

This book contains references to suicide and scenes depicting sexual assault.




1

‘There’s nothing there, Harry.’

‘You were staring. Your eyes are all big.’

‘Sorry,’ I say, whispering – to remind him to use quiet voices next to the open window. ‘It’s nothing you need to worry about, just grizzling up to rain I think.’ I force myself to smile. Get a grip, Katie.

And still, I can’t help but glance outside. Eyes scanning the same flat hard ground that always looks up at me from four floors below, snaked with algae and moss. The same grey buildings that press in on us all around, with dappled ivy-strewn alleys running between them. Searching amongst the rowan trees and snowberry bushes, thick and wild along the crumbling walkways. Pausing over the leaves piled up where they’ve been blown. Everything is alive, pink-red, yellow and golden out there, fluttering in the pale orange light. A scattering of something that could just be fine, powdery grey snow, if I pretended, swirling across the open air.

Harry shrugs his delicate little shoulder and I realize I’m clutching it tightly, as if I only need to hang on to him to keep him safe forever. The kitchen-lounge comes back into focus. Together we lower the sloshing tin bucket to our feet. The cloudy water swirls with debris and the shield bug – iridescent-green shell that so mesmerizes me with its precious rare colour, red ‘socks’ up to its ankles – still thrashes on the surface.

I catch Harry’s wrists before he scoops up the tiny creature. His face crumples, the bug’s six legs desperately flailing. ‘You know you mustn’t – we’ve been washing stuff that’s come from outside in there!’

Harry flinches, scrutinizing the almost-clear water fearfully. ‘There’s bad in it, Mummy?’

‘Could be. You know this. We must always be careful . . .’ I glance at the wood stove behind me.

‘What if he’s breathed it or eaten it?’ Harry says, a whine creeping into his voice, the shield bug buzzing at the sides of the bucket.

‘Try this.’ I grab the heatproof glove from beside the stove. Harry’s little hand is swamped by the thick padded material, but he gently rescues the shield bug and we watch together as it wobbles out onto the railing with the disorientation and weak limbs of something too clogged with dust to live for much longer. Too sick from inflammation or the toxins leached or bloated by the foreign particles – the slow way. Or just plain suffocating – usually quicker. Yet creatures like this that can reproduce fast, before they succumb, seem more successful at surviving in the world After.

‘I’m going to call him a green,’ Harry whispers.

‘A green?’

He nods, eyes bright. ‘’Cause he looks like emerald-dragon-green from the book. Emer because that’s a brand new secret name and only we know it.’

‘How do you know it’s a he?’ I smile, thinking about Harry’s dragon book and feeling that tug towards make-believe.

Harry peers closer at the shield bug. ‘How do you tell?’

‘Actually, I don’t know, usually male animals are prettier though, so they can attract females.’

‘He is very pretty. Maybe that’s what dragons are, just lots of tiny pretty bugs all together. That would be cool! So dragons are not-real but kind of real in the end?’

‘Yeah, it would,’ I say, wondering when Harry became this sweet imaginative little person.

Emer opens his wings – a film of grey on the unevenly-swollen and oozing lung-like vents underneath – and jumps out into the open air. Gone. One way or another.

‘Was it the only friend?’ Harry whispers gently, peering into the bucket, as if he might rupture tiny insect eardrums with his voice.

I try to return his grin, but the make-believe feeling is already seeping out fast. Harry hurries back towards the kitchen, skipping and bouncing off the arm of the sofa on his way, as I shut the window and smooth down the seals.

‘Did you see, Mummy? I added these when you weren’t here.’ He points at one of his artworks, stuck to the front of the defunct TV – some old hooped earrings of mine I loved wearing at uni and foreign coins have been added.

They make his collage of gleaming red and yellow leaves look like the insides of an expensive glossy watch – an artistic autumnal leaf print beneath tiny perfect cogs.

‘Where did you find them?’ But I know instantly. He’s been in drawers and cupboards I’d rather he left alone.

He looks away.

‘I don’t want you going through that stuff, Harry.’ But then I spot a pencilled motif repeated across several of the collages. ‘What are those overlapping circles supposed to be, rain?’

He shrugs, eyes avoiding mine. ‘Raindrops on raindrops.’

‘You didn’t uncover the windows when it was raining, did you? Go right up to the glass to trace it?’ I glance at the window – where there are the remains of vague smudgy circles where rainstorms have hit the other side of the glass.

‘No, Mummy,’ he says, his voice flat – hiding something – and throwing me a worried glance as he hurries to wait by the counter.

I clutch my forehead. Maybe it’s just been a long time since the Fear has settled inside me – that unbearable quality of fear, running deep and laced with dread and blind panic, that coloured most of that first year, and still threatens to drown me again every now and then. Different to what I think of as healthy fear, with its brief surge of adrenaline and sharpness in a moment of trouble that feels better at helping me act. The Fear only saps and overwhelms. I’m not sure why it’s there today, growing heavy in my gut, putting me on edge.

Trying to focus on the task instead, I haul the bucket back to the kitchen area. The fruits are warm and sticky as I rinse them over the bucket, pouring clean – filtered and boiled – water from my flask over and tilting the sieve to carefully inspect the delicate skins for grey residue. The blackberry harvest is late this year. And these, the first, early fruits – bitter-berries, Harry calls them – are always tart and sharp, almost inedible, and Harry winces with each mouthful. Yet he stuffs them down. One after another as I pick out clean ones for him.

I think back to the first few weeks, when I still had chocolates and cake and actual sugar in the flat – boxes of supplies stashed in the kitchen from the panic-spree in the last winter Before – and I would go from periods of barely eating to periods of stuffing down mouthful after mouthful, even though I wasn’t hungry, even though it didn’t make me feel better, because it tasted good for just a second and it was filling me up.

I squeeze his shoulder again. ‘Sure you’ve not had enough?’

He doesn’t answer, instead swallowing down more berries without appearing to chew at all.

‘OK, let’s save the rest for tomorrow.’ I shut the lid on the still-dirty ones.

