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Five

Ruth lies with her back on a rug that Nik pulled from his truck. She rolls her head from side to side, watching the stars leave a trail behind them, the sand squeaking beneath the rug as she does so. ‘I’m pretty stoned.’

‘Same.’

They begin to giggle again.

His hand brushes hers and, in a moment of reflex, she takes it, her fingers interlinking with his. The intimacy of it silences their laughter.

The fibres of the rug scratch against the side of her hand. She feels her palm moisten against his. They lie gazing up at the full moon above them. It has a faint edge of pink, the stars surrounding it bleached out by its rose-coloured glare.

‘I’m thinking—’ Ruth cuts herself off.

‘You’re thinking?’

‘Yes, seeing as we’ve probably only got, well, hours, minutes left alive. You know what everyone says? What people say when you ask them, “What would you do if it was the end of the world?” ’ She doesn’t turn to him.

He is silent beside her.

Still.

He doesn’t move, but continues to hold her hand.

‘Well, lots of people would say, “Have sex with the nearest person.” ’ She continues to look up at the pink-rimmed moon.

She hears his breathing become deeper.

She can feel his palm, warm and still, against her own.

Ruth keeps hold of his hand but turns onto her side to look at him. His profile is lit by the moon. His eyes are closed. His tongue darts out between his lips and wets them, making them shine in the light.

‘Are you one of those people?’

She reaches out her left hand to stroke his face. She traces the outline of his features with her forefinger, starting at the stubble above his forehead, bringing her finger across the ridges of his frown to rest between his dark eyebrows, before scaling his nose and dropping to bring her finger across the soft crease of his lips and finally over his chin, down his neck to the dent above his clavicle where she can feel his pulse beating wildly.

‘I want to have sex with you.’

He turns his head and opens his eyes to regard her. ‘You’re stoned.’

‘I am.’

‘Tell me about your family.’

She takes her hand from his throat and releases his palm, rolling over onto her back again. She feels a stab of pain through the haze of her intoxication.

Mum.

Dad.

Fran.

Everyone.

Her eyes fill with tears. She feels them leak onto her cheeks, rolling down her skin and into her ears.

 

It is his turn to touch her face. He wipes away the tears, but they keep coming despite his efforts.

He reaches out and rolls her into his chest, holding her tightly, allowing her to sob until she catches her breath.

‘Sorry, I was being . . .’

He watches her blow her nose on the sleeve of the fleece he gave her to




































































Eight

Ruth is woken by the warmth of Alex’s naked body against her back. She is uncomfortably slick with sweat, but she doesn’t move for fear of waking him. She feels the vibration of his light snores against her, his sparse chest hair stuck to her shoulder blades and his penis limp beside her left buttock.

She moves her hand to stroke the length of his thigh along her own, feeling the muscles taut beneath the fine hairs; her stomach clenches slightly with desire. It’s like being a teenager, living with Alex. She feels she is discovering her sexuality all over again.

Carefully she slides the duvet back to allow at least her front to cool, her breasts feeling the chill of the new January air from the window. It is still open from last night when they noisily wished the locals of Deptford joy for the coming year, gleefully banging saucepans with wooden spoons into the still midnight air until they fell laughing into bed. Her nipples harden in response to the chill and the memory of their celebratory love-making only hours earlier.

Behind her, she senses a change in Alex’s breathing pattern. He starts to harden against her as his consciousness creeps back. ‘Happy New Year, my little radiator.’

She is pulled by the waist so her buttocks grind into his groin. His hands run in opposite directions along her body. He bites her ear and finds his way inside her once more.

 

Alex has been living in her flat for a week now. Ruth would like to say that it is pure bliss but, in truth, she is struggling with the lack of sleep. His energy is endless. Alex is always moving, talking, thinking. He claims to be ‘obsessed’ with her and his obsession seems to manifest itself largely sexually: on waking, before sleeping and often on his return to his new home. It’s not that she is tiring of the sex, of the muffled transcendence it provides, but her body is crying out for rest. When she had the flat to herself, any break from the weekday routine meant discarding the alarm clock, rising when her body desired and allowing herself as many late nights as she wished. But this Christmas break, since returning from her parents’ with a new flatmate in tow, she’s found herself desperate for sleep. Alex’s work is predominantly abroad and does not recognise any more than official bank holidays. His calls and online meetings have been daily, starting an hour earlier than British office hours. He seems intent on rousing her to arouse her at the crack of dawn when they went to sleep just a few hours earlier.

Other than the sleep deprivation, their cohabitation is everything she hoped for. He is fully domesticated, unlike her previous boyfriends. In fact, he is tidier than her. Other than his presence, the changes are subtle. In a week there have been a few noticeable adjustments in the kitchen: the supermarket own-brand produce replaced with recognisable labels, the recycling now being thoroughly washed and sorted, not just rammed into an overflowing bag that wasn’t taken out until it got a bit smelly.

