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Chapter 1

Sixteen years earlier

There was a killer prowling around their terraced house, Esther’s mother told her. It pressed itself against their windows, slithered over the bricks and licked at the door-knocker.

The only thing to do was escape.

‘We are going to go far away and live amongst the trees. Would you like that? The trees?’ Mother asked, wrapping a scarf around five-year-old Esther’s mouth and nose so she couldn’t have answered even if she had wanted to.

Esther had no opinion on trees. She had opinions about the best food to eat for dinner, the best colour in the universe and who Mr Wiffles, her toy whale, had fallen out with that day. But trees? She saw a few scraggly ones from her bedroom window. They moved in the wind and shook their branches like they were laughing at her.

Maybe they were.

But, tonight, all Esther could see were the flames.

‘You’re going to have to carry some things. The rest we’ll leave behind.’ Her mother pulled Esther’s arms through the rucksack, which she had picked all by herself. It had whales on it too.

She could have helped hoist the bag onto her own shoulders, but she remained a dead weight. She wanted to stay here, at home. Even with the killer. Home had her bedroom with its deep-sea diver wallpaper and the bit of carpet that pulled up to reveal a hiding space under the floorboards. There was going to be no carpet in the new house; all the floors were going to be smooth, dust-free and easy to clean, so Mother said.

That was Esther’s fault.

‘But, Dad—’ Her father had raced off into the night, Mother had told her, gone to help, straight into the heart of the fiery monster that lay beyond their living-room window.

‘Your father will follow us; he promised. Right. We’re going to open the door now. Then it’s straight to the car. But you can’t take the scarf off even when you’re in there. Clear?’

Esther’s fault.

‘The new house is so much safer for you, Pips. I should have done this years ago.’ Because the killer outside, it wanted her particularly. The new house would protect her. It was a fortress, built to keep out the enemy. Except the enemy wasn’t a horde of people with guns and bombs, it wasn’t a nuclear blast, or flood or even the fire outside.

It was the air.

‘Got it?’ her mother asked and Esther’s hand instinctively went to her pocket where she kept her inhaler, even though she didn’t need to check – it was always there.

Her mother handed her the goggles and she put them on. Esther liked them at least: it made her feel like the divers on her wallpaper in the room that she didn’t want to leave.

She wasn’t ready to dive.

But it was over in seconds. Her mother pulled her, and, caught in her current, she bobbed along in her wake. Outside, their world had changed.

There was smoke, of course. But there had always been smoke. Esther felt the grip of that hand that squeezed her chest and she wheezed, reaching for the comforting shape of her inhaler, each breath something that threatened to squeeze out all the air from her body.

The sky was no longer black but a fiery, cloudy orange. Her mother bundled her into the back of the car, belted her into her child seat and started the engine at the same time as clicking her own belt into place. It was hard to turn her head in the scarf, but Esther did her best, trying to look back one last time at the small house that had been theirs.

And then, briefly, she really was under the sea, except the sea was made of faces, hands and fumes and the car swam through it all.

But soon that passed too. Hours sped by until dawn lightened the night sky. Concrete turned to wasteland and then bloomed green. Well, greener. Esther slept through much of the journey.

The roads finally ended. They bumped and jolted over a dirt track. Esther ran a finger around the edge of her scarf, her skin itchy and hot, but she wasn’t brave enough to inch the material back and let in some cool air because the killer was in the car with her.

It kept her company all the way to the House.

As soon as Esther saw it, she knew it needed that capital H. They had to leave the car and walk the last part, her mother scooping her up and running for most of the way. They could leave their home and everything they knew behind but that wouldn’t save them – save her and her weak little lungs that couldn’t even do their one job properly. Things had gone too far, her mother told her. The air was too poisoned, wherever they went. Except for one place, and one place only.

Finally, she stood before it, clutching her mother’s hand. ‘Our hideaway.’ Her mother dragged her closer. Set into the hill with earth making up most of its walls and roof, the front of it was a blank concrete face with two narrow windows.

‘To keep you safe, Pips.’ Her mother pulled her forward, into the shadow of the House. ‘Like you’re a toy, hmm? A special one. All snug in your packaging.’

But Esther had opened lots of those toys, the figure within pressed face first against the plastic and every time she’d almost heard each one gasp in relief as she freed them. Snug was not a new word to Esther, but that day, standing in front of the House, it did not mean cosy and protected.