‘Mummy, I want them.’ He looks so desperately sad for a moment that I nearly give in. And besides, we need to eat plenty; everything, I have long suspected, is less nutritious than it once was. Yet he looks flushed, his eyes a bit wild, and he’s eaten nearly a bowlful.

‘Remember how you were really sick last year because you ate too many damsons and redcurrants? Doesn’t it feel full?’ I kneel to rub his tummy, putting my ear to it. ‘Oh my, Mr Tummy is complaining.’

Harry’s beautiful little face breaks into a grin and a grimace at the same time.

There’s just enough filtered water left in the glass barrel on the kitchen counter for dinner tonight. I tip the dirty bucket into the top, where it trickles slowly down through the layers of magnetized gauze and charcoal and drips clear into the bottom.

‘Come on, I should have got properly washed straight away.’ I suddenly feel sick by having broken that rule – and risked contaminating Harry’s airspace – no matter how calm and safe it seemed outside, no matter that my overalls and boots were left out on the landing outside the front door, no matter how upset and desperate for berries Harry was, no matter how guilty at his waiting tearful face I felt.

I tread softly on bare feet along the hallway towards the bedroom, relieved when Harry follows quietly this time. Please, no tantrums, not tonight.

Outside, the wind is now a constant rustling in the tall poplars beyond the blocks of flats opposite, but our flat feels still and stuffy – it always does in the summer, even at the tail end of it. My T-shirt and shorts cling to me, clammy and uncomfortable from wearing my outer gear over them, and I yank them off, draping them over the chair by the window.

Harry – eager to copy – struggles to get his T-shirt off. ‘Mummy! Alistair’s got me stuck!’ He jigs on the spot, increasingly frantic, as I pull it up his small frame and over his head. I grin, tickling him as he reappears, and Harry dashes to the chair to turn his T-shirt back the right way and lay it next to mine, lovingly stroking Alistair’s faded red dinosaur crest from his forehead to the tip of his tail. Harry’s naked chest is delicate, and he is small, his clothes sized for three-year-olds, not the nearly five that he is.

‘Perhaps I should raid the shops again for something new for us—’

‘I like Alistair,’ Harry says.

‘I like my stuff too.’ Makes me feel like me, having things that are ours, that we wear over and over. It tethers us, this flat, and everything in it. Safe.

In the bathroom, I crouch in the bathtub and lather up the soap. This batch is heavy on the lavender, making the ash lye and animal fat a little less unpleasant. Harry insists on coming in too, shivering – goose-pimpled – close to me, watching as I cup cold water over myself from the bucket I filtered and boiled yesterday and grinning as I gasp. I wonder if this counts as cold-water therapy – there was a craze for that once. Before.

Harry makes wet handprints on the stone-effect tiles and marvels at the way the water drips down in little droplets, getting slowed by limescale and the criss-cross network of grouting.

I let down my hair and tease it loose, the mousy-blonde strands falling to my shoulders. The water shivers through my scalp.

‘Do me.’ Harry bounces on his toes, knees knocked inwards, arms scrunched to his chest.

‘Tip your head back.’

He blinks as the water dribbles through his hair, eyes clear and healthy, unlike mine, which sting from the rinsing. He giggles: such a soft, beautiful sound.

We splash the remaining water over each other, chuckling, until the bucket is two-thirds empty and I upturn it over the both of us – another shock of cold as it runs down my back. Harry squeals – the sound echoing off the tiles – then clamps his hands over his mouth. Both of us fall silent.

‘Sorry,’ he whispers between his fingers, eyes going from shining bright to watery and worried. He stands there rigid and dripping.

‘It’s OK,’ I whisper back, leaving him wrapped in a towel in the tub as I walk down the hallway towards the front door, still drying myself, my wet feet slopping across the thick muffling rugs. Harry’s delicate scuffs soon trail after me. I pull on the Yale lock, just twice, and try to take a few slow, deep breaths.

‘I’m sorry, Mummy.’

‘It’s alright.’ I try that smile again, for Harry, hoping that despite my face feeling weary and the muscles twitching out of place, it might be comforting.

In the bedroom, I rummage for fresh clothes, my heart still pounding. My eyes are drawn to the top of the chest of drawers. To the last photo I took of Jack. His face smiles and squints out at me – the camera lens flooded with the kind of bright daylight that I can only half-remember now. I can bear just this one thing, this one reminder, the rest is tucked, safe, in drawers and cupboards. My fingers graze the bottom dresser drawer where the most unbearable things are hidden from constant view, all the painful pictures, diaries and keepsakes I have secretly pored over like carefully catalogued treasures so many times when the urge comes over me.

‘Mummy?’ Harry’s looking at me, beautiful rich amber-brown eyes frowning, that thick chestnut hair unruly and in need of a cut, just like Jack’s intense gaze and beachy mop in that photo. His still-wet fingers trace the edges of the seed packets in the basket by the door, his face falling further into bottom-lip worry as he catches me looking at them. And yet it reminds me that I must harvest the beetroots and carrots from my little polytunnels tomorrow, start sowing the spring cabbages and onions in trays in the stairwell – my seedstock is thin these days. It’s late summer now, and winter is coming. It always feels like winter is coming.

‘Saying hi to Daddy?’ Harry whispers, joining me on the edge of the bed.

My eyes flick once more to the photo but slide straight off Jack’s face, unable to stay looking at those sparkling eyes that don’t know what lies ahead, that remind me how utterly alone I’ve been now for five years.

Awful possibilities fill my head, as they often do when I look at his photo, imagining exactly how he died and where . . . It matters, not quite knowing – it eats at me. But I shove on a fresh shirt and shorts and leap off the bed.

‘You’re it!’ I race up the hallway, Harry right behind me, and he tags me before I reach the other end.

‘Now you.’ He grins, hurrying to the kitchen doorway, so we can start over and race towards the front door, the sound of our feet muted by the thick hallway rugs. Harry smothers his squeals this time with both hands.

Up and down we go, until I’m a heap on the floor, my chest suddenly tight and wheezy. But I’m smiling and pretending that it’s all OK and Harry has me beat fairly and squarely.

‘I win today, same as yesterday!’ he sighs, happy and curling towards me, his breath gone sour from the blackberries.

