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“I'm tired.”

“I know, sweetheart. We have to keep going though. We have
to get out of the city.”

“I'm hungry.”
“I'm hungry too.”
“I need the toilet.”

“OK. But it’s not safe here. We have to keep walking. We'll
look for a good place to stop.”

As I push the bicycle, the children walk alongside; the Sen-
tinels keep us moving. In the bike basket, Baby is wedged
between rolled up blankets, our few possessions and food.
Ori, brave face on, chats with Kai, the boy we adopted on
Tuesday. We found him sitting on the curb — all alone.

Thick, grey smoke shrouds the late autumn air. Fumes from
the standing traffic, soot, microplastic and tyre dust swirl,
whipped by the breeze. Cooling wastewater gushes from
leaks in cracked tarmac and, running across hard surfaces,
collects in large pools, washing toxins down the drains.

We trudge along a dour and faceless road, lined with black-
ened shutters, as raucous squawking parakeets survey us
from defunct telephone poles and broken gutters. Past skel-
etons of burnt cars and vans, and wheelie bins singed and
melted together. Past hastily constructed dwellings and vul-
nerable high-rise estates. Past empty retail parks, shopping
centres and out-of-town furniture stores, aggregate suppli-
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ers and light industrial warehouses. In a mess of overgrown
scrub, Ori finally has a wee, and I change Baby, calculating
a few more days before we run out of nappies. We follow the
chain of people, herded by the drones. Airborne advertising
selling luxury lifestyles to wealthy elites fills the sky.

Nearing the orbital, the road widens into a log jam of traffic
and people walking. We need to get away from this busy road
and the sonic assault of car horns and shouting. In an under-
pass, badly drawn graffiti scrawled on cracked tiles shouts
Fuck You and a group of younger people, teenagers maybe,
sit on carefully made beds, watching silently as we wheel
past. Just when I don’t know which way to turn, a small, red
stencilled triangle shows the way.

Clearing the ring road, there’s less congestion but no less
danger. The road quickly becomes an overhanging avenue
of gold and orange-leafed trees, their exposed roots twisting
and intertwining to form high banks, through which a slow-
moving line of vehicles inches, each overflowing with people
and pets, cramped in between dented boxes and bin liners
bulging with things, relics of the lives they knew. In plac-
es, through the hedgerow and fortified walls, I see snatches
of tall gates, manicured lawns and detached houses, pro-
tected by armed guards and their cold indifference. I imag-
ine the people who live there, in the cool shade of elegant
trees, far from the noise of people and the heat of asphalt
and concrete.

We pass a village with a dull bronze statue of a large reclin-
ing man smoking a cigar at its centre, crudely defaced with
streaks of lurid paint, before trudging an arduously slow in-
cline up to the wide-open sky. At the top, we can see for miles
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in all directions — the outer suburbs behind us and the forest
ahead. Flashes of wrathful orange snake and lash blackened
stumps and gutted buildings, and tendrils of smoke hang
heavy in the air.

I try to plan our way using a book of circular walks I found
at the shelter. Though it’s stored in my mind as a safe place
to go, it’s hard to remember the route we took. It was so
long ago.

“It’s still too busy. We should walk through the woods. Do
you think you can manage?” Ori and Kai nod. No longer
explorers on an expedition, they accept the new plan with
stoic equanimity.

Seeing a footpath, we turn off the road, through a stile and
into old deciduous woods. We keep to the dry, compacted
mud path people have trodden for centuries. In places, ivy-
covered trees have fallen and it’s difficult to pass; the going
is tough, but we push on. All around birds call and chirp.
It’s mid-morning, our third day walking. Asleep, Baby’s head
lolls gently from side to side with the motion, drool pooling
on his chest. In an attempt to rally everyone’s spirits, I start
a singsong and the kids join in, swinging tired arms. I tell
them a story about a greedy bear who got his hand stuck in
a honey pot.

We emerge at the bounds of the ancient heathland, where I
bump the bike’s wheels over the rungs of a cattle grid, and
the kids balance lightly on each bar. Ahead, a continuous
seam of cars cuts across the sandy ridge, so we keep away
from the traffic, walking along the bridleway and desire lines
still visible in the crisp, blackened soil and scorched grass,
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threading our way through clumps of fierce bush dotted with
vibrant yellow flowers. At a concrete triangulation point, Kai
spots the red triangle again. We follow it, continuing through
unmanaged reservations, punctuated by firebreaks lined
with beaters and sand buckets.

Stopping to rest, the kids sip from the water bottle and I fish
the little food we have out of the rucksack: bread that’s get-
ting harder every day, wild blackberries from an allotment,
an onion I found buried in the soil of its once-neat rows, and
a yellow courgette from a greenhouse, smashed in panic.