It meant trapped.

***

Just her and her mother in the House in the hill. A prayer each day:

‘To what do we give thanks?’

‘The House.’

‘What protects the air we breathe?’

‘The House.’

‘What gives us plants and water and power and comfort?’

‘The House.’

‘What keeps us safe?’

‘The House.’

Princesses in their towers always pined for their escape in the fairy tales her mother used to read to her and for a long time she had not understood why. Out There was a smog-filled thicket of thorns waiting to wrap around her throat.

There was nothing for her there, her mother said. The House was her world, and she would never need to leave it again.

And that is how it was for the next sixteen years.




Chapter 2

A demon lived in Esther’s chest.

It squeezed her lungs and she heard that too-familiar wheeze. Water dripped down her bedside cupboard from the glass she had knocked over and she thought to herself that she would need to wipe that up before Mother saw it, but then her windpipe collapsed to a thin straw and no matter how hard she tried to suck in a breath, she couldn’t get enough air.

Panic bubbled.

She knew that all she had to do was stagger or crawl over to the inhaler somewhere on her dressing table and, in a few puffs, a blessed ease would spread through her chest. She’d done it before; she could do it again.

Breathe.

Breathe.

This was why she did not leave the House. The air was cleaner here amongst the trees in their hillside bunker, but cleaner did not mean clean. Not for her. Not anymore. The demon in her chest spent much of its time dozing because of the carefully filtered air that was pumped around the House. As she got older, Esther appreciated the time and planning that had gone into their home, everything from the backup filtration system run by a generator to the tubs that grew fresh vegetables and the water supply piped from a nearby well.

The House kept her demon drowsy. Out There, it would wake up.

The concept of Out There was quite a hazy one, Esther had to admit, built on the old films she watched, none of them dated beyond the millennium. She knew the world had moved on since then. The thing was, she also knew she would never be able to move on into it, not now, with its polluted skies that would make her demon roar into life with glee.

Stumbling, she gripped on to her bedspread, bunching it into her fist, the whole thing sliding off, dragging Mr Wiffles with it until he was almost touching her nose. Then, somehow, she was on the floor, but that was okay because she could pull herself up to the table and grab it if everything would stop spinning and the straw that passed for her windpipe would loosen up a little. There was nothing to fear.

Oh, but there was. The demon pressed down on her, squatted on her chest, put its clammy lips around her windpipe and then bit down hard.

She heard birdsong. Fake. Esther’s mother sometimes played ambient noise to stop the silence taking hold. The birds had been some of the first to go, she’d told her, even in the countryside, away from the suppurating heart of the city, though there were breeding programmes to protect what was left. In captivity of course. The skies were no place for them now, though Esther had seen shapes in the distance every so often, wheeling and graceful smudges in the sky. There were still people Out There. Esther knew it wasn’t some sort of B-movie apocalyptic wasteland beyond their door because people were like parasites, her mother told her – they survived anything, even poisoning their own air. It was the poor innocent creatures that suffered the worst: the animals, the children. Cities limped on, as did the people, their lungs blackening with each breath.

That was why Mother had built this place for her.

The House purred. It had better lungs than Esther: the beautifully engineered air-conditioning and filtration system that kept the air inside at optimum purity. And it had roots: a series of storage tunnels underneath that held everything that two people might ever need.

Esther swung out her arm and swiped for the inhaler, her hand grasping nothing. It was not on her dressing table. She needed to think. Where had she put it, before she went to bed the night before? But thinking was becoming difficult.

It was in those moments that she was closest to her father.

A hero, her mother told her. A man who had lost his own life saving others.

Her mental picture of him had, over the years, shrunk to photograph size, bordered white. A man forever stilled in a dozen or so poses, next to a tree, holding a hat, pushing the hair out of his face. Esther couldn’t remember what that hair smelled like, or whether the skin on his hand was rough or smooth, or what he looked like when he wasn’t frozen in a smile.

She might not have known those things about her father but she knew how he must have felt as he died saving those other people from a fire that then killed him, choking for a breath that wouldn’t come. Frankly, as mementoes went, she would have preferred a pocket watch or something.

She sat on the floor by her bed, Mr Wiffles eyeing her from her blue bedspread, chosen when she was a child because she had wanted it to be his sea.

‘I … I …’ she tried out the words.

