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This book is dedicated to the storytellers; the authors, 
 the musicians, the playwrights, the poets, the artists,
 the photographers, the actors, the dancers, and the painters;
 and most of all, the parents and caregivers who tirelessly
 send their small ones into dreamland with a bedtime story


If you tell a story well enough, it’s true. 

Fern Dostoy

Writing is the only way to be heard without screaming. 

Shelly Dean

When we’re gone, all that’s left is the stories we told.

Lynda Harrison

What is there without art? Who are we when we cannot express?

Cass May
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Part One

Denial


Thursday 1 November 2035 – 8.24 p.m.

If you tell a story well enough, it’s true. 

This sentence came to me every time I started a novel. I typed it beneath whatever the working title was in that moment. An italicised reminder when I opened the document late at night to resume, coffee steaming on the desk nearby, and a single cigarette waiting as reward for hitting my word goal: very Paul Sheldon. These nine words chided me while I ruthlessly edited every first draft – pruning flowery words, tightening passive verbs, moulding metaphors, letting my voice rise. These nine words forced me to address plot holes, character motivation, the denouement. Only when I finally submitted the manuscript to my publisher did I delete them. 

If you tell a story well enough, it’s true.

But I haven’t written a story for a long time. 

No one has – or at least if they have, they haven’t shared it with the world. The celebrated career I enjoyed for a brief but bright three years is over. The three books – two bestselling – that garnered pages of reviews, won the British Fiction Prize, took me to all the big festivals, are over. My role as the first ever ­British Fiction Laureate is over. The novel is over. If I wrote one now and shared the fact on social media, I’d be trolled, reported and banned. If I wrote one now and tried to publish it, I fear for the consequences. My books, along with many others, have been burned in mass bonfires across the land, the flames licking and swallowing our precious words.

I dreamt about those flames last night.

And I woke this morning compelled to write, sentences bursting out of me, despite my fears, despite the fires, despite it all. I’ve ­realised that I cannot live in denial of the written word any more. 

So, I’m writing. I am a writer. My laptop isn’t safe though. They could be watching me. A physical pen it is. Yellowing pages in a physical notepad I’ve had for years, four daffodils on the front. Neat handwriting on the lines provided. At my desk. Coffee but no cigarette. Lamp on low next to me. Door locked. Curtains shut. Just me. Darkness devouring the outside world with both hands. 

I will write. 

If my words are discovered by the wrong people, I could incriminate anyone I speak of. I could lose everything I have; not that it’s much. But they can’t accuse me of writing fantasy. Because this is not a novel. No denial: I’m going to tell you how we got here, to this world without fiction. No denial: I’ll tell you about my life, dull as it now is, lonely as it now is, painful as it now is. 

No denial: I will speak. 

I need to or I think I’ll go insane.



Friday 2 November 2035 – 7.23 a.m.

It’s the middle of another November heatwave. The pavement is melting. At midnight, it was as soft as playground rubber beneath my feet when I carried an empty milk carton to the end of the garden, held my nose, and dropped it in the recycle bin. I hate the smell of milk that isn’t cold. Buttery and rich, like pungent glue, it puts me in mind of when poorer children got a free bottle at school breaktime. My mother once told me the crates stood in the corner of the classroom for hours, until the cream curdled. 

When I finished writing here at my desk last night and was finally falling asleep, the fridge made a sound like an industrial nail gun. I almost fell out of bed. Thinking someone had broken in, and terrified they knew I’d been writing, I grabbed the lamp and crept into the kitchen. 

No one there. The fridge was silent. It must have been failing for a while because my lettuce has been browning faster than usual, and my Coke hasn’t been chilled for weeks now. Laura next door keeps telling me to get a SuperFridge, but I wouldn’t trust it. I like my old one. I don’t have any sort of voice assistant either. I can’t undo – or whatever the proper word is – my Internet because since 2030 every building has it. But I haven’t opened my laptop for months. I only turn my smartphone on once a week to order groceries. I wonder if I’m the only person who stays offline. 

The last time they came I got questioned, and they asked why I avoid it. 

I didn’t answer. I don’t have to. 

Now it’s dawn. I’m drinking strong tea at my desk, electric fan blasting cool air onto my face, recording the death of the fridge in this notepad. This feels like where I should write. Of course, facing a bare wall and no view and no books, it’s a far cry from my old desk, that large oak thing that saw the creation of so many words. There, I was surrounded by physical books. It was a house of stories. They crowded onto every available shelf, line upon line upon line, crushing those beneath, merging endings with beginnings, fighting for a place in my heart.