“I don’t like this food,” Ori says grumpily.
“Neither do 1,” Kai chips in.

“We could go to the shop,” Ori suggests.
“All the shops are shut,” I reply.

“I don’t want to walk anymore, Mamma,” Ori continues, and
Kai agrees.

“Neither do I,” I agree also, “but we have to. We will be safer
when we get there. The map said there’s a stream in the next
valley. We can fill our water bottle there”.

We get going again and play eye-spy as we walk. The kids
spot little cardboard houses, around which lush green shoots

of new grass and tiny wildflowers have started to grow back.

“What are they for?” Kai asks.



“The animals. They've been hurt by the fire and lost their
homes too.”

“Who puts them out, Mamma?” Ori joins in.

“I don’t know. A kind person, I think.” I wonder who.
“We need one of those,” Kai says.

“Yes. We do.” And a miracle.

The sun is directly overhead now; it’s far too hot and we are
extremely exposed. It’s dangerous to walk during the day.
Coming to a ring of tall trees, we decide to make camp.

Within the naturally vaulted space, I spread one blanket over
a cushion of soft lichen and dry pine needles, and stretch the
other overhead, using a clump of large ferns as a scaffold. A
mop of sedge droops under a layer of smoke dust and mush-
rooms bloom in the hollows of the old pines.

“It’s a palace!” Kai laughs.

“A fairy castle,” Ori agrees, and they run around in delight
and spend the afternoon playing clapping games and whis-
pering in each other’s ears. Kai is wheezy. We all have asth-
ma, so I know the signs, and I call him over to use Ori’s in-
haler.

We eat more onion and bread. It’s early but it’s better to sleep,
wake and walk early. Settling down, Baby nuzzles to my stiff
breast, and, as the milk surges, I wrap one arm tight around
him and the other around my bag. Sol always made sure it
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was packed with everything we would need in an emergency.
I am thankful for their foresight, which I was always unwill-
ing to entertain. I wind the strap firmly around my wrist and
hold it tight, as if it is another child, and sleep with one eye
open. Tiny creatures, angered by our occupation, spit and
bite. An owl hoots. Having grown up in the city, this nature
is a terrifying place.

In a little voice, Ori says, “Mamma. I'm scared. I want to go
home.”

“We can’t.” I gently stroke her head and touch Kai lightly on
his shoulder.

“I want Sol. I wish Sol was here”
“So do I. Try and get some sleep.”

I look up through the canopy at the stars and intermittent
streaks of space debris shooting across the clear dark sky. I
try to understand this world, this life. Even in my despera-
tion, I feel the presence of something extraordinary, some-
thing greater than this mundane hell. Despite the night heat,
I shiver in cold horror at thoughts of where we are going and
what we have left behind.

It was hot. It’s always hot now. Too hot to be indoors, even
though summer was over. We never had air conditioning
and our fan had been an ornament since they cut the power
to our neighbourhood. Electricity was rationed to prioritise
the cryptocurrency boom. For a while we lurched between
strikes and blackouts, then the power never came back. I was
feeding Baby, at the window looking out on the street. Ori
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was playing with her friends outside. Neighbours, in their
front gardens or sat on their steps, were talking and laugh-
ing loudly, their voices carrying up to our window. Potential
buzzed in the air.

The first screams were faint, a flicker on the hot breeze, mov-
ing towards our street. Then loud screaming, frightened
voices, instructions shouted in panic, and a roar that sound-
ed like heavy rain. I couldn’t hear what people were shouting
over the noise. I saw them running and then I saw the smoke,
and when I opened the door, I saw the fire. A wall of fire.

No sirens. No help. This is it, I thought. I grabbed Baby
and the emergency bag, and ran out the back door, where
I smashed the red box open and threw the blanket over us.

The fire was so big it created its own violent wind and mi-
croclimate of smoke and foul-smelling chemicals. Wherever
we ran, it blocked our way. It was moving fast — it was ev-
erywhere. I didn’t stop running until I saw people huddled
on the bus station concourse, who I followed to a shelter.
The survivors shared what little they could grab before the
flames consumed their homes: clothes, toiletries, food. I was
in shock: clammy and cold. My friend Aine arrived, clutching
Ori, her face darkened by soot and streaked with tears but
alive and safe, for now. ‘It’s gone, everything, all of it’, Aine
said.

We learned there is fire all over the city. It is still not under
control. Everyone started calling it the Great Fire 2.0. Ru-
mours spread like wildfire. At first, I thought it was just talk,
but now we know, our neighbourhoods have been razed to
the ground. It’s part of the New Design. We have been cal-
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lously and cruelly evicted.