My eyes close, I’m still trying to catch my breath. Worry flickers. This is the third time in as many days where I’ve struggled to breathe. I try to dismiss it. I was running. I’m tired.

Instead, I let a familiar yearning creep to the forefront of my mind before I can stop it, imagining we’ve just run to the door because Jack got home from work, pleased to see us, and us him. Imagine us all hugging on the threshold, my face pressed against Jack’s chest, his arms wrapped around me, his breath slightly foul from the coffees that got him through the afternoon slump, but I wouldn’t care. Even now I can remember how good he smelled post-shower in the morning, of cedarwood and sage. I imagine him scooping Harry up.

A twinge inside my chest.

Think of something else.

The meat I caught for dinner – I need to prepare it.

I peel myself up and head down the hallway towards the front door. ‘Go put some clothes on, Harry.’

‘I like no clothes.’

I sigh, trying to sound nonchalant.

‘Alright!’

Barely a few seconds pass before he rushes after me, still shrugging on my sweaty T-shirt. It’s so big it falls to his knees. He sniffs at the collar, beaming up at me when he sees me looking, before he realizes where I’m heading.

‘Harry . . .’

He gets there first and stands at the front door, smiling, as if that will make me stay, make me play with him instead. And there’s a slither of guilt that I make myself swallow down.

‘I’m tired, come on, Mummy has one more job to do today.’

He stares, the smile shrinking, and that frown that’s mine creasing his forehead.

‘I won’t be long this time, I promise.’

‘Do you love me?’

My resolve crumbles a little. ‘Of course I do.’ I squeeze his hands and kiss the top of his head and each cheek; kneeling down, I hug his face to my chest.

As soon as I get back up, I open and close the front door quickly, before we get into something more. I blink back tears on the landing outside. Come on, Katie. I think I can feel Harry on the other side of the door, pressed against it like I am. I know that’s not right, that I can’t really feel that, because this is a full-thickness fire door. He could just as easily have disappeared to the bedroom on soft quiet feet without my hearing. But I think something strange happens when I leave Harry, it’s like there’s a piece of elastic connecting me to him – thick, the kind my mum sewed our gloves to as children and threaded through our coat sleeves – and every time I leave, even if I’m just the other side of the door, it pulls.

There’s a smear of blood beside me on the blue vinyl floor. The limp cat I left here earlier stares at me with big dead eyes, one of which is just a bloody hole, making a dark dribble down the tarnished brown fur of its neck. With time now to inspect it, I can see its nose is gungy, eyes bloodshot, and when I squeeze the paw pads, its uneven claws stand out creamy white against the darker fur – a scattering of pink-red veins running through the cracked keratin. But it looks no worse than rabbits I’ve caught previously. And everything is thin, same as us. It must have been scouting the same burrows I’d set snares at.

My boots, overalls and gloves hang from their hook out here on the landing and I put them back on, before lifting my catch by its cold hind feet and walking across to the neighbouring flat, the black tips of its soft ears brushing my legs. The door is wedged open with a shard of wood, as I left it yesterday, but no matter how many years have passed alone, I check out each room before I start, eyes drawn to the corners and shadows of the empty spaces, ignoring the stink of damp. Two monochrome bedrooms, a stark white bathroom and the kitchen-lounge done out in grey and dusky pink, all streaked with mould. The ceiling joists creak worse in this flat, unnerving me. But there’s nobody here.

I focus on the job then: wetting the cat’s coat to safely damp down and brush away the worst of any debris, cutting, carefully but firmly peeling back fur, pulling out the innards, chopping the joints, saving the heart – not time yet to also risk eating the liver, kidneys and brains. I clean up as best I can, frowning at the permanently stained grain of the table.

As I do, I realize I can’t get a good lungful of air in again. Worse than earlier. My chest is tight, my feet and hands tingling. I drop my tools, gasping at breaths, trying not to panic, but the lack of air is making my head dizzy too. This feels like how it gets in winter, ever since the first damage was done. But only in winter – with the cold and damp and polluted air pushed low. I cough, lungs itching. Fuck.

I force myself to squint outside through the pocked grimy window, groping for a distraction. Above the rooftops opposite, the bright erratic canopy of the poplars trembles in a breeze that’s just picking up, carrying away leaves like golden flakes of snow. The River Hiz is flowing beneath them, hidden behind the flats opposite, the more intense yellows and reds following its route, like a vein of black magic. Across the pavements and car park below me, on the far side where it often floods, the amber of the rowans and bronzed leaves of the snowberries are the most fierce, loose leaves dancing and swirling like sparks, making my eyes fuzzy, as I try to remember how things are supposed to be in late summer. But now I can’t quite imagine that that much green ever existed. Even in leafy Hitchin and the fields and hedges and woods of Hertfordshire, or anywhere else.

I think of Harry’s earnest little face as he asked if I loved him.

I fall to my knees, coughing and wheezing.

My eyes flicker up – watery – in the direction of Harry and our flat. I can’t move. I place a hand over my chest, dread – cold and shivery – coming over me with each short, shallow breath.

Last winter was the most certain I have felt that I was going to die: the first time I’d coughed all that blood and my heart winced with that horrible searing pain. I’ve been tired all year really – not just in the last weeks – like everything takes slightly more effort and foraging is that much harder going. Harry more difficult, sleep never rejuvenating – making me slower to get up. Like this time the damage in my chest didn’t really ease in the milder spring weather at all.

And if it’s getting bad again already . . .

I can’t help it, worrying about Harry. This winter suddenly looming worse than ever.

What happens to him? If I can’t forage now in the last of summer and the autumn, can’t build enough winter stock, can’t get out of bed, can’t breathe—

I can’t finish that thought. There’s no one.

The horrible dark despair of last winter yawns open inside me.

I need more time.

I lower myself onto the soothing coolness of the hard floor, letting my muscles go and relaxing my chest to help me breathe – letting the ground hold me up instead.

