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We see but pride in a selfish breast, while a heart is breaking there;

Oh, the world would be such a kindly world if all men’s hearts lay bare!

We live and share the living lie, we are doing very well,

While they eat our hearts as the years go by, do the things we dare not tell.

 

— Henry Lawson


1

Jacob

Jacob narrowed his eyes and peered in the direction of the city. It wasn’t the clearest of mornings, and it didn’t take long for the strain of squinting so far into the distance to bring tension to the space between his eyebrows that would in all likelihood develop into a headache later.

‘Anything new?’ a voice asked below him.

‘Hard to tell,’ he muttered, from his vantage point on the wall. He blinked hard to try and focus better, but the cloud-filled sky painted everything a dull whiteness, making the task harder than usual. ‘We need it to clear up.’ He glanced down to the man beside him. ‘How’s Kayleigh today?’

Scott’s expression and shake of the head said it all, but still he replied anyway. ‘Rain for days, I’d guess, if her back really is that much of a predictor.’

Jacob grumbled and looked back to their enemy in the distance, the battle marker that had been laid down. Not strictly for their benefit of course, but it might just as well be. The tall metal structure speared the sky, though it was barely recognizable as a crane today, shrouded as it was in the day’s heaviness. Even less clear was whether it was moving. He didn’t think so – it hadn’t seemed to have moved since its arrival three days ago – but only with binoculars or a telescope would he be able to say for sure. A shooting pain pulsed through his forehead and he closed his eyes a second. The world shook beneath him.

‘Jesus—’

‘Careful there, brother,’ a voice called, as the hand gripping and shaking his left leg let go, though not before he lost his balance and half-fell, half-leapt to the ground. His heart jumped in his chest as it tried to catch up with the rest of his body.

‘No, brother, not Jesus. Just me.’ A grin split Rafe’s features, his grey eyes glinting.

Jacob looked to the man who usually had his back. ‘Could have warned me trouble was approaching.’

‘Sorry, was miles away.’ Scott threw a lazy glance toward the joker in their pack. ‘Besides, I’d wrongly assumed our brother wouldn’t be so immature.’

Rafe clutched a hand to his chest, the black links and swirls on his skin rippling with the movement of his fingers. ‘Ouch. That hurts coming from one I so admire and look up to.’

‘Whatever.’ Scott tugged the hood of his cloak over his head with one hand as he turned his back on them. The remaining pair watched him cross the yard to the allotment with his boots dragging over the concrete, head dipped toward the floor.

‘He gets more like you every day, Jacob.’ Rafe jumped up to sit on the wall, and kicked the back of his boots against the brick. ‘You two got some role reversal thing going on or what?’

Jacob waited until Scott was out of sight to register his companion’s words. So he wasn’t the only one who’d noticed their brother hadn’t been himself lately, then. Not for weeks now. It was hard to know why for sure when he would hardly stand still long enough to talk, and even when he did his head seemed somewhere else entirely. He pulled himself up on the wall. ‘What do you mean ‘role reversal’?’

Rafe rubbed a black-inked hand over the dark hair on his jaw and clicked through the side of his mouth.

‘I dunno. Something about you, Jacob. You’ve spoken more in the last couple of weeks than you have the whole time I’ve known you. Well, you’ve been around more for a start. Not so much disappearing over the horizon.’ Rafe peered sideways at him, eyelids narrowing over steel-dart eyes. ‘Odd, really. What with whatshername leaving like that and everything.’

He looked away from the questioning glare, but Rafe was right. There was a time when he would have blown up just at the very mention of ‘whatshername’. This time he didn’t feel the need to put up that old wall, that defense mechanism that activated whenever something uncomfortable threatened. She had changed all that, whatshername. He couldn’t even say how she’d done it exactly, especially as she was one of only a handful of people who knew what he’d once done. More than that, she knew everything about him. Had at one point known more than he did himself, until the memories he’d buried gave up haunting him and returned instead like a bad movie he’d rather not have watched. It bothered him, that this knowledge of his past hadn’t turned her away, hadn’t sickened her, as it should have.

Remember, Jacob. Not your fault.

Maybe it was those words she’d said that eased something of the burden. Or maybe it was the way she’d held onto him. Or the way her cheek pressed next to his before she left to be with her husband and daughter. Her fleeting return visit that he hadn’t expected or wanted had somehow changed everything. Not even the company of Prosperity’s demolition crew rankled him as much as it should. He should be terrified. He knew what it meant.

‘We’ll have a meeting tonight,’ he said, his gaze on Scott who had reappeared and was meandering up and down the rows of the allotment, sprinkling water over the earth from a large plastic bucket. ‘We can’t brush over this like the crane’s not there. We need to talk about what it could mean for us.’

‘They’re not as close as you think, Jacob. There’s a good mile and a half between us and them.’

‘But if we can see them, they’ll see us. Especially from the vantage point of that thing.’ He glanced over his shoulder at the mocking eyesore in what was fast becoming an habitual movement – to watch it, to see if it had moved, to see if that building site was coming any closer to their home of the past eleven months. Eleven months. Less than a year since they’d moved further away from the city and from the risk of being evicted and steamrollered or worse. And here they were, already on their guard again.