The cuddly whale gazed back at her, unblinking, his stitching a little looser now than it was sixteen years ago. Like everyone’s.

‘My inhaler …’ she tried again.

‘Well, how am I meant to see that from here?’ she grumbled for him in her head. ‘I’ve been lying on this bedspread for the best part of a week now and all I’ve had a chance to see is your sock drawer.’

She had to admit, Mr Wiffles had become more bad-tempered with age.

Then she heard it, the blessed clacking sound that signalled rescue.

‘Esther?’ A familiar voice. Her mother. ‘I’m here, I’m here – breathe …’

Esther hauled herself up like an old person as she took a puff, slumping around the dressing table leg as relief hit. Her breathing slowed and she pushed her hair away from her sweaty forehead.

‘Thanks …’ Esther said, her voice hoarse. ‘I nearly had it …’

There was a cool hand on her cheek as her mother’s face loomed into view. ‘It was on the floor by your bedside table. Lucky you have me, eh?’

‘Yes.’

She was. Every day Esther reminded herself how grateful she was to her mother, for this filtered air, for the House. Each breath made the demon in her chest smaller and sleepier until she could kid herself that it didn’t exist at all.

‘Ready?’ Her mother helped her up.

Esther was.




Chapter 3

‘Happy birthday, Pips!’

Mother appeared with the time-honoured slice of fig and cranberry loaf topped with a birthday candle that had done sterling service for the past sixteen years because it had never once been lit.

Birthday Breakfast was sacrosanct. Mother even wore her least shabby cardigan, though she never went so far as to change out of her stained work trousers and battered leather slippers. There was the special loaf, as dark as fruitcake. Bread and cakes required flour, which they only had in a limited supply, so this was a treat, served with jam and the best tea, its leaves slowly uncurling like feathery fingers in the infuser.

This birthday was a special one.

‘Tiara!’ Mother said, her own already in place, balanced precariously in the wire nest of her hair, its pink plastic jewels only slightly scuffed.

Esther could have tried a weak protest, but the tiara was ready in her jeans pocket and she stuffed it on, feeling its little comb claws grip into her hair. She would never be too old for the birthday tiara, even if it had originally been designed for a five-year-old and was now too small, as if she had drunk an Alice in Wonderland potion and not her cup of morning tea.

‘Twenty-one years old,’ Mother said, cutting the loaf as they sat at the tiny breakfast bar in their kitchen.

Twenty-one. A magic number. Esther expected great things from twenty-one because that was coming of age. Not eighteen, still stuck in the hormonal, sulky teens, no, twenty-one was an adult, a grown-up … an equal.

A grown-up with a question, or rather a birthday request.

Above them the skylight was a bright circle of white sky in the middle of the low ceiling and, below it, the stairwell was its dark shadow leading down to the storerooms, their basic gym, indoor garden and the front door. The concrete walls were painted a soothing green like the grass Esther could see moving beyond her bedroom window, but the paint was fading in places; the grey underneath beginning to show through.

In her imagination, the House was a boil under the skin of the hill. Mother told her that approaching it from behind, walking along the top of the hill, all someone would see was a gentle bulge and the privacy-tinted, extra-tough glass of the skylight, the sign that people lurked under their feet. Only from the front would they see the austere concrete façade looming over them and the hill sloping down from either side.

Esther reached for a slice of fig loaf.

‘Wait!’ Mother moved the plate away and then put her hands, palms up, on the countertop. ‘To what do we give thanks?’

Esther turned her own hands over and bowed her head. ‘The House.’

‘What protects the air we breathe?’

‘The House.’

‘What gives us plants and water and power and comfort?’

‘The House.’

‘What keeps us safe?’

‘The House.’

The House was their God and it was one who needed constant soothing in order to stop their worst fear: something going wrong. The generator, the air conditioning, themselves, bones and blood and infection. So far, their worship had worked. Mother made sure they carefully maintained themselves, like two cars from a reputable garage, but most importantly, they maintained the House.

After breakfast there was routine, birthday or no.

Routine was key. Jelly cube chunks of time could dissolve too quickly if they weren’t careful. Whole hours could be lost staring at the inside of a wrist, the bit where blue veins close to the surface were like a sunken map pointing to treasure that would never be found. Routine stopped this. It took time and chopped it up into manageable mouthfuls, never too much in one go, never enough to choke.

The Checklist directed their days. First was the garden.