On his second day in the flat she noticed a new loo brush beside the toilet. She reddened to realise that Alex had felt the necessity to purchase such an item, and her cheeks burnt even more when she wondered whether it was her or him who had made that requirement apparent. It wasn’t the only scatological matter that raised the colour in Ruth’s cheeks. Alex was opposed to the use of any chemical or aerosol-propelled household products. Over the past week, on several occasions, Ruth had found herself wafting pungent air out of the window and running the tap to foam soap in the hope of masking the smell of her natural functions. Though it was worse when she had walked in and been greeted with air almost warm with the memory of Alex’s recent visit. But the long hours of conversation and laughter more than made up for the downside: the faint grey bags beneath her eyes and the inevitable recognition that her lover has a full range of bodily functions.

He has, over the last week, transported boxes from his old life. When he returns from those trips, his eyes are glassy and he looks drawn. They don’t shy away from it, though. She opens them both a beer and lights a candle on the kitchen table, where they sit and talk. How he misses his kids, how he fears for his soon-to-be ex-wife’s mental wellbeing. It feels as though there is nothing they keep secret from each other.

 

‘You drive me insane.’

He exhales with a shudder, collapsing on top of her.

She kisses his ear. ‘Your avocado on toast drives me insane.’

Alex laughs and rolls off her. ‘Didn’t know I’d signed up to be your lover and cook and cleaner.’

‘Always read the small print.’ She flips the duvet so it lands over his head and jumps out of bed to beat him to the shower.

As the hot water cascades about her, Ruth hums the song she and Alex danced to at midnight last night. As she sings, she soaps her hair and congratulates herself on a New Year’s Day with barely a hangover. She hopes to have a positive start every year: a long walk, followed by an afternoon watching classic films and an early night. But it is usually scuppered by some unplanned antics with Fran, leaving her hung-over and bedridden for the majority of the first day of January. Yes, the party was usually worth the pain, but it was nice to wake up with a sense of hope rather than in a fug of guilt, doom and paranoia. As she raises her arms to rinse her hair a stab of pain shoots through her shoulder. She rolls her arm in the socket to relieve the tension.

Last night she had excused herself from any revels. She messaged when it was too late for Fran to talk her out of it, feigning ‘swollen glands’. Another rubbish lie, yes, but she didn’t feel too guilty about it. She wasn’t exactly abandoning Fran to seeing in the New Year alone: her friend had already been in Soho for hours celebrating and, from the ebullience of her messages, was unlikely to miss Ruth’s presence when the bongs struck.

The residue of guilt that she couldn’t wash away was that Fran was still unaware of Alex’s existence. She didn’t even know Ruth had a boyfriend, never mind that he’d moved into her flat. Was it true that she still hadn’t had an opportunity to tell Fran about Alex? She could have told her over their pre-Christmas drink, but she was exhausted from arguing with her parents. Fran was in such a good mood that delivering news revealing Ruth had been less than truthful for the last six months didn’t feel like an option. It was so rare that they had the time to hang out, just the two of them. She missed it and didn’t want to curtail it. Ruth knew that, once she started to tell the truth, the full details of the situation would tumble out and, knowing Fran as she did, that would really put a dampener on things. So she held her tongue once again and they huddled in the corner of the pub where they had first used their fake IDs, drank terrible wine and laughed until their stomachs hurt.

Rinsing the conditioner from her hair, her thoughts turn away from Fran to last night with Alex. The candlelight, music playing on vinyl, that special bottle of Chianti, both of them dressed up, dancing ‒ just the two of them ‒ in the lounge, the coffee table pushed up against the sofa. Untarnished memories like that were worth the weight of a few little fibs.

She hears voices, then the slam of the door. I hope he ordered pizza, she thinks. Wrapped in towels, she pads into the kitchen to investigate.

‘Feeling better?’ Fran, her face blank, is sitting at her kitchen table.

‘I didn’t know you were poorly yesterday, my love.’ Alex’s face is awash with concern. He turns back to the kettle and tips steaming water into the cafetière waiting on the counter.

‘My glands were up, that’s all. No big deal!’

Ruth’s cheeks are burning as Fran observes her.

Alex hands a black coffee to Fran. ‘Are you sure I can’t get you something stronger? Hair of the dog?’

‘No, thanks.’

Next to Fran, a bag full of shopping from the corner shop. Through the plastic Ruth can make out Lucozade, paracetamol and a frozen pizza. I’m a terrible friend, she thinks.

‘Well, Happy New Year, Fran. I’ve heard so much about you!’ Alex raises his mug towards Fran.

Ruth looks down. Her bare feet are cold, a slight numbness creeping into her toes, the water running off her legs pooling on the kitchen tiles. She looks up. Fran’s eyes, hard, staring directly at her. In the background, Alex is jabbering on, but all Ruth can hear is the whooshing of the blood pulsing in her ears. She reaches out for the table to steady herself, her knees weakening.

‘Darling! You do look a little peaky, you know.’ Alex pulls out a chair, ushering Ruth to the table.

‘I’ll grab your dressing gown.’

Ruth dares to look up from the kitchen table to face her friend.

‘Well?’

Ruth looks back at the knotted wood beneath her sweating palms. She’d known it was only a matter of time before her secret caught up with her, but she hadn’t understood until this moment the damage it could potentially do to a carefully cultivated lifetime of trust. She’d shared nearly everything with this woman for as long as either of them had understood the concept of sharing.

‘I didn’t realise it was serious until it was.’

‘Have you completely lost it? You don’t move someone in after a few good dates.’