‘More than that though,’ he added, ‘the closer they come, the closer the drones come too.’ He turned back just as the factory door opened and Kayleigh came out with Craig, Jamie, and a couple of the others, the small group giggling as they chatted. ‘That’s all it would take. A drone in this direction. And that could spell the end for any one of us.’

He felt Rafe’s eyes on him, evaluating, considering those words, maybe rolling over his own response in his mind. Then came the sigh, Rafe’s chest rising and falling with the effort, and the heavy hand landing on his shoulder.

‘That’s what I like about you, Jacob. You’re like rainbows and sunflowers all wrapped up into one.’

 

*

 

They gathered in the canteen of the old factory, twenty-eight men and one woman. Kayleigh had been with them for almost four months now, and the resistance Jacob had mounted to her presence in a tribe meant to be all-male had by now all but dissipated. For one thing, resistance was futile once the men had voted for her to stay. And for another, he’d gotten used to having her around. Which didn’t mean they’d ever bond over the intricacies of their shared former interest – friendships borne out of a passion for narcotics always amounted to nothing good, in his experience. She’d received this no-go message from him early on, and much to his relief, she was sticking to it. He only hoped she’d always be so discreet.

‘Brothers and sister,’ he began, when everyone was ready. ‘As this is our first meeting for a number of weeks, I just want to thank you for your hard work in clearing out the basement and turning it into a functioning bunker, should we have the misfortune of needing to use it. I think I’m right in saying we have enough food and water and other facilities down there to last us up to three weeks...’ He looked to Rafe for confirmation.

‘Four at a push.’

‘Right. Well, don’t let that scare you half to death. The chances are we’d only use it as a temporary measure. But the point is, it’s there if we need it. Secondly, the daily training exercises Tom, Steven and Liam have been running are a real help, so thank you, brothers. I think we’re seeing not only the physical benefits of that, but also the mental ones too.’

A rumble of agreement and thanks passed around the group. But when Rafe snorted, Jacob looked to see what the joke was. A nod of the head gestured to the man sat on the other side of him, the one who looked a long way from peak physical and mental nirvana right now. Scott’s blank expression and downcast eyes didn’t budge, though he must have sensed the attention on him, because he chose that moment to speak.

‘What if we’re in the basement when the wrecking ball comes along?’

Heavy green eyes dragged themselves up and fixed on Jacob, who could only glare back in response. Unable to find an answer to this image now planted in everyone’s minds, he said nothing; though on the other side of him Rafe snorted again. He returned his gaze to the room and the puzzled faces. Even Kayleigh, so often Scott’s greatest supporter, looked unnerved by the question. Not just its implication, but that he of all people had asked it at all.

‘So you’ve all seen the crane just over the way,’ he went on, ‘and there’s no denying we weren’t expecting them to come this close so quick. When we left the warehouse behind and put another two miles of wasteland between Prosperity and ourselves, we hoped perhaps that would give us a couple of years’ grace. And while we were unprepared for the arrival of lethal drone darts’—he looked involuntarily to Aaron who, still grieving for his partner, dropped his gaze to his lap—‘we were resolute we would stay and make the best of our space and access to facilities here. Now though, we’re caught out a second time.’ He paused, knowing he’d have to share something they might not want to hear. ‘If we were to move again, we’d have to consider the possibility of moving out of Brumont City altogether and across the border.’

There were no stunned intakes of breath or shouts of protest, maybe because the threat from the men who ran the city was now a great deal more dangerous than just a lawful rap on the knuckles. They’d been unnerved ever since they’d learned Prosperity could wipe out who they liked indiscriminately, without the victim ever laying eyes on them. And here they were, the most vulnerable of them all. Perhaps enough was enough.

‘I know Michael founded the Tribe to provide sanctuary and a place of non-judgement for those struggling in the city and needing reprieve. But we are twenty-nine of us now, and I can’t risk your lives for those we may or may not be able to reach any more.’ He ran his fingers across his mouth at the thought of their former mentor, the man he’d replaced. He’d been gone from them only seven months, but within that time so much had changed, it was hard to know any more what he would be saying and doing if he were still here. Jacob wished every day that he was still here.

‘There’s another option,’ a voice said from his left, one he was less sure he wanted to hear from right now. With reluctance he looked to Scott, to the dulled eyes and washed-out cheeks of the man who’d held him together in the weeks and months after Michael passed. Recently it was as if he’d grown more tired than sleep could satisfy. More the Scott they’d first met than the Scott he became over time. The lines around his eyes splintered when he said, ‘We go back.’

The emotionless words echoed up to the canteen’s rafters in the silence that came after. As everyone tried to process their meaning, it was Rafe who spoke first to shatter the stillness.

‘Sorry, what? For a second there, Scott, I thought you said we go back.’

‘Then you heard right, brother.’

Jacob lowered his voice, as if this were a conversation just meant for the two of them. ‘You mean to the warehouse? I don’t follow. Surely going backward is not an option.’