The garden was the biggest room on the ground floor and had never felt the rays of the sun. It was windowless, with tables arranged under LED lamps, and on those tables were the tubs in which grew tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, lettuces and whatever else they fancied eating, each one at a different stage of growing. Mother had studied do-it-yourself hydroponics before they moved and had made the containers herself. The plants in their cups were placed into holes in the tub lid with their roots dangling down ready to be sprayed with water by the pipes set underneath.

Each plant was slightly different in the curl of its leaves and the thickness of the stem and Esther liked to see the clean white tangle of roots when she lifted each one in its little pot. The tendrils were the plant’s brain matter, damp and fresh, reaching down to the water. Once, as a child, she had wanted to name all the vegetables as they grew but Mother had forbidden it as soon as Esther had started refusing to eat her vegetable friends.

‘Sunbathing season yet?’ Mother asked.

‘Well, it is spring – y’know. It’s getting warmer; gotta get my vitamin D …’ Esther smiled.

Sunbathing season had started when she had been a child and she had never quite given it up. So, on some days she collected a book and the creaky old folding chair and set it up close to the plant tubs, plonking Mother’s straw hat on her head in order to pretend she was on a beach or in the grounds of a fabulous hotel, the kind with poolside loungers and cocktails that appeared as if by magic. Next to her she plugged in their UV lamp, the one designed to help people who got depressed in the dark winter months, and she imagined it was an exotic sun with rays that would never tan her skin, nor burn it either.

It was the smell that brought her here. The filtered air and her weak lungs meant that most of the House was as scent-less as they could make it, but here no one could stop the rich, almost spiced aroma of the tomatoes. Mother called it grassy, but Esther could no longer remember what grass smelled like to be able to agree with her.

They continued to delicately check each plant for root rot, the birthday request on the tip of Esther’s tongue, but she could see that her mother was concentrating, her hands deft and quick, frowning as she adjusted her glasses. Now was not the right moment – and this birthday request had been asked before, on every birthday for the last four years. Each time it had been denied. The moment had to be not just right but perfect.

Esther could have asked her when they moved on from the garden to the next chore on the Checklist. On the ground floor of the House was the gym, a small room where a set of weights, some yoga mats, a poster with exercises drawn on it, a mirror and a running machine could be found. Lately its belt had begun to flap like a leathery tongue with every thud and so they worked together to patch it.

‘The old girl has some more years in her yet.’ Mother gave the edge of the machine a pat.

It was a sign, the mention of the word “year” – this was the time, Esther knew. She opened her mouth to speak, the question choking her as much as her asthma did, but then her mother gave a yelp and shook out her hand. ‘Tough old girl too – shit!’ Blood welled in her palm and she dropped the scissors she had been using.

In the time it took to help her mother wash out the cut, discover it wasn’t as deep as they feared, wrap a piece of linen around her hand and get back to the machine, they were late completing the Checklist and Mother’s lips had set in a tightly pressed line, her glasses pushed back onto her head in a distracted fashion.

Not a perfect moment at all. But that was okay – Esther had all evening and she could wait. She was good at that.




Chapter 4

Evening found the two of them together and the question Esther still hadn’t asked sat with them, patiently waiting its turn.

She read, choosing a book from the glass-fronted bookcases that took up most of one wall. According to Mother, books were both essential but also a hazard for Esther’s wheezy chest, which was why they were safely behind glass where the dust could not settle in between their soft pages.

Mother continued with whatever fantastical creature she was whittling out of scraps of wood, shaving fat curls from something that began as a lump but then grew wings, or horns, scales and claws. The little creatures lurked in every available space, their eyes watching from shadowy corners.

Esther knew their choice of entertainment would be viewed as simple by the people who lived Out There. An invisible net of electric signals covered the globe, Esther’s mother told her, a net that connected everyone, allowed a person to read books on a screen and buy clothes, watch films or find out any piece of information. Their wall of bookcases hardly measured up in comparison but Mother did not want the electric net to wrap around them here in their home because those signals did something to people’s brains and eyes; it hypnotised them like a snake so they lost hours watching pointless videos and arguing with people they had never met. Esther and her mother did not watch television, except for old films, and there was no newspaper delivery service to the back of beyond. Anyway, as Mother frequently said, they didn’t need to know about Out There. It didn’t concern them.

‘Twenty-one years old,’ Mother said again, holding out Esther’s present, her lips twitching into a smile.