On the seventh day, Aine looked after the kids for a few
hours, so I went looking. There really is nothing left; every-
one is leaving, and the drones make it impossible to stay, so
we left too. I don’t know if Sol is alive. All I can do is hope. I
left a message with Aine and the people at the shelter when I
said goodbye, just in case.

My heart aches.

I wake to the sound of a woodpecker tap, tap, tapping for
bugs in a tree somewhere above our heads and, in the east,
a low bright sun cuts its way into the day. I stir the children.

“Rise and shine. Time to get going.” Yawning, they pick dust
and sleep from tired eyes ringed with dark circles. Dehy-
drated, we share the water, and muster basic hygiene: a baby
wipe, the last of the toothpaste.

“Say cheese!” I line them up and inspect several rows of
wonky and missing first teeth and, so that they will blow
their noses, I get them to pretend to be steam trains pulling
into a station.

“Help me pack,” and with that, everyone mucks in, even
Baby who, assisted by his sister, climbs up to his roost. We
start walking, deeper into the heath.

We pass through a cluster of silver birch, picking up a trail
curving northward. The canopy protects, but we need to
move fast to cover ground while the heat is still bearable.



A scream. I look at Ori, pointing along the path. “Mamma,
it’s a monster!” Something shifts in the air, present but invis-
ible, hovering on the edge of perception.

I hold the bike firm, steadying myself and my nerves, looking
for where to run and for a weapon — a stick, a branch, any-
thing. Trying not to further panic the terrified kids, I shout,
“Get back.” Ori and Kai run to take cover behind me; their
little hands firmly gripping my legs.

It slowly moves towards us. Light seems to soften and re-
fract around it. I can see that it’s covered with little hairs,
now blue, now brown, then green, yellow and black, cycling
through colours as it moves. It opens its palms towards us,
then slowly raises its hands. I pull back, tight with fear,
awaiting its next move.

Then it removes its head, revealing a human face. “I've
been following you since yesterday,” they smile. “My name
is Morgan. Sorry about the stealth suit - can’t take any
chances. Hungry?”

I work to control the wobble in my voice and the tears well-
ing in my eyes. “We are.”

She beckons us. For a second, I hesitate. What other choice
do we have?

As we walk, day-light remote-controlled fireworks powder
the horizon with colourful arcs and falling trails of yellow,
pink and cyan pigment. They look like bombs.

“It’s a good sign”, says Morgan, seeing the concern on my
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face. “They are beacons of solidarity. There are many today.
They signal that all is well with the other communities here
in the heath. If they turn red, we know there is trouble. They
also help us disguise our fire.” This time, when I look, I see a
plume of smoke rising from the ground.

We enter a large bowl in the chalk and the ground dips. Our
guide helps me with the bike, stabilizing it down a passage-
way in the gorse. Everyone is careful not to slide or touch
the thorns. We duck through the gap of a vast canopy; like
Morgan’s suit, it hovers in the air, dancing with light, mim-
icking the sky above and sandy stone below with uncanny
precision. At the bottom, Morgan offers her hand to help us
jump down.

Inside, there are many people in bivouacs and covered ham-
mocks slung between trees. The kids instantly spot their own
kind and run off to play in a complex of hidey holes and dens.
In the roots of an ancient oak, gnarled, slumped and bulging
with age, Morgan invites me to camp in the privacy of its old
arms. “I’ll get you a drink,” she says, disappearing.

I look around. It’s a hive of activity. Who are these people?
Everyone had heard the rumours, but we didn’t believe in
them. Are the children safe?

Returning a while later, she hands me a mug, saying, “Come,
I'll show you around. Bring your drink with you. It’s herbal

yarrow — it heals wounds and reduces anxiety.”

As we walk in the dappled shade cast by the canopy, Morgan
explains.
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“We came to protect the forest. There was such demand for
electricity that coal-fired power stations began to burn wood
on an industrial scale instead. When the mechanised loggers
came, rather than outright deforestation, they removed the
tree canopy. It was just as devastating. The dreadful irony is
that electricity fuelled by wood pellets releases more carbon
dioxide than burning gas, oil and coal. And now there isn’t
enough to power our heat and light, and there’s so little for-
est left. We work to find what is dead and what can be saved,
and grow to renew the forest and feed ourselves.”

I think of the candles at home, and the alternating nights
without power. I think of the waste, what has been lost.

Morgan takes me to a network of nurseries, in which rows
and rows of seedlings and saplings are growing. She shows
me the rewilding gardens and vegetable plots — all cleverly
irrigated by a rainwater harvesting system of blue plastic
shipping barrels, drainage channels and hand-dug wells.

