact that it was going to happen sooner than I’d planned, and also that it would be horrible in a way I couldn’t imagine, even though I thought about it all the time.

Merry Christmas!

The further out I zoomed my perspective, the calmer I became. I was born: that is an incredibly unlikely fact, right there. My life, in cosmic terms, would be over anyway, almost before it began, whatever happened. The whole of the human race was insignificant, if you looked from a wide enough distance. It took me a long time to get to that, and it was hard work keeping it up as a perspective, but it was the only thing I could do. Around me the world burned and rioted and fought and cried. Christmas came and went, and then, somehow, things carried on.

When I emerged in January, ready to go back to college and see what the remaining months might hold, I discovered that most people had found ways of dealing with what was happening. While I had been shut away, my mother had, in an unlikely turn of events, started going to church. It had started on Christmas Day; now, after a few weeks, she had decided the C of E was ‘too woolly’ in the face of oncoming catastrophe, and was going to look further afield. My stepfather, Sean, declared the whole thing was a hoax and wouldn’t happen (‘And if it’s not a hoax, it’s best to act as if it was’), and was carrying on as normal. Dad and Anneka had also opted to ignore it because they had small children and their days were busy enough to allow them to shut out that kind of thing. Most people, it turned out, were just getting on with it while making extravagant plans for the summer.

The coming summer was the last summer we would ever have. It was going to be filled with festivals and parties and trips and holidays and everyone doing the things they’d always wanted to do. It had been renamed the ‘end times’ by one magazine, which had stuck, and now it seemed that the whole planet was going to have a huge desperate party.

Not me, though, because I didn’t go to parties.

My tiny win turned out to be that I did find the courage to sign my name on the audition sheet for Romeo and Juliet on the first day back at college in January. If there were only a few months left, I felt I could at least try to use it for something. Even if that something was trivial to everyone else, it would be meaningful to me.

The changing of the atmosphere had, when I wasn’t looking, been named ‘the Creep’, and the term had been adopted by everyone. Similarly, the day the news broke was universally called twelve-twelve. I pictured the Creep day and night: that green cloud creeping across the planet, over land and sea, poisoning everything and everyone in its path until it was the only thing there was.

At college they said we still had to sit our summer exams and carry on as if things were normal. We had to leave all thoughts of impending doom at the door; and the oddest thing was that we did. We just carried on and hoped for the best, because you can’t panic for long before you run right out of energy and decide to do something normal instead to give your mind and soul a break.

I did, however, have one thing I needed to do. As soon as I got home from my first day back at college, I went to my room and tapped an email into my phone.


Dear Zoe,

Hello! I know we’re barely really ‘friends’. I know you don’t really notice me. If you were trying to lull yourself to sleep by naming all the people in your drama class (or is it just me that does that?), I’d be the one you forgot. In the morning you’d wake up and say: ‘Olivia Lewis! That’s the one.’

But I am more interesting on the inside than I am on the outside. Am I? Is that a terrible thing to say? I’m not going to send this so it doesn’t matter. Yes, I think I’m more interesting inside than my boring outside would make you think. I’m just too shy to speak, even though we’re sixteen and I should have the world at my feet. What’s left of the world. At what will soon be the decomposing remains of my feet.

Oh God! I’m terrible at this! Shit. That was not romantic. I’m trying to throw caution to the wind and make a heartfelt declaration of love, but instead I’m talking about my feet rotting.

Zoe Adebayo, I have known you since we were four, and I’m in love with you. I know you’re with Elisha and that even if you weren’t you wouldn’t be interested in me, but I’m going to be brave and say it anyway. Zoe, I love you. It started in Year Eight, and here we are now in Year Twelve. You do the math! (Four years.) I love how kind you are, how confident. I love the way you dress – the vintage men’s jackets, the tea dresses, the clompy boots. I love your hair. I … am going to stop now before this sounds too weird. I love you. I do. That’s all.

I don’t expect this to change anything, but I wanted to tell you anyway. I’m not going to send this so it doesn’t matter, but I’m glad I’ve written it down. Maybe one day, perhaps in September, I’ll be able to tell you.