This was the Birthday Guessing. Another ritual. Esther unwrapped the tea towel and held up the wooden figure.

‘A hippo?’ she tried.

Mother shook her head, chuckling. ‘No, the head just got away with me.’

Esther studied the creature in her hand. ‘A sheep?’

‘Nope. Couldn’t get the bum right. Give up?’

Esther always did every year. Mother didn’t let it stop her, but she was terrible at carving.

‘It’s an elephant!’

Esther studied it. ‘Where’s its trunk?’

‘Ah, well, the trunk fell off in a sad accident a few weeks ago.’

They laughed. Mother’s eyes were soft in the candlelight they used most evenings, not to save power, but because she liked the gentle, flickering glow.

‘Thank you.’

Esther would add it to all the others on her windowsill. But it wasn’t the present she’d wanted. Her laugh ended in a sigh. Twenty-one years old. She glanced at Mother.

Mother began carving something new, slicing the wood viciously as if removing a canker in rotten fruit. ‘Pips?’

Pips – short for Pipsqueak. Something small and inconsequential, not done growing. But she had. She was twenty-one years old, her growing was done and, though the small wooden not-elephant was sweet, that was not what she wanted.

‘You told me that when I turned twenty-one—’

‘No,’ Mother said. The word pinched Esther’s heart. Mother put her whittling knife down and rubbed at her eyes. ‘You’re not coming with me—’

‘But I’m—’

‘Twenty-one. I know. But you’re not coming with me on the Yearly—’

‘But you—’

‘No. I have never promised and it doesn’t matter how old you are. It’s not safe.’

Their once-a-year supply trip, the day when Mother took their van and disappeared from sunrise to sundown, away into the Out There to buy all the things that could not be grown, patched, fixed or ignored. They had enough food to last for decades, the kind of dehydrated stuff that never tasted of the ingredients meant to be in it, powdered things, tins and packets piled high in the tunnels, but every year Mother stocked up on a year’s worth of edibles that could not last a decade, like pasta, flour, rice and, more importantly to Esther, the treats that only lasted one glorious week: fresh milk, fruit and meat.

They had been having a variation of this argument for the past four years.

‘I would wear my mask and goggles; I would stay in the van. I just want to—’

‘No.’

Want. The word filled Esther up and it pushed at her lips, making her temples throb.

‘So that’s an end to it.’ Mother put down the knife. ‘How about a nettle tea before bed?’

The tea was a powdery, dank liquid that cooled too quickly and left an aftertaste. One day Esther would say no, but Mother was already straining the dried leaves and, anyway, it was good for … Esther wasn’t quite sure what it was good for but it tasted awful enough to be good for a lot of things. Letting her eyes wander to the open door of her bedroom and beyond that, to the black rectangle of glass, Esther saw only her own face reflected back at her.

‘I only ever want to keep you safe.’ Mother put a small ceramic cup on the arm of Esther’s chair, stopping to pat her shoulder before returning to her seat and her latest wooden beast.

Safety for Esther meant the clean, filtered air of the House, which kept her chest demon drowsy and gentle. It had meant Mother uprooting her whole life to live in the trees under the hill, leaving behind any friends or family. It meant quiet, ordered, peaceful hours that could be ticked off as easily as those chores on the Checklist. Safety meant all of that, for as long as she lived … and that could be a very long time.

Candlelight flickered, and, as she drank the tea, Esther felt her eyelids droop.

Here was her final opportunity to argue her case. She was old enough and wise enough to be useful, to help, to take some of the burden from Mother’s shoulders – and if her being useful and being helpful meant that she got to experience a little of the world Out There then that would perhaps stop the feeling she had when she woke up in the morning, like someone had taken their fingernails to the chalkboard of her brain.

Each blink became longer and longer.

Slice, slice went the little carving knife.

Esther stayed silent.

And in the night, when Esther half-woke from a leaden sleep, she thought she heard from Mother’s bedroom next to her a faint, familiar, muffled sound.

Crying.




Chapter 5

It was no surprise when Esther woke up in front of the door.

For a second she thought she could hear a faint shuffling sound behind her. A dry sigh.

She had to be quick. Pushing herself up from the concrete floor, she sat and swiped at the dirt on her pyjamas. This had been happening for a few months now and, so far, Esther had been lucky. Each time, before Mother woke, she had managed to get upstairs and back into bed, ready to appear, yawning theatrically, as soon as she heard any noise in the kitchen.