All I have to do is keep breathing. For Harry. Just fucking breathe.
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Vague squares of evening light move across me as I lie here in the flat next to ours, the room cooling around me. Wind whips at my sheeting repairs in the loft space overhead and the joists whine, like they’re old and grumpy. I blink, alert again. The noises scare Harry when he’s in the flat without me. I check my chest, taking increasingly deep and careless breaths. The tightness has passed and I’m able to haul myself up to my feet. Grasping hold of my knife with one hand, I press the cleaning rag over it with the other, Harry’s little voice replaying in my head: Do you love me, Mummy? The more I’m away, the more he asks. I rush to get finished.

A torrent erupts above and against the glass, loud like spitting oil in a hot pan. I yelp, the knife jerking in my hand as if I mean to throw it. It bites across my left palm through the cleaning rag instead.

A stupid ‘mmm’ sounds as I press my lips together, toes curling to absorb the stinging, blood pooling out through the rag: a shock of too-dark, rich crimson.

Always turn the blade away from you! My dad’s voice comes to me, hurried and whispered as if we’re stood at night on land we shouldn’t be on, rabbiting, and I nod, guilty, sucking in a breath.

The gash runs right across my palm – superficial, only shallow, but I know that doesn’t matter, it will be slow to heal. Holding that hand clear, I scrape the meat into a pan, the bones into a dish – abandoning the unwanted body parts into a bucket for now – and head back to our flat.

As soon as I’ve closed our door behind me, Harry’s at my side and following me to the kitchen.

‘Mummy, bad rain! Are there nasties in it?’

‘I know. It’s OK, it didn’t get me.’

There’s a dull tingle of discomfort in my chest and I try not to let it show.

He bumps into my legs as I put everything down on the counter, right at the back out of his reach. I rush to make sure the windows are properly shut, the sky outside grey and thick with heavy pearly drops. Next I secure the boards with their sponge edges, which stop anything creeping in through the cracks and friction-eroded holes of the mouldy brittle frame, or through the taped-shut vents. Harry pulls the curtains to for me last of all. Even so, I can smell it – the whiff of chemical bitterness.

Reluctant, I turn to the bookcase in the premature gloom, full of toys and creations of Harry’s now, including his current favourites – a caterpillar string of broken shells and a polished selection of pebbles. I reach for the little wood box at the top to select one of my precious scavenged lighters. Once we get a resin-moss candle going with one careful strike, the flickering flame is just about enough to see by, the mirrors on the walls helping to spread the light.

‘Just a small cut, it’s fine,’ I say as I pour clean water from my flask into a bowl and rinse my palm. Tendrils of deep dark red dance out.

Harry whimpers.

‘Get one of those bulrush roots, will you? And grab my book.’

He hesitates, peering into the grey hallway, but bravely scampers off to the other end and soon races back. I flick through Wild Foraging one-handed, the pages soft and worn, and check the information on poultices. My left hand stays held over the bowl, Harry staring at the red drops.

He does his best to help me pound the bulrush root with the pestle and mortar, taking turns when my right arm gets tired. The fleshy fibres slowly become a jelly.

He leans over the bowl. ‘Is this what Outside smells like?’

I smear some over the cut: earthy and bittersweet. For a second, it seems exotic and unnerving, like it does for Harry perhaps – something from the otherworldly unknown territory out there.

‘Sometimes,’ I say.

‘Why doesn’t it always?’ Harry brings me one of the sterilized cloths from the middle drawer, which we use for cleaning, and I tear off a strip.

‘You know, sometimes bad rain or air comes—’

‘But why—’

‘Harry, please, we don’t need to talk about it, we’re safe inside.’ I wince, binding the strip around my palm.

‘What does it do?’ He prods the bulrush jelly. ‘I thought water and charcoal was for cleaning.’

‘It’ll pull out anything nasty and seal the wound to help it heal. Stop me getting sick.’

Harry looks to the ceiling, the rain easing to a lighter patter. ‘Can I have some too? Just-in-case?’

I open my mouth to answer, but pause, holding my chest, worried my breath is catching again, sounding ragged.

Harry’s eyes grow larger. ‘Shall I get the leaves, Mummy?’

I nod. It’s been a long day of foraging, non-stop walking. This is how it starts in winter – coming on after exerting myself.

Harry plops the rosette of small oval leaves – dried greater plantain – into my mug of flat-warmed water. The soothing tea is bitter, always reminding me this was considered a weed, Before. I sip at it as we kill time until it’s properly dark outside and we can light the wood stove.

‘Hide-and-seek?’ Harry suggests, already edging towards the door, eyes bright. He won’t go far from me and the candle in the gloom, yet still my hands become sweaty and the emptiness of the buildings all around us seems to press in on me. ‘Harry, no, you know you were too good at that. Just Luna.’

He grins, but pulls Luna the reindeer out of his pocket ready without argument and I close my eyes. This keeps us busy for a while. The hallway cupboard is one of his favourite spots and I take my time getting there, Harry giggling. ‘Cold! Nope, colder!’

When it’s finally fully dark outside, Harry hurries to wait excited on the hearthrug.

I let him hold the ball of kindling as I ignite it with the candle, which he solemnly does, sitting very still. We blow on it together until delicate grey smoke curls out of the wood shavings, and I add it to the seasoned split wood already neatly piled in the stove.

We wait for the wood to catch. Harry stares, eyes wide and glassy, the orange flickering glow repeated there. Wood burning stoves were popular, Before, supplementing the unreliable and expensive central heating. I watch as smoke winds upwards into the silvery flue, which juts up through its bodged and much repaired hole into the ceiling and loft space above, imagining the smoke emerging, hidden in the dark, from what’s left of the roof.

Some of the wood snaps and fizzes trails of toxic thick white, I spot a yellowy puff at the back, and then a streak of blue-black bitterness – and I reach for the door.

‘Can I do it?’

Harry imagines the door like the great maw of a dragon’s mouth opening and shutting.

‘No, only Mummy can touch – it’ll be hot soon.’

Once the stove is shut, the sooty glass throws the room into suffocating darkness, leaving just a faint gleam around the square of the stove door. It’s soon stuffy in here. We sit listening to the crackling wood and the gentle bubbling of the heavy pot above it, meat and roots cooking in a stew of water and dried herbs – rosemary, thyme and wild garlic. We always eat leaves, roots, seeds or nuts, as much variety as I can find, and meat every day if we can get it or have enough stored, for the calories, though I worry about particles and toxins accumulating up the food chain.

