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Prologue

The bullet enters Tia’s thigh close to where her brother will look for the star-shaped mole when asked to identify her body.

The green carpet is moving towards her. Flung onto her side, Tia lands hard on her left arm. Pop pop pop sounds bounce between her ears. Flashbangs. The force of the grenades is knocking artwork to the floor. The heavy frames could be falling onto someone but it’s too dark, or too bright, to see properly, and there’s probably nothing she can do to help them. On the ground, Tia feels her way to the wall, any wall. A palm goes to each thigh: no wound. That was her own thumb which drove into her skin. The firearms team are in the room now, but the bullet was her imagination. She will not bleed out, and these aren’t her final breaths. Relief comes, but it isn’t much, because she has been thinking about dying all day. Death no longer frightens her. Fear requires energy and Tia is too tired for it now. They all must be.

Her hand finally hits something solid. She’s made it to the side of the room. Tia stands and leans against the plaster, making herself as flat as she can. She’s safe here, and now she has some sense of direction: the windows out onto the road are to her right, and the doors to the rest of the museum to her left. That’s where the specialist officers are coming from. Through the smoke in front of her, human shapes start to take form. There are bodies on the carpet. Alive? She cannot just wait here for it to be over and help to collect the dead. Back on all fours, Tia leaves the wall and crawls to the nearest hostage. Broken glass crunches underneath her knees. The noise of the police boots, the guns, the shields, everything, is so intense, her teeth gnaw into her cheeks.

Tia reaches someone – there’s a pulse. They’re shaking but they’re okay. She sees more human shadows. There is no real furniture in here and nowhere to shelter. When the police burst in, everyone dropped in place, and the unlucky were stood near the doors, or in the centre of the room, exposed. The white haze meant to disorient the gunman is stopping Tia from working out who is who. But it’s those hostages in the middle of the room who are most in need. Tia rises to her feet. Keeping as low as possible, she moves quickly. She sees two bodies lying in the path of the entering police. She’ll go to them.

Are they hurt? She won’t drag them out of the danger zone in case it makes their injuries worse. The pop, pops continue. The two hostages are about ten yards apart. She can’t get to them both. Suddenly it’s obvious who they are, and she must choose. Pick one hostage, shield them. The only thing she can give now is herself. Tia’s last chance today to get something right. It’s not a matter of who most deserves to live, but who needs her more, and what her instinct is saying. The decision is made somewhere deep inside her body and she is running the last few steps. She finds them breathing. No blood: they’re alright. She lies down, covers them, becoming the barrier between them and all this chaos which she couldn’t prevent. Tia will stay like this, stretched across the hostage, until she gets a gentle tap from one of the police officers telling her it’s done.

A powerful heat explodes in her calf, suddenly wet and sticky. Blood. Now she’s shot for real. It’s only the lower leg. A stray bullet, probably just a graze. The shock is the issue. She’s read this. Don’t give in to it, she tells herself. Forget it. Pressure is building behind her left eye, her neck twisted, face squashed against the floor, a sleeping position her optometrist once told her is very bad for the glands. What a thing to think right now, but she knows this thought arrived because the outside world is close. In a moment, police will be in control and the siege and this whole day will be over. Her life – with optometrists and health advice, her boyfriend, her friends and her Tuesday-morning swim – is almost within touching distance, but Tia won’t get back to it, she realises, not properly. Even if she survives these next few minutes, she will never leave this museum.




1.

Asher

Now

Most prisoners are released automatically into the community at the halfway point of their sentence, but Asher is told he must appear before the parole board. It is the beginning of year four of his six-year term. He represents himself and he does not prepare. He just says the words that begin to pile up in his mind. This way, he does not allow himself to feel hope. He is protected from disappointment. The lack of preparation wasn’t a strategy so he might come across as hopelessly sincere, but that seems to be what happens. Asher Russell is not a threat, it is decided. He is rehabilitated. They let him out on licence.

His mother agrees to collect him. He continues pushing every flicker of hope downwards until it leaves his body. Hope tries to catch Asher off guard when he is walking to his cell, or swallowing a cup of tea, or daydreaming, but he is there, ready to snuff it out. He imagines those arcade games from his childhood, the one where alligators bob up trying to snap at you, but you smack them first with the oversized squishy hammer on a string.

It’s time, but Yvette isn’t here. Even if she doesn’t come at all he will not let himself be crushed. Asher stands by the door with his possessions in a transparent bag feeling embarrassed for the broken gel pens that have slipped to the bottom, their inky guts there for all to see. He tries to look casual and, most of all, not too eager, as though he’s waiting for a ride to the airport to fly home, reluctantly checking out of a fun hotel. The reality of the day begins to sink in. He is Asher, not prisoner B3846HK. A free person again.

He doesn’t see her approach but suddenly his mother is right in front of him. She apologises for being late and talks rapidly about the traffic. She hugs him and Asher can feel the sharpness of her arm bones, the lack of cushion when his chest presses against hers. But she is cosy and her warmth transmits to him and he realises he has been shivering, in a permanent state of near-freezing for the past three years. His mother came to visit him when she could and he appreciated it. Her shift pattern at the hospital didn’t always coincide with visiting hours, plus the prison is a ninety-minute drive from the house so he would insist she shouldn’t inconvenience herself too much. Now he curls his fingers around the handle of the see-through bag and takes his first step.