Love, proper love,

Libby xxx



I saved it to drafts. I started another one.


Hey Zoe,

Are you auditioning for the play? I’ve just signed up for it. I don’t usually dare to do this kind of stuff, but as times have changed I’m thinking what the hell.

Do you fancy meeting up and looking at the script?

Libby xxx



I saved that to drafts too.


Zoe,

Fancy a coffee?

Libby xxx



I saved them all, and figured that one day I would find a way to write one that I might actually be able to send. I knew she was auditioning for the play. I had written my name underneath hers a few hours ago, had stroked her name with my fingertip when no one was looking.

I would just have to turn up and see what happened.




2. Die in front of an audience

March

‘Let me die.’

I said those words. I spoke them, and my whole heart was in them. The person I loved was dead, right in front of me, and I had nothing to live for. It was hopeless. There was no future. I knew for sure that I wasn’t going to live. I was not going to face these consequences, this left-behind world.

I lay down next to him and held him. This was it: our plan had failed. Time to die. And so I did die.

I died slowly, in agony.

I had never been happier.

I tried not to breathe, not to twitch, not to move, only half listening to the things that were going on around us. My body vibrated with the footsteps as Friar Lawrence and the others ran across the stage. Next to me, Zoe didn’t move either. My arm was thrown across her ribcage, and I gave her the tiniest squeeze. She answered by changing her breathing to do some sharp huffs of acknowledgement. I loved the smell of the dust and the make-up and the theatricality of it all. I was on the floor, and the ground beneath me made me feel safe. I just lay there, as close to Zoe as I could possibly have been, holding her, until I heard the words:


‘For never was a story of more woe

Than this of Juliet and her Romeo.’



Then the audience were applauding, and I stood up and pulled her to her feet, keeping hold of her hand for as long as I could, using my other hand to put the dagger into the pocket of my dress. We bowed, and everyone bowed, and the audience seemed to have enjoyed it (they were the world’s friendliest audience, made up of parents, bored siblings and indulgent grandparents). I looked out and saw Mum and Sean, and, right on the other side of the room, Dad and Anneka. Mum was crying, and even my dad looked as if he hadn’t hated it.

This was probably the last time I would act on a stage, and when I thought about the fact that it was over I felt the panic and horror threatening. I was clinging to the thirty per cent, and the belief that ‘they’ wouldn’t ‘let it happen’, but I didn’t really believe it. I believed in the seventy. How could you not? It was maths.

I wished I could keep my Juliet self for the next six months. I longed to be this Juliet-Olivia until the Creep came. The applause picked me up like a gust of wind and it blew me to a different place, a hillside where the sun was shining, where I could speak, where everyone was looking at me and clapping because I had done something good. I had been a good Juliet; I knew I had. They were telling me so. Life on this hillside was simple and wonderful, and perhaps, this time, I might be able to stay here, just until the end of the world.

I wanted to be like Juliet because she knew her own mind and did her own thing. I wanted to be her, apart from the bit where she died, far too young and unnecessarily.

But then Zoe pulled her hand out of mine, and we had to walk off the stage. If there had been a curtain it would have gone down for the last time, but there wasn’t, so everyone just shuffled away while the audience picked up their bags and looked at their watches.

Backstage everyone was saying things like ‘well done’ and ‘you were brilliant’, and all the cast were hugging each other and riding the adrenaline and trying to hang on to the feeling. Lots of people told me I had been awesome, and I made an effort and looked them in the eye and smiled and thanked them. I had to keep hold of this. I needed to stay this way. It was my only wish: to be someone different.

Zoe wasn’t my Romeo. I was Olivia Lewis rather than Juliet Capulet. But I could make Olivia Lewis into someone different. Someone better. Someone a bit more Juliet.

When I looked around it turned out that we were at college. The changing room was the music classroom behind the stage. The Montagues and Capulets were wearing jeans and hoodies, and hugging each other goodbye. The caretaker wanted us to leave because she needed to lock up. She was being indulgent, but there were only about another ten minutes, I was sure, before she would kick us right out.