I had a place in hearts too then.

I’ll have to get a new fridge. Go to a store. See if my Finance Score will let me spread the cost. A cleaning job doesn’t cover much. I work five mornings a week at the Royal Hospital, scrubbing conference rooms and corridors. They don’t know who I am. Since minimum wage hit an all-time high last year, many small companies went bust. Now some pay you a lesser salary if you’re prepared to take half in cash. It suits me. I was able to give a false name. I do a good job, keep quiet. But it means my Finance Score is low because it only considers the small part of my salary that goes into the bank, and my dwindling savings, which is what’s left of my Starting Out Sum. That was the grant given to me to help until I got a job; it was given to all fiction authors, editors, anyone who lost their jobs as a result of the ban.  

I’m supposed to be at the hospital for my shift in an hour. I bike. I can’t afford a car. Not even an old diesel thing. Those AV autonomous ones can’t be trusted, and since 2030 they are all you can buy new. Self-driving cars form about eighty per cent of those on the road now. At least there are bike lanes on every street, though not all AVs recognise this and injure hundreds of cyclists a year. Are humans better behind the wheel, with their tics and emotions? I don’t know. Does a driverless vehicle remove all human responsibility if an accident killed a child?

When I wrote fiction – long, long ago it feels – I had a routine. I’d wake late, as my life permitted then, start the coffee machine going, respond to emails, drink more coffee, and then write. I’d take a break for lunch and return to the page afterwards, an unfinished sentence awaiting me, so I had no choice but to complete it. That was one of my tricks. Never finish that last sentence. Let its mystery be the thing t—

Oh, there’s someone at the door.

My heart. Shit. I’m still on edge from the fridge scaring me last night.

Wait, I’ll—



Friday 2 November 2035 – 9.18 a.m.

I’m back. 

I thought it might be them, the tall one and the short one. They don’t come often now, but I dread an appearance. Instead, it was a young man waiting on my doorstep. A mock-vintage van was parked in the street behind him, the kind that’s popular with the return of ‘old-fashioned’ specialist services. Fine-Fayre was engraved on the side in gold lettering, above a picture of a 1990s family drinking tea and eating biscuits. Laura next door orders from them. She said having friendly folks delivering treats, instead of soulless couriers who don’t look you in the eye, is her week’s highlight. I recognised the young man. I’ve seen him wheel up to her door a few times.

‘Good morning,’ he said from beneath me. ‘Have you ever considered buying teabags from somewhere other than a supermarket?’ 

‘It’s barely eight-thirty,’ I said.

‘Would you enjoy having tea delivered directly to your door?’ 

He was in a wheelchair. The scar on his right cheek must have been semi-corrected by some sort of too-late surgery. As I stared at his face, I noticed that the joined expanse between his eyebrow and jaw resembled shoelaces when you first try to tie them as a child, where one part of the shoe’s leather is pulled tighter than the rest. Politeness sent my gaze to his thick brown jacket with a gold trim and the words Fine-Fayre stitched into the pocket. My eyes travelled down to neat brass buttons, the same gold trim above the cuffs, and finally to his shiny products laid out in a wicker basket in his lap, where the criss-crosses of weave mirrored his facial injury.

‘Our tea is competitively priced,’ he continued. 

‘Did Laura send you?’ I looked towards her house. She’s been checking up on me more recently. It unnerves me. It’s so hard to trust anyone.

He didn’t reply, simply studying me.

‘She feels sorry for me. I hope that’s not why you’re here.’

More studying, no words.

I wanted to ask if he was deaf as well as unable to walk but I’m not cruel. Yet there was something about him that triggered me. Maybe it was the heat. Maybe it was the off milk. The dead fridge. The idea that he pitied me, that I wasn’t sure why he was here.

‘We offer a full-money-back-guarantee if our products aren’t perfectly to your liking,’ he said. I couldn’t place his accent. He spoke carefully as though no one had ever listened to him before. ‘Our biscuits were described by Love Baking magazine as an utter delight.’

‘Do I look like I give a fuck about biscuits?’ I surprised myself; I don’t often say fuck these days, and here it is within a few pages. I do realise that I’m not coming across well. But this isn’t a novel. I’m not perfect. I’m not in denial about this. I had to admire the tea man for not flinching at fuck. 

I realised I was irritated at me, not him. 

Irritated that I was afraid, always afraid, when people came to my door.

Why was he so insistent? Why me? 

Could I trust him? It would be nice to have someone to trust.

‘Might I ask how you drink your tea?’ he said.

‘Hot and strong – hate weak crap.’ I gave him that.

