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Chapter One

Karen

The baby is shrieking. Now. Help me. Now. I have to go to it, stop it. The bedroom is dark as I fumble, skinning my knee on the bedside table. Now. Need. Now. I grasp my phone and silence the noise.

My health app blinks at me in the gloom. Test now! You have not submitted a pregnancy test in five days! I’ve heard they make the alarm sound like a baby on purpose, so women can’t sleep through it. Tom has been gone since six, and in any case he long since learned to block it out, just like the actual babies when they were small. Like every time, I think longingly of the day when this will end. I’m forty-five, so as soon as I have a doctor’s note to say my periods have stopped, I can have the fertility monitoring removed. Some mornings, as the app howls at me, that seems like a very long way off.

Feet cold on the bathroom floor, I unwrap a test, pee on it. It’s negative, of course. At my age there is little chance of me getting pregnant, even if Tom and I ever did manage to go to bed at the same time, but I still hold my breath till the result appears and I get my life back.

It’s time for me to be up anyway, my brain already clicking through my endless to-do list. Shower, dress. Breakfast for the kids, PE kits, schoolbags, dinner for later, how many nourish points I can get into it, if I’ll make my quota this week. I open the doors to my children’s rooms, as carefully as when they were babies. Rory is flat on his back, crushed by sleep like a child. When he’s like this, I can still find the shy boy he was, rather than the six-foot, loud, smelly man he’s becoming. I check he brought home his football gear – both of them lose things so often I’ve had to put tracker tags into their bags, or else I’m running to their schools every day and then I get a Late at work. I’m pleased to find Charlotte at rest too, hair spread out on the pillow, breath soft. She hasn’t been sleeping well the past few weeks – I think she’s anxious about her university applications.

Nothing about my kids was planned. Not getting pregnant at twenty-eight, not having twins. Then later, it was a good thing. I’d hit my quota for children in one. Four or more is when you get the real benefits, the tax breaks and perks, but I couldn’t face it by then. The loss of body and self and career, the slap of that great wave taking me down, drowning me in myself. The irony is, of course, I lost the career anyway. Isobel has escaped it, never marrying, never having kids. Sometimes I envy her that.

The negative test allows my bracelet to work, so I click it onto the machine and make coffee, one of the new Cornish strains. I’m allowed two cups a day and I eke out every drop. I force myself to eat a banana to get my own health points up, and leave yoghurt and fruit for the kids, who still haven’t stirred. I try to think if there’s something I’ve forgotten. Rory has Defenders later – is his uniform clean? Charlotte has Future Mothers – does she need ingredients? Is her project on baby first aid complete? They do so many activities to earn their citizen points that I can barely keep track. Now they’re seventeen they can be left alone at least, for an hour or two. Sometimes I get up too early on purpose, just for a moment to breathe alone.

As I step out the door into a mild October, so warm I don’t even need a jacket, I see Richard washing his car on the next-door driveway. As a senior officer in the PS, he gets an extra water allowance, and Tom often complains about how dirty our own gets in comparison. ‘Morning.’

‘Oh morning, Karen.’ He smiles, eyes crinkling. Most days, I let myself flirt a little with Richard. It’s harmless, and it helps me feel I’m not totally invisible.

‘How’s the little one? Sleeping through yet?’ Their sixth, Barney, was born three months back. I don’t envy them the exhaustion of those early days, though part of me still does crave it, the soft body squashed in my arms. I try to keep that part shut down.

‘Up all night. Tanya’s exhausted, poor thing. Maybe Charlotte would pop over after school, give her a hand?’ It wouldn’t occur to Richard to help with childcare or night feeds. The idea that men did this, for a few short decades, seems mad now. That Tom got up and fed the twins even though he had court in the morning. Did it really happen? Did I dream it? If so, why does he do nothing to help now?

‘Sure, I’ll ask her.’

Richard lifts the sponge in salutation, and I remember my father doing that, the yellow sponge and the bucket, and it’s so wild to me that things like this are just the same, when everything is different. ‘Have a good day now.’

‘I’ll try!’

The tram is quieter at this hour, so I find a seat, eyes flicking between the electronic ads that pulse on the tram’s walls and ceiling, and the videos on my phone. Large happy families enjoying electric cars and British-grown avocados. Non-working mothers. Online, three people I know announcing pregnancies. There are reminders that the Pill can cause breast cancer, assuming you could track it down when it’s been illegal for ten years. There’s footage of the protests this last week or two, after a woman died from a late miscarriage in Manchester. The hospital wouldn’t treat her as there was still a heartbeat until the end. A clip of protestors outside Westminster, cut to show snarling rage and defaced property. They have blocked the road beside the Unborn Memorial, which commemorates lives lost to abortion. I feel a stab of annoyance – yes, it’s awful what happened, but must they disrupt people’s journeys? There’ll be mothers losing pay for not making it to work in time, and if it spills over I might get home late. There’s a clip of the PM condemning protestors; his pretty wife, a former film star and now mother of six, beside him with her eyes modestly down. I recognise it as an old speech, or maybe he’s just saying the same things over and over, given this happens so often. Unavoidable. God’s will. Praying for her.

My meeting with Jonah is at nine. He’s twenty-five and has only been qualified for two years – between us, the four women on the team have over a hundred years of experience, and yet I’m still summoned to his office like a child. He motions to me to sit across from his desk, then keeps me waiting for a few moments while he clicks through something on his computer. Power-play. ‘Karen. How are we doing today?’