‘Can we do a story now?’ Harry asks after gulping down two bowlfuls and a spoonful of rosehip syrup for vitamin C. In the gloom, he seems even more scrawny and small, his hunger too urgent, as if I’ve not been feeding him. ‘Could we find a new one? Maybe there’s one in the drawer in the bedroom—’

‘No, I told you, there’s no other books—’

‘There is . . .’ He trails off, looking guilty again.

‘How do you know what’s in there?’

He looks away.

‘Those things make me sad, you know that. You leave that drawer alone, OK?’

‘OK,’ he mumbles.

‘You’d find those books boring anyway, I promise.’ Full of things we can no longer have.

‘But I want a new one.’ He hugs Luna to his chest. The reindeer toy looks scuffed from years of play now, ears uneven from being chewed. I regret it for a second, because it’s losing the carefully carved shape it once had. But I feel warm too, the sight of it in his hands.

‘I think I’ve told you every one I know.’ I place a cool hand on my weary forehead, not sure there’s enough brainpower for inventing a good enough, new story tonight.

‘OK, tell me the one about the hungry reindeer?’ Harry wobbles Luna across the blanket.

I hesitate. I only told that story to try to make Harry understand that many things aren’t safe to eat outside and how hard I have to try – why we have to make do with what I can find. ‘Alright . . . What’s the name of this reindeer in the story?’

He thinks. ‘Badger! Because he’s got stripes and he’s not afraid of going in the Wild Wood by himself.’

‘Alright, so Badger the reindeer’s really hungry and he’s been looking all over for some lunch.’ We play a game of thinking of all the places he might look, from up an old tree protected by leafy coppice bushes, to a pond thick with filtering bulrushes, or the hedge-shaded edges of a field, and imagine fine snow’s coming down.

‘With nasties in it?’ Harry asks, wafting his hands through the air, as if it’s wraiths and ghosts that he imagines lurking amongst smoggy rain or haze, waiting to suck your soul away. ‘Will it sting him if he touches it?’

‘I was pretending it was just snow . . . Eventually, Badger the reindeer goes into the woods –’

‘The Wild Wood.’

‘– and he finds lots of nice smelly herbs and roots just under the ground—’

‘But underground is bad! Nasties can live there.’

I frown, wondering how he’s picked up on that idea. ‘Well, he eats hundreds of plants because the soil is so thick and rich and wet from all the decaying leaves, plants and trees. But he doesn’t know if he should eat them or not.’

‘Because some are bad.’

‘Normally, the brighter it is and more snow it’s surrounded by, the more poisonous it might be. And the woodland floors are like a sea of flowers: red leaves, yellow, alien blue-grey, or purple-streaked, bright bleached white . . .’ We have fun imagining what it might be like to have four stomachs and be able to eat all sorts of things that Harry never could – tree bark, colourful fungi, even, in Harry’s wild imaginings, window ledges and curtains . . .

‘But even with four stomachs,’ Harry continues, ‘and eating sticky soil to help him poop out the bad bits, stuff covered in the “snow” dust gives him stomach aches and aches all over his body –’

‘OK, yes—’

‘– and bleh!’

Harry mimes being sick: a rainbow of leaves. This time Luna the reindeer lurching about before lying down to have a ‘sleep’.

I shiver. We don’t usually end it like that. ‘Come on, we need to swallow some charcoal and brush our teeth.’

Harry shakes his head.

I open the stove to relight the candle. ‘We don’t have four stomachs, so we definitely need a bit of magic powder, don’t we? To carry away any toxins, or any dust, we accidentally ate. What if you get to choose a new toothbrush tonight?’ I pad down the hallway to the bathroom and open the cabinet. Inside the grass-woven basket we made for fun earlier in the summer are four pieces of fresh, sappy willow twig. Eventually, I hear the pitter-patter of Harry hurrying to see. He takes his time selecting his stick – the piece bending slightly in an s-shape, and one for me too – bumpy with knots. We make a good go of chewing an end, really gnawing at it. ‘I think that’s enough,’ I say.

‘By myself.’ He shrugs off my help, brushing the frayed end over his front teeth.

I make a show of getting right into the corners of my mouth, and he copies. The bitter taste makes me wince and Harry giggle. The charcoal isn’t too bad either, washed down with a glass of water.

One final pee in the bucket of wood shavings where the toilet used to be, and then we’re in the bedroom, Harry insisting I help with his pyjamas – the blue ones with clouds of what could be jellyfish floating across them but which remind me of plastic bags. 

Harry grabs my hand and squeezes it.

‘OK,’ I say softly.

He leads me from room to room, touching things, the dragonfly curtains in the lounge, the rug we were sat on, the boxes of supplies in the spare room, and whispers goodnight to each. The precious candle flickers low and smoky, but I try my best not to rush him, moving him on gently if he tries to say goodnight to too many things. Yet my fingers reach out to touch the kitchen counter where Jack last set a coffee cup and the nick in the hallway where we manhandled Dad’s old oak desk towards the spare bedroom on moving day, Jack and I both worn out, making us laugh too hard about something I can’t remember now.

In the spare bedroom, Harry counts the boxes and sighs, as if reassured. We don’t go back inside the bathroom, as it has no windows and is often a pitch-black hole that Harry avoids. But he whispers goodnight anyway, touching the edge of a floor tile.

‘What if it was dark when I was born, Mummy, or there was bad air or bad rain and the nasties tried to disappear me . . . would you have lost me?’

‘No, I would have sniffed you out.’ I twitch my nose through his hair and he giggles and bats me off.

Finally, we curl up under the duvet together with just enough candlelight to open up the quote book. Harry flips through, pressing his fingers across the glossy pages, choosing one with a faded rose blooming across it, just grey in the darkened room.

‘It says: “Don’t live in the past, it’s already gone.”’

‘That’s a good one,’ he says, nodding, in a perfect mimic of me.

‘A sad one, pick another?’

He flips and points and I shake my head, so he does it again.

‘“A river cuts through rock, not because of its power, but because of its persistence.”’