‘Tea that lasts then.’ He paused. ‘And how many bags would you say you consume in the average week?’

‘Who adds up teabags?’

He glossed over my remark. ‘I think we have the perfect teabag for you. Strong tea lovers rave about these. This blend reheats in the microwave and still tastes as fresh as when it was first made. It’s not like no-label tea that reheats and quenches your thirst in a lazy way.’

‘You should be a writer.’ This came out before I could think. ‘Look, I can’t buy your tea. I’ve no money.’

He studied me again. I thought for a moment that he recognised me. I prepared for it to show on his face; to stretch that scar taut. But his features remained even. Hot air simmered above the road. November. Not even nine a.m. And already it was twenty-five degrees. 

The tea man took a small gold packet from his basket. ‘How about I leave a sample and give you time to think?’ he said.

‘I don’t need time to think,’ I said.

I closed the door and leaned against it, breath held, and waited until I heard van doors slamming and the buzz of his wheelchair ascending to the driver’s position. After a minute or two I went onto the step to check he had gone. Electric vans are so quiet that I can never tell. They creep up on you like tragedy. The street was deserted. I wondered if I’d imagined him; made him up like I used to make things up. 

As I turned to go back inside, I saw it. A flash of gold on the wall separating me from Laura. A piece of sunshine. He had left me a sample. He was real. The gift touched me, but I buried the emotion. I couldn’t risk it. 

Why had he knocked? Does he feel sorry for me, living alone? The nerve; him pitying me. 

I carried the gold packet to the kitchen – ignoring my useless fridge – and put it next to the kettle. I must go to work now. I can’t decide if it’s safer to take my notepad with me or to slot it back in the incision I made in my mattress. I don’t like the idea of it not being in proximity at any time. I’ll take it with me. I’ll finish later. 

Putting pen to paper and recording my life, I feel human again. When I write, I’m the purest form of me. How different can this be to creating fiction? It still has to make sense. I’ll hide leitmotifs in the prose. I’ll play with the words. 

Now, to work. 

I’m back. No time has passed. Not enough to count. 

I was about to leave the house. That’s when I saw it. On the hallway windowsill. A single boy’s blue and white trainer. One for a left foot. Not branded. Not expensive. Scuffed enough to have been worn lots. Around the size that would fit an eight-year-old – at least I imagine so. I reached for it, imagining my hand going right through it, like a hologram. But it was real. How did it get there? Who put it there? The tea man? Laura? Is it a cruel joke?

But they don’t know my pain.

How could they?

Is the tiny fleck of blood on the sole real or di—



Saturday 3 November 2035 – 12.07 a.m.

I’m at my desk again. 

My hand aches from writing. It’s a new experience for my fingers. Something I’ve not done for years. Midnight means nothing. The heat does not lessen with the late hour. Aside from this poor, overworked fan that stops me melting like the Wicked Witch of the East, the house is silent, the fridge especially. I binned the rest of its tepid contents earlier, gagging at the rubbery cheese. I didn’t get chance to buy a new one today. I got distracted. 

I’ll tell you about it. 

And then I’ll tell you more about the books; the fiction ban. 

I biked to work, my shirt dampening beneath my rucksack, the air on my face a blast from an open oven. Above, the winter sky was as blue as the stripe on the small trainer in my hallway. I almost hit the kerb. I had forgotten. Briefly. I cradled the shoe in my palm before I left the house, and then put it in the kitchen near the dead fridge. Why just one? Where’s the other one? Who put it on my windowsill? My heavy heart and barren womb had me realising I maybe knew why – I just didn’t know who. It’s a cruel mockery of my childlessness; of the son I’ve longed for and never had; of the tests that found no physical flaw.

But who knows about that? 

There is no pain like wanting a child. The clock ticks. Then the clock dies. I’m fifty-two. Out of time. Even with the extension of NHS-funded IVF, the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) recommend that it can only be offered free up to the age of fifty. I could pay for it. They don’t care if you’re single. But I don’t have that kind of money. And I’m resigned to it now. It is my lot. 

At the traffic lights, a beautifully made-up woman studied my tear-stained face with pity from her air-conditioned car. She stopped speaking animatedly on a phone, something that’s no longer a crime because of AVs, and frowned as if to ask, ‘Are you OK?’ 

I wasn’t. I was thinking about the leg that might wear the blue and white trainer, the boy owner of that leg who might run in those shoes, chase a ball, chase a girl, a boy, chase the wind. The woman’s car was blue too. 