‘That’s not what I mean.’ Scott pulled himself upright in his chair and glanced around the room, no doubt all faces looking back at him with the same bemused expression. ‘I mean we go back to the city. To our old lives.’

The only sound in the room was the hushed movements of the group as they looked to one another, attempting to register if this was something anyone else had dared consider. Jacob was thankful that this time Rafe hadn’t granted this bombshell a snort. Too shocked, perhaps. Because their normally level-headed brother was looking for all the world like he was serious.

‘It’s not as crazy as it sounds,’ he went on, as though reading Jacob’s thoughts. ‘We’ve talked non-stop about how unsafe we are, what danger we’re in from Prosperity, and we’ve seen that danger first-hand in the last few months. All this talk of hiding underground or running away isn’t appealing to me, and I can’t imagine it appeals to anyone else here.’ He looked around the room again, but still no one spoke. ‘How much longer can we realistically sustain a life constantly on the run?’

‘We might not have to run when we’re outside the city—’

‘But we can’t be sure of that, Jacob, you know we can’t. We’re not a small group. We need food, shelter, water. Who would allow us to live like that for free on someone else’s land? If it’s not Prosperity chasing us down, it’ll be someone else.’

‘Christ, Scott, piss on the party cake, why don’t you?’ Now Rafe did snort with laughter, but it was shot through with agitation.

‘If we’re talking about prioritizing safety, Jacob – a matter of life or death – wouldn’t we be better off returning to the city as citizens?’

‘And doing as we’re told,’ Rafe said, at the same time as Kayleigh said, ‘And where do you suggest we start, Scott?’

Jacob looked to their most recent Tribe member. Her tone was sharp and jaw clenched while she waited for an answer. She looked about ready to shake Scott and ask what the hell was going on with him. She wasn’t the only one.

‘I’m just saying for some of us it might be an option. And I think we should be open to all options.’

Rafe whistled long and slow. Jacob looked from Kayleigh to the men in the group, judging none of them to be too cock-a-hoop about this new ‘option’; certainly he didn’t think it would be one they’d considered in some time. They wouldn’t still be in the Tribe, cut off from the rest of society, living by self-sustainable, pretty damn rudimentary means, if returning to their old lifestyle was a possibility.

And yet, with Prosperity closing in, should they really be so ready to rule it out? What would Michael be saying?

‘Scott’s right.’ Jacob ran a hand over his days-old stubble, ignoring Rafe’s tut and sigh beside him. ‘It could be an option for some of you. Take the time to think it through by yourselves. While we’re considering all possibilities, think hard on whether going back to friends or family might be the better option for you. But remember, your safety is the priority. I’ll do everything I can to keep us together if this is the life you want to continue. But if you see a better way, you won’t be judged harshly by any of us. Okay? Just think on what Scott has said, that’s all I’m saying.’

‘Right. Done. Thought about it. Next.’

‘Don’t be such an ass, Rafe—’

‘Christ, Scott, what has gotten into you?’

‘Brothers, let’s try and keep this civil. We’re all entitled to a say.’ Jacob glared at Rafe, waited for him to back down. He eventually did, leaning back in his chair, the patterns on his hands and arms writhing with the tension held there.

‘I’m with Rafe.’ Kayleigh’s arms were folded and clutched at her chest, her red hair as inflamed as the glare in her eyes. ‘If our choices are to go back or move on, I’ve already decided.’

‘You have family in the city, Kayleigh.’ Scott’s response came before she’d barely reached the end of her sentence. ‘Don’t be so ready to leave them behind for good.’

‘I left them for good the minute you brought me here and all voted for me to stay.’

‘It was a choice. You didn’t have to stay. Don’t you think they’d want to know where—’

He didn’t get to finish. Kayleigh was up out of the chair, the metal legs scraping across the wooden parquet floor, a noise that drilled through Jacob’s skull.

‘Well, that was thoughtful,’ Rafe muttered, after the door slammed shut behind her.

‘Let’s calm this down a bit. Every single one of us has a choice and we’ll make that choice without judgement from anyone else.’ Jacob peered at Scott beside him who looked as if he’d just pulled a tough shift at a pre-school daycare center. ‘So don’t be afraid to make the choice you think is best for you. Think it through. At the minute I can’t see any activity coming from the crane. I don’t think they’ve started yet. But I’ll keep a close eye on it.’ He ran a finger over the ache in his forehead. ‘We have, don’t forget, also got the word of... of Marcus, that we won’t be disturbed here. We can’t be sure how reliable that is, but it’s all we’ve got for now. We have to hope he’s a man of his word.’

‘He’s a man of Prosperity.’

‘But that doesn’t mean we can’t trust him, Rafe. For now we’ll just have to hope we can. His company has some involvement in the financing of the construction work, so he holds some sway, which is good news for us.’

‘Or not, depending on how he feels about you.’