‘Is a river sharp like a knife?’ Harry asks.

‘No, it’s like when we brush our teeth and the bristles pick out all the bits of food that got stuck – water chips away pieces of earth and rock –’

‘And bad things?’

‘– as it flows past. One day, the Hiz outside might flow right through the car park all the time, not just in winter when it floods. That’s what it means.’

Harry twists his mouth to one side, frowning.

‘Will it get inside, scratch all the way to our bedroom?’

‘No, no. And it won’t happen for a long time yet, Harry. The words just mean it’s good to keep trying to do something, to not give up.’

Harry scrunches his eyes shut, long eyelashes fluttering.

‘What are you wishing for tonight?’ I ask.

‘For a rainy inside day, so you can play more games with me.’

When he opens his eyes again I bend down to kiss his forehead. ‘Night night.’ I put the book back on the bookshelves above the bedside table, placing it so the cover faces outwards, so the ten books in our ‘safe’ collection fill the space.

‘You forgot the rest.’

‘Night night, sweet dreams.’

‘You won’t go, will you?’ he whispers, his skin hot and sticky as he snuggles close, taking up the middle of the bed.

‘No, I won’t. It’s just our room, Harry, nothing different about it now than in daytime.’

‘It is different. There’s dark shadows and I don’t want to fall in one by accident.’

‘You can’t fall anywhere, where do you think you’d go?’

‘I don’t know,’ he says fearfully. ‘’Cause you can’t see. Like the nasties in the rain. But you might get disappeared – gone!’

I swallow, feeling that familiar tremor of reaching the edge of things I don’t want to talk or think about. ‘It’s still the same as it is always,’ I say, the words calming me, ‘the same wood floor and cream-painted walls and ceiling, the same wardrobe and dresser. And they’re not scary, are they?’

‘And woolly rug on the floor – sky blue-grey.’

‘Yep.’

‘I don’t want to fall in the shadows anyway, just-in-case.’

I try not to focus on the darkness in the room, in case Harry’s fear rubs off on me. It has always felt the safest in here, especially as I watch Harry, asleep as he is now, his eyes twitching as he dreams. I feel as if I’m in that secret place between reality and sleep, where everything is kind of hazy and soft, and sort of OK. And it doesn’t matter what happened today or what might happen tomorrow. At the moment, in this soft warm bed in this darkened bedroom that’s always been ours, everything is alright.

My mind ticks over the minutes, until I feel safe to gently roll to the edge of the bed and carefully lever myself up. Padding softly back to the kitchen-lounge, I make sure to leave all the doors open so that I can hear if Harry stirs.

The fire must have shrunk down to black and red embers, only the faintest tinge of red is visible around the stove door. I set filtered water on to boil, ready for the washbowl and drinking water tomorrow, and slump onto the sofa with the balcony doors open – the dust boards down and curtains a few inches ajar – cool evening air seeping inside. It’s calm and still now, and often safest after rain has damped everything down. Just the brightest stars glinting through the night haze, the moon hidden behind the flats opposite but bathing everything in cold light.

I let myself imagine I could be drinking a glass of wine beside Jack, our legs tangled together as they rest on the coffee table. We’d be talking about whose family we’d go and spend the weekend with, what friends we might see the following night, all the little things that happened at work that day. Everything’s all rosy and perfect, looking back, and painful, but right now I want to hold on to that warm feeling, imagining the wine taking its effect, making me relaxed and slightly fuzzy-headed.

After a moment, something kicks me back into alertness.

I set my water flask down and inch the curtains open a little more. Under the night sky, the blocks of flats look darkest grey and indistinct, the trees blurry and fluttery black. When the wind isn’t blowing, it’s always quiet outside. I spot just one bird, an inky flutter against the navy sky, circling the poplars for a place to roost. My throat tickles, the cool air itching right down into my lungs. My eyes scan left to right, right to left. I look down. A silhouette shifts between the cars. I immediately drop to the floor, banging knees and elbows.

I can hear, in the back of my mind, a sort of desperate scream that echoes all round my head, making the blood pulse in my hands splayed on the hard floor.

I fight against that itchiness creeping in my throat.

I dare myself to take one more look – please, not now, not this too – just to double-check I’m not seeing shapes in the shadows that aren’t there.

Steeling myself, I inch forwards on my front, until I’m within inches of the Juliet balcony. I peep over. I can’t see the shape that I saw before. I search the edges of the car park, around the crumpled rectangular forms of rusting cars in the dark.

I pace the hallway, thinking. I check on Harry.

In what used to be the spare bedroom, I open up a locked chest. Jack would have laughed at my collection: a hammer, a sturdy piece of wood with five-inch rusty nails sticking out, the classic baseball bat, and an assortment of knives. Like I’m a player in one of his computer games, only in real life you don’t get to restart and try again.
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‘Mummy?’

I flinch, but it’s only Harry coming to squat next to me by the window. Familiar soft round cheeks, clear amber-brown eyes, and thick chestnut hair.

‘Morning, baby,’ I whisper, smiling over the twinge of sadness and worry as I look at him, reaching, out of habit, to check his eyes and his throat.

He wriggles. ‘I’m not a baby, remember we said—’

‘We did. Morning, my big boy,’ I say, beaming.

I ease myself up, body aching from sitting here all night, and take tentative deep breaths – wary of finding stiffness in my lungs – and crack my neck as I scan the ground below again.

‘Breakfast time?’ Harry asks.

Breakfast is always cold, unless it is wintertime and still dark enough to get the wood stove going and make a pottage with whatever vegetables and meat we have, the soup getting increasingly watery the longer winter goes on.

So Harry eats cold leg meat and the succulent bulrush shoots I gathered yesterday, which give off a bitter cucumber scent as he tears into them. And I sip cold greater plantain tea and tear at the white starchy fibres of a cold cooked bulrush root. Always reminds me of sweet potato and winter comfort food, but this morning I can hardly stomach it.

It’s cooler today, the rain yesterday breaking the warm spell, making autumn feel suddenly closer. But it looks calm out there, the sky bluer than normal. I should take advantage of it. I fidget my hands over my chest and search the doorways and windows outside for movement . . .