Can she possibly get away with telling Fran she’s just met Alex? That she’d been swept off her feet? Plead temporary insanity? She can’t bear the idea of it. All the lies she’d have to engineer to cover her tracks. It makes her feel exhausted just thinking about it.

‘We’ve been seeing each other for a while.’

‘A while?’

‘July.’

From the other side of the table, there is a steely silence. Her eyes still lowered, she sees drops of water hit the table. Fran has tears freely flowing down her face. She is shaking her head in disbelief.

‘Sorry, got waylaid by the news.’ Alex raises his hands in surrender. It’s one of his little foibles: a news addiction. Then he wraps the dressing gown around Ruth’s bare shoulders. The warmth of the towelling against her skin makes her aware of just how cold she is and she shudders.

 

The walk is not the New Year’s Day stroll she’d anticipated. Ruth knows that Fran only accepted Alex’s offer as an opportunity to continue their interrupted conversation. She feels as though she is waiting outside the headmistress’s office. Fran is biding her time. As they walk, she chats away to Alex, probing him on his work. Alex happily expounds on seeds and the technology cryogenics is offering to agriculture; he talks animatedly about the new plan to grow crops in old mattresses in refugee camps. Fran has always befriended Ruth’s boyfriends. It’s a win-win situation for her: she either makes a new friend or can highlight to Ruth just how unsuitable this man is. Watching Fran and Alex deep in conversation ahead of her, she tries to read Fran’s body language: is Alex going to pass the test?

At the top of the hill, they join the mass of bodies reaching for their smartphones to capture the bravery of their New Year’s Day outing. Fran offers to take a photo of Alex and Ruth together, the skyline of London behind them, then Alex returns the favour and the two women stand close, arms around each other. Fran leans into Ruth and whispers to her, ‘You idiot.’

There is a softening in her admonishment: Alex has charmed her. Of course he has. Who could resist him?

 

At the bottom of the hill, they find a pub and order a pint of the local pale ale each and two packets of crisps, which they tear open to create a sharing platter for them all. When Alex goes to the loo, Ruth braces herself for Fran’s verdict. But the critique she was expecting doesn’t come.

‘I just don’t understand why you kept him to yourself. He seems into you. It must have been killing you, keeping it quiet.’

Ruth shrugs. ‘Maybe I’ve finally grown up.’

She leans into Fran, feeling the warmth of her arm against her. Now would be a good moment to tell her how the relationship with Alex started. It’d be pretty difficult for Fran to change her opinion just because he’s married, wouldn’t it?

Out of the corner of her eye, she spots Alex as he returns from the Gents. He heads to the bar, miming drinking a pint, to check that they want another round.

‘I like him.’

Ruth can’t easily recall the last time Fran had said that about anyone she was seeing. She beams back at Alex, who is smiling at them from the bar, reaches for another handful of crisps and jams them into her mouth.





Eleven

It looks like the aerial images Ruth had seen of flattened towns after hurricanes but her current view is not from above.

They stand in silence, taking in the scene before them.

Piles of rubble and tiles lie where the yacht club had stood.

When had she run past? Just hours ago? Yesterday?

Ruth has no idea how long they were inside the whale.

They walk through the ash to what was evidently a car park. Burnt-out cars, some on their sides, are pushed into a pile against a row of trees that stand naked, burnt, stripped of their leaves. The singed branches line the perimeter of the forecourt, like black cardboard cut-outs, the dust upon them like a covering of fake snow.

‘I feel like we should cover our mouths and noses. This stuff is probably radioactive.’

She reaches across to Nik and tugs the screwed-up canvas bag from his pocket. Using her teeth, she creates enough of a tear to gain purchase and rip the material into two long strips. She hands one piece to Nik, who takes it, watching her wrap it around her face and tie it at the back of her head.

‘We probably need gloves too.’

 

Nik watches Ruth shake her hands, like she’s performing the end of a big musical number.

What is she on about?

Communication is going to be even harder with their faces covered. His hearing hasn’t entirely returned and the cotton covering not only prevents him from reading her lips, it also muffles her voice. Whatever she’s trying to say, the priority is finding food. Everything else can wait.

‘Food first.’ Nik mimes eating, then wraps the material around his face in the same way, tying it tightly at the back of his shaven skull, and wincing as he bursts several more blisters. He turns to go but Ruth puts her hand on his forearm to still him. She pulls the makeshift mask away from her mouth.

‘Hello? Can anybody hear me?’

He heard that.

They watch carefully for any movement among the mounds of rubble. They hold their breath, trying to listen, straining to hear beyond the high-pitched ringing in their ears.

A few minutes pass and there is no response.

No movement.

No noise. Or, at least, none they can hear.

Ruth pulls up her mask and walks closer to the rubble, but Nik softly touches her upper arm. She turns back to him. He is shaking his head. She nods, and they turn from the rubble and start to walk into the town.

All the buildings along the way are the same. The public washrooms that he used just yesterday: a scattered pile of brown bricks, half the end wall still standing, a ceramic basin pointlessly attached to it. Water mixes with the ash causing a great sludgy river in their path. They step over it carefully. A pipe has burst within the rubble. It spurts forth, washing away the ash, leading it down the hill towards the sea.

They walk on.