‘This isn’t about me.’ There was an edge to Jacob’s voice that until now he’d managed to keep under control. Sada wouldn’t let her husband break the promise he’d made to keep the Tribe safe, not when it had been the difference between her leaving with him and staying here with them. She would make sure he kept his word, he knew she would. But for the first time that night he felt something of his old self, the tremor of fear crawling just below the surface of his skin, drawing on his eyes so that they grew heavy and tired.

‘Anyway, brothers, I’ll let you get on and eat now. But don’t be afraid, we shouldn’t panic. We’ll monitor the situation with the construction site, and put in place our retreat into the bunker if we need to. In the meantime, think on what we said, the possibility of returning home to the city. And we’ll come together again in a short while and talk more. If you want to raise any questions or concerns in private, then by all means come and see me.’

He tried to smile, hoped he was coming across just as in control as their former mentor always did. Was Michael always as assured as he looked? Or had he pretended sometimes too?

‘We’ll never lose sight of our doctrine,’ he added. ‘We’re all valuable here and each of our concerns is valid.’ He got to his feet and the others did the same. ‘We honor those no longer with us. To our brothers Michael and Daniel.’

He nodded across the room to Aaron as the men repeated the sentiment. And as they took their chairs back to the tables where the food had already been set out earlier, Jacob turned to check on Scott. But all he caught was the back of him pushing through the doors to the stairwell.

‘Thoughts?’ Rafe asked beside him, nodding in their departed brother’s direction.

‘Not a clue,’ he said. But as he left the canteen, grateful that no one followed as he strode across the factory floor, he felt the evening had given him a pretty firm grasp of the reason behind Scott’s unusual behavior of late. What could be done about it though, he was less sure of.

The heavy front door groaned open and he stepped out into the evening’s fading light. He walked around the back of the building, far enough that no one would find him straightaway if they came looking. His hand was already in his cloak pocket. He’d felt the silent vibrate against his leg only a few minutes into the meeting. Pressing a key on the old Nokia phone Sada had dropped into his pocket before she left, he watched the screen light up with her message.

I need to see you. I have something to tell you.


2

Sada

The city at night was beautiful from up here. Even Sada couldn’t deny that. They weren’t too high that she couldn’t see how the streets below lived and breathed, all day, all night, movement coursing through and around them like pulsing veins keeping the creature alive. But nor was she close enough to see the animated beast with anything approaching clarity, and that was for the best. She narrowed her eyes until the shower of red, orange and white lights clouded and merged into one colorless trembling mosaic.

Marcus’s was the penthouse apartment in one of the tallest buildings in this corner of Brumont City, giving them the advantage of being able to look down at most every other resident in the city. He was still insisting it was their apartment – after all, they were still legally married – but really it was nothing to do with her. She didn’t pay the rent. Nor did she contribute to its upkeep; there were cleaners for that, two of them. Not that she was complaining – Marie and Saskia’s brief daily visits provided welcome company when Jess was at school and she was rattling around the place like a thumb tack in an empty washing machine.

Sada’s forehead landed gently on the glass. Sometime during the day the misty cloud had evaporated, leaving behind a clear night that pulled every building’s edge into sharp focus. She tried to look past and between those concrete towers to what and who she knew was beyond, but Prosperity had done a sterling job of arranging their new eco-builds into a wall that blocked out the as yet undeveloped abandoned landscape, the unwanted reminder of the industrial workplaces they’d wiped out prematurely. All she saw as she squinted in that direction – his direction – was a face staring back at her that seemed to have aged ten years in only ten weeks. Then Marcus’s image too, as he came into the room having showered and changed from his suit into jeans and a t-shirt, bare feet slapping over the tiled floor.

‘Drink?’ he asked, though he’d fetch two glasses even if she didn’t reply.

She walked along the length of the window in a vain last attempt to catch a glimpse of anything that would connect her to the man beyond, the one who’d been on her mind since that day of the attack almost a year ago now; the day he’d saved her life and she had responded by jeopardizing his. But she could see nothing of him from here. Not the underpass where they would meet, nor the warehouse where his Tribe had lived until the threat of Prosperity proved too great for their peace of mind. It would be easy to imagine they didn’t exist at all.

She turned from the window and, avoiding the huge black leather sofa where Marcus sat pouring them each a glass of white, she sank into the matching armchair and curled her legs beneath her.

With glass in one hand, the other stretched across the back of the sofa, Marcus crossed his ankles on the table. His dark hair and blue eyes shone under the glare from the overhead spotlights, but try as she might she couldn’t bear to hold his gaze for long. Intentional or not, the only expression she registered on his face was smugness, and her energy sank a little more each time she clocked it.

‘I’m loathe to say our daughter is a stubborn little madam,’ he said with a smirk, ‘but she’s a stubborn little madam when she wants to be, isn’t she?’

She waited for the punchline already forming in her head, the genetic blame that would be apportioned to her. But thankfully it didn’t come. Instead he followed this nugget up with a few large gulps of wine.

‘Oh and before you say anything,’ he went on, holding up a finger. ‘I’m not saying that’s a bad thing.’ Another gulp of wine. ‘Not in this city at least.’

She tilted her head his way. ‘Getting cynical in your old age?’