I didn’t want to be the last to go because, it seemed, I was teetering on the verge of being the other Olivia, the one who was terrified of standing out for any reason. I shoved my stuff into my bag and walked, with Zoe, into the entrance hall where the parents were waiting. We walked in a crowd of friends. I knew that there was going to be an after-party tomorrow, but I also knew that although I was invited I wasn’t going to go to it.

‘Bye then,’ I said to Zoe, and even though my voice came out very quietly she heard, and turned and gave me a huge hug. I loved the smell of her. I loved the fact that she had cut her hair short for the play, to embody Romeo properly. I loved everything about Zoe. I held her as tightly as I could.

‘Bye, my Juliet,’ she said. ‘And – speak again, bright angel.’

‘Olivia!’ said Zoe’s dad, Chidozie, looking at me. ‘Well, you were immense! It’s like quiet Libby – gone! Juliet Capulet – present and correct! Astonishing actor in the house. Amazing. Bravo, my dear. I hope …’ He paused. ‘Well. I hope we’ll get to see you pursue a career on the stage.’

‘Thank you.’ My voice came out so quietly he could probably only tell what I said by the shape my mouth made, and by the fact that I wouldn’t, really, have been saying anything else.

I thought about Zoe’s words. They were from the play, but she knew. She knew I needed to keep speaking. She understood.

‘Darling.’ Mum was there, and there were tears in her eyes and mascara on her cheeks. ‘Oh, darling. You were amazing.’ She pulled me in for a hug. Sean rubbed my shoulder. I wanted to stay like this for as long as I could, because the magic was still there.

I could see Dad over Mum’s shoulder. He tapped his watch and mouthed, Babysitter, then waved and turned away. Anneka blew me a kiss and the two of them left in a blur of tweed jacket and stilettos.

It seeped away as I said goodbye to Zoe, who would never again be my Romeo and who would go back to barely being my friend. It melted further as I sat in the back of the car, like a child, while Mum and Sean talked about other things as we drove home through the night. By the time I took off Juliet’s make-up and got into bed it had gone. I wrote a long email to Zoe, full of love, secure in the knowledge that I wouldn’t send it. Then I cried myself to sleep, and woke up as boring-as-hell Olivia Lewis, the girl everyone forgot.




3. Don’t give up on your education

I woke late on Saturday, and I knew that the play was over and everything was bad. I didn’t want to get up and be in the world; I was terrible at it. I wondered whether I would feel more secure if I tried some meditation, or found some rules to follow.

In Year Seven and Eight I’d had a low-key friendship with a girl who had an obsessive-compulsive disorder. Shayla. It was thanks to Shayla that I stayed away from the kinds of behaviours that people would casually call ‘a bit OCD’, just in case, for me, they might be a sliding slope to actual OCD. Shayla had scrubbed her hands raw, had been tormented by visions of horrific things that would happen to her parents and brother if she didn’t complete her rituals in the right way at the right time. It had been awful for her. At the end of Year Eight her family had moved away and I didn’t think anyone from our school had stayed in touch.

I hoped Shayla was all right. I tried to imagine how she was dealing with what was happening right now.

I wasn’t Shayla, and I knew instinctively that I shouldn’t clutter up my world with ritual in case it became too important. My main way of getting through the days was by being unnoticed. Invisibility was my superpower.

I pulled on a big sweatshirt over my pyjamas, tamed my hair into a ropey plait and went downstairs to make some toast.

I would say I was born quiet, except that Mum said I cried the whole time as a baby and she thought I was going to be the noisiest child ever. But from my earliest memory (screaming and clinging to her when she tried to leave me at a nursery) I couldn’t interact with people I didn’t know. I never worked out how to be myself in a way that I could bear. I never knew how to trust the world when it was outside my control.

Now I was studying for A levels in drama, English and Spanish (exams scheduled for beyond the end of the world). And I still couldn’t speak. I had picked two subjects that involved talking, but that was because I could wear them as a disguise. English was fine because I could just read a book and then write down what I thought about it. I loved drama. And I was taking Spanish because I knew I was good at languages, and because most of it didn’t involve actually speaking: I could get through the parts that did by acting a character who lived in my head. Her name was Carmen and she was immense. She didn’t flinch at the prospect of having a long conversation with a stranger about deforestation in the Basque region; she just got on with it.