There is nothing but destruction.

The small town in which he’d spent the last few days is reduced to nothing more than a neat grid system of bricks and rubble. Cremated trees and bushes poke out on the edges of the road, the odd car with its paint scorched and engine burnt out. The entire scene is criss-crossed with semi-fallen electrical and phone wires.

Is it the same everywhere?

For once he is pleased that he doesn’t have a place to call home. At least something that doesn’t exist can’t be destroyed.

 

It occurs to Ruth that one of these ruined buildings might be where Nik lives. Or did he say he was from out of town? That he’d come here just for the whale? She remembers him saying he didn’t have any family left, but surely he’s got friends, colleagues. Surely he has people he needs to get to. People he needs to know are okay.

She drops back to walk a few paces behind him, trying to assess his emotions, but she cannot read him. She knows so little about him.

His name is Nik.

He has a pick-up truck.

He’s a photographer.

How strange that she only knows these few facts about him, yet her fate feels inextricably bound to his.

They come to a crossroads. There is still an X where one road passes over the other, but nothing lies on either side, other than broken bricks, concrete and protruding metal poles.

In the distance, Ruth can see some structures that are higher than the rubble surrounding them. She taps Nik’s shoulder, leaning forward and pointing them out to him.

He follows the line of her finger and nods. They walk faster towards the raised forms. Ruth can piece together the scene before her. She is slightly out of breath. Their pace has increased ‒ Nik, ahead of her, is almost running. He is striding through the rubble and glass.

Many of the caravans still stand but with the paint removed from their surfaces, as if they had been sandblasted to nothing but their original metal. Nearly all the glass in their windows is blown out. Some lie on their sides, their tyre-less wheels in the air giving them the appearance of dead insects.

Ruth follows, panting now. She bends forward, her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath. She watches as Nik stops and spins on the spot, orienting himself, before heading to one of the caravans. It sits alone, one of only a few that haven’t been burnt out, the curtains flapping lightly in the windows that have shattered.

Nik pulls down his mask. He is smiling. ‘I never connected the gas.’

Is this his home? Ruth hurries to catch him up.

 

Nik pulls at the door, once, twice, and then, using his foot on the metal as a lever, he finally manages to force it open.

The room looks as though it has been burgled. Papers and pictures are strewn everywhere, a light film of dust over all.

‘I’m not sure we should touch anything.’

Ruth is behind him, her mask pulled down beneath her chin, her eyes searching the mess. Little does she know it doesn’t look that much altered from when he left it.

He puts his face into the crook of his elbow, to cover his nose and mouth and opens a cupboard. It is filled with clothes, none folded. He grabs his beanie and pulls it over his head.

Better. He feels immediately less naked.

He retrieves a pair of gloves and his old snap-back cap and tosses them to Ruth. She catches them and puts them on, tucking her dust covered hair up into the cap and covering her blistered hands with the woolly gloves. He sees her forehead crease as she wonders why he’s got winter clothes with him at the height of summer. Ah, well. Let her wonder.

He opens the drawer beneath the wardrobe and takes out a small but dangerous-looking knife, which he unsheathes. The blade is pretty sharp, could be handy.

Ruth draws back a little.

‘It’s my old fishing knife. Relax.’

‘Is this your place?’ She is turning, looking at the photographs strewn around the room, covered with a fine layer of dust.

‘Kinda. I don’t . . .’ He stops himself. Is it really any of her business?

‘Yeah, while I’m here it is . . . was.’

Nik turns to the shelf above the sink, which contains several cans of food, a packet of cereal and biscuits lying on their side, covered with a thin layer of dust. He reaches out to pick one up, then pauses.

He can feel her watching him. He turns back to her. ‘You know, my gut is just telling me to get back to the beach.’

‘It is?’

‘I mean, I’m no scientist, but I’m pretty sure that this place is humming on a Geiger counter.’

‘I thought there was some dispute over whether it was nuclear.’ Ruth had watched more news in her few days in Auckland than she had in the last year. Newsreaders with panic in their eyes trying their best to present information that they simply didn’t have. Not one report from Europe had been clear. There had been complete annihilation but no one was sure exactly what had happened. All they knew was that when it had happened everything was obliterated. It was destruction on a scale never witnessed in recorded history.

Nik is lit by the afternoon sun filtering through the window. He waves his blistered hand up and down, disturbing the motes of dust floating in the air. ‘Look at all this shit we’re breathing in. Whether it was nuclear, dirty bombs or some chemical shit, we don’t know what all this crap is.’

He grabs a hoodie from the cupboard and pulls it over his head.

‘I reckon we let the dust settle, get back to the beach, make a fire, pitch your tent, make a plan. It seems pretty obvious there isn’t any human life to speak of here, but we can’t be the only ones who have survived. That doesn’t make sense. We just need to wait it out, see what happens next.’

Ruth nods. There is nothing Nik has said that doesn’t ring true. Her stomach rumbles. ‘What about food?’

‘You’ve got more beans, right?’

‘Yeah. They won’t last long, though.’

‘Hopefully they won’t have to last us long. And we should eat seaweed.’

‘Seaweed?’

‘Yeah, roast it on sticks like I used to with Pops on fishing trips. For the iodine?’