He smiled, lips twisting up to one side. ‘Christ. Maybe.’

Pale eyes tried to pin her but she leaned forward to pick up the glass. The wine was dry and it slid down her throat about as easy as paint stripper would. Still, its effects would be welcome when they kicked in.

‘She’s happy, though. I think,’ he said.

‘Of course she’s happy. She’s eight years old. Eight-year-olds are happy—’

‘Are they?’

Her gaze shot to his. He knew full well she’d not had the breeziest of childhoods, not with an absent mother and a struggling father.

‘I meant, I think she’s happy to be back,’ he added.

She forced down an overly large mouthful of wine. ‘Well of course. Her room here is three times the size.’

It was a cheap shot and one that had come out of her mouth without much thought, but when no comeback followed she had no other choice but to look at him. And for that he’d been waiting.

‘Now who’s cynical,’ he said quietly, as he lifted the glass to his lips, took a smaller sip this time. ‘Luckily I know our daughter a little better than that. Her eight-month absence, in which she could have been dead for all I knew, thankfully did little to tarnish the relationship we have.’

Resting the glass on her leg, Sada twisted the stem, the wine already starting to push heat into her cheeks and throat. ‘I’ve said plenty of times that I’m sorry. It was a mistake and I’ve admitted that. I can’t go over and over this every day, Marcus.’

‘And I’ve accepted your apology, Sada.’ He put the glass back on the table and uncorked the wine to refill it. ‘I’m less keen than you are to keep reliving this past year. But I can’t live with your constant sideswipes either.’

‘Then don’t.’ She looked up, trying to reflect as much honesty as he was giving her. ‘Let us go.’

Cool eyes searched her expression, picking out the right words in his mind first, as he always did; never yelling back in anger, never irrational like she was. His voice was soft as he said, ‘You’re not imprisoned here, Sada. What the hell do you take me for?’ He stared, unblinking. ‘But Jess stays. You owe me that. You owe me my daughter.’

He could have said so much more, screamed the insults and accusations – she would have if their roles had been reversed. But always he managed to get to her in a way that she couldn’t fault him for, couldn’t fight against. He was right. As he was usually right. She pulled her gaze away from his and downed the rest of the wine. The glass clattered upon the table when she set it down.

‘Another?’ He reached for the bottle but she shook her head. ‘You know, it doesn’t have to be like this, Sada.’

She looked away toward the window, hoping the tears that threatened wouldn’t fall. Not now. Because they weren’t for him, but he would think they were.

‘We can make this work. However you want.’ He paused and she heard his heavy swallow. ‘She’s so happy, Sada.’

She looked away further so as not to see him in her periphery vision. So he wouldn’t see if the tears defied her.

‘This is what she wants. Both of us here. Like this. And if that means we sleep in separate rooms but just try to get along, then it’ll be worth it, won’t it? For her?’

She rose from the chair as her vision blurred, but before she could leave the room he leaned across the glass table and grabbed for her wrist. ‘Sada, please.’

She swiped at the tears before they could fall, her whole body tensing, and hardened her glare against the shimmering glaze of his.

‘I wouldn’t force you to do anything, you know that. This is not blackmail. I wouldn’t do that to you, despite—’ He took a deep breath, ran his tongue over his top lip. ‘I just don’t want to be without her. Not again.’ He let her wrist slip from his fingers. ‘If you want an apartment of your own, just say the word, I’ll get it. I know you’re looking for work and I can help you find it, if you let me. Or you’re welcome to stay here, your home. Whatever you want, Sada. Whatever you want. But she stays here with me. I fought to find her and bring her back. Now she stays with me.’

She couldn’t trust herself to speak, so instead nodded once as though she agreed and understood, if only so she could slip from the room without being stopped again. And in the pristine white bathroom the tears spilled over and down her cheeks as she locked the door. Her hands shook as she fumbled for her vanity case in the bathroom cabinet, unzipping and digging down into it to pull out the half-full packet of cigarettes stashed there. She opened the narrow window wide and sat on its edge, bringing the lighter to the cigarette and inhaling. Yet even as the nicotine filled her lungs and she pressed her forehead to the cool metal of the window frame, nothing could ease the hollow space in the very center of her that seemed to grow a little wider and a little emptier every day.

 

*

 

There was a sharpness to the morning air even though they were barely into fall, and she wished she’d worn a warmer coat. Still, the sun hit the windows high up on the building towering tall and imposing above her, and beyond which she imagined her old boss looking down in a state of panic. His pudgy nose would be pressed against the glass, sweat beading up around his shirt collar, as he waited to see if she would cross the street and step on in through the front doors, at which point he would have to think quick – urgent meeting, or prolonged toilet break; anything so he wouldn’t have to speak to her.

A sunbeam ricocheted off the upper curl of the twenty-foot C of The City Times and she squinted against it. Close on eighteen years she had ridden the elevator to the offices on the fourteenth floor, except for the months she’d spent at home with Jess. The only newspaper left in the city it might be, but in the end her entire career there hadn’t amounted to much she was especially proud of. She’d have felt no less smutty churning out ad copy offering cheap labor in underprivileged countries than she had done vomiting Prosperity politics onto the page for mindless consumption. There was no satisfaction for a writer in writing dispassionately – she’d learned that the hard way.