She did not want to worry Mother.

‘Pips?’

Too late.

Mother stood at the top of the stairs that led to the living room and bedrooms. ‘What are you doing down there? Are you okay? What happened?’ She ran down the steps and took Esther by the arm before she could even try to stand up by herself. ‘I thought you’d collapsed.’

‘I’m fine, I’m fine. I think I must have walked here in my sleep, that’s all—’

‘What? Sleepwalking? Down here? But you could hurt yourself—’

‘I’m fine!’

‘God – you could open the door!’

‘But I haven’t – see? Still closed. Still locked. I’m sure it’s just a one-off thing. I feel great.’

‘Come upstairs – let me see you in the light …’

Before following her mother, Esther turned to the dark mouth of the tunnel stretching away from the storeroom. Originally the House had been planned as a Cold War bunker though that war had defrosted by the time the place had been built. The tunnel had been meant for ammunition stores but had never been properly finished. It still had a bare earth floor and was a long corridor with stubby offshoots like deep pores where Mother stored everything she thought they might one day need.

This was a place Esther rarely went. It had never been her playroom as a child. She had never scampered there, imagining it was a mummy’s tomb, a secret passageway, a cave, a dragon’s lair. Mother had never had to warn her to be careful, had never had to explain how those metal shelving units could be toppled if climbed upon, how the wicked edges on the machinery could slice into unsuspecting flesh. Maybe it was because of its earth floor, too grave-like; maybe it was the scratching she could hear under her feet, which she knew was caused by nearby small animals but still made the back of her neck prickle; maybe it was the cold, or the gloom … Whatever it was, Esther had stayed away.

Reaching behind herself to the massive front door, she placed her hand onto chill metal and then she brushed her fingers over a handle only Mother turned. Beyond it was their rudimentary airlock and then the final door, the one that led to sky and grass and wind.

And, of course, air.

But there was no time to linger. Barefoot, she ran, up the stairs and into her bedroom, wriggling free from Mother trying to take her temperature. She put on the clothes she thought would be suitable for Out There – because that was where she intended to go that day. Trainers to move quickly, her least shabby T-shirt and the jeans with only minimal fraying.

‘Pips?’ As Esther crossed to the kitchen, Mother belted her cardigan around a pair of pyjamas that once had been printed with stars. ‘There you are, my little night owl, up far too early this morning.’

Esther gave the customary soft hooting sound. She was the owl and Mother the early bird. Mother hooted back as Esther grabbed a glass and ran the tap, the trembling in her voice masked by the sound of the running water. ‘I’m going.’

There was silence.

‘Did you hear me? I said I’m—’

‘I heard.’

More silence.

‘I—’

‘I—I—I!’ Mother slammed the rucksack she had picked up from the sofa onto the floor. ‘That’s all I hear! That’s all you think about! But me? I don’t have the luxury of only ever thinking about myself. I have to think about you! Which is what I do, every bloody minute of every bloody day!’ She snatched the rucksack up from the floor. ‘I’m trying to protect you, because I’ve seen with my own eyes what that filthy, poisoned air does to you – I’ve watched you nearly die – but …’ She gave a muffled half-scream of frustration and Esther flinched. She tried to think how to explain it, this gnawing feeling in the middle of her that wanted out, that wanted to see something, anything other than these bunker walls and the never-changing trees beyond her bedroom window. Nothing came out of her mouth.

‘But you know what? I’m done.’ Mother marched over to Esther and pushed the rucksack into her stomach, the middle of it flopping over her arm like a deflated baby. ‘Done. Off you go. If you want to go on the Yearly so badly then do so. But you’ll go on your own. In fact – it will make a nice change. I think I’ll put my feet up for the day, relax, have a chat with the plants, whatever the hell it is you do whilst I’m gone.’

The bag in Esther’s arms seemed to weigh much more than empty cloth should have. Mother sat down and turned her face away, wrenching her slippers off without even looking at them. This was silly, Esther told herself. Her mother was being silly. There was no way Esther could do the Yearly on her own – she didn’t even know where to start.

‘There’s the list. Off you go.’ Her mother threw a piece of paper in Esther’s direction and she watched it float to the floor, slowly, slowly, not a feather because feathers were attached to birds and they could fly; they knew where home was even if they were far away from it. Esther didn’t even know where the van was, the one hidden beyond the treeline, kept running only for this once-a-year purpose.