Ruth shakes her head.

‘After Hiroshima, Nagasaki, Chernobyl, they took iodine tablets. And iodine is in seaweed, yeah? I don’t know exactly how it works. Just that it stops you dying immediately. You probably die of some hideous cancer later on, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.’

‘Seaweed and beans for dinner, then.’

He smiles at her and indicates the door. ‘Ladies first.’ He looks at Ruth: her jaw is set as it was when he first met her on the beach. He nods, contrite, and extends his arm. ‘Sorry, what I mean is, lead the way.’





Fifteen

The sun hasn’t broken through the covering of thick grey cloud since the rain set in. The complete blackness of the night turns slowly to navy, sliding into a soft grey. That lasts several hours, until it fades over the horizon; the navy returns, then gives way to black again.

The initial adrenalin of their situation has abated.

Their sleep is no longer the dreamless coma that their bodies first employed to protect them, allowing their minds to process what had happened, to preserve energy for the stress of the next day.

Now they dream vividly. Images of their former lives haunt them in lurid distortion.

 

Ruth dreams of home: an England where her parents morph into celebrities from glossy magazines as she tries to embrace them.

She dreams of eating writhing insects from a dirty tin while at a table in a fancy restaurant with Fran, who morphs to Camille, then Alex and back again. They sit on chairs made of the spines of creatures she cannot identify, a chandelier glitters overhead, and through wall-length windows she can see red Routemaster buses flying through fuchsia-pink skies.

Waking each day, she feels disoriented and disbelieving.

Is she still dreaming?

Is this a nightmare?

How can this new reality be as strange as her dreams?

The relentless gloom of the days since the sun was occluded, in which day is barely separated from night, do not help. Her only company being a man of whom she knows next to nothing makes matters worse.

It is not the first time in her life she has woken up beside someone she barely knows.

Before, waking up beside a snoring stranger had come with the joy of quietly sliding back into her jeans and exiting an unfamiliar flat with a careful click of the front door. So clear is that feeling of emerging onto a morning street with bird’s-nest hair, the mild embarrassment at the curious glances on the early half-empty tube, the gleeful joy in texting Fran news of her latest conquest. What she would give to be able to text Fran.

Now, waking to see the ruched bedding where Nik has spent the night sleeping beside her serves only as a reminder of the desperate grief that is pursuing her. She can feel sadness lapping at her heels. She is running from it, turning from it, pushing it away; she is trying to focus on what she needs to do to survive.

But surviving is painful too.

What they need to do to survive seems as nightmarish as the grief she is avoiding.

Ruth exits the tent.

It’s a scene that she’s not sure even her subconscious could have conjured in such gruesome detail: Nik, stripped to the waist, covered with a fine pink spray of blood and fat.

A portion of the hide of the whale spread out on the sand, like a trophy rug. The flayed entrails of the most majestic creature she has encountered.

Nik is slowly dismantling the whale piece by piece.

They haven’t spoken for days but exist like an old married couple after an argument.

The shock of it, when she had returned from collecting driftwood yesterday, had propelled her into a fit of anger she hadn’t seen coming. Before she knew it, she had dropped the wood she was carrying and was upon Nik, grabbing at his arms pulling him away from the creature.

Now, they silently keep their agreement to share, but they haven’t done so with good grace.

Ruth has abstained from assisting him in taking apart the whale, and he has responded by ceasing communication other than to share food and shelter.

She has watched him uncover the horrifying loot of the whale’s belly: a giant fishing net with multi-coloured floats; a tarpaulin, barely ripped; glass jars ‒ some even with lids; a red plastic chair, their only furniture, not damaged and strong enough to hold Nik’s weight; and, most horrifying of all, a giant, tumescent twisted mass of multiple plastic bags. To see him discover these items and more within the guts of the beast was to feel the guilt of her own survival topped with a new layer on each discovery. A testament to the waste, greed and disregard her species has shown to the sanctity of all life, as if the scorched land that surrounds them doesn’t speak loudly enough to her of that already.

 

Nik looks round from his crouched position near the growing flames to see if she is watching. She isn’t. Her focus is on her knees. She is frowning.

With a grunt, Nik heaves a chunk of the gelatinous white material onto the fire. The small flames catch and it is immediately ablaze. He stands and throws another two large pieces of driftwood onto the flames. He is shirtless still, though it is now dark: the heat of the fire means he can dry his body and clothes quickly after washing them in the creek.

He turns to where she sits at the mouth of the tent and, as if feeling his gaze upon her, she looks up.

‘Join me?’

‘It stinks.’

Progress!

He has tried to get her to talk for days now, to no avail. He feels a wash of hope to hear her voice over the roar of the flames. He’s still raging at her ‒ the spoilt little princess ‒ but keeping this up is not helping either of them.

‘Yeah, it’s shocker, but it will keep us warm.’

She walks towards him and takes a seat on the sand near the blaze, studiously avoiding Nik’s eyes.

‘Still packing a sad?’

Ruth is jutting her chin.

‘Jeez. You’re like a three-year-old.’ Nik shakes his head and turns towards the ute. He returns with two cans, opens them and places them in the glowing wood with a gloved hand. Ruth is studying the map she’d found in the glovebox of the ute.