They walk across the carpark and Asher’s mother grabs his hand. ‘I’m happy today,’ she says, meeting his eye. ‘Really happy.’ She takes hold of his shoulder. He smiles back as best he can. The blood in his veins is stiff, solid. Yvette unlocks the car and, when she reaches the driver’s side door, her hand strokes the length of the roof, attention snatched by the distance. She is in a trance. Is she thinking of her brother? Asher stands there for a few seconds, lets the guilt turn him to stone, and waits for her to snap out of it. Then he gently opens the passenger’s side door and sits.

His mother does not switch on the radio, because she’s talking in a circle. Words explode and crash into one another and he remembers she does this sometimes in excitement. He looks at her and tries to smile again, but his gaze is drawn back to the view outside the car window, like a dog. The world is strange but also a bit of a let-down. Asher hasn’t seen trees, road signs, cars or houses in over three years, but the ones now rushing past are underwhelming. He is glad to be sealed inside this vehicle. It’s a cliché that prisoners are afraid to re-emerge into society and he wasn’t even inside that long, relative to other inmates, but he can feel it already, the closed-off nature of everything, the coarseness of the world, trying to reach him through the windscreen. The recent winter was brutal and he can tell the harsh temperatures battered the plant life around here. He sees a quaking aspen, one of the only trees he can reliably recognise while whizzing by at this speed. They tremble at the slightest breeze, that species, so long and thin, weak and afraid, they wobble even when there is no wind.

It’s April, graduation season at his old university. His classmates will be applying for their first office jobs. University feels like an impossibility now. An achievement out of reach and also something he has grown out of. He has moved on, or given up, or probably both.

‘Let’s go out for lunch,’ his mother says, bright. ‘Where would you like to go?’ He is still vegan. He was surprised to learn staying vegan while incarcerated is a possibility these days, although his meals were essentially the same three options on rotation. The prison shop also stocked plant-based snacks, bars with nuts and sweets without gelatine, which he looked forward to several times a week.

‘Pizza would be nice,’ he says to his mother. Pizza is her favourite.

On the way home, they stop at a chain restaurant and he orders the only vegan option on the menu. There is so much to say and yet nothing to say, all at the same time. His mother drinks lemonade through a straw which should be banned as it is single-use and will choke sea life once tossed away, something he would have pestered her about three years ago. He winces at the memory, so many memories, of lecturing her about disposable forks, and vegetables wrapped in unnecessary plastic and countless other petty things. She is still beaming at him. Asher never asked outright if it was okay he come back to his childhood bedroom and live with her, so Yvette had no real chance to refuse him. He knows – he thinks, he hopes – she would be devastated if he went somewhere else. Anyway, now it’s the address on all his parole forms and the rule is he must reside permanently at this approved location. Even if he wanted to, and had the money, Asher couldn’t move or even go on holiday. While he’s on licence, he must obtain prior permission from his supervising officer for even a single overnight stay at a different address.

Vegan pizza. This he never got in jail. A steaming “margherita” is placed in front of him and Asher consumes it in what feels like only a few bites.

‘You were hungry.’ His mother is looking at him with real pity. ‘I bet they didn’t feed you properly in there.’ Across the table, she strokes his arm. He flinches. She notices, and he hates himself for it. No one has touched him in three years: another prison cliché.

‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I’m jumpy.’ She looks as though she might cry.

‘Pudding!’ She turns and raises her hand to flag a waiter. ‘They must be able to do something vegan.’

The waiter cheerily informs them the restaurant can do a vegan coconut lemon posset. ‘That sounds delicious,’ Yvette says. ‘We’ll have two.’ Dessert arrives and it tastes cold and soothing. It slides easily down and goes somewhere, but his stomach feels empty.

‘Mmmm.’ She drops her spoon to the table. ‘I could demolish two of those.’

‘Do you want to order another?’ Asher asks, with a couple of spoonfuls still left.

‘No,’ she laughs. ‘I don’t need it.’ He should join in her laughter, or at least say she deserves all the puddings, but he says nothing because that is safer, with no chance of making a mistake. ‘So,’ his mother says. ‘Don’t rush, but I have a shift later this afternoon.’

‘Okay.’

‘I’ll drop you home. Let you get settled back in. There’s plenty of food, vegan food, in the fridge. You can help yourself for tea tonight. I’ll be home about midnight. I’ll sneak in and try not to wake you.’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ Asher says.

‘I was going to get someone to cover for me when I learnt you were coming home today, but then I thought you might actually want the time alone. Sort out your room without me there looking over your shoulder.’ She reaches across the table to him again. This time, he does not flinch. ‘You’re a man now.’

‘Yes, thank you, that’s okay.’