‘We are doing just fine, Jonah.’ I try not to put a sarcastic stress on the we. He’s so young he still lives with his parents.

‘Let’s review the logs for the past month.’ We do this every meeting, analyse my working patterns. The times I arrive, the times I leave, any absences, the keystrokes from my computer. ‘So you were late three times this month, Karen. Can you explain that?’

He’s required by law to ask these questions, since I’m a working mother. But he enjoys it also.

‘One day the tram broke down, so a lot of people were late, if you remember. Another day my son had a dentist appointment, so I had to take him.’ That’s the correct thing to do, practically mandated by law. But it still counts against me.

He’s making notes. I watch the little twitch of his pen over his tablet and I fight an urge to snap it in two. ‘And the third?’

‘I’m not sure I remember a third.’

‘September eighteenth. It was a Thursday, if that’s helpful.’

‘How late was I?’

He consults. ‘Seven minutes.’

It’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. Seven minutes and I’m being hauled over the coals. ‘I probably had to take a test, Jonah.’

‘Test?’

‘Pregnancy test. If it pings me unexpectedly I can’t wait.’ Can the commonplace really be described as unexpected? Every moment of the day, the bracelet I wear on my wrist is monitoring my body temperature, heartrate, diet. Any of these readings can prompt an additional test to the random ones we’re required to submit every week or so. If you don’t do one in time, your bracelet shuts off and you can’t access anything. Longer than that and things escalate.

He turns pale, licks his chapped lips. He could be my son, this boy. ‘Oh. Well, you should leave time for such things, Karen.’

‘It’s hard to leave time when you don’t know it’s coming, Jonah.’ I keep my tone as pleasant as I can, but he frowns. I wonder if he has a girlfriend, or sister, or any experience of what women go through now. The old shame around periods and babies has returned, as if we have collectively decided to shield men from it.

‘Well, whatever the reason, two Lates is the maximum, as you know, so I’m afraid I can’t authorise your bonus this month.’ Calling it a bonus is misleading – what it means is part of my salary gets withheld. There’s nothing to be done, so I just nod. I’ll have to forgo a haircut this month, postpone my plans to replace the sofa. ‘Let’s look at your children’s health scores.’ He can access all of this too, their bracelet stats, reports from their schools or friends, how many nourish points I got into their meals. The idea is to see if a child is struggling – a way to reduce the horrific rash of teen suicides we saw in the years before the changes. In reality, it’s another stick to beat mothers with. ‘I see your daughter has been flagged.’

‘Charlotte?’ I try to think. Have I checked her scores recently?

‘Her teachers have noted some moody tendencies, and perhaps an episode of crying?’

It burns into me, that this boy knows more about my daughter than I do. ‘She’s applying to university, she’s stressed.’

His hand hovers. ‘You know I don’t have to authorise your salary at all, Karen. I can order an investigation into how well you’re managing.’

‘I know that.’

‘But I won’t. Not today.’

What I long to do is pick up the tablet and smash it into his bumfluff-face. Instead, I force a smile. ‘Thank you, Jonah. That’s kind of you.’

He’s pleased with that. He likes to be seen as a good boss, all-powerful yes, but benevolent. ‘All right, Karen, back to work then.’

I return to my desk, feeling it vibrate all through my body. The rage, like a constant companion, a baby I grow inside me until one day it will burst through and tear my skin to shreds. How did we get here? I know how, I let it happen, but all the same I find myself marvelling at it. Like when you fall asleep in the car and wake up somewhere entirely different.

‘All right?’ Simone glances at me from her adjoining cubicle. She too has had her run-ins with Jonah.

‘Oh, you know. I was late a few times. He withheld.’

She leans in, lowers her voice. ‘Shame they don’t withhold for spending four hours a day on the matching app; he’d have no pay left. And still no girlfriend! Shocking.’

I stifle a laugh. It was risky of her to say it, but I appreciate her kindness. ‘How’s the Robinson case?’

She grimaces. ‘There’s no way in hell she’s going to win. But we have to try, I suppose.’ Her client’s being prosecuted for asking her doctor about a termination when she heard her baby was developing with no head. The judge suggested that she ‘enjoy her experience of motherhood, however brief’, and charged her with attempted murder. She’s currently sitting in Protective Custody while we try to get her out, or else once her child has been born, and died, she’ll go to the next step. The one people don’t come back from. There are supposed to be exceptions for extreme cases like hers. Recently, I have started to think the exceptions are there only to provide some hope. And hope can be treacherous. It keeps you stuck.

When I return from lunch, a depressing salad that’s all my health points will allow, I see the nurse in the boardroom, and my heart sinks. That means a spot-check, so all the women in the office, bar Miriam who’s fifty-five, and Simone who’s forty-two but had a hysterectomy after her fifth, line up. It’s strange, the whole office knowing when your periods have stopped. In the queue I stand with Alison from HR, rolling up our sleeves to save time. ‘Hope it’s not the one from last time, she was so rough. I had a massive bruise after.’ She lowers her voice. ‘Darcy just started.’

Darcy is ten. Still in primary school, but it’s common now for periods to start then. I twist my lip. ‘I’m sorry.’

She shrugs. ‘It’s OK.’ It’s not OK, but it’s normal. Nothing we can do about it.