‘Planning a trip?’

Ruth purses her lips in response.

‘I reckon we should stay put. The set-up here is pretty sweet. Start moving, you’ll get lost in the debris. You’d have to carry food, set up camp. And you might bump into others, eh? Others who might not be as friendly as me.’

He smiles widely, performing. If he could just break the ice with a laugh, maybe they could untangle this sorry mess of an argument.

Ruth scowls and folds up the map, laying it on the sand beside her. She stares into the flames; her eyes shine red.

Nik pulls the two cans from the fire, swearing as he burns himself through the gloves. He’s not made for this outdoors lark. He empties half of each can onto the two enamel plates they took from the caravan and hands one to Ruth. ‘Dinner is served, madame.’

His eyes glint with good humour in the glow of the fire. ‘Far out, you’re really gonna keep this up?’

He leaves a gap to allow Ruth to reply but she remains mute, her chin pushed out in defiance.

‘Give me strength.’

Ruth pushes the canned spinach around her plate, the four unnaturally coloured frankfurters now surrounded by a bed of vivid green. ‘It just seems . . .’ She stops talking abruptly but Nik waits expectantly.

He is hungry for more words, any words. Even another argument would be better than being alone with his thoughts.

‘. . . brutal,’ she says flatly.

Nik nods in agreement. ‘Yup, it is brutal all right.’

They sit, eating the salty sausage and spinach. After a while Nik breaks the silence. ‘It’s brutal and it’s bloody hard yakka.’

He pauses. Reframes the sentence. ‘It’s hard work and I could do with some help.’

Ruth nods.

‘It’s not something I want to do, eh? It’s about surviving.’

‘I know. It’s just so horrible.’

‘True.’

‘We could have moved further away.’

‘I don’t know much, but I know that Survival 101 is to stay put. If there are rescue parties, it’s best to stay right here. A moving target is much harder to find.’

‘Okay, but we could have gone just a little further down the beach.’

‘Do you have any idea how far the smell of one of these things rotting would spread?’

‘No.’

‘Far, plus it’s a waste. It’d be a waste of good materials. Of fire lighters. Of skin. Of bones. Of food.’

‘You’re expecting me to eat that?’

Ruth points to where Nik has set up what looks like a rudimentary washing line that criss-crosses the sand next to the truck. But it isn’t clean, fresh laundry that hangs on it, flapping slightly in the wind: it is long strips of meat, flecked with fat.

‘The cans won’t last for ever.’

Ruth sits in silence.

‘The temperature is dropping, Ruth. We need to think beyond pulling the odd can out of the rubble. Plus, like I said before, it’s a waste.’

The fire crackles as the fat hisses and burns, turning the flames white and purple.

‘I’m sorry.’

Ruth’s words hang in the air, like the stench of the burning whale fat.

At last, an apology.

That was what he was after, wasn’t it?

But now he’s got it he’s not sure he wants to accept it. He’s stuck with this woman, yes, but that doesn’t mean he has to like her. It irks him that he feels a responsibility towards her. Why doesn’t he just let her go?

Let the stupid Pom go bush and fend for herself. What does he care?

Does he care?

‘I know you’re right, about the waste. About making stores. But our whale. She saved us. I don’t know how, but it would seem that we’re alive, when no one else in the vicinity is, because of this creature. Cutting her up? It feels wrong.’

Her?

Of course she’s identified the creature as female.

Nik sighs and runs his hand over his head. Best to pick his battles. He really could do with help to dispose of the rest of the whale. And, anyway, it’s surely best to stick together, even if you’re with a Pom princess whose mental stability you aren’t entirely convinced of.

‘If the purpose of this beast here was to save us, I figure, by leaving it to rot, we’re saying a big old “fuck you” to whatever it is that has allowed us to survive this far. You’ve seen what I have. It’s bleak. This could be the difference between us surviving the winter and not.’

 

Ruth nods. She knows he’s right. She knows her outrage is a vestige of a set of beliefs she can no longer afford to have. She knows little about the new world they’re living in, but she does know that fighting with Nik when he is only trying to keep them alive is a very stupid thing to do. ‘Tomorrow I’ll help.’

He smiles at her, a real smile, not the tight one that barely covers his blatant dislike of her. It is a smile that betrays his relief. A smile that extends peace between them.

She returns it.

It feels good. It feels good to let her anger capitulate to his kindness.

The spark of an idea.

She’s not sure if it’s possible, but it feels as though it might go some way to paying tribute to the animal, while also fulfilling Nik’s desire that it be put to use.

‘How strong do you reckon the bones are?’

‘Pretty strong.’

She blushes. Will he laugh at her for the suggestion?

Maybe she shouldn’t have mentioned it.

But he’s smiling at her, nodding, encouraging her to speak.

So she does.





Eighteen

‘Back in five, ladies and gents, back in five!’ the host calls, over the Monty’s PA, rattling the windows. Ben and Ruth stand on the patio at the side of the pub, the heat lamp above lighting them. It casts strange shadows across their faces, their foreheads lit orange by the element. Ben inhales from the cigarette a final time and hands it back to Ruth. She brings the filter between her lips, still damp from Ben’s mouth.

He winks at her as he exhales a plume of smoke. ‘I fancy our chances, you know.’