His room. Asher hasn’t given any real thought to the state of his bedroom. He supposes it might be exactly how he left it that day of the museum. Maybe there’s a wet towel balled up in a corner gone black with mould, university books piled on the floor. He wonders if his mother closed the door and hasn’t been in there since.

‘You can relax in front of the telly,’ she’s saying now. ‘Watch whatever you want. I finally signed up to Netflix. And some other streamers. Enjoy having your own space for the evening.’

Now his mother is talking about the upcoming weekend and all the things they might like to do together. It occurs to Asher she’s nervous too. Her speech is rehearsed, he’s sure of it. Some of these lines are pre-prepared and she’s forcing herself to say them. He wonders if she still has her friends, the same social life as before. Asher knows he is quite famous now, and his mother would be too by extension, which makes him want to throw up his lemon posset.

‘Or we can have a quiet one at home,’ she says when he doesn’t respond to any of her suggestions. Just how recognisable is he? No one in this restaurant has paid him any attention, but tomorrow will be the test. He will go to the supermarket near their house and get some of his favourite snacks: gelatine-free jellybeans and those protein balls with birds on the packet. It will be interesting to see if the staff remember him. Terrifying.

At home, it only takes a couple of minutes to unpack his carry bag from jail. Asher did not want to bring his prison clothes with him. He finds his mother has kept his room very clean these past three years and, judging from the fresh chemical smell, she recently laundered and changed the sheets. Inside the wardrobe are his teenage clothes. He had a growth spurt last year and doubts any of this still fits. There is no hurry for new stuff, he thinks to himself; he won’t be leaving the house much anyway, and certainly won’t be going any place where nice things are required.

Asher examines his room, seeing all the objects he forgot he owned. Tiny possessions – a glossy souvenir coaster his mother’s friend gave him from Heidelberg in Germany, a mobile phone stand from the pound shop – all give him a thrill to rediscover, gifts from his former self. Shame pierces him in the chest as he recalls how he left his room the day of the museum, so much worse than a wet towel. His poor mother. People should always leave their bedrooms knowing they might be hit by a car, or have a fatal seizure, and someone will have to go in there and deal with their dirty pants. He won’t make that mistake again.

In prison, he realised he could live without all this stuff, with practically nothing, but still he’s happy to find a pencil case with five different types of blue pen, and a pair of scissors that fit even more snugly in his hand than they used to. Asher tries not to think about the police touching everything. Them sniggering at how worthless it all is, how childish. Moving through his drawers, he realises a couple of things are missing: the shark drink bottle he used to take to school, and his brown notebook. He has a novelty comb from a gift shop which he was going to give Uncle Harrison for Christmas. On the leather pouch a silhouette of Boris Johnson is imprinted with the words: ‘Property of Boris Johnson’s hairdresser’. He got it in October and, by December, his uncle had a buzzcut so Asher kept the comb for himself and bought a better present. He should message Harrison about it: he’ll think it’s hilarious. Asher reaches for the phone stand but his mobile isn’t there, and his uncle is no longer in his life. His arm falls back to his side and hangs, useless.

When his mother leaves for work, Asher sits in front of the TV but can’t concentrate so he goes to bed early, the same time as he would in jail. Lying star-fished on the mattress, he can’t quite believe all this space is just for him. The silence is heavy and the night brings a swirly chocolate kind of darkness. Asher forgot the world can be this serene. He wishes his mother was home.

Not able to sleep, or not wanting to, he gets up, changes out of his pyjamas, and puts on some shoes. Asher opens the back door to go for a walk across the park until he remembers it is now after ten o’clock and he would be in breach of his curfew. After re-locking the door, he goes around the side of the house to the front garden where he lowers himself to the grass. Everything is damp. There must have been a soaking rain last night. He lies back even though he feels his clothes getting wet, and looks up to the stars, but it’s overcast. Nothing twinkles. Not a single star gleams down at him. On the ground all around Asher are piles of dirt the size of grapefruits, like little volcanoes. He sits up to get a closer look. They’re molehills. There must be moles tunnelling underneath him. The beautiful little creatures looking for food, living their lives. He could do that. That’s how Asher could live the rest of his days: in the pure blackness underneath the earth. Free of people and their noise, their stale energy, their rubbish. Only mud and bugs and darkness. He lets it rise up within him now. Hope and just a general niceness and a list of things he might like to happen. I am a mole, he thinks to himself, underground is where I breathe. One, two long breaths enter and exit his nose. The action softens him. This is how he got through Fresher’s Week at university: one then two slow breaths as he walked the busy corridors, faces, mouths and hard eyes coming at him from every direction. Asher told himself to just keep breathing. Fresher’s Week. When everything went wrong.




2.