It’s my turn. ‘Mrs Karen Levine?’ I bristle at the title – for years I was still Karen Ward at work – but it’s the law now that you change your name if you’re married. Like it always was in Japan and other countries. None of this is new, not really. I follow the nurse into the conference room, blinds drawn, a folding couch in the corner. ‘If you could just hop up for me.’

I already have my arm extended, braced for the cold slice of the needle, and look away as my burgundy blood fills the vial. The nurse is older than me, spared all this now. Hair iron-grey, as many of us have now that dye has been banned. Toxic to foetal development they say, like many things we can no longer get. She’s busy, getting the job done. I’m so jealous of her.

I know how this all works. Underwear off. Lie back, legs open in a diamond shape. The pressure of her gloved hand on my thigh. The dragging feeling inside as I’m scraped. The findings are logged on a database, so they have the most important data of all – who is fertile, and who is not. At forty-five, I somehow still am. ‘There you go, all done for now.’ I get down. Put on my underwear, feeling the slow slide of gel from my insides. I meet my face in the glass of the window. It looks bovine, accepting, but beneath it I could burn this whole place to the ground.

I go back to my desk and log in.

When I had my kids, it was already becoming rare, especially at twenty-eight – the pandemic, then the cost-of-living crisis, made people wait, or not bother at all. Those on the fence were pushed one way instead of the other. Schools shut down, birth rates plummeted, no one could afford a house and everyone worried about the climate, what kind of future awaited our babies. But now, on the tram ride and walk home, I count fourteen of them. Saucer-eyed, chewing on their fists, or tiny, folded into their mothers like the helpless mammals we are. The bloom on their brand-new skin makes me hunger to touch them, but I can’t go through that again, even for the extra allowances. It’s almost over for me. Please, it must be almost over?

As I walk up to the door, I’m thinking about what to cook. What vegetables Rory will eat, what Charlotte might reject for being too unhealthy. Sometimes, over the next few weeks and months and years, I would try to remember this last moment, coming home. When I stood on my doorstep fumbling my bracelet over the lock, thinking – aubergine or courgettes? The last time things were normal – our version of normal, anyway. The last moment before my life changed from the everyday, dull, into something else entirely. Into a story.




Chapter Two

Charlotte

Oh my God. No. No! This isn’t real.

I’m staring at the test like I could burn holes in it with my eyes. They must be faulty sometimes, right? Because it can’t be possible.

But God, of course it’s possible. I’ve known it for weeks now, deep down. Something not right in the core of me, like my insides are in the wrong places, a bomb ticking away. But then my last two spot-checks came up negative, and I did get my period three weeks ago, sort of. How can you tell if it’s a period and not just a bit of blood? There’s blood so many times, a little bit. I feel like those priests in olden times who’d sacrifice goats and go through their guts to find answers, except it’s my own guts this time. Nice, Charlotte.

I got a ping on my way home to test again – maybe going off readings from my bracelet. I hoped this test would be the same as the others. But no, there they are, two pink lines in the window. Pregnant. And my app is flashing at me, waiting for the results to be logged. In the space of two seconds, my entire future is wiped out. No university. I’ll have to live at home for ever since it’s not like I can get married, not with a baby. By the time I’m thirty, I’ll have a teenager. I won’t be qualified for any jobs. A gross feeling comes up through my legs to my throat, like I’m going to puke. This is my fault. I let this happen. I’m one of those girls. Oh Jesus, I am so, so, so stupid.

I’m sitting on my bedroom floor in total shock when I hear the front door unlock. Oh God. Please, not Dad, not Rory. ‘Charlotte?’ It’s Mum, home to cook dinner like she’s supposed to, with protein and vegetables and nutrients. I should throw the test away, I know, as I hear her come up the stairs. But I don’t move, for some reason. I’m frozen. So she knocks and comes in, and sees me sitting there. Sees the test. Sees its result.

The world stops for a second. Her staring at me, me staring at her.

The first thing she says is, ‘Have you logged this yet?’ I shake my head, wordless.

‘Don’t. Wait here.’

She runs to the bathroom, and I hear the cupboard open and the noise of her peeing. Then she comes back, another test in her hand. The app just needs a result. It doesn’t know who took the test.

‘Quick. Give me your phone.’ She scans the code from the new test and my bracelet turns green. Not pregnant.

I don’t know what just happened. I let out a shaky breath. ‘But Mum, why did you . . . ?’

‘Shh. Not another word.’ I wait, listening to the sound of our breathing in my quiet room. After what seems like ages, Mum speaks again. ‘How did this happen?’

‘You really want an answer or . . . ?’

She snaps, ‘Was it consensual?’

I shut my eyes. Jesus Christ. ‘Yes, Mum. God, can you not?’

‘Does Sam know? I knew you shouldn’t be dating! I was afraid of this!’

I can’t think about Sam. ‘No, he doesn’t know.’

‘You’re seventeen. You’re applying to Oxford. Did you even think about all that?’

I feel tears ache in my nose. ‘It’s not like I planned this, Mum. Please, will you help me?’

‘You mean . . . ?’

‘Yes. Please. I can’t do this.’ Neither of us can say the word. I can’t even think it.

‘And how do you propose I do that, Charlotte?’

I’m crying harder now. ‘I don’t know. You can sort it. You can always sort things.’

Her mouth tightens, like she’s thinking hard. ‘Not a word to your father or Rory.’