Ruth lets the smoke escape between her pursed lips, her throat burning slightly from the unfamiliar sensation. She isn’t a smoker, well, not any more, but when Ben asked her if she wanted a ‘crafty’, the opportunity to be alone with him, to talk about what happened, what they’d been dancing around, beckoned. But all she had dared to do so far was share a strong cigarette and talk about their progress in the Monty’s quiz. Banter. She hated it, yet she found herself engaged in it so often. Why was that? It would be quite possible, she thinks, to spend your entire adult life avoiding any deep discussion, as long as you chose to talk to people who showed a fondness for banter.

‘I don’t know. I killed it on the picture round, obviously. But Amrit let us down on the music and now it’s just politics and that tube map round to go. I suck at both of those.’

‘I’m all over politics.’ Ben is leant against the wall, radiating smugness.

‘Really? You never talk about it.’

Sarcasm: banter’s closest ally.

‘You comfortable sitting there on your fence? Watch you don’t get a splinter in your bum.’ Ben smiles at her lopsidedly, so she can see the chip on his front tooth. Her stomach clenches. He glances at his watch. ‘We’d better resume our seats, Lancaster. Pint?’

She knows another drink will tip her over the edge into drunkenness. She hasn’t eaten, other than the chips with which Sheila always provided the Ladywell Quizzers on arrival (‘Something to line our stomachs’).

‘I’m not sure I should. I’ll be drunk.’

Ben cocks his head. ‘I rather like you drunk.’

‘Do you?’

‘I did last time.’

He holds her gaze and she feels the pulse in her palms throb.

‘Okay, then. Yes. I’ll have another.’

Ben heads inside.

Ruth brings the cigarette to her lips again, even though she is now alone. She inhales deeply, feeling the smoke rasp against the delicate lining of her throat.

 

‘How can a team called We’ve Got A Smartphone win? It’s just not fair!’

They have the top deck of the bus to themselves and Ben is filling the space with his booming voice. His volume seems to correlate exactly to how many units of alcohol he has consumed.

‘I didn’t know you had such a strong sense of justice.’

‘Of course I have a strong sense of justice! I’m a teacher. I lead the future generation in being able to discern right from wrong.’

‘I didn’t realise Year Six had such a focus on ethics.’

‘It’s not part of the syllabus, but there’s no doubt I play my part in moulding the young minds of the nation.’

They are sitting on two seats opposite each other at the front. ‘I’m driving,’ Ben announced, as he scrambled to take the seat on the right when they got on. Since then he’d sat with his legs stretched out along it, the soles of his leather brogues pointing towards hers.

‘Where do you get off?’

‘Same as you,’ Ben replies. ‘I’m coming back to yours.’

 

In the flat Ben picks things up, inspects them, puts them down. He might have been at a car-boot sale.

Ruth makes them a gin and tonic and pours a pint of tap water for each of them.

‘Big reader. You or him?’ Ben is at her bookshelf, pulling out books, briefly inspecting and returning them. He doesn’t know that she reads, or indeed that Alex doesn’t. He doesn’t know her at all.

‘Me.’ Ruth hands him the two glasses.

He puts down the book he is inspecting and takes them from her, downing half the pint of water in one go. As he does she can see his open mouth through the glass. It is both disgusting and oddly fascinating to be able to see his molars magnified as he gulps.

‘A regular bookworm, aren’t you.’

It’s a statement rather than a question. He wipes the water from his lips onto his shirt sleeve and moves across to the pictures on the wall. He cocks his head, studying a photo of her cousin and his family leaning over a balcony. ‘Whose are the rug-rats? His?’

‘My cousin’s. Auntie Ruth. Though I’m their second cousin, I think. Bit confusing.’

She sips her G and T, the ice rattling in the glass as she does so.

‘Cute kids.’

‘They’re annoying, but I love them.’ She stands from her seat on the arm of the sofa and joins him next to the photos. Ben has now moved on to a photo of her with Camille, Charlie and some other people from Bristol.

‘Is one of these fine chaps him, then?’

‘Oh, is that what you’re looking for? A picture of Alex?’

Ben shrugs and moves to a picture of her and Fran at a festival. They are lying on the grass, their heads close together, their arms outstretched towards the camera. ‘How long were you blonde for?’

Ben examines the photograph, placing his now empty water glass on the sideboard.

‘Most of sixth form, I gave it up at uni. A pricy habit, bleach. Plus my hair used to snap off in handfuls.’

‘I much prefer the current do.’ Ben turns and touches her hair. Their proximity means it doesn’t take much to pull her to him. He only kisses her very softly, but she can feel where his lips were as he moves away from her to the couch and sits down.

‘So, you don’t have any photos of him and I can’t really see much sign of a bloke living here. Are you sure you haven’t made up this boyfriend of yours to play hard to get?’ Ben doesn’t look at her as he says this: his attention is on the gin in his right hand, in which he is circulating the ice cubes. Ruth takes her phone from her bag and comes to sit next to him on the sofa, her leg touching his. Opening her photos, she finds a picture of Alex from their trip to Paris. He is sitting opposite her in a busy brasserie, his linen shirt open at the collar. He smiles into the camera, a piece of bread in his right hand.