‘Please don’t tell me you’re considering it.’

‘Not a chance, sunshine,’ Sada replied, still craning her neck skyward. ‘Just making sure they’ve got that son of a bitch locked up in there and not roaming the streets like a BO-riddled wild animal.’ She smiled and turned to the young man beside her, the one she’d once thought she’d never see again. Alex leaned in and kissed her cheek and she looped her arm through his. ‘Come on. Too much bad karma here, for the both of us. Let’s get outta Dodge.’

She nudged on his arm, and as they walked she peeked at him out the corner of her eye, at his calm features beneath closely cut chestnut hair, his confident walk. ‘Looking good, kiddo. Cohabitation suiting you?’

He lifted his eyebrows, a shy smile adding sparkle to his gentle brown eyes. ‘Sure. It’s a little cramped in the apartment, and Alice isn’t exactly the neatest person I know. But it’s warm and dry at least.’

Sada thought of his poky one-man bachelor pad currently acting as anything but, and then of the vastness of Marcus’s penthouse with enough space for a pro football team to train in, and their rivals too.

‘So how’s that soul-destroying dishwasher and endless skyline working out for you?’ he asked, reading her thoughts and winking when she leered at him.

‘I’d swap places with you, kiddo. In a heartbeat.’

He bumped against her. ‘Nah. Armani suits and slate floor tiles aren’t really my bag.’

‘Nor mine,’ she said, then tutted at herself. ‘That sounds so selfish.’

‘Sada, you are anything but selfish. Stupid, for sure, but selfish? Uh-uh.’

She gripped his arm a little tighter. He was referring to the choice she’d made, the one where she would stay with her daughter while also protecting the Tribe, even if that meant coming back to a life she hadn’t been able to run quick enough from before. There’d been very little choice about it. And anyway, she’d been making selfish decisions long enough. This was her way to pay it back.

‘Come on,’ he said, slowing and nudging her toward a doorway. ‘Let’s get in there and I’ll shout you a coffee.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, I’ll pay. I get pocket money these days, remember? And it’s a fairly deep pocket. Might as well take advantage.’

‘Ah,’ he said, as he held the coffee shop door open for her. ‘But I’ve got myself a job, Lois. A pretty damn good one.’

‘Well in that case, Clark, who am I to argue?’

The place was quiet, only a handful of customers with nowhere else to be this early on a Tuesday morning, but still they veered toward a seat at the far end of the room by the window, out of earshot. It was clear from the smirk on Alex’s face that he couldn’t contain his excitement about his news, so as she pulled off her jacket and hooked it over the back of the chair, she said, ‘Alright, wise guy, spit out what’s stuck between your teeth.’

His thin smile broadened from one side of his face to the other. ‘You are looking at the new proprietor of...’ He drummed his fingers on the table. She rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, wait a sec. Can I get a black coffee, please?’ He winked at Sada as the waiter arrived to get their order. ‘Sada?’

‘Americano, please.’

‘One black, one Americano. Anything to eat?’

‘No, thanks,’ Sada said, but Alex overrode her. ‘We’ll have the most disgustingly sweet carrot cake you’ve got. Thanks.’

She raised one eyebrow for him to go on when the waiter left.

‘Well, we are celebrating.’

‘Jesus, Clark, if you don’t get to the point, I’m leaving.’

‘Alright, alright. You are looking at the new proprietor of The Oxford.’

What? ‘The bar?’

‘Start training Saturday. Take over in about three to four weeks.’

She leaned back in her chair and eyed him carefully. ‘Above board? I mean, after Fernando’s and all that.’

He dipped his head to his chest. ‘Dodged a bullet in more ways than one by not being on shift that night. I wouldn’t have even got through the application stage if I’d been implicated in those raids. But I wasn’t, and so they’ve got nothing on me.’

They thanked the waiter as he returned with the coffees and an impressive slab of generously iced cake, which he laid down with two forks in the center of the table. When he left, Alex added, ‘Well, you know they’ve got something on me, given our past, but not enough to cast me off altogether. As far as they know, I’ve been a good boy since then. Your ideal Prosperity resident.’

Sada felt the hollow spot in her gut tweak at his last words, despite the news that he’d managed to find a halfway decent job in a city where there weren’t any. She hadn’t been so lucky yet, but nor had she really tried. Gaining employment meant putting down roots, and that was a concept she was still coming to terms with.

‘Course,’ he went on, digging a fork into the carrot cake, ‘you know the clientele presumably.’

She dipped a spoon into her coffee, stirred for no reason. ‘It’s one of Marcus’s haunts.’

‘Exactly. A favorite with the Marcus’s of this city. The place to be for after-office drinks, so long as your wallet’s big enough.’

She saw the flicker of hesitation cross his eyes. Once again he was being pulled in a direction he didn’t particularly want but had no choice over. Except he was doing a lot better at accepting these compromises than she was.