‘Duh! He’s the last person I’d tell.’ Rory might be my twin but these last few years it’s felt like sharing a home with a different species. I’m a whore. That’s what he’ll say. What boys like him think of us.

Mum looks at her bracelet. ‘Dad will be home soon. Can you act normal for a few hours while I think what to do?’

My face is red and swollen, my lip cracked from biting it. But it’s not like Dad notices me much these days. ‘I’ll try.’

‘OK. Now get up, throw that away.’ I do what she says. We have both just broken the law.

Somehow, we get through the evening. Dad hasn’t a clue, shovelling down his dinner of quinoa and aubergine (ugh), going on and on about this interview he has coming up to be a judge. I couldn’t have chosen a better time to hide something from him, not that he’s ever the most observant. It’s all about his career, his work, his calling he even says sometimes. Rory and I used to roll our eyes, but now he doesn’t do that any more. Tonight his eyes dart between me and Mum, picking up on something but not knowing what.

Mum says, ‘If everyone’s finished, I need to clear up, it’s almost bedtime.’

Dad looks at his bracelet. ‘Hm, yeah, we are eating late tonight.’

Mum starts to stack the plates. ‘It was the protest, you know. It delayed my journey home.’

Rory says, ‘It’s so inconsiderate of them to shut down the town like that.’ He’s just repeating what he’s seen online.

‘A woman died,’ I snap. Mum shoots me a look. Careful.

Rory has an answer for that too. ‘It’s sad when women die, but that’s part of the blessing of giving life.’

‘Some fucking blessing, bleeding to death in the hospital car park.’ Lenora de Santos was her name, this woman. I saw it online, on the posts that got through the censors. We swap stories like this at school, under our breath. Sepsis, haemorrhage, babies that could never survive but you still have to stay pregnant till it ends. We keep the boys at arm’s length, as best we can. But we want things too, sometimes. To touch, to kiss, to hear someone’s breath stick in their throat and know, I did that. But this is what happens. This is why you’re supposed to say no. I am so stupid. I wish I could talk to Sam, press my face into his shoulder and hear it’s all going to be OK, but I can’t tell him. Maybe he’s guessed already. He knows me so well.

‘That’s enough, Charlotte,’ says Mum, stern. ‘The laws are the laws and that’s all there is to it. And watch your language, please.’ Rory makes a smug face at me. I know Mum doesn’t mean it, that she’s just trying to cover up what she’s done herself, but I can’t help my rage. The unfairness of just being born a girl. It sits in my throat like vomit and means I can’t finish my dinner, which will deduct health points and get Mum into even more trouble.

I don’t sleep much – more lost points – and in the morning I wake up and it all hits me again. I am pregnant. With a baby. I’ve got on a train I can’t get off and all the doors are locked. My chest is closed up with panic. My hands creep to my stomach, still flat like it’s not real. Maybe it’s not real? Can the tests be wrong, sometimes? I press down and gasp as a crack of pain runs through me. There’s something in there. Something I can’t ignore any longer.

Rory hammers on my door and I jump. ‘Mum says get up, you lazy arse!’

I groan. ‘Go away.’

He bangs some more. ‘She says she can’t get any more Lates. Up, up!’

He’s so annoying, but Mum did say I had to go to school and try to seem normal. She makes us leave our phones on the hall table overnight, so we don’t stay up scrolling. When I get mine I see that Sam has messaged, but I don’t know what to say to him. Everything is normal but nothing is. Dad goes off in the car, Mum takes the tram, Rory and I wait for the bus. It picks us up from the door in case anything happens to us, like we’re babies.

‘You’re being weird,’ he says, scuffing his shoes along the front step.

I breathe hard through my nose. ‘God, shut up, will you.’

‘Bitch time of the month, is it?’

It will be useful if he thinks that. ‘Yeah, so?’

He holds up his hands, backs away. Rory has never had a girlfriend, so he doesn’t know much about women. Sometimes I think they are scared of us, even though they have all the power. Then he says, awkward-like, ‘Seriously, though, are you OK?’

It’s worse when he tries to be nice. ‘I’m fine. Just can’t stand the smell of your PE kit.’ He rolls his eyes, but laughs a bit too. I’ve covered it up for now, but I can’t get away with this much longer.

*

We’re in Social Awareness when it happens. Miss Chu is my favourite teacher – only twenty-six, with the side of her hair shaved under and a piercing in her nose. She tells us the truth, or at least as much as she’s allowed. When we were meant to watch the Silent Scream film in first year, and we were all crying because we’d heard you can see babies torn up in bins and stuff, she said the media player wasn’t working. Even though it had worked fine the day before. Today she shows us footage of the protests and asks us to think about how the images are presented to us.

‘It’s saying the protestors are annoying,’ says Nadia. ‘Selfish, disrupting traffic and that, costing people money.’

‘Right. But do you think that’s their aim, to be annoying?’

Hoda says, ‘Maybe, yeah – to get attention like? For their message?’

‘Which is?’

We all look at each other. Are we even allowed to say it? Hoda hesitates. ‘That . . . a woman died?’

‘Right. And she did. She died because she wasn’t given a procedure which would have been totally legal ten years ago. Those are the facts.’ Miss Chu says it easily, no tone, though we all know it’s close to breaking the law. You’re not allowed to promote maternal-foetal separation in any form.

‘Miss, what will happen to the protestors?’ I ask.