I got to work, brow damp, heart still heavy. The other cleaners are pleasant, but I keep myself to myself. I began my duties, taking my cleaning trolley in the lift to the top floor. It’s not lost on me that my third book – the one that changed my life – was set in a hospital. Did I set out to end up here? No. I just saw the ad and applied.

The NHS is the best it’s been in years. At least that’s what the politicians and their news channels tell us. Advances in technology – and lessons learned after Covid-19 – have apparently improved its efficiency. For five years health has been monitored digitally by the NHS App. Skin implants are currently being trialled, but many hate the idea of something so invasive. I do. I don’t have the app either. I never will.

While cleaning Conference Room 3a, I faced my nemesis again. 

On the long white table – next to a twisted Coke can pierced for some reason with a pair of eyebrow tweezers – was a glass of milk. Half full of room temperature evil; buttery liquid glistening with putrid moisture. According to my shift report, the last meeting in here finished yesterday at three, so it wasn’t likely to be fresh. I put the crumpled Coke can into the bin bag tied to my cleaning trolley. Then I polished the table, ignoring the milk. When I could make out my flushed reflection in the veneer, I finally held my nose and reached for the glass.

The door opened at that point with a life-disturbing squeak. Two men and a woman filed into the room. I recognised Mr ­Patrukal 
(a squat surgeon with thinning red hair) and Mr Shrivel (a flirtatious orthopaedic surgeon who often makes appraising reference to my appearance), but I didn’t know the willowy blonde woman. My index finger stopped inches from the milk. I snapped it back to my apron pocket and the glass went over, spilling milk across the surface. Rancid drips plopped to the floor. The trio stared at me.

‘Sorry,’ I said, flustered.

I mopped it up with two cloths, and then wrung them out over my bucket, retching at the stench.

‘We need you to vacate the room, Mrs…?’ The willowy blonde – who when she leaned close had breath like off dairy produce – tilted her head slightly, encouraging me to complete the sentence.

‘Mrs D-Dalrymple, but call me Fern,’ I responded. ‘There’s no meeting scheduled in here as far as I know.’ I looked again at my report and shook my head, annoyed because I couldn’t leave the hospital until I’d done every room on my list. ‘I still have to clean the fridge, wash the windows, and empty the—’  

‘She can continue,’ said Mr Shrivel, warmly. ‘Fern has worked here for five years; she won’t trouble us, not with that lovely ­disposition.’ 

His behaviour could be classed as sexual harassment, which if proven is punishable by a short prison sentence. But in my sterile, lonely world I find this appraisal of my personality rather … kind.  

Mr Patrukal waved his hand dismissively. ‘Really, I think not for this.’

‘I don’t have any meetings on my report,’ I repeated, like they would simply shrug and leave me to quietly finish my work.

‘It was arranged last minute,’ said Mr Shrivel.

Mr Patrukal glared at him, like these five words revealed some great secret. ‘She’ll have to leave,’ he said. 

‘Do you mind?’ Mr Shrivel asked me, with a conspiratorial smile, as though we were both humouring the other surgeon. ‘Just this time.’ 

I shrugged. ‘Do you know how long you’ll be?’

‘An hour at most, Fern,’ he said.

I wheeled my cleaning trolley out of the room, feeling their eyes heavy on my back. I could tell they were waiting until I closed the door after me before they spoke. Probably some top-secret medical development that wasn’t for the ears of a humble cleaner. Not that I was interested. I went back an hour later and the room was empty, only a stained coffee cup, three crumbs, and one awry chair evidence they had ever been there. 

I don’t have a stammer by the way – D-Dalrymple – but I sometimes forget that’s my name when I’m here. I chose one beginning with D so that when I almost say Fern Dostoy, I can at least repeat the D and say the name I’m known by now. 

Once upon a time Fern Dostoy wasn’t just my name; she was a writer of novels. Of books that are now digitally erased, physically destroyed. But not all of them. I avoid social media and online news, but I know that reports regularly emerge of pre-2030 novels being found in basements and lofts and garden sheds. One day, the government will have their way though. With fiction no longer being printed – and with every physical paperback being hunted, surrendered, destroyed – our words are dying. 

I still have a copy of my final novel, however. 

Technological Amazingness: that’s what it was called. It was one of the Big Four that changed everything. I can’t let it go. I’m not recording here where it is right now, but I keep it like you keep the silver shoe charm your dying mother put in your hand with her last breath. I promised to tell you about how the books got banned. And I will. I’m not in denial, I just need to take my time and ma—



Saturday 3 November 2035 – 2.46 a.m.

I’m back. Not at my desk, but in bed. I can’t sleep. The heat. The words. They won’t let me. I didn’t finish the story of what happened yesterday. 