Asher

Then

From underneath the WELCOME FRESHERS banner, Asher looks up to a staircase leading to another staircase. Both are bursting with young people, stopping to chat, blocking the thoroughfare, others pushing, taking two steps at a time. Just how big is this university? He needs to get up to the second floor. This is where the politically and socially aware student societies have set up. He has already walked past the crochet society, the doughnut society, the group dedicated to Krishna Consciousness and one for the promotion of ancient languages and contemporary Japanese puppetry. His engineering branded tote bag over his shoulder, Asher sucks in a deep breath and weaves his way between the bodies. At the top of the second-floor stairs, trestle tables with shouty signs, plates of free sweets and towers of chocolate biscuits compete for his attention. He passes Young Labour, the Marxist and the Conservative Society. Though the corridor is wide, he has to turn himself sideways to fit among the clusters of students bunched up everywhere, rucksacks on their backs like turtles. It is ten o’clock on the second day of Fresher’s. How is it that they all seem to know one another already? He could have waited until his classes began, until attendance was compulsory. But Asher forced himself to come to the fair to meet people, to try to get involved before the cliques form, before the friendship groups establish and close off to new members. Why does everything suggest he is starting from behind?

Asher thinks of his bedroom. Quiet, his graphic novel open on page fifty on his bedside table, waiting for him. He will sign up to one group and then he can go. Then he can tell himself he’s made an effort. Finally, towards the end of the row of tables, Asher sees “green”. Here they are. The three eco/environmental activist groups advertised on the student union website. He should speak to all of them and choose the one that most aligns with his values. His uncle Harrison says this is how Asher should make friends: find people who share his worries, his fire for protecting the planet. That’s what makes you special, his uncle said yesterday when he called to wish him good luck for his first day of university. You really, deeply care. You’ll find your people. I know you will. Which one of these three groups is Asher’s people? He’ll walk all the way down the row, start at the end and make his way back. He readies himself to initiate conversation with the two students stationed at the very last table. Their logo is green; he supposes they all are. Someone is partly blocking the sign and he can’t see what they’re actually called. Stepping closer, he can feel his cheeks go red. Just say hello, he tells himself. All he has to do is ask one quick question about their goals and their vision. He looks to the nearest trestle table. The broad smile on the girl extending a tablet computer for him to enter his details. She is beaming as she speaks to him, and this is much easier than he imagined, her doing all the work. Now, on the screen, he is typing his name and student email address, just like she instructs. This isn’t the action of someone making an informed decision but the group has thirty-six members, the young woman is saying. Thirty-six potential friends and Asher hasn’t had to say a thing. She is still talking and this is a very friendly group, clearly; he knows he’s not giving much back to her, his face frozen in nervous fright. Maybe this is better than him deciding which group he wants to belong to: them choosing him. This eco society can be his people. This girl and her friends. She will be in touch, she tells Asher. By the end of this week he will receive details of their next group meeting. He thanks her – finally, he speaks! – and nods goodbye. As he turns to head back down the staircase, he looks, briefly, along the corridor at the two other green groups he never got to.

They gather in the student union building at four o’clock on Wednesdays. Asher has a seminar finishing at four so he sits near the door, leaves a few minutes early, and runs to get to the meeting in time. As he enters, he sees the girl who managed the table during Fresher’s and she smiles in recognition. There are ten people in the room altogether including Asher, a mix of genders and ages. The meeting is chaired by a woman whose dark hair is interrupted by an inch-thick silvery-grey streak which she regularly tucks behind her ear. She introduces herself as a third-year sociology student called Storm. Around the handle of his tote bag, Asher’s palm starts to sweat. He hopes he’s not called upon to say anything. Speaking in front of other first-years is bad enough, but there’s no way he can talk without stuttering in front of final-year students.

Although it’s only two minutes past four, Asher has the sense of having already missed a heated discussion. ‘Let’s keep it constructive, is all I’m saying.’ Storm is speaking to a man standing outside the circle of chairs. He looks a bit older than the others, in his mid-twenties, Asher thinks. ‘So are you going to stay?’ she’s asking him. He bounces on the balls of his feet in trainers covered with Pokémon characters. One hand runs through his hair.

‘Yes, okay, constructive, I’m staying.’ The man drops to the vacant seat next to Asher. ‘Hey,’ he says, tossing his bag to the floor. ‘Alright?’

‘Hi,’ Asher says back. As he settles, Asher notices the other man adjust his chair, change the angle so that it tilts towards Asher, opening up the circle to him just that little bit more. It’s such a small gesture. He probably doesn’t even realise he did it, and it’s possible Asher imagined the whole thing. But it’s enough to reassure him he chose the right group at Fresher’s. Asher looks around at the other nine faces. This is a place where he could be accepted just the way he is.

The group has been running for two full years, but it is agreed a new strategy is needed for this academic season. ‘I think all of us would like to make a bigger impact this year,’ the man in the Pokémons is saying. He addresses the circle but it’s clear he’s directing his comment at Storm. This is what they must have been talking about when Asher entered.

‘Today,’ Storm says, ‘let’s reflect on what we’ve done, and what we haven’t tried. What we’d like to achieve by next summer.’ A man in flip-flops is passing around a bag of gelatine-free jelly snakes.

‘I still think we need to focus on differentiating ourselves from Extinction Rebellion,’ a woman says, red snake between her teeth.

‘And Just Stop Oil,’ adds the student sat next to her.