‘Well, some got arrested on the spot. Some will be geo-located through their bracelets and phones, and arrested later. Some will get away with it, I suppose.’ She’s sending us a message, I know. Telling us how to protest, if we ever do. The idea of it makes me shiver. I’ve never been to one, though I sometimes see posts about them, before they get taken down.

Just then, an alarm sounds. One we recognise. People sigh, and some girls mutter curse words, barely loud enough to hear. But I sit there frozen because I should have thought of this. It’s another spot-check. I’ve managed to get through two already, maybe because it was too early. But it will show up today if it did last night. Nadia calls, ‘Miss, I have my period.’ You can get out of the internal test if you’re bleeding. But there’s also the blood test and I won’t pass that.

‘Me too,’ I blurt. We’ve been synched since we were twelve so it makes sense. Nadia meets my eyes, confused – she knows I haven’t got mine; she asked me for a pad earlier and I didn’t have one. I look away. If I tell her she’ll be dragged into this too.

Miss Chu is chivvying us out of our chairs. ‘Come on, girls, the nurse is on a schedule. Nadia, Charlotte, you need to go down anyway.’ In a class of thirty girls, someone always has their period.

I throw a terrified glance at Miss Chu as I walk past. She has painful-looking acne on her cheeks, like a lot of us. Mum says they used to have drugs for it, or the Pill, but it’s all banned now of course. Miss Chu catches my look and, somehow, she gets it. She looks at me for a second that seems to stretch. She says, very quietly, ‘You feel faint. You can’t have blood taken today, OK?’

I nod. I can’t speak.

Down in the gym it’s the usual nurse, the one with hair on her top lip. Miss Chu says, ‘Hey, sorry, Nurse Janelle, Charlotte’s not feeling well today. I don’t think she should have any blood drawn.’

The nurse peers at me, suspicious. ‘She should go home, if she’s ill.’

‘I told her, but she’s very diligent, with the exams coming up.’

‘I have a negative test result from last night,’ I say. ‘I got pinged. Look.’ I hold up my phone and show her.

The nurse doesn’t care. She has a whole school of girls to get through, she’s busy. ‘Fine, I’ll log you as unavailable.’

‘Thank you,’ says Miss Chu. ‘Charlotte, come with me?’

Where is she taking me? Is she going to report me? I catch Nadia’s eye and she’s confused. We walk past all the other girls, who are rolling up their uniform sleeves and some even taking off their underwear, just to get out faster. We’ve been having these tests since we were ten. Kind of a pain, but normal.

Unless you have something to hide, that is.




Chapter Three

Isobel

My sister never calls me. Well, of course she doesn’t. Who makes actual phone calls now? So when I see her name on my screen, I worry. I take it in the hospital staffroom, a bleak space with flame-retardant sofas and coffee-ringed worktops. Reflected in the kettle, my face looks puffy, my hair dry and brittle, as if this place is leaching the life from me. ‘Karen? Is something wrong?’

‘Of course not.’ Her voice sounds strange. ‘Just catching up. How are things?’

She’s never wanted to know before. I try to see the kids every few months, taking them to afternoon tea or museums, but Karen and I don’t chat. We don’t spend time just the two of us, and since Rory and Charlotte hit their teens they’re mostly too busy. Future Mothers, Defenders, sport and extra tuition and volunteering. Kids have no free time these days, all their energy spent earning citizen points. So they can go to university, get benefits, match with someone decent on the government-run dating app, find a good job.

‘Well, the latest adoption’s a write-off. No word in four months now.’ There are so many babies in the country, but they haven’t made it any easier to take one home, at least not for a single woman. And IVF is banned, of course. ‘It’s just so hard.’

‘I know.’ She doesn’t know. ‘Listen, would you be able to meet me before work? The park near the hospital?’

She means before her work. I’ve been here all night and I’m no closer to finishing. ‘Why?’

‘I just – I want to ask you something.’

‘Can’t you ask me now?’

‘No. I can’t.’

I hear the tension under the fake brightness of her voice and finally understand. She wants to ask me something she can’t say over the phone. Something I’m not going to like, I can tell. I shouldn’t go. I don’t owe her anything, even if she is my sister.

‘All right. Fine.’

In theory I finish at eight after a night shift, but the patients are an unstoppable tide. My next is thirteen and pregnant. Though she won’t be for much longer, as she’s in the advanced stages of labour. The girl has hoop earrings, which she hasn’t taken off, and her hair scraped so tight it pulls her face up. She’s a kid. She should be playing and learning about algebra in school.

I check her name on the iPad as she whimpers and strains. ‘Hello, Nicole. I’m Dr Ward. How far along are you?’

She starts to cry. I can smell her sweat mixed with candy-sweet body spray. Her nails are painted in sparkling pink polish, chipped in places. That’s illegal during pregnancy, but it’s the least of her worries. ‘Nicole? Did you take something to make this happen?’ Records show she’s five months gone. There’s still a chance for this baby.

She cries harder. ‘I don’t want it! I can’t do this, I can’t!’ At least she hasn’t drunk bleach like many of the girls I see. There’s no way back from that, just two corpses on my hands.

‘Tell me what you took, Nicole.’ Once I log it on the system as a self-induced abortion, the PS will come, and the minute she can stand they’ll take her away. I know some of my colleagues write these incidents down as accidental miscarriages, but it’s risky – any foetal loss can be investigated, and if they find something in her system, I could be charged with accessory to murder if I don’t report it. Infanticide technically carries the death penalty again, though no one really knows if it’s enforced. ‘Can you tell me where you got it? Come on, I need you to work with me.’ Is there a way I can still help her – save both of them?