I will now.

I cycled home from work, painstakingly slowly, sweat drips clouding my vision. The temperature had soared to a breath-stifling ­thirty-nine degrees. I had to stop twice to wipe my face with my sleeve. The second time, I leaned my bike against a tree and rested in the shade. Voices drifted my way, carried, it felt, on the blast of heat. I looked about for the source but saw nothing except a quiet, mid-­afternoon street. I chained my bike to the tree’s narrow trunk and walked towards the nearby square, where cafes and shops surround a marble fountain. A long queue spilled out of the ALLBooks doors.

This is the UK’s only bookstore now; a glitzy corporate chain. Indie bookshops were another casualty of the death of the novel. They couldn’t compete with the low price of non-fiction in ALLBooks or with their vast budget and monopoly on advertising. It never fails to cross my mind that ALLBooks could not be a more misleading name for a place that doesn’t sell fiction. SOMEBooks would cover it better.

Why the queue though?

No sooner had I wondered this than I realised what the people in line – quiet, heads bowed as though awaiting admittance to a funeral – were holding. Novels. Colourful, different-sized, tattered, brand new, hardback, paperback, beautiful beautiful novels. Some I recognised as ones released just weeks before the ban, never having the chance to find their place in the literary world, now clutched in hot hands for the last time. 

I knew then why they queued. 

Book Amnesty Day. 

The first Friday of every month is the one day when you can hand in your pre-2030 books without fear of recrimination. Though they are no longer sold or published, it’s hard to monitor whether people still have old ones. Plans are to end the amnesty by 2037, that all fiction will cease to exist by then. For now, you can turn up at any bookstore – which, of course, just means ALLBooks – and surrender your illegally owned words.

I joined the queue, curious to see what books they had, longing to see novels, any novel, in the flesh. I’ve never taken part in Book Amnesty Day. Laura next door has. She went last month with Edie Lane’s erotic bestseller Take Me Any Way. I was removed suddenly from my previous house by two government officials, the tall one and the short one as I call them, both of whom now interview me when they feel like it, to make sure I’ve not indulged in any further writing. I don’t know what happened to my vast collection of novels, the copies signed by the author and the unique, special editions that would have been worth a fortune before the ban. Were my beloved books burned? I still can’t bear to think of it. When I walked around the house I was taken to, the one I live in now, I sobbed against the bare walls. Even now, at times, I touch the white expanse and pretend I can feel the raised, glossy spine of a book, of many books. I imagine I can pluck one from the shelf and get lost in a world that isn’t this one.  

A voice interrupted me from my reverie. ‘You don’t have a book,’ said a woman holding three ancient, clearly much-loved Stephen King novels. 

I looked at my hands as though expecting one to appear. ‘Oh. Wrong queue. I just want to buy a … um … a medical dictionary.’

‘You don’t need to wait in line then,’ she snapped.

I nodded. And stepped inside. I haven’t been inside an ALLBooks since 2033 when a desperate need to be near physical books of any kind consumed me. Then I touched the shiny surfaces of the mostly hardback tomes and grieved for the lost freedom of creating my own world. Now the shop’s air conditioning felt heavenly. I let it cool me for a second before I took a breath and approached the bookstands.

They’re still displayed A to Z by the author’s surname, still categorised by genre, and still have little review cards tacked below where staff have chosen a favourite. Underneath a biography about boxer Mac West – title Pulling No Punches – Sienna had written ‘This is a brutally honest and eye-opening account of his career to date’. I smiled. An honest book. I often think that biographies are the closest thing to fiction that is published. They at least tell a story.  

A voice broke into my thoughts. ‘He’s my hero.’

At my side, a small boy wearing a red T-shirt with a silhouette of Mac West on the front grinned at me, two teeth missing. He only looked about six.

‘Your hero?’ I repeated with a smile.

He nodded vigorously. ‘Mum said she’ll buy me it,’ he said.

‘Will you read it yourself?’ I asked, impressed.

He shook his head. ‘Some of the words are too big.’

‘Will your mum it read to you then?’

He shook his head again. ‘She won’t,’ he whispered conspira­torially.

‘Why?’ But I realised why as soon as the word was out. She was probably afraid to. Could even reading non-fiction to a child be classed as storytelling, something the current school curriculum actively discourages?

‘She’s not supposed to, is she?’ he said, and it broke my heart.

He was too young to remember a time of bedtime stories. Too young to have had a parent sit on the bed and smooth down his hair and kiss his forehead and begin with Once upon a time.