‘This is Al. Not imaginary.’

Ben takes the phone from her hand gently and zooms in on the picture. ‘Handsome bloke.’

‘Yeah, he is.’

Ben locks the phone and returns it to Ruth. He shuffles on the sofa to turn towards her. ‘So, I don’t want to do myself out of a promise here, or anything—’

‘You’re not on a promise.’ Ruth cuts him off.

‘Of course, but I just mean . . . Why am I here? Why did you let me through the door? Especially after last time . . . if you’ve got this Al coming home to you, what, tomorrow?’

Ruth stops Ben’s questions by leaning forward and placing her palm flat on his chest. He leans into it and she brings her mouth to his. In a jumble of arms and grasping hands she pulls herself up to straddle his legs.

 

‘I think there’s a bit of a mess.’

Ruth hears Ben’s voice reverberate through his chest where her head rests. They are lying on the sofa, softly slick with sweat.

‘What?’

Ben shuffles from beneath her. ‘Sorry, not sure how long these have been in my wallet.’

Ruth watches as Ben grapples with the split latex. He reaches for a tissue from the box that Alex recently installed on the coffee-table and wraps the rubber mound in his hand before wiping his palm with another. She is aware of the flood of endorphins that engulfed her body seconds ago being replaced by a wave of anxiety.

‘I mean, you’re on the pill, yeah? I assume you and whatyamacallit don’t use these bloody things.’ Ben pulls another tissue from the box and hands it to Ruth. ‘Ruth?’

She takes the tissue and wipes herself, horrified at how wet it is as it comes away.

‘Ruth?’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll sort it.’

Ruth rises, pulling a blanket from the back of the couch to wrap herself in. In the kitchen she stands at the tap with her hand underneath the flow of water, waiting for it to go cold.

She returns from the kitchen with the two refilled glasses of water. Ben is pulling on his shoes, otherwise fully dressed.

‘Thought I’d better make a move. Actual school night and everything.’

‘Alex isn’t coming back until the weekend, you know.’

‘Yeah.’ He shrugs, tying his laces, his right foot across his left knee. ‘I just prefer to sleep in my own bed, y’know?’

She stands, holding the two glasses, as he locates his jacket and his bag where he dropped them by the door. He slings the bag over his shoulder, adjusts the strap over his chest and runs his hand through his hair. ‘Thanks for a fun evening. Better get going ‒ it’s late.’

He doesn’t make eye contact: he is checking his phone.

‘Do you know the best way to get back to yours?’

‘I’ll call a cab.’

He’s already at the door, twisting the lock open. ‘See you tomorrow.’ He pauses. ‘Sorry.’

Ruth stands on the threshold of the kitchen, naked ‒ but for the blanket, tucked beneath her armpits ‒ listening as his footsteps descend the stairs. The door to her flat faintly rattles as he slams the one to the street. She drinks as much of the water in her right hand as quickly as her throat will allow, then sits, still wrapped in the blanket, on the sofa.

Just minutes ago she and Ben were lying entwined in this exact spot. Then ‒ in a moment ‒ something shifted and everything changed. She feels a sharp stab of grief. Sometimes things are lost before you’re even aware they exist.

Ruth shakes her head and reaches for the remote. She navigates to the planner, searching. It is actually not so late, she notes, from the time in the corner of the screen. Though Ben had made his hasty exit using the time as excuse, it has only just turned ten o’clock. She presses the button and the screen fills with a newsroom. A ticker-tape of information scrolls. She turns up the volume, so she can hear every word the reporter is saying. It is months since she watched the news. She lets each word hit her. She can feel her adrenalin spiking as she listens to what the pristine woman says. She lays her head on the arm of the sofa and continues to watch the images flash across the screen. Tears pool in her eyes but she makes no movement to wipe them, just lets them roll down her cheek into the upholstery.

 

Ruth wakes, cold, on the sofa. The blanket is wrapped around her, her body still naked.

She has been dreaming.

In her dreams she was naked, too, but her skin was not her own: it was different, something animal, marine. She was swimming, and as she swam, images flashed before her, the images she had seen on the news. Every time she was confronted by a flashing screen filled with cruelty, she tried to swim in another direction. But the images were coming faster and faster, the water felt thicker and thicker, until she felt as though she were swimming in treacle, unable to move her naked limbs. Hateful images of suffering people blocked her escape, no matter which way she turned.

The TV flashes blue light onto her face as she tries to slow her breathing. A documentary about the sea is on, a repeat with audio-description. In the corner, a woman translates to sign-language the information that David Attenborough is imparting about the animals that glide across the screen: ‘The bond between mother and calf is particularly strong in cetaceans. Calves may remain with their mothers for up to ten years, depending on the species, and travel thousands of kilometres across the ocean with her. Almost half of the eighty species of cetaceans can be found in the Pacific Ocean . . .’

She finds the remote control that has been wedged uncomfortably beneath her ribs and silences the narration, turning off the television.

The early morning is creeping in through the curtains. Ruth looks at the clock on the wall above the television. There are only two hours until she needs to leave for work. Picking up her phone, she retreats to the bedroom and slides under the duvet. Setting her alarm for one and a half hours’ time, she closes her mascara-streaked eyes and falls into a dreamless sleep.
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