She starts sobbing and I’m wondering where her mother is, as a young woman comes in. I think she must be a friend of Nicole’s, but then I see she’s in her twenties. Nicole’s mother is wearing a denim jacket and short, stretchy dress. ‘What’s she done now?’ That phrase, so innocuous, may save the mother from prosecution too.

‘She’s given herself an abortion,’ I say crisply. ‘Or tried to.’ I can see the baby on the foetal monitor, heart stuttering on. I think of it inside, struggling for oxygen now, swept out by contractions long before its time. Poor thing. He or she had no choice in any of this.

The mother snaps at her daughter. ‘You stupid bitch. I told you, you just have to have it.’ She turns to me. ‘You can help her, can’t you? You can say it was an accident. No one would know.’

I leave the room before I scream. I have to fill in the chart – at the moment, it just says Nicole has abdominal pain, though her pregnancy is already logged. My gloved fingers hover over the button on the tablet. Miscarriages do happen all the time. I could fill in that it was an accidental loss. I could. But I don’t.

I tick self-administered abortion. Once Nicole has the baby, and she’s well enough to leave this place, she will be going in a PS van. I tell myself it’s the right thing. She’s a killer, after all. If she had another child, it wouldn’t be safe either. However young she is herself, it’s no excuse to take the life of someone else, and I believe that still, despite everything.

The baby is born less than an hour later, a little boy who breathes for two minutes before losing his fight. She could have had him, kept him inside for another ten weeks, given him up to someone who wants him, but instead she chose this. She’s crying into the pillow and bleeding on a pad when the porter comes to take away the body. I can’t watch so I look away, stripping off my gloves and putting them in the waste bin. Sometimes when I deliver an unwanted baby, I visit them in the nursery afterwards. Sometimes they grab my finger with their tiny hands, the nails like flakes of snow. They are always taken away again, of course, but at least those ones have a chance.

Karen’s waiting for me by the coffee stand in the park, pacing up and down. She looks tired, and I feel a brief stab of irritation – her life is easy, she has no reason to be so pale and drawn. Her job as a paralegal must barely tax her brain, Tom handles all the money and bills, her kids are almost grown. ‘What’s wrong? I don’t have long.’

‘Nothing’s wrong. I got you a coffee. But you’ll need to – you know. For the caffeine.’

I swipe my bracelet over the till and it comes up green. Because I am not pregnant, not ever. As the barista hands over my drink, I see the strain of her stomach against her uniform, and I calculate how far along she is – four or five months maybe. She meets my eyes, shy, and rubs her belly. ‘You’re not off work yet?’ I ask. Maternity leave is enforced for the first three years, to start from twenty weeks. I’ll have to report it if she’s breaking the law.

She blushes. ‘Special exception.’ I hear her accent and understand. She’s an asylum seeker. I see that beneath her own bracelet she has a chip, sitting under her skin.

Karen leads me down a path, crunching with the cinnamon of autumn leaves, chatting about her car and something at work. It used to be cold this time of year, but it’s still in the high teens and I can feel a skin of sweat under my blouse. ‘What is it really?’ I ask, once we’re in the middle of the park. The coffee is too hot, burns my tongue.

She shakes her head – wait. Holds up the wrist with her bracelet on, turns it off. They don’t record sound, we’re always told, but who knows. She takes out her phone, powers it down too, and motions for me to do the same. Once I do, she lets out a deep shaky breath. ‘Charlotte’s pregnant.’

My first response, an old throwback one, is dismay. What a waste. Then I gather myself. ‘Oh. Well, it could be worse – she’s nearly eighteen, she’s healthy.’

Karen’s face convulses. ‘But – her life! She wants to go to Oxford.’

‘I know it’s not ideal, but believe me there are worse situations.’ I almost tell her about Nicole.

‘I thought you would help,’ she whispers. ‘Help her.’

‘How?’ I genuinely don’t get what she’s asking me for a moment. Then I stare at her. ‘You’re asking me to commit murder?’

‘It’s not murder. Jesus. She can’t be more than a few weeks along.’

‘Well, it is, legally. What could I even do – I can hardly operate on her, in the middle of the hospital.’

‘There are pills and things. It’s early.’

I laugh at her naivety. ‘Believe me, if those even do exist, they’re locked up well away from my pay grade.’

She looks defeated. ‘You really won’t help?’

‘Karen, I can’t! You know that. Look, Charlotte has options, if she really doesn’t want it. What does Sam say?’

‘He doesn’t even know.’ Her voice oozes rage. ‘He’ll still go to uni, live his life, and hers will be ruined.’

‘It’s hardly ruined. Adoption does exist, you know.’

She makes a noise in her throat. ‘Oh, I see what this is.’

‘What?’

‘Who do we know that’s desperate for a child?’

I recoil. ‘That never even occurred to me,’ I say, voice stiff with hurt. But is it such a bad idea? If Charlotte doesn’t want the baby, she could go to university next year and still be part of the child’s life. Intra-family adoption is easier, they say. I let myself imagine a baby like Charlotte as a child. A sticky little hand in mine, chubby arms thrown around me. Calling me Mummy instead of Aunt Issy. It frightens me how much I want this.