‘We’re all non-violent civil resistance groups but that doesn’t mean we’re the same.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Just Stop Oil demands the UK government stop licensing all new oil, gas and coal projects,’ says red snake. ‘Extinction Rebellion are focussed on net zero, aren’t they? I thought we were aiming for real net zero. No emissions at all. That’s our difference.’

‘Okay,’ Storm says, eyes spreading around the circle. ‘What does everyone think?’ Asher agrees with real net zero. Carbon offsetting and other schemes only serve to mask the true damage being done to the planet.

‘Real net zero. Let’s work towards that this year,’ someone says. There is a chorus of agreement. The man in the Pokémons next to Asher says nothing. Everyone looks to Storm.

‘So: how do we get there? Let’s start this year off with a really effective action,’ she says.

‘I think we need to put more pressure on our university’s leaders,’ red snake says. ‘Really try and get a sit-down meeting with the principal this term. Open up a dialogue about this becoming the country’s first net-zero university.’

‘Real net zero,’ someone says.

‘Yes. A real net-zero university.’

‘We tried that last year,’ a man in a beanie says. ‘He refuses to meet with us. We had two thousand student signatures on a petition.’

‘I’m so sick of petitions,’ someone groans. Pokémons snorts with laughter but then muffles it with his fist.

Another woman raises her hand before she speaks. ‘We’re all in this room because we’ve been going on marches and signing petitions since primary school! And what’s changed? I’m sure everyone here has been a member of at least one other eco activist group in their lifetime. Has any of them actually achieved anything tangible?’ She leans forward in her chair, stuffing her hands underneath her knees.

‘We still haven’t got university management to agree to an entirely meat-free campus,’ someone says across from Asher. ‘Meat-free Friday isn’t enough. We need to keep pushing.’ Asher smiles at this student because she is facing him, but he’s underwhelmed by the prospect of a vegan student cafeteria. He’s here to make friends, but he also wants to make a difference. Really feel like he’s doing something worthwhile. He’s not sure what he was expecting of this group, but it wasn’t something as small as this.

Now two students are chatting about their last interaction with the head of the university procurement and whether or not he’ll be sympathetic to meet again.

‘Who wants to speak?’ Storm says. Asher notices one of the women in the circle is wearing a T-shirt from the 2019 climate marches. He thinks of the first march he went on, three years ago, when he was fifteen. His uncle took him. He was too shy to speak to anyone, to hand out flyers to passers-by or to join in the chanting, so Asher and Harrison just walked at the back of the group as they made their way to the local town hall where the mayor was holding an environmental planning meeting. The meeting concerned an application by developers to extend a newly built housing development, putting at risk the local bird population who lived in the neighbouring wetlands. Fifty locals attended the protest. The application was approved.

‘So, if we’re going to do an audit of the most effective awareness-raising activities in recent years,’ red snake says, ‘interrupting the big snooker game and Wimbledon in 2023 would be one.’

‘I think it’s called a tournament,’ beanie says.

‘Whatever. Sports matches, throwing soup on paintings in the big art galleries, activists gluing themselves to artworks, pouring out cow’s milk in some of the supermarkets – these all got significant global media attention.’ For a brief moment they did, Asher thinks. Until the news cycle moved on and focussed on something else the very next day.

‘Is that what we want?’ Storm asks. ‘Global media attention?’

‘I think it’s what we need,’ red snake says.

‘So what are we going to do that’s different to what’s already been done?’

‘Those kind of stunts are losing their power because everyone knows now that the artworks, the buildings or whatever, are protected. Nobody gets hurt, no permanent damage is done. The pictures are back on the gallery wall by the next morning. The protest gets on the news but everyone rolls their eyes because nothing actually changes,’ Pokémons says. There are low murmurs of approval.

‘Are you saying we need to do serious property damage?’ the man in flip-flops says.

‘I guess I am, yeah.’

‘Like what?’

‘Something destructive, but a bit random,’ Pokémons says. ‘Unpredictable. Because that’s what climate disaster feels like. No one knows when or where the next big fire, tsunami or heatwave is going to happen. We shouldn’t throw soup at a painting – we should take the painting.’

‘Steal it?’ Storm asks.

‘Yeah.’

‘What, like, hold it hostage?’

‘Yes.’ The man in the beanie laughs. ‘No, no, wait,’ Pokémons adds, scratching at his scalp. ‘Not hold it hostage. Actually destroy it.’

‘Burn it?’

‘What about water damage. The floods up North at the moment are the worst in thirty-five years. Nobody’s worried because it isn’t in London. So let’s bring some water damage down here and show people what’s coming if we don’t prevent climate disaster.’

Asher has been worried about the floods. He read that one market town has been completely cut off and is now practically an island. He donated fifty quid to a charity raising funds for disaster recovery yesterday, but he feels foolish thinking about that now. What good is a few bank notes to a community which has lost everything?

‘How would we actually do that?’ the woman in the climate T-shirt asks. ‘It would be impossible to sneak in enough water to a major art gallery to do any significant damage.’

‘Go into the toilets and leave all the taps on?’ flip-flops laughs.

‘Not water damage like that. Not in the gallery,’ Pokémons says. ‘We take the painting from the gallery and destroy it outside.’