Maybe it is safer to stay indoors today, though.

Still achy and tired, I sit on the sofa while Harry cuts up deep-red bulrush root husks.

‘What are you making?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know yet.’

‘You could add them to that collage in the middle, they could be tree trunks.’

‘No, they can be slugs.’

I lean on the arm of the sofa, grabbing the box of chalks from the end of the kitchen counter. We don’t use them often; there are only stubs left. ‘You could use a white to make some of them snails?’

Harry grins and reaches for one. ‘Yes, and the blue and pink to show all the holes ’cause their houses are too thin, like when they were on everything Outside, all at once, remember? You got mad.’

‘Oh yeah, of course. Well, they ate everything. And then they all keeled over after bad rain making an awful goo!’

Harry giggles and I shuffle off the sofa to help cut and hack with the rusted scissors.

Mid-morning, we share a small cup of cold mint tea – the last drinking water in the flat unless we break into what we’ve put aside for the winter – and head to the spare bedroom.

We might as well put this time to good use by checking our winter stocks. Harry helps make sure everything is stored neatly, inspecting for mould and damp. Carrots preserved in airtight, heat-sealed glass jars, wooden crates of bulrush roots, turnips and onions. Malformed crab apples layered between old towels are sweating – I spread them out. I crush dried orange-brown pine needles, cheered by the faint green tinge at the sheath end, and seal them in jars to make ‘tea’, pound roasted dandelion roots for ‘coffee’, rotate the emergency containers of water to prevent bacteria or algae growing, and even start the laborious job of grinding dried bulrush roots into flour, bit by bit with the pestle and mortar.

The sweet chestnuts I picked last week already smell mouldy. They weren’t ripe, but I took them because some years they just rot on the tree with the sudden onslaught of the cold autumn rains. Yet they must have been damp – they’ll be bitter when we eat them, if they’re edible at all. Damn.

‘Can’t you get better ones?’ Harry frowns as he sniffs them too.

‘We have to be happy with what we can find, you know that.’

Harry lines them up on the desk by the window for me so today’s sunlight might dry them out.

‘Mummy!’

His yell makes my mind race and I glance beyond him through the glass. All morning I’ve felt drawn to the windows, looking for human shapes in the shadows under the trees and in doorways. Harry’s been absorbed in helping me, but I’ve caught him looking fearfully across at the windows too.

He points at the desk. ‘No, there, get it!’

I spit on a cloth and wipe the far corners, where fine dust has settled, and then continue round the room and the whole flat. ‘Not all dust is scary, Harry, some of it in the flat will be tiny pieces of your skin and mine or bits of our clothes.’

He touches his face, checking his fingers for evidence.

‘When the bad stuff’s in the air or rain outside, I can smell it, but settled and undisturbed on a surface like this, it’s hard to tell. So—’

‘Better clean it up, just-in-case,’ Harry says, with an exaggerated nod.

We pick at rabbit jerky and the wilting shoots for lunch, watching the blue-grey sky outside. I worry about my traps in Nathan’s Coppice. Unchecked, any trapped rabbits might attract dogs or foxes or rats to my best spot.

‘We could have a feast tonight?’ Harry says, eyes warming. ‘We could have baked potatoes and turnips, mashed up, with chestnuts all hot and yummy. Smoked-rabbit stew with pancakes . . .’

‘That does sound good, but no, we have to save lots of food for the winter.’

‘Why?’

‘You know why, summer and autumn are when the food grows outside.’

That dread I felt yesterday rises up again. We have to gather enough to last from the autumn berries until spring, with only scant fresh meat to be caught in between, provided the flooding isn’t so bad I can’t leave the flat, and the air meter isn’t hitting too deep into the orange danger part of its dial and I stop trusting my mask and gear, which it does more often than not in winter with the cold seeming to push bad air to the ground. And my lungs aren’t too sore, inflamed and breathless, the cold thick air triggering it, so that we have to stay in bed.

If they’re sore already . . .

All I’ve collected so far just isn’t enough.

‘Yeah, I don’t want to be hungry,’ Harry sighs, nodding.

I stare, as if he’s heard my thoughts.

He shrugs. ‘I remember my tummy hurt.’

Biting my lip, I can picture his hungry face and tears at the end of last winter.

I make myself get up, guilt and worry fuelling me to the front door – I should at least collect water today. We must not dig into our winter stores if we can help it, especially not now. My rainwater butt is only just the other side of the flats opposite.

I shove my favourite knife into my back pocket where the point of the sheath pokes out the hole in the corner. I run my fingers over the roughed-up leather and up the curved hardwood handle, tracing my father’s initials engraved there. It’s a good knife, fixed blade, five inches, full tang, proper pointed tip. It doesn’t feel like a weapon though, so I also pick up the rusty-nailed piece of wood, and head out, jittery, shoving boots and overalls on on the landing outside our front door, and leaving Harry stood in our hallway as the door closes on him, more peelings to stick to his collages in his hands.

I grab the empty water containers on the landing, and head down the stairs, kicking the sandbag dust and draught excluders out of the way at each internal door, and frowning at the bitter chemical-like smell of our building. I imagine it’s from leaks of bad rain and the smoke drifting in from our woodstove flue in the roof above, which I removed from another empty flat and fitted as best I could into ours. Finally, I step out into what was the communal garage. The cool shade makes me pause. The weapon in my hand is heavy, but I clutch it tighter. One whack if I need to, to give me time to run. That’s all.

Dark silhouetted cars still sit between the grey columns of concrete – glass glittering on the ground, wheels missing or tyres pancaked, fuel caps sticking out. I wait until I’m certain there’s nothing moving in here and then lock the stairwell door behind me, hurrying to the heavy metal shutter that once used to roll up and down electronically to let you drive in and out, and carefully slide through the half-metre gap at the bottom. I avoid nudging it, but the slight lip on the ground where the self-rising floodgate is still clips me. 

Stepping outside, rubbing my shoulder, the dial on the handheld air meter springs up but settles in the green – less than ten micrograms per cubic metre – so I leave my hood down and my mask dangling from my neck – it can get hot and moist underneath it, and I’m scared of it triggering a coughing fit. Clicking the meter off again, I clip it to my overalls, so its solar chip can charge. A familiar heavy feeling rises alongside the worries as I walk. At least inside the flat, it can feel like Jack was only just there – that I’m less alone, or things might not be so bad. But out here, he always feels long gone.