‘Not made-up stories, no,’ I said. ‘But she can read you this book.’

‘Sometimes,’ he said softly, and I moved closer, ‘my big sister and me hide under her duvet and she tells me stories about talking elephants and flying cars. I usually fall asleep before the end, so she has to tell me the rest in the morning.’

I longed to kiss his cheek, to hug him, but much like with sexual harassment, touching a child that isn’t yours – even just to help them up after a fall – is punishable by a short prison sentence. 

The children of our land are sleepless. I watched a documentary late one night that followed two doctors who are having to prescribe sleeping pills for eight-year-olds, which means zombie kids in class the next day. They blamed climate change, overly stimulating computer games, hidden additives in the vitamins all children under ten must now take, the materials used to build our furniture. Despite it being the most obvious cause, not one of the doctors or politicians or parents interviewed for the programme suggested it could be down to the simple act of not telling them a bedtime story. Would I have dared say it, if interviewed? Probably not. But that’s what I think. Reading aloud to children stimulates their imagin­ation. It soothes them. Helps them understand the world. This is an undisputable fact. If it’s fiction, all the better. The warmth, safety and joy created by snuggling up with your child and giving them an imaginary world can never be underestimated.

But no one says it.

Children always pay for what we do; for our mistakes. When there’s a recession, they starve. When there’s a water shortage – like the drought of 2032, when lush lawns fried, and dry trees caught fire – they dehydrate. When the government make decisions, they’re the last to be considered. 

‘Tell your sister,’ I said to the little boy, ‘that she shouldn’t stop the stories.’

I might not have a child, but I worry about the nation’s children. When I grew up in the 1980s and 1990s, I fell asleep to the sound of my mother’s voice whispering the words from Peter Rabbit and The Witches and Now We Are Six. If I had a son, now, in this only-the-truth, no denial world, I’d secretly make stories up for him. The forever end of fairy tales wouldn’t stop me. 

I suddenly pictured the strange blue and white trainer on my hallway windowsill and looked down at this boy’s feet. Smart black lace-ups. I smiled.

‘Mac,’ came a shrill voice. ‘Stop bothering the nice lady.’ A large woman with long plaits marched up to us. 

‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘Honestly. He wasn’t bothering me.’

‘You definitely want it?’ she said to him, nodding at the biography.

‘Please,’ he said.

She reached for it – the last copy – and they headed to the counter. He turned to look at me one last time, a shhhhh finger over his lips.

I returned my attention to the people queueing with novels. An assistant was letting them in a few at a time. They then went to a separate counter where a large plastic container awaited their paperbacks. A wiry woman with hair as thin as her frame looked down at the 2029 Shelly Dean novel, cradled in her arms as though it was her own infant. Army of Lovers depicted a utopian future where it’s discovered that love, when allowed to be shared freely between all consenting, of-age humans, has hidden codes and healing powers. Like my third novel, it was another one of the four banned books that changed everything; one of the Big Four.   

‘What happens to these books?’ the wiry woman asked, unable to surrender hers.

‘No idea,’ said the assistant. ‘We seal the container, and someone picks it up.’

‘I can’t do it.’

‘You must.’ The assistant looked nervous.

‘I… can I come back next month instead?’

‘I really don’t think that’s permitted.’ The assistant would have known the penalty, the possible prison sentence for owning this book. The expression on her face suggested that she felt immense pressure to make sure she did her duty.

The wiry woman slowly handed her black, cream and red book over and moved away, palms still up as though hoping for another book to drop into them.

‘Next,’ called the assistant.

I turned to go back to the shelves and crashed into someone. The first thing I saw was my own book. Technological Amazingness. It was a first edition; one with a picture of a doctor holding his own dripping, bloody heart up, the gap in his chest permitting the view of an empty, sterile hospital ward behind. My hand went to my chest, as though to stop my heart escaping too. I ached for my book. For the whole thing. For the writing of it; for the late nights, the early mornings, the passion, the typing until my fingers throbbed; for the first sight of it when early copies arrived; for the praise, the glorious praise. It was all I could do to not reach out and take it from the man who was now studying me intently, eyebrows untamed and beard bushy.

‘Oh my God,’ he hissed. 

I saw it. He recognised me. I shook my head, panicked, but his blue eyes were sky warm, not ice cold. He touched my arm and I savoured the human contact. He suddenly pulled away as though he realised the action could be condemned.

‘We adore you,’ he whispered.

‘You…?’ I blushed.

‘Your hair is short … a different colour … but I still knew.’

Involuntarily, I touched my neck. 

‘We hold secret book groups.’ He leaned close.