‘So now we’re back to stealing a painting?’ beanie says.

‘Steal it for just the time it takes for us to throw it into a river or something.’

‘I think that’s stupid,’ a woman says. Pokémons snorts, but he doesn’t respond any further.

‘It’s a bit bizarre,’ Storm says. ‘A bit funny, even. But that’s the point. It will get on the news. It’s an escalation – this time property is actually destroyed.’

Asher tries but fails to catch the eye of the man next to him to show he supports his idea. Asher smiles in his direction anyway. Nobody speaks until the woman who ate the red snake raises her hand. ‘I don’t mind it as an idea,’ she says.

‘I think it’s really stupid,’ says a man speaking for the first time.

‘It’s like a Fresher’s Week prank,’ agrees the woman next to him. ‘It will get attention.’

Storm claps her hands in front of her: ‘We’re talking theft. Destruction of artworks. This is an altogether different action.’ Now she’s looking directly at Pokémons. ‘We’re talking potential jail time.’

‘I can’t go to jail, I just enrolled in my master’s and my student loan is out of control,’ flip-flops says.

‘I don’t think it would get jail time,’ beanie says. ‘Those two guys, the bridge climbers, got a two-year sentence for causing public nuisance but they blocked a very busy road for over a day. Plus I think they had prior cautions. I say we’d get a suspended sentence.’

‘Are you volunteering then?’ flip-flops asks. Beanie stares into the centre of the group. Red snake looks at her knees.

Asher has not even had a parking ticket before, but he has given thought to the idea of being arrested. Everyone who’s been on one of those peaceful climate marches through London has: sometimes the police arrest hundreds of people to try and clear the roads and the march organisers warn everyone to prepare in case they’re taken in. But the expectation is you’re always released by the end of the day. Prison time. An actual sentence. This is not something that’s ever really crossed his mind.

No one in the room speaks for a full minute. Asher hopes none of them have noticed he’s the only person here who hasn’t said anything at all.

‘So,’ Storm says. ‘If we’re going down this line of thinking, then what do we target?’ The packet of jelly snakes makes its way to Asher for the second time. He takes a yellow sweet and passes the bag on.

‘I have an idea,’ beanie says. ‘Does anyone know the Bennett Museum in Holland Park?’ No one seems to, but several people pull out their phones and search. Asher does the same.

‘Wait,’ a woman says, nose against her screen. ‘Yes, I’ve been there!’

‘It’s a house, essentially,’ beanie says. ‘Three floors, if you include the ground. Private museum. Minimum security. It was the home of Lord Bennett, a prominent industrialist.’

‘The seeds of climate change were sown with the industrial revolution,’ flip-flops says, his tone of voice mimicking someone, but Asher doesn’t know who.

‘Yeah, exactly,’ beanie says. ‘I think he was involved in the slave trade too. Anyway, his favourite painting is on the top floor. A famous oil painting of some moors.’

‘Are we willing to actually destroy this picture?’ Storm says.

‘Why not?’ a man says. A few others around the circle shrug.

‘There’s usually one member of staff in the ground floor café,’ beanie says. ‘And one or two selling entry tickets and merchandise in the gift shop. That’s it. No security guards on the top two floors with the artworks. My housemate used to work there.’

‘They’ll have CCTV,’ flip-flops says.

‘Of course,’ beanie says. ‘My point is no one will stop us from grabbing the painting and running out the door. By the time they realise, we’ll be outside and on our way to the Serpentine if we want to throw it into a river.’

‘Alright,’ Storm says. ‘We hurl it into the water and wait there in the park to be arrested?’ Pokémons is silent now, but in the corner of his eye, Asher can see him smiling to himself.

‘It’s always busy along the Serpentine,’ beanie says. ‘There will be plenty of people in the park. They see us running from the museum and tossing a painting into the water, they’ll start filming for social media. We’ll post it to our own channels. It won’t take long for word to get out.’

‘Look,’ Storm says, glancing at the wall clock. ‘It’s almost five o’clock. I’m aware that people have classes and jobs and lives to go to.’ Classes and jobs. Lives. Full lives. Asher has three books on loan from the library and a TikTok account he’s logged into twice. It’s only week one of term, but he’s impatient for his life to change now he’s finally at university. ‘Let’s carry on this conversation on Telegram.’ Telegram. Of course this group would use Telegram. He will get it tonight. He’s such an amateur, assuming they’d use WhatsApp, which is so easily hacked.

The room fills with the sounds of chairs scraping along the floor and tables being pushed back into place. ‘Thanks, everyone,’ Storm says. ‘And thanks for those sweets whoever brought them.’ Asher doesn’t want to get in the way or put a piece of furniture in the wrong place, so he simply stands there and waits for the shuffling to be over.

‘What do you think?’ Pokémons is smiling at him. Because Asher didn’t say anything all meeting, they’ve decided he’s weird and a drag on the group. They want him gone, but they’ll do it nicely. ‘I’m Dom.’ Dominic, Asher presumes. He locks the name away in his memory. Now he needs to say something.

‘I’m Asher.’

‘Hi, Asher, welcome.’