‘Well at least this means you can’t get into any trouble. Congratulations.’ She smiled and was pleased to see his face brighten as he reciprocated. Picking up a fork, she spiked a chunk of the carrot cake. ‘Cheers,’ she said, over a mouth full of icing and cinnamon-spiced sponge.

‘Oh my god, Sada, I could never have you in my bar with manners like that.’

‘What?’ She shoveled in another mouthful. ‘I’m not good enough for you any more?’ She chewed and swallowed. It passed down her throat as easy as pebbles down a slide. ‘Seriously though, Alex, that’s great news. I’m so proud of you. You’ll be ace at it.’

He stabbed at the cake. ‘Well, I didn’t get it all entirely on merit. After all, it’s not like I have a bucket-load of experience. But I do have a partner with more than forty years in the business and some pretty invaluable industry knowledge.’

‘And they were okay with that?’

‘Guess so.’ He rested the fork on the plate, but didn’t look up as he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. ‘I didn’t hide anything, Sada. They know who Sylvie is, and I’m not dumb enough to think they won’t be watching us like hawks.’

She leaned over and put her hand on his arm. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it. I just want to make sure you’ll be okay.’

He nodded but looked to the window, and she wondered just how much she’d really missed in the months she’d disappeared with Jess. How scared he had been after the warning meant for the two of them had almost ended his life. How he’d tried to return to normality, if that were possible. What he’d been dealing with and how much Alice had helped him with all that.

Where had she been, in the meantime? Miles from Prosperity and miles from here, perfectly safe while not only Alex was suffering but Jacob too. She put the fork down, the cake growing heavy in her mouth, her throat struggling to swallow. It was only when his hand, warm and firm, gripped the top of hers that she realized she was crying. She pushed away the tears with her other hand. ‘Christ, I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately.’ She tried to laugh it off, but when she looked up she gathered it hadn’t been a successful attempt. His excitement of earlier was gone. Brown eyes, brimming with concern, held her gaze even when she wanted to look away.

‘You need to get out, Sada.’ His voice was firm but barely above a whisper. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

She swallowed hard and sniffed. ‘Well you were the one who ordered the cake,’ she said feebly, and despite himself he laughed.

She slipped her hand from his grip to push the hair back from her face. After a deep breath, she smiled. ‘So tell me more, kiddo. How did you wangle this job? And will you leave the apartment – it’s the other side of the city, right?’

He scooped up a mouthful of cake. ‘Joseph, the current proprietor, is retiring. I guess under the current climate’—he waved his fork in the air—‘the gangs dispersing and everyone a bit pissed about that, there weren’t too many other applicants willing to step up... or bow down, depending on how you see it.’ He shrugged, going on before she could protest. ‘There are rooms above the bar, bigger than the apartment and more than enough for me and Alice. Need a bit of a freshen up, but I can handle that.’ He swallowed the last mouthful and lay the fork on the plate. ‘I know this is gonna sound crazy, Sada, but... I’ll fix you up with a job if you want it.’

Outside the window, the midday traffic was building. She focused on it, on the stop–slow–go motion that went on relentlessly, just different vehicles, other drivers, separate destinations, and it occurred to her she should be the one helping him, not the other way around. It was the way it always had been, right up until she’d found him in his basement, hanging from the light fitting by the belt from the printing press, skin blue and cooling fast...

‘You could crash on the sofa too, there’s enough room,’ he was still saying, as she tried to concentrate on the details. The footwear of the pedestrians walking by. The little girl with the blond ponytail who looked a bit like Jess. The young guy in a tailored suit in a hurry, coffee-to-go in one hand, other hand raised and wrist at an angle as if he were making a call.

‘I mean it, Sada.’

She held up her hand, smiling as she looked back to him. ‘Woah there, tiger. Get on your feet first, get yourself sorted. This is fabulous news and it’s the start of something great for you and Alice. Something you both deserve. A fresh start.’ The words came out as she intended, though she could only hope their sentiment would prove to be true. ‘And you were right to order the carrot cake, Clark, though you damn well took more than your fair share.’

‘Failing that,’ he said, and waited to catch her eye. ‘We could always kick start The Movement again.’

She downed the coffee and pulled on her jacket. ‘That’s a sick joke, kiddo. Now pay the bill, will you?’ But leaning forward across the table, she added, ‘You’re doing nothing wrong, Alex. Just providing for you and your girlfriend, keeping a roof over your heads. That’s more than a lot are able to do right now, so you know what you can do with your misplaced guilt – I know where it’s coming from and I won’t have it. I mean it, Alex, fresh start.’ She leaned back and zipped up her jacket. ‘And in time, maybe things around here will change of their own accord. Without you fighting anyone at all.’

Pleased she’d managed to say something honest and coherent at last, she was about to get to her feet when he grasped her hand. ‘And what about you?’ His gaze snagged hers, so much more assured than it used to be, as if he’d matured twenty years while she was away. ‘When will you stop fighting?’

She knew, then, she wouldn’t tell him she was arranging to see Jacob again.