But she could walk.

The nearest town couldn’t be that far away, could it? She would simply have to walk there. Squaring her shoulders, she picked up the list and took a breath before heading down the stairs, reaching the first front door.

Turning the handle caused a series of clunking noises that made the door shudder as it began to roll away. It should have been harder to open, Esther thought. She should have had to have put all her weight into it, but it yielded smoothly enough. It revealed a small porch area. A simple idea. Two doors that never opened at the same time, creating a safe space in between. There was even a special filtration system specifically for the porch that would clean and sanitise the air if needed – though they had never used that part. Yet.

Two whole suits hung, like limp people being punished for their crimes. They were overalls, nothing special, the kind of thing that buttoned up to the neck. The mask was the important bit, Mother said. They had recently upgraded: a slim glass strip that stretched from nose to chin with two parts that looked like mini aeroplane engines under each ear. The idea was that there no longer needed to be a seal around the edge; instead air was sucked in, purified via filters and any contaminated air was fanned away. No more fogged lenses and seal sweat. There were also goggles and a hood to be on the safe side.

‘It would take you nearly the whole day to walk to anything, you know,’ Mother’s voice floated down to her. ‘And that’s just a petrol station and a general shop. To get supplies at the DIY store you would have to go much further.’

Her overall hung in front of her, empty and waiting for a person to fill it out – someone who knew what they were doing. Thoughts spun at her and away but it was the list that did it in the end. She stared at the words and realised she didn’t even know what half of those objects were, or where to get them. The paper crumpled easily in her hand.

Esther clenched her other fist, feeling the sharp edges of her nails dig into her palms. She could have carried it on a bit more, the pretence, the foolery that she was a functioning human being who knew how to leave the house and get some tinned food and spare parts, but instead she sank to the floor and let her forehead rest against the cool metal door frame.

A shadowed figure appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘Are we done?’

Within the hour Mother was ready. She liked to make it there and back in one day, which meant for an eye-wateringly early start. Outside, a faint pink haze had begun to nudge night out of the sky. Perhaps that was what made her mother paler this morning, Esther thought, eyes sunken in bruised shadows, lips bloodless and cracked. Older.

The thought was not new, but each time it came as a razor, something that drew blood: what if Mother did not come back? What if something happened to her out there? What if she decided that enough was enough and she wanted to escape? What if the car careened out of control? What if, what if, what if …

Lately a new what-if had slithered its way into her brain.

What if, one day, Esther woke up and shuffled into the kitchen, still in her pyjamas, her only thought that of the kettle and the new loaf they’d baked last night, to find Mother cold and stiff in her chair, eyes open but never to see again?

What would Esther do then?

Mother shoved her out of the porch and closed the inner door. Metal clanged back into place, biting off any other words and leaving Esther alone in the waiting shadows.




Chapter 6

Time passed in the dark. Esther sat.

Next to the door was the shotgun. As soon as Esther had been old enough there had been lessons.

‘Target,’ Mother had said, showing Esther the cartoon face she’d drawn with big eyes and a clown mouth before pinning it onto the concrete dead end of the tunnel.

Things Esther had discovered: gunshot was loud; kickback could hurt a shoulder; no matter how much you tried to breathe out calmly you never quite hit your target.

Face hot, arm trembling, she had breathed and concentrated and shook out her hand, clenching and unclenching her fingers, every day for months until the gun felt like an extension of her arm, until her breathing calmed almost as soon as she raised the muzzle, until she could simply sense when to pull the trigger and when she did – dead shot. Most times.

‘Show me,’ Mother had said every so often, resting her head back against the sofa, her eyes watchful.

So Esther had. She would unload and check the gun, already cleaned and primed, always cleaned and primed, and then she would reload, snapping it all into place with deft, practised movements.

‘What keeps us safe?’

‘The House.’

Mother had smiled. ‘And the bloody gun.’

In the end thirst made Esther get up off the floor.

The Checklist and chores had to be done first, but then the day was hers to do with as she pleased. Usually she danced to old music CDs, cooked something weird for dinner with the ingredients she chose by closing her eyes and pointing to random tins in the cupboard, and watched back-to-back films on DVD that she had seen a thousand times before.

This time she did not want to dance, or cook, or watch a film.