‘Thank you.’

Dom swings his bag over his shoulder and indicates for Asher to walk beside him as they head out of the room. ‘Your body language in there. You didn’t seem too impressed.’

Asher swallows a lump of concrete. ‘I didn’t mean that, I’m sorry,’ he croaks. ‘Really sorry. I am impressed. I think you’re all so brilliant, I just want to—’

Dom’s laugh interrupts him. ‘Relax. You shouldn’t be impressed. This group hasn’t achieved anything in two years. It needs a shake-up. Storm’s okay as a leader, but she’s limited.’

‘Oh,’ Asher says. His heart rate returns to normal.

‘Meat-free Friday in one London university isn’t going to save the world,’ Dom laughs.

‘Yes, I’d like to do more than that,’ Asher says. ‘I thought, I don’t know, this group might be, actually …’ he struggles to find a word which agrees with Dom’s position but isn’t offensive, isn’t wrong.

‘Effectual?’ Dom offers.

‘I guess, yeah,’ Asher says, and now they’re both laughing. ‘I mean, I am vegan though, so I do support campus going meat-free.’

‘Of course.’

As they walk through the corridor side-by-side, Asher likes how Dom leans into him. The way he seems to be concentrating hard to hear what Asher says next.

‘My mum used to be an animal activist in the nineties. Fully vegan, when almost no one else was. I didn’t eat any meat until I was ten. We never kept pets, because animals should never be controlled, or went to a zoo, or bought cut flowers, or anything like that.’

‘Impressive. Want to swap mothers?’ Dom laughs.

‘She’s lapsed now, though. But she supports me being vegan.’

They reach the exit and Dom guides Asher to the side of the building, out of the way of passing students. ‘Have you heard of the South American cannibal ants?’ Dom asks. Asher shakes his head. ‘They feed on soft-bodied mites and other smaller insects. Well, that’s what they used to feed on. Because of biodiversity loss, the ants’ natural predators have declined in numbers and so their own population has risen exponentially.’ Dom seems to be watching Asher for a reaction and so he smiles wider as he nods along. ‘The ants’ numbers have gone off the scale,’ Dom continues. ‘They aren’t the largest in the animal kingdom, they’re not the smartest, the strongest, the most agile, and yet they started to dominate their eco system. Do you know what these ants did about that? When their own population exploded and started to over-burden their area, they stopped eating soft mites. They stopped eating any other insects. Now they feed on each other. To get things back in balance, they sacrifice members of their own species. They know what needs to be done. The cannibal ants.’

‘Wow,’ Asher says. ‘I haven’t heard of that.’

‘I don’t talk like this in front of Storm and the others,’ Dom says. ‘But I can see you’re different. I don’t have to censor myself in front of you.’ Asher’s face goes strawberry.

‘No,’ Asher says, still blushing. ‘You don’t. Veganism isn’t enough because the problem is much bigger than just consumption. Although that’s important.’

‘Really what we need to do is get the birth rate down,’ Dom says. ‘Right down. Human babies are the biggest source of carbon emissions. The planet cannot sustain them. It cannot even cope with the current population.’ Humans have been replicating at an unsustainable level for generations, Asher knows this. ‘Earth is full. We need to stop, before it’s too late.’ When he first got into climate activism, Asher was fixated on population, but now he tries to focus more on pollution, on policy. But he knows Dom has a point.

‘The planet needs ten years to recover,’ Dom says. ‘To reset. Humans should be banned from reproducing for a decade. Full stop. Forced abortions. Why not? China did it.’ Asher understands sometimes you need to think in extremes, purely as an exercise. Shoot for the moon and maybe you’ll reach the stars.

‘Once, I saw a scientific graph mapping human population growth since caveman times,’ Asher says. ‘The annotation said the steep curve is disturbing and unique in the animal kingdom. It dwarfs the curve of every other animal and insect on this planet. It doesn’t look like a graph belonging to an animal at all. The reproduction rate of humans, the way we’ve spread and replicated and taken over the earth, looks like bacteria as it doubles and redoubles, smothering a Petri dish in a lab. If any scientist saw the graph and didn’t read the label, they’d assume they were looking at pathogens, not people.’

‘Exactly. In the ecological sense, humans are a deadly, invasive growth,’ Dom says, cupping Asher’s shoulder. ‘Society, the economy – it’s a human Ponzi scheme. Each year we need more and more people to pay taxes, to keep the whole system propped up. Infinite growth to keep things nice for the humans. And it’s the planet that suffers. It’s time people are made to suffer. Who says we deserve any living standards? Let alone the luxury standards to which most of us have become accustomed.’

‘You should be in charge of this group,’ Asher says, and he hates that it comes out as a nervous giggle.

Dom laughs. ‘I’m trying!’

‘What are you studying?’

‘Nothing right now.’ Dom’s eyes dart away for a second and he scans the footpath. ‘Look. I’ve got to go. Great talking to you, Asher.’ He touches Asher’s shoulder again and grins.

‘See you next week,’ Asher says.

‘I hope so.’ Dom gives him a big wave as he walks away.