Somehow, though, I couldn’t manage to channel Carmen, or Juliet, or anyone but myself in the rest of my life. I had tried and tried and tried, but it didn’t work.

I walked my usual way to college on Monday. I put my head down and walked, alone, through the rain, with my hood up and a scarf wrapped twice round my face and shoulders. My bag was heavy on my back. I wondered what would happen if I just carried on walking, past the college, out to the main road, and on and on and on. Eventually I would reach the sea, where the bad stuff was happening to the Earth, and then I would see what happened to me.

When I passed Zoe’s house I slowed down: occasionally I managed to time my walk to college in such a way that she would come out as I was passing, and we would walk together. I thought Zoe barely noticed me when we weren’t in drama, but she would walk beside me companionably enough if we met by accident, or ‘by accident’.

Her house was smaller than ours, and there were more people living in it. I’d never been inside, so I didn’t know much more than that, but I knew that her parents were lovely. Her dad, Chidozie, was Nigerian, and her mum, Sam, looked like a classic Winchester Tory but was actually very funny, and their family was always smiling. I wasn’t stalking them.

The door opened and Hector, her little brother, came out. I heard him yell ‘Bye!’ back into the house, and I saw him slam the door and fast-walk down the pavement, with no coat on, his body braced against the rain. I watched his afro heading away from me, in the direction of our old school, and I knew he hadn’t seen me at all.

At college it turned out I was still someone, residually. It seemed that there had been a lot of our fellow students in that Romeo and Juliet audience; they were there, I supposed, to support their friends. (Can I break off here to say that I wasn’t completely friendless? I’ll come to my friend in a minute.) There was a bit of a buzz as I walked down the corridors. Perhaps I was imagining it, but I was sure I heard someone say ‘Juliet’.

A couple of people turned to look at me and I stuck my head down and pretended not to notice. I had unwound my scarf when I got indoors, but I pulled my hair across my face and used it as a shield instead. My college was a massive sixth form, with thousands of people in it, and I had liked it as soon as I arrived last September because it felt anonymous. It was far better than school had been, and also there were lockers in hallways so I could ghost through it pretending I was in one of those American high-school movies.

This morning was the first time I had felt like an actual character rather than an extra.

The corridor smelled of polish. It always did on a Monday morning. My first period today was tutor, and I was nearly there when a boy stepped in front of me.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You’re Olivia, right?’

I hesitated. ‘Yes,’ I said, but the word stuck in my throat and I ended up swallowing it back down. This happened a lot. Luckily for him, I was nodding my head at the same time.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Knew it. Saw you in the play. You were epic.’ He started walking with me. He thought I was epic. This was my moment to step out of myself. I needed to say thanks. That would have been a starting point at least. This was the person I needed to be, just until September. That was how I would hang on to a little bit of Juliet.

‘Thanks,’ I said (whispered). Triumph!

‘Yeah, it was a great production. I love it that you did it all female. Was that, like, your take on the fact that it would originally have been done all male? So Zoe Adebayo as Romeo was the equivalent of Richard Burbage?’

Yes, I wanted to say. Exactly that. The fact that the people who had signed up were eighty-four per cent female had set us off on that track, and we decided to go for it. We researched the original all-male production as best we could. It happened sometime before 1597, and every single character was played by a boy or a man. We had decided to do the opposite.

I was pretty sure my new friend already knew this, though, because all that had been in the programme, including the bit about Richard Burbage. Still, it was nice of him to want to talk. I was pleased that he’d actually read the programme notes. Zoe had been a wonderful Romeo: impulsive, sure of herself, romantic. Devoted to me.

That was all the stuff I said in my head. When I opened my mouth to join the conversation in reality, it turned out my stupid brain condensed it to ‘yep’.

He waited for me to say more. He was, I could see, a nice-looking boy, even if he did have a man bun. I tried to say more words, but then I saw that we were outside my tutor room.