3

Scott

It had started as only an irritation. A germ of a desire planted there at the back of his mind. Not a new desire, it hadn’t ever completely left him, how could it? But whereas before he’d been able to ignore it, push it away like something that had been done to him, something he could do nothing about, now it was sitting up and screaming at him. Now it was wrapping around his head and shoulders like a shroud, a dark and uncomfortable one he didn’t think he’d be able to shake, or should shake – to do so would mean he no longer cared, he’d foregone all ties, given up the rights. It would mean he’d failed in the worst possible way. Again.

The thing was, he wasn’t like the other men. He hadn’t sought out the Tribe’s help or even been all that grateful for it, not at first anyway. He’d just landed up there when he wasn’t making any kind of reasonable decisions for himself; except for ending his life of course, which was how Jacob had found him in the first place – the jury was still out on whether that would’ve been a reasonable decision or just another handy selfish get-out clause. But ending up in the Tribe that way meant that, unlike the other men, he’d never seen it as everything he would ever need for the rest of his life. If he did, it would mean turning his back on his son completely. That had never been his intention.

Until now there’d been no need to talk about this to Jacob or anyone else. But then, until now it hadn’t seemed as urgent. Two things had happened to bring about this urgency, this need to act, do something about it. One was meeting Sada and her daughter Jess, a child almost the same age as Stephen, and caught – just as his boy was – between two parents no longer together. The other was the very real possibility of the Tribe packing up and fleeing the city altogether. And if they did, he wouldn’t leave with them.

Scott took off his cloak and sat on a crate at the edge of the allotment, mind running at two hundred miles an hour, as it did all the time these days. They each of them had their preferred tasks, the thing they liked to do alone. It wasn’t something they discussed, it just sort of happened. For Jacob, that was getting away from the factory to scavenge for food and other resources they could recycle. For Rafe it was cooking, of all things. And for him, it was this.

Some of the vegetable roots they’d brought from the warehouse had been replanted here in the much healthier soil than they’d had before, but it would be next summer before any real rewards would be seen for their efforts; if they were here to see it at all. Still, there was something about caring for the soil and tending the plants that made him feel he was doing something worthwhile. A therapist might say he was providing for the Tribe in a way he hadn’t done for his family. Either that or maybe he was just passing time.

He pushed up the sleeves of his sweater. It wasn’t a bad way of life. Despite his initial disinterest, fueled by a forced detox treatment, he’d adapted to it quick enough and grown close to his compatriots, Jacob in particular. They were a strong group together, if sometimes fragile individually, and it was a lifestyle as good as, if not better, than any other. The benefits of this life compared to his last were easy to list, and since his time here he hadn’t pined once for the twelve-hour shifts he’d put in at the canning factory, or later – after he was made redundant – working two jobs at once, shop during the day, bar at night. They were days of constant tiredness, work on repeat, and all to put enough money on the table for the family that he was rarely there to see and that in the end found themselves a more appealing prospect anyway. Then there were the days he never made it to work at all, or was sent home after forgetting to hide the smell of spirits on his breath.

He brushed the dirt from his hands. From this distance away it wasn’t hard to pinpoint where it had all gone wrong. Marriage at eighteen, parenthood at nineteen. Except he, at least, had been willing to persist. She, on the other hand...

Emma. He could think her name now without it tearing a hole through him. It was only the thought of Stephen that did that these days; though it was a less vicious tearing, more a slow ripping apart, one he was anxious to put right. He’d been sober since he’d been here, there’d been little other choice about that, but it proved he was capable. That he could still do the right thing. If it wasn’t already too late.

When Sada first told him how she’d taken Jess away from her father without warning, without a forwarding address, he’d felt the anger rise – the same nausea- and panic-inducing frustration that had consumed him so completely in the lucid moments of those days and weeks after Emma had gone with their son – and he’d thought he could never like a person who was capable of that. But then she described how Jess had cried for her father almost every night they were gone, and how she’d known then that nothing she did could interfere with that connection between Marcus and his daughter; all she was doing instead was threatening her own bond with her. She knew that if Jess found out what she’d done, she could lose her for good.

He couldn’t hate her after that. She was just someone who’d made a mistake. Something drove her to do what she did, something he’d never know or understand, but the point was she’d thought she was doing right, and then realized in the months after that she hadn’t. The effects of her choices had been written all over her face. And when Marcus came for them that day, it was almost as if she was relieved. That insurmountable hurdle of reuniting Jess with her father had been taken off her hands, and it was all over.

Did Emma feel the same? Did she regret what she’d done, come looking for him only to find he was gone?

Did it even matter? It was Stephen he thought about night and day, Stephen he was missing growing up, Stephen he feared would hate him for not trying to find him. In another three years the boy would be a teenager and teenagers could be brutal in their bitterness if they felt wronged or abandoned. And time passes quickly, he’d already been with the Tribe for almost a year – even if things changed and the Tribe were to stay indefinitely, could he bear for all that time to go by without at least letting his son know he was thinking of him? Every day, thinking of him. Every minute, wondering what he was doing.

‘Scott?’

He broke away
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