My breathing seems loud and wheezy in the quiet open air, throat tickling. How far and how fast can I run if my chest flares up? I pause, squeezing my weapon, looking back the way I’ve come. Just the water. Just get that and then I can lock us inside the flat.

I tread carefully over the broken tarmac with its drifts of yellow and browning leaves and webs of bile-green algae, careful to avoid disturbing the glossy brown mounds of fungus.

Down the ivy-shaded alley between the two blocks of flats opposite ours, holding my breath until I reach the dappled daylight the other side, kicking through the deepening carpet of leaves. I look both ways. Nothing but the bright limey-yellow grass on the banks of the Hiz and drifts of golden leaves and the lurid acid yellow of the poplars above, rustling softly.

My water butt is on the left, tucked inside what used to be a corner of communal garden, a sweet nook with semi-circle benches and box hedging. Now it’s full of ivy – all washed-out green edged with deep red. The metallic front of the water butt sparkles in the sunshine, the deer of the Hertfordshire crest wet. The lid rests on the floor. The mesh filter too. Larger particles caught in the weave stand out, grey against the dark silver.

I snatch the lid up, checking the clasps in case it’s broken and been blown off. Yet condensation drips off and further wets the crest as I go to put it back. Worry gnaws at me.

The pebbles at my feet form two heavy indentations, as if a larger person has stood here. That trembling I felt last night kicks in. I could have kicked larger depressions myself, and I could have forgotten the lid last time I was here . . . Yet I’m not convinced I did.

I fumble the first container beneath the little tap at the bottom. Hitchin Town feels like a lurking presence at my back – beyond the poplars are supermarkets, rows of terraced houses, shops around the market square, where a survivor, if they came here, working along what were little commuter towns between London and Cambridge, might go scavenging. So I stand up, turn around to face it as water trickles into the container, but I feel very aware of the blocks of flats then, their tall looming masses and big dark windows at my back. A few broken doors and windows clatter in the breeze.

I try to focus on the familiar soothing sound of the poplars instead, leaves rustling like rushing waves on a beach, and how the air under the yellow canopy is golden as if shimmering with heat despite the cool day. I hear the Hiz trickling below the trees too, bankside grasses scratching.

Yet my eyes snag on a path trampled through the grass and fallen leaves to the river. So close to my water butt and the worry of tampering, that I leave the container still filling to follow it. The thick tufts of limey-yellow grass are unsettling as I brush past, orange-splotched, as if that imagined heat is real and the whole undergrowth about to ignite.

I find just deer prints and snuffle holes left in the moist earth at the water’s edge. Spots of the animal’s dry blood on the trampled leafy carpet too. It was too ill and disoriented perhaps to find a better source of water or food – the water thick with clotted clumps of that bile-green algae, and sparkling with suspended spores and plastic dust particles, like turquoise and grey glitter.

The moment I relax I lose my footing, one boot sinking into one of those soft holes, and I let myself topple backwards to my bottom to stop myself plunging forwards into that water. The snuffle hole sloshes with pearly mud and torn roots, now coating my boot too. From my place on the ground, the layer of grey in the soil profile is clear, an inch down, licking loose where I’ve disturbed it, below a thin line of the richest, blackest soil, and a thick pile of dark, decomposing leaves. It reminds me of cutting into cake and recoiling at decay and mould inside. 

From this spot, too, the light catches the mist rising from the river. Droplets forming where the moisture clings to the hundreds of delicate threads from which hang moth cocoons. And I can imagine it all rising – water, plastic dust, and chemicals leached from the dust or run-off from elsewhere – only for it all to be rained down again, plastic and pollutants spreading through watercourses and groundwater into every crumb of soil, all caught in the cycle now and we’ll never be rid of it.




Note for the Reader

When life is difficult, support and resources for mental health in the UK can be found with Mind.org.uk and Samaritans.org and many other helpful organizations. You can call the Samaritans 24/7 for free on 116 123 or email them at jo@samaritans.org.

Support and resources for mental health in the US and worldwide can be found on 988lifeline.org (US: you can call or text 988 for free, 24/7), and Befrienders.org (worldwide).
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The Forest by Duncan Hodgetts (2008)

A tree so white it seems to glow,

So vast, so picturesque,

It sits upon a bed of leaves,

That sway around its chest. 

So beautiful the forest.

True love lies in a lullaby, 

That scents the air with tone,

A flap of wings she flutters hither,

A bird in here this woodland grown.

So beautiful the forest.

A harsher note has pierced the air,

A thud, a bang, a clash!

Man has come with fire and axe,

Upon the ground a white heart smashed. 

So fragile the forest.

Without a heart a forest dies,

A slow and lingering death,

The bed of leaves becomes a tomb,

As beasts and angels draw last breaths.

And as the forest fell, I wept. 

*

Snowflakes Landing by Tony Hodgetts (2021)

Fearful curtains slid aside, 

on capitulating hooks.

The bunker bedroom blazed,

scimitar hit by silent flares,

from war-heavy parachutes,

assassins en-masse miming daybreak,

dark crack troops in aim and guile.

Greens and browns succumbed,

to bridgehead evil fluttering,

battalions everywhere at once.

No wind assisted axis here,

only remorseless gravity,

kept helpless gardens flattened,

suppressed indigenous colour.

Accoutred with falling spikes,

frozen pikes and spears linked,

invasion iced a victory cake,

including field, roof and shed,

obliterated hope of cease-fire spring.

The tops of pots and regular posts,

bristling hexagon gunneries.

White spite ruled, naturally,

dangerous and pristine,

hard blanketed, universal

encroachment, domination.

Would blade or sod be seen again,

path told from peace time lawn,

all underneath lie dead?

But out of the strong came forth weakness,

the first drip on flag resistance,

watery runs down wood,

piled up look-outs lowered,

dendrite bonds broken.

Barometers rose up and

the corps d’élite surrendered.
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