‘Tutor,’ I said, motioning to it with my head, and I went in without saying goodbye.

I heard him laugh, behind me. ‘Enigmatic,’ he said. His footsteps walked away.

I went to sit with Max. One of the reasons I liked Max was because he never really wanted to talk either. He found social things as impossible as I did, and he spent all his time drawing.

‘All right,’ he said, looking over the top of his glasses at me. Max had been born in Singapore and had lived here since he was six. I considered him my best friend, even though we barely exchanged six words a day. We wrote messages to each other – that was our medium. We said quite a lot by email and WhatsApp and text. We said hardly anything through speech.

I nodded.

‘Play went well then.’ He didn’t look up from his notebook. I looked over, and saw that it was covered in a comic strip of aliens performing on a stage out in space. I tried to read what they were saying, but it was too far away.

‘Did.’

‘I wanted to come.’

‘S OK.’

We smiled at each other.

‘Hey, Libby Lewis!’ said a girl called Esme. ‘You were, like, amazing in the play. So cool!’

I felt Max looking at me. I drew up all my talking strength, and I smiled and turned to look at her, and I said, ‘Thank you very much.’ I said it clearly, and I looked her in the eye and I smiled.

‘Who knew you had it in you?’ she said, and then she lost interest and turned back to her friends.




4. Share your chocolate

On Saturday evening, with the magic of the play thoroughly gone, I went out to babysit for my tiny half-brother and -sister. There was nothing Dad and Anneka liked more than a babysitter, and I was happy to do it because there was little that made me happier than being climbed all over by my half-siblings (it sounds sarcastic, but it was true). Anneka had asked me by text:


You were so wonderful in the play. We’ve got you a little present. And the kids can’t wait to see you.

Same. I can’t wait to see them. And you didn’t need to get me anything!

Well, we did. See you at seven? Your dad has some news too. He’ll tell you on Saturday.



We hadn’t talked about whether the kids would get to grow up because Anneka refused to address the subject at all, though I supposed she and Dad must have spoken about it together. The babies were brilliant, because whenever I saw them I was sure that they would have long and happy lives. They were like seeds beginning to unfurl; it was unthinkable that they wouldn’t carry on. As far as I was aware, they knew nothing about the Creep, and I hoped that when they grew up they would look back and be amazed at how blissfully ignorant they had been of such a huge thing.

I didn’t give my dad’s news a single moment’s thought.

It was Anneka who answered the door, with Hans-Erik and Sofie dashing up behind her.

‘Wonderful,’ she said. She kissed me on the cheek. She smelled amazing, as she always did, like moisturizer and make-up and expensive perfume, and I could see that she was ready to go. Her straightened hair brushed my face.

It was cold outside: it had rained all week, and the daffodils in their front garden had collapsed under the onslaught. I took my coat off and hung it up next to all the other coats of the household, watching it drip on to the floorboards. I took my boots off too; this was a strictly no-shoes household.

Sofie and Hans-Erik flung themselves at my legs.

‘Libby!’ Sofie shouted. ‘Libby’s here! Libby’s here, Hans!’

Ever since Hans learned to walk they had become a bundle of eight limbs, a squishy spider made of toddler. There was only a year between them, and they were sticky and blond and incredibly hard work and gorgeous. I was pretty sure they loved me, and I loved them right back.

At least they were both ready for bed, for once, and they looked like the cosiest little people in the world, in onesies with feet, with fleecy dressing gowns on top. Anneka had a passionate hatred of gendered clothing and had never put Sofie in pink or Hans-Erik in blue. They were both wearing green today, and their cheeks were rosy and they smelled of baby bath product.

I crouched down and let them climb me.

‘Hey, you two,’ I said. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘We got you choclit,’ said Sofie, who always spoke for them both. Hans only managed the odd word here or there (I felt a particular kinship with him).

‘Thank you!’ I said. ‘I love chocolate.’ I stood up and carried them, with difficulty, one on each hip, into the living room. Each of them took a handful of my hair.

Dad was in there, already wearing his shoes and his jacket.