He did move the seat. That was real. When Dom sat down beside Asher, his back was turned to him ever so slightly and so he adjusted the chair to make sure Asher was fully included.




3.

Tia

Now

There’s that advert on Tia’s phone again. The corpse flower on display at the botanical gardens, blooming and smelling like rotting flesh for only one night a year. Stop searching for flowers online and drive to the shops, she tells herself. She changes and leaves the aquatic centre with chlorine still in the cracks of her palms. It’s mid-morning by the time Tia gets to the supermarket and there’s only a few bunches left in the black buckets by the door, all drooping, ashamed. Inside, she’s reminded of daffodil season. Trimmed bundles are everywhere, stems and buds held taut by rubber bands. Some have already opened into piercing yellow shapes. Daffodils are a neat, clean choice of flower, Tia thinks, but too cheery. She wants to get this exactly right. She’ll go to a proper flower shop. There, Tia passes bunches of expensive roses, sparse, artistic arrangements of dried things and mini pineapples on sticks. She asks for peonies. These are also in season, for only a matter of weeks. Elegant, precious. That seems appropriate. She avoids the flowers gathered into wedding-ish bouquets and chooses a bunch where the petals are loose, forming cream and soft pink bowls.

At noon, Tia pulls up directly in front of the house and sees curtains sway in the window. There’s no need to ring the bell. ‘Hi, Mrs Ward,’ Tia says, as Andrew Ward’s widow opens the door.

‘Come in. Call me Stella.’ She’s in her early fifties but dresses much younger. Over the past year, during the siege inquest and the review hearings, Tia has admired Stella’s clothes from across the court room. Today, her outfit is a jumble of colours and too many patterns. It reminds her of a bereaved mother she once came into contact with when she was still with the Metropolitan Police. After her child’s death, the woman couldn’t function; she simply couldn’t operate the washing machine. Down to the last few clean items in her wardrobe, she wore a hot pink shirt when Tia went to visit her, mismatched with red and gold trousers. One of the many small indignities of maddening grief.

‘Tia. Is that short for anything?’ Stella asks.

Often she makes a joke about her parents drinking a lot of Tia Maria in the eighties. Not today. ‘No, just Tia.’

‘You didn’t seem surprised when I called.’ They are still walking down Stella’s lengthy hall, in single file, so Tia can’t read her face.

‘I knew your husband had passed away. I saw his obituary. I’m so very sorry for your loss.’ They come to a stop in what appears to be one of several sitting rooms in this tastefully restored Victorian house. Tia hands over the peonies.

‘They’re beautiful, thank you.’ Stella drops onto a suede sofa and gestures for Tia to do the same. A coffee table between them has a plain white teapot and two empty cups on saucers. Usually white crockery makes Tia feel she’s in a Travelodge, but here it’s sophisticated. Too sophisticated for her. She should have offered to remove her shoes at the door but now the moment’s passed. ‘Lovely,’ Stella says, raising a flower to her nose. It looks as though she hasn’t slept for weeks, which Tia supposes is probably accurate.

‘I don’t know the details,’ Tia says. ‘Only what was in the paper.’ Andrew Ward, 57, passed away four weeks ago. The week after the siege inquest concluded.

‘You would have guessed from the media’s euphemism. “No suspicious circumstances”.’

Tia nods. Her colleague phoned and thankfully she didn’t pick up until the end of her shift because she had to go straight home once she knew, sit very still in her dark living room. Andrew deserved to go peacefully in old age after a long illness, or a short illness, or swiftly of a heart attack. Not now. And anything but suicide.

Stella pours them both a cup of tea and nudges the milk and sugar cubes to within Tia’s reach. ‘Thank you,’ Tia says.

She recalls the first death message she had to do after joining the police. A sixty-something man had died in a car accident and she went to inform the wife. When she opened the door and saw Tia in her uniform, the woman knew, because they all do. Tia identified herself. The corners of the wife’s mouth reached up into a proximation of a smile; a watery, hopeless expression. As though, if only she was nice to this police officer on her doorstep, then Tia wouldn’t want to hurt her and wouldn’t go through with the awful thing she had come to say.

Stella is staring into her untouched teacup. Three days ago she called and asked Tia to visit. It isn’t clear what she’s expecting. Her husband survived the siege, and then killed himself a week after the inquest finally concluded, three years later. When closure was finally supposed to come.

‘Our cleaner found him. Can you believe it?’ She breaks the silence so suddenly it makes Tia jump. ‘A lovely lady from Ecuador. She stopped working in hotels because she’d seen this before – dead bodies, I mean. All the things you walk in on when you work in those places,’ she shudders. ‘So she cleans houses now and this is what she gets.’

‘I really am terribly sorry,’ Tia says. Did something happen at the inquest? It was coroner-only, without a jury, and the purpose was fact-finding. It was not about apportioning blame or civil or criminal liability. The coroner would arrive at a ‘narrative conclusion’ and release a report, any day now, on ‘preventing further deaths’ for when something like the siege happens again. Tia had planned to attend each day, but once the hearings got going, she found she needed a regular break from
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