Karen is shaking her head. ‘I should have known not to bother asking. When have you ever done anything for us?’

Anger tightens my jaw. ‘Well, I’m sorry I can’t commit a crime for you, and kill my great-niece or nephew, and maybe my niece too, and get myself sent to a prison camp. For God’s sake, wise up, Karen. Even asking me this, you’re breaking the law.’

‘She’s my daughter! I’d do anything for her. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand. After all, you love this, don’t you? You wanted these laws.’ With that final blow, she stalks off, and I know our relationship, already shaky, is damaged even more. And she’s not wrong, is she? I did want this. Some of it, anyway.

As I reach the hospital again, I break into a light jog. It might not be too late to undo what I did to Nicole. I could still change her chart. Say it was an accident after all, let her go home, give her another shot at life. Charlotte will be all right. She has Karen, and Tom, and she has me, and she’s smart, she’s privileged. But Nicole – Nicole has no one.

The room is empty, the bed stripped clean. She can’t have left already – she was so weak earlier, bleeding so heavily. ‘Where is she?’ I ask the nurse.

She barely glances up, busy at her computer. ‘Gone.’ The nurse is from the Philippines, hasn’t seen her own children in five years since leaving the country became so hard. I know she doesn’t like me because I don’t always think to ask about them. I don’t have the bandwidth.

‘Gone home?’ There’s not much chance of that, but part of me hopes it, though I set this train in motion. The nurse finally meets my gaze. She looks tired, grumpy at having to talk to me and take up an extra moment of her day.

‘The PS came for her, Dr Ward. Like you told them to.’




Chapter Four

Karen

Telling my sister was a mistake, I see that now. Maybe she’ll even report the pregnancy – it’s an offence not to, especially for a doctor. Her words echo in my head as I sit at my desk. Charlotte is young and healthy. Would it be the worst thing for her to have this baby? Then I remember the way she cried. The strain on her face I’ve been pretending to ignore for weeks now, the sound of her pacing in her bedroom at night. She’s terrified, and anyway I have already lied, started us down a road. Why did I do it, that split-second decision to take the test instead? I have no idea. But I did.

As I sit there pretending to work, I am thinking and thinking. Why would someone help me, even if they did know of a sympathetic doctor or underground clinic? I could be an undercover agent – there are lots of them about. The pro-life groups send volunteers, young women who think they’re doing good, starry-eyed with the sanctity of life. No, it has to be someone I trust, and if my own sister won’t help me, then who? Once I would have called Mum, but we haven’t spoken in years. I think of Marie with a stab, grown blunt and familiar. She would have helped. She had not been afraid at first, not until she knew she was dying, and then she had begged, begged for her life, and still they let her die.

Simone has a cold today. Her voice is hoarse and her eyes red. She must feel me looking at her because she glances up as she dabs her nose.

‘Miserable, isn’t it?’ I smile. I’m Nice Karen at work. I bring snacks, custom-tailored to those who don’t eat sugar, or carbs, or dairy. I don’t plan to kill my unborn grandchild.

She blows her nose. ‘You’d think in this modern world they’d have found a cure for it.’

I can’t ask her in the office, but it’s more or less lunchtime. ‘You, er, fancy some fresh air?’ She frowns. It’s a weird thing for me to suggest. I shake my bracelet. ‘Need to get my steps up! Earn some more points.’

She looks at me. Cautious. ‘I suppose I could do with the same. Yeah.’

We walk along the street at mismatched paces. Simone is tall and slim, of Somalian heritage, whereas I am short, Irish, unfit still despite all the health monitoring. Once we’ve gone a few steps down the bustling street, I hold up my phone with a message typed on it – turn phones and bracelets off. She looks around, then does it.

‘What’s wrong?’

I talk out of the side of my mouth as we walk. ‘It’s Charlotte. She’s – well, she got a positive.’ People don’t say congratulations now. The situation is complex.

‘Well, that’s a shame. What do you think I can do about it?’ She’s different, not the smiling Simone who always makes my tea exactly how I like it. And I don’t blame her, I’m putting her in danger right now.

‘Somebody must know. About the clinics.’

After a moment she says, ‘My sister tried to find one. When she found out her eighth had a chromosomal disorder.’ It sounds so medieval, her eighth, and yet if you don’t have access to contraception it’s the most natural thing in the world. My mother was one of eight, in Ireland.

‘Did she? Find one?’

‘She did. But after that – we don’t know.’

I don’t understand. ‘You don’t know?’

‘She went there that morning. We never saw her again.’

I stop walking. ‘What? Simone, what do you mean?’

She looks away. ‘Just that. We were told she’d been arrested in a raid, and that was that. She never came back. We don’t know what happened to her.’

I’ve heard of such things, of course – the camps, the threat of them hovering over us – but have never known anyone who actually got sent there. Part of me thinks, no, this can’t be right. There must be some mistake. I stare at her. Simone’s face twists, and I see the bitterness under her sunny exterior. The same that rises out of me like a sump well every day. ‘I’m so sorry. I had no idea.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s not the kind of thing you boast about. Having a sister picked up by the PS.’

‘But – didn’t they take her to Protective Custody?’ That’s where you go if you’re pregnant and they think the baby’s at risk.

‘We think she must have had the procedure already, when they got her. So – there was no baby to protect. She went to a camp, we assume. The family aren’t informed when that happens. We looked her up on the system and it said CD. That means the camps.’ Compulsory Detention, it stands for.