‘You do?’ How this filled me with hope. Secret book groups. God, I missed them. Meeting readers in their own homes, drinking their coffee, eating their home-made cakes, talking literature until the sun set. I’d gone to so many, back in the old world.

‘We loved the Big Four.’ He paused. ‘They’ll never destroy them all,’ he said, near my ear, breath warm. ‘And even if they did …’ He tapped his head. ‘We’ll not forget them. If we keep talking about them, they don’t die. You book is my all-time favourite. I feel … it’s such an honour to see you, to meet you. Fern Dostoy. British Fiction Laureate. You.’ 

I looked around, afraid every head would have turned at my name, but the low hum of conversation was white noise that drowned out our illicit encounter.

‘You have no humanity. You have no heart. You have no right. No, but we have the ability, we have the hands, and we will make it right,’ he whispered.

He had memorised my words.

But here, in this bookshop, I had none.

‘This one is just to keep them happy,’ he whispered.

‘Sorry?’

‘One of our book group members thinks we’re being monitored.’ He spoke so quietly I could barely hear. ‘This is to throw them off, if we are. I have two more copies of your book. I’ll bring another next month. But they won’t get my final copy. Ever.’

I wanted to cry. 

‘Do you have a message?’ he asked.

‘A message?’

‘For the group.’

‘Oh. I… um…’

‘Anything?’

‘Thank you.’ It was all I could think of; how I felt.

‘Would you visit us?’ He struggled to keep his voice down.

‘I … I couldn’t. It’s too … risky.’ But I wanted to. God, I wanted to.

‘I understand,’ he conceded. ‘I didn’t know you were still in the area. There was a rumour on social media that you had moved to Greece.’

‘Was there? I don’t go online much.’

‘Do you want to hand that book in?’

We both jumped apart. An assistant pointed at Technological Amazingness. ‘You’re the last one,’ she said. The queue had dispersed. The plastic container was full of books. He nodded and without a word he followed her. I watched him hand my book over. Watched it go in with all the others. Watched him leave the shop, turning to look at me one last time, a shhhhh finger over his lips like the six-year-old boy earlier.

Then I picked a book off one of the shelves – any book, I didn’t even look at it – and paid for it and returned to my bike and pedalled home. I put my package on the kitchen work surface near the dead fridge. As I left the room, something made me stop. An absence; sensed before confirmed. The blue and white trainer. I spun around. It wasn’t there. I looked in the musty fridge, on the floor, on the windowsill. Gone as though it had never existed at all. 

Had it? 

Was I losing my mind?

Am I losing my mind?  

I need to rest my hand now and sleep for a few hours. Then I’ll tell you more about how the books ended up be—



Saturday 3 November 2035 – 6.28 a.m.

I’m drinking my Fine-Fayre tea black because, well, no milk. The circular bag fits into my mug like it was designed for it. The leaves have freed an undeniably fresh flavour. It’s early, not even light. I’m sitting in bed, no sheet and three pillows.

The books. 

OK. This is how it started. I hate to give it truth on this paper. But I must if I’m to tell the full story. I’ll summarise in a few pages hopefully, like a teen’s essay for a school exam. But there’s much more. I will share that. 

I just need to ease myself into it. 

Physical books made a comeback after the rise of eBooks in the 2010s. We returned to our love of the glossy cover, of the smell of the page, of the chance to meet the author and have them sign it. Reading grew in popularity during the 2020 and 2021 lockdowns. Though the arts were financially neglected during Covid-19, with theatres closing and film production coming to a standstill, ­novels survived, victorious. Their popularity grew from the debris of ­limited entertainment. They were all we had.  

But towards the end of the twenties, the government grew afraid of their power. They were turbulent times with a major world ­pandemic, climate change, crippling recession, the growth of extremism in politics, the oppression of minority groups, and hard-won disability and BAME rights being cancelled. An avalanche of novels addressed these themes through fiction.

Four – the Big Four as they became known – stood out.

Together, they sold a hundred million copies in the UK alone. 

Author Lynda Harrison – in her 2028 best-selling novel The Final Adjustment – had a fictional prime minister enforce herd immunity during a deadly worldwide pandemic, not just to eliminate the old and weak but to finish the creative industry, silencing it for good. 

Then, in 2029, we had Shelly Dean’s epic Army of Lovers and Cass May’s The Rebel Girls. The latter was a love story between two women from opposing extreme left and far right parties, who brought a lawless nation together, until one of them – not the one you might expect – changed her mind and betrayed her lover by selling their story, causing the final abolition of many LGBTQ rights.