‘Olivia,’ said Dad. ‘Well done the other night. It was excellent.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Yes,’ said Dad. ‘Thanks for tonight. Here. We got you these. Don’t share them: these two have had their teeth brushed already. Take them home and have them there.’

He handed me a huge box of posh chocolates. Right in front of the children: I could hardly not share them – I smiled at them both.

‘Thanks,’ I said again. I was pretty sure I’d got my social skills from my dad, except that he was able to hold down a relationship so well that this was not his second or even third but his fourth marriage. He was pretty much Henry the Eighth. I had no idea how he’d managed to convince a beautiful Swedish woman to marry him and have his babies; I thought it must have been her idea. He wasn’t ugly, my dad, but he was a fifty-year-old man who always looked exhausted. I supposed that anyone would have looked tired if they were half a century old and spent all their time running around after giggling toddlers.

I sometimes wondered whether his four wives would meet one day at his funeral, and what it would be like if they did. I had never met wife number one, Margaret, and I didn’t know anything about her. As far as I was concerned it had begun with my mum, wife two. Number three had been evil Patsy; I had been so delighted when they divorced that I wrote her an email to tell her so and actually sent it, then blocked her so I wouldn’t see her reply. Now there was lovely Anneka. I was pleased there were no children from the odd-numbered marriages.

‘You’re welcome,’ he said.

I looked at the children. ‘Bed at eight?’ I said.

‘It should be seven thirty. The routine. You know. But yes, eight would be fine this once.’

Most people didn’t like my dad, I had noticed. He fell out with people easily, and lapsed into silences that could last for days (hello, pots and kettles). But he still knew how to get a woman to marry him. Four women. And that was a skill I could not imagine possessing.

Anneka swept back into the room. She was wearing a silky blue dress and, as ever, she looked stylish and beautiful. She handed me a carrier bag.

‘Some clothes I don’t need any more,’ she said. ‘Take anything you like and then do whatever you want with the rest, OK? Charity shop, whatever.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

‘Right,’ she said. ‘They should go to bed at seven thirty, so that’s now really. Can you read a couple of stories? No television for them, though of course watch whatever you want once they’re in bed. Their milk’s on the hob ready to warm up. Don’t let it boil. Have fun. We should be back by eleven.’

They were out of the door in a whirl of coats and scarves and my stepmother’s perfume and I knew they wouldn’t be back at eleven, because they were always at least an hour later than they said. The door closed, and for a few seconds the house was silent. Sofie and I looked at one another.

‘Could we maybe have telly?’ she said in a tiny voice after the door had clicked. She was cautious at suggesting such a thing.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Why not? Telly’s fun. As long as you don’t tell. But really don’t tell. And if you have to tell someone, tell Daddy not Mummy, OK?’ Sofie was terrible at being discreet.

‘And could we maybe, possibly have one of your choclits?’

‘If we make sure we brush your teeth again afterwards.’

I sat on the sofa with my tiny siblings leaning against me and watched old episodes of Pingu with them until it was nearly nine o’clock. The three of us ate every single one of my Hotel Chocolat chocolates. I brushed their tiny teeth again and put them to bed and hoped that they wouldn’t tell on me, or be sick, and then tucked the empty chocolate box into my bag to throw away at home.

‘Night-night, Libby,’ said Sofie. ‘Love you.’

‘I love you too.’

‘Love,’ said Hans-Erik.

I kissed his little forehead. They shared a room, and it was the sweetest little room in the world. Everything in it was small. The beds were little. The chairs were little. Even the chest of drawers was tiny, because it only held tiny clothes.

I left their night light on and crept downstairs, where I looked through the bag of clothes. It was all sequinned and chic, the wardrobe of a glamorous forty-year-old woman rather than a teenager, but there were some things in there that I thought I might wear one day, if I was feeling brave.

Much later, at one in the morning, Dad walked me home. It only took fifteen minutes, but it was always a bit agonizing walking with him. This time, however, he had been drinking wine all evening and so he was relatively chatty.

When we reached the end of the road he said, ‘Actually there was something I was going to say.’

I remembered. ‘Anneka said you had some news.’

‘Yes. Not that it matters in any material way, least of
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