Esther pressed her forehead against the glass of her bedroom window and thought of nuns. Nuns did penance, their fingers working delicately over rosary beads, praying for their souls, anyone’s souls, for the world. Sometimes it felt to Esther as if she was the penance and that Out There healed itself a little more after each of her careful rosary days.

‘Bollocks,’ Mr Wiffles said, swimming on her bedside table. ‘You’re not a nun. Nothing you do makes any difference to what goes on Out There.’

A nun probably wouldn’t have wallpaper with cartoon fish on it, Esther considered. Redecoration was not a priority, according to Mother, though, of late, she had begun to bring back little taster pots of paint from her once-a-year trip. So far, Esther had managed to paint one entire bedroom wall in a not exactly matching colour but at least one that was plain and had no cute-eyed creatures on it. Luckily their duvet covers were so faded and threadbare by now they couldn’t see what the original patterns had been and she had picked off all the stickers from her dressing table. The one shelf on her wall was empty, testament to the great doll and toy massacre of two years ago when she had swept them all into an old hydroponics tub and lugged them down to the tunnels. Mr Wiffles had been the only survivor.

She wandered out into the living room. On the wall was a small air quality monitor, a half-moon of colour: green to yellow to amber to red with a needle that never moved but lay dead and defeated in the wedge of green. Green for go. Green for safe. Never anything but green. Esther’s eyes flicked to it anyway.

The other window lay on the floor. She changed it monthly, a big square piece of paper. It had started as an art project when they had first moved in, but had quickly become a fixture, the large painted sheet taking pride of place on the wall over the sofa. ‘See, Pips? We can have whatever view we want,’ Mother had said. This month she had planned a return to her favourite under-the-sea theme and had been thinking about fixing a little ledge into it so Mr Wiffles could have a pretend swim.

The big blank square was a white void.

She did not want to paint.

Wandering again, she ended up in Mother’s room. Neat bed, neat bedside table, clothes neatly folded on the nearby chair. The only signs of a personality were the misshapen wooden creatures peeking out from odd corners.

They watched Esther open the wardrobe as the familiar scent of lavender wafted out from Mother’s home-made essential oil perfume. The clothes within were a mix of drab greys and browns, a few patched pairs of jeans, some T-shirts in the exact same hue of vomit green and a couple of jumpers that had clearly lost the battle with the washing machine. There was nothing exciting amongst them.

Except for the dress.

The dress was an emerald velvet, which shone like sleek fur in the light. It was the colour of precious stones in expensive rings, or of a lush forest canopy somewhere exotic. It was the kind of dress someone wore to a cocktail party in a smart London venue where similarly dressed people laughed softly and chinked glasses. It had no place in Mother’s wardrobe.

But there it was.

Of course, Esther had asked about it. ‘Foolish sentiment,’ Mother had said. ‘Guess I couldn’t bring myself to leave it behind. I married your father in that dress, chose green because I always hated the idea of looking like a white frilly toilet roll cover on my wedding day.’ Esther had never seen a photo.

It slipped on so easily. The hemline fell flatteringly mid-calf, the skirt flaring out in a way that made Esther feel as if she was in a 1950s film. The only mirror in the House was a small square above the bathroom sink and she would have had to climb onto a chair to see the bottom half but she didn’t need to – she already knew how she looked; she’d done this before.

She looked like someone else.

But the dress fitted poorly and the neckline scratched her skin. What would her mother think, catching her playing dress-up like a kid? That was no way to convince her that she was ready for the Out There – and convince her Esther would. In fact, she had a better plan, she thought, wrenching the dress off and shoving it back onto its hanger before returning to the living room to tidy away her coffee mug. She had tried to do too much all at once by saying she would go on the Yearly. No, baby steps were needed. A walk perhaps. Yes. A quick stroll around the House, suited up, masked. It would be a start.

Definitely. A really good start.

After a cup of tea. And maybe a snack, to keep her strength up. And when the tea had been drunk and the snack eaten, she sat and told herself she was just about to get going and that she simply needed a minute. The minute stretched.

A shadow flitted over the skylight.

Esther froze. Clouds scudded over the sky and caused shadows all the time. This had not been a cloud. Too fast. A flicker. A scuttle.

She looked up. It was a circle of sky – that was all – in its own little periscope tunnel. She knew the glass was toughened and tinted on the outside, so anyone stumbling
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