My novel – Technological Amazingness – was set in a hospital. It was the first thing I wrote, during a time of intense grief, but it took five years and two books for it to finally be published. I was angry at how the Covid-19 pandemic had been handled; angry that the virus had taken the one I loved; tired of vulnerable people losing out on life-saving treatment because of impossible targets the government set the NHS in order to get funding. 

I wrote the story of a fictional medical team who came up with two extreme ideas to ensure they got funding – The Pre-Surgery Care Mortality Policy and the One Death Policy. The former was the requirement that patients were already dead pre-op so recorded deaths by surgery were zero. Perfect. No one died on the table. Funding increased. The latter was the requirement that every UK family volunteered one member for euthanasia each year, thereby eliminating thousands of people from using the NHS. I wanted to present the idea that a seemingly ridiculous and outrageous policy could be implemented. Show how insane the world had gone. 

My book was compared to Animal Farm and described as ‘angry, shocking, utterly compelling, and necessary’ by The Times, but the Big Four were bestsellers because people loved and hated them; they divided the nation, causing discussion online and on topical news shows, discussion that led to violent protests across the country. In 2029 Lynda, Cass, Shelly and I were guests on a panel called The Future Now at the Edinburgh Book Festival. As it concluded, eight members of the new Anti-Fiction Movement set fire to the tent, injuring sixteen attendees and destroying all the books. This growing movement was headed by Ade Woods, a controversial journalist outspoken in his belief that fiction caused more harm than good. He often used my book, Technological Amazingness, as example of the damage, especially when three hospitals were burnt down by vigilantes who believed that the fictional team in my novel were inspired by real surgeons.

That was the start.

The government used this moment to justify a new campaign to first censor fiction that questioned their policies, and eventually remove it. And by the middle of 2030, all fiction was banned. You might ask, how do you enforce such a thing? Well, it begins with falsified reports showing the damage fiction does to our young. With ‘highly-esteemed’ professionals announcing that school children need a more regimented education, not an endless story time. With reports by Ade Woods, and then others, attributing violent protests and a rise in crime to fiction books, particularly books like ours.

The government likely knew it would be impossible to control all fiction. The only answer? Ban it. 

At the start of 2030, tens of thousands of novels were removed from circulation. Small publishers and indie bookstores folded. The government’s argument became that words written by ‘mutinous’ authors muddied the ‘truth’. That this was not freedom of speech but freedom to lie and deceive and mislead.

My life as a writer was over.

Now, the only books to be published are factual: science, biog­raphy, nature, medical, psychology, history. These are wonderful books. But we need novels too.

Even TV ‘stories’ were affected. Fictional programmes were eventually outlawed, from soap operas to drama serials. Only reality TV, documentaries, game shows, and news programmes were produced, and even those were heavily monitored. 

There you have it, in summary. 

There were, of course, times I thought it might not happen, times when groups protested, when someone of esteem spoke out defending fiction, when opposing political parties came close to changing legislation but were stopped at the last minute, when a documentary explored the benefits experienced by terminally ill patients who were read stories, though opposition then quickly disappeared. I still often ask myself aloud, ‘How the hell did it actually happen?’ Yet, looking back over history, so many unthinkable things – inhumane events you would never imagine occurring – have happened. You have to live through it to believe it.

Now, here we are. Here I am. In bed. Notepad slowly filling, hand aching.

No denial. 

This is the truth and I ca—



Saturday 3 November 2035 – 10.28 a.m. 

I got up eventually and went to the kitchen. For a moment the brown package on the work surface made me stop in my tracks, heart tight. What the hell was it? Who put it there? Then I remembered the book I’d bought in ALLBooks the day before and hadn’t even looked at yet. I put the kettle on, popped the second of the three teabags in my sample pack into my mug, and picked the package up.  

Inside was the newest edition of Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time. I smiled and held the silver and black hardback to my heart. One of the few books I love that survived the madness. Maybe I’ll read it again. 

I opened the glossy cover. Something white fell to the floor with a whisper. A small card. I picked it up. In the top corner was a graphite sketch of a sleeping baby on a cloud, an upside-down book his pillow. Central was a bold headline: BEDTIME STORIES FOR THE RESTLESS (09887 555777). My curiosity fired, I thought about switching on my smartphone and dialling the number 

No. No. 

I read the small print beneath the headline, moving my mouth around the words and stirring the stagnant kitchen air: 

Happy-ever-afters are here. Call this number between 6 and 9 p.m. if you still believe in the fairy tale and one of our many calming storytellers will send your restless child into a blissful, contented sleep with
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