‘She just disappeared?’

‘It’s how it works, Karen. You know the laws.’ Of course I know, working where I do. I just – didn’t believe it, somehow.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Useless to say it these days, when we all have a loss, a child we didn’t want, a job taken from us, a friend or relative dead. A Marie.

‘Anyway, I don’t know how she found that place, and it’s gone now.’ This is the problem. Our information networks are broken, truncated by fear.

‘I’m sorry for asking.’

She just nods. ‘I need to go back now, or they’ll withhold.’ She could report me for this. I know she won’t, but also that I should never have put her in this position.

I start to panic. The day is half over. Every hour that goes by means Charlotte will have to do another test soon. Her bracelet will be sending signals, registering changes to her temperature and blood pressure. I turn my phone back on and see I have a message from her school. They need me to come and pick her up. Not feeling well.

My heart lurches for a moment – maybe it’s resolving itself, and no one even has to know? That would be the best thing, a solution to everything. But I can’t quite let myself believe it.

Charlotte is waiting in the school lobby after I get through the layers of security on the gates, the metal detectors and ID checks. Our kids are more protected than ever these days, unless they happen to be having a child of their own. I can see the marks of it on her, red eyes, pale skin. She’s tall and dark, like her father. But I see myself in her too, my mother in the width of her forehead, Isobel in her mouth. And Marie. I see Marie when I look at her, a twist of love and pain.

‘Hello, darling.’ I put on a fake voice, with great effort. If anyone is watching, this will only count in my favour. A devoted mother, putting her before my career. ‘What is it? Cramps?’

She shakes her head. My heart sinks – not what I’d hoped for, then. ‘Come on, let’s get you home.’ I walk her out, jabbering away non-stop to prevent her saying something incriminating, until we reach the car.

‘I found a place,’ she says, once the door shuts.

Thank God. I had no idea what to try next. ‘How?’

‘Miss Chu told me.’ Charlotte’s teacher, hero-worshipped by the girls. I’m amazed she would take that risk, but thank my stars she did.

‘Can you direct me?’ We can’t risk using our phones. I wish I knew how to turn off the GPS in the car, but I’m not sure it’s possible.

She nods. As we drive off, she is silent for a few moments, and when I look over, tears are sliding down her face.

‘Sweetheart!’ I grope for her cold hand.

‘Miss Chu said she was disappointed in me, for being so careless. That she’d had high hopes, for my career. For Oxford.’ I did, too.

‘You can still have all that, once we get this sorted.’ Assuming this place is real and it works.

Charlotte nods again, but she still looks miserable. Paranoid about being overheard somehow – our bracelets? Phones, the car? – I turn the radio to a talk show, happy adoptive parents discussing their joy. They say it’s better this way, that women who don’t want their babies can let them be raised by people who do. Despite all this talk, Isobel has been on the list for three years and still no luck. She tried with donor sperm first, as that’s still legal, but nothing. Now she’s registered infertile. No tests for her. No instruments inside her several times a month. ‘Turn that off,’ I say, and Charlotte does. We continue in silence, both of us drawing in tense breaths. I watch as her hands mangle each other, picking at her cuticles, and resist the urge to bat them down. Is this going to work? It has to work.

The address is a small shop on an unfamiliar side of town, which looks closed. In the window are dusty comics and books with a feminist slant. It could be a trap – I’ve heard of such things, sting operations to catch the desperate. Then I spot it. On the bottom of the dirty window is a small decal – a coat-hanger symbol, bent into the R of the word Resist. I’ve seen the same one on the placards of the protestors, being bundled away into windowless vans.

At first it seems no one is there. Then the blind is pushed up and I hear a chain rattling. ‘Yes?’

‘Um – we were given your address. My daughter needs help.’ It’s so dark inside I can’t even tell who I’m speaking to.

The door opens and we are hurried inside before I can even see who’s there. ‘Quick, quick.’ The door shuts behind us. It’s a bookshop, as I thought, but everything is at least five years old, yellowed by the sun. A strong smell of dust and old paper. The person at the door is young, no more than thirty, with a shaved head and androgynous clothes. Non-binary, perhaps. It’s not allowed any more, not officially, but they can’t force people to conform in private.

‘Hi, I’m Rae. You’re safe here. How long?’

We all understand the shorthand. ‘I think a few weeks,’ says Charlotte in a small voice.

‘You turned your phones and bracelets off?’ We both nod. ‘This is your mother?’ Charlotte nods again. ‘You’re lucky – a lot of parents call the authorities themselves. So. We’re going to go next door, and my friend is going to look at you. She’s a doctor – Matilda.’ Rae directs Charlotte to a bead curtain. Behind it is a small space, a very old desktop computer, and a woman doing a crossword on paper. It’s like stepping into the past.

She’s older, perhaps sixty, with long and lovely grey hair. Her eyes go to Charlotte, softening. ‘Hello, love. How are you feeling?’

‘Um – not good. I’m getting these pains, kind of like stabbing in my side.’

‘Why don’t you hop up here and we’ll take a look.’

The couch is reassuring – covered in blue tissue, familiar. Some things haven’t changed, even when everything has. I look away as Charlotte pushes up her school jumper and shirt. How can she be pregnant? In my head she is still five, eight, twelve. A child. The doctor puts on blue gloves and palpates the
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