“We dig down into the water table but we're careful not to
take too much water. Water is so scarce. The warm atmo-
sphere holds a lot of moisture now, so when it’s wet there’s
so much rain, yet when it floods, the water can’t soak in, or it
drains away too quickly. So we plant, and build structures to
slow the flow of surface water.

“Don’t drink the water unless it’s been boiled. It’s contami-
nated,” and she points to the clear containers stacked in
cubic piles.

The camp is well organised. I'm impressed. We continue
walking and talking, but mainly I listen.
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“The forest is extremely dry and vulnerable, and rich in fuel
—it’s ready to burn. Just a spark will start a fire that will take
months to put out. Sometimes the cause is human. Some-
times it’s lightning. Some wildfires even survive the winter.
The forest gives us life and the trees give us oxygen, and the
fire needs both.

“And now the forced burning in the cities. The fire spills out,
consuming the suburbs, converted land and forests. Con-
suming, as capital consumes. It’s always encroaching.”

“We come from the city,” I tell her. Her face says she under-
stands.

“Our volunteer wardens go out every day to fight the fires.
Using cordless leaf blowers and branches, anything that will
stamp it out. They go to the villages and big houses to warn
the residents and tell them to leave. Often, they don’t.

“Until they’re forced to. Then they come to us. Now we look
after people as well as trees.” We climb a ladder and poke our
heads out of the roof. We are standing in a lookout. Morgan
beckons me to look through a pair of digital binoculars. Fo-
cussing my eyes, I look to the coast before swivelling around
inland to the city and the rolling hills between. In the crystal-
clear sight, I see several small groups of people and one or
two individuals moving across the landscape. This is how she
knew we were here.

“Every day people arrive. We can see them coming from the
coast, from overseas. It’s a direct result of the climate emer-
gency. But now, like you, they come inland, displaced by
the Redesign.
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“Our patrols start at dawn. People move just as it’s getting
light. You can only move in the day. At night, in the dark,
they find you.

“To get here, they have managed to get through our milita-
rised borders, past the drones, infrared and thermo-vision
cameras and heartbeat detectors. Some of them younger
than your daughter. Many on their own. They deserve our
help.

“We give them food and first aid, technical and legal training.
Sometimes, when we have the squatter’s lists, we direct them
to empty offshore owned properties, where they can stay, at
least for a while. It’s harder now, since the Great Fires.”

We arrive at a large hearth ringed by blocks of quarried gran-
ite. The tour is complete.

“We have one fire we take it in turns to look after. The young-
er ones do it in groups. Our rules are simple — do nothing
that can cause fire. Don’t let this fire go out or take it away.
No one does anything they don’t want to do, or does any-
thing no one wants to do, or anything someone has already
done. Beyond that, you are welcome to do as you please and
stay as long as you like. Our community is our gift to you and
your family. Welcome.”

I nod. I think I understand. Instinctively my arms reach out
to hug her. She hugs me back.

A woman is tenderly caring for the fire, brushing it in from
the edges, stoking the glowing coals. A large pan of water
bubbles gently on a metal hot plate. Nearby, pans and tongs
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are stacked neatly next to an oven and cooling racks. Aro-
mas of cinnamon and paprika emanate from a cooking pot
stood on a slab of baking stone. I wonder at the miracle of
fire burnt to be of use and smile at the thought of cooking in
the apocalypse.

I sit on a hewn timber bench and enjoy the sensation of
warmth and comfort. Leaning my elbows on my knees, chin
in my hand, I rest without sleeping, compelled to look and
gaze, not watching or observing. I am captivated by the flames
licking at the air, their movement, unexpected outlines and
shapes, flowing, changing, always becoming. Its hypnotic
motion captures my mind and I disappear into thoughts that
burst like fireworks. Smoke, the trace of its burning, twists
and tums in the air — with no master.

I think of fire’s misuse: its repressed energy, its sexuality,
the industrial furnace, blackened and broken bodies forging
steel; labour’s exhaustion. Its movement in the circulation of
goods, work, wages, money - someone else’s power. Destruc-
tive, aggressive, violent power, and war. In my reverie, anti-
authoritarian impulses stir my disobedience.

When I was little, much younger than Ori is now, I used to
steal matches from my mother’s bag. Sitting under the table,
playing with fire; floor-length net curtains flowing on a light
breeze. My failed attempts, my repeated striking of the head,
the flash of light as I succeed in making a little blaze, the
colours and hissing sound, as it raced to the end, blackening
and distorting the wood. The child psychiatrist said it was
my way of dealing with emotional blockage. Who knows? In
my current turmoil and melancholy, at the sight of this fire,
I am calm.
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“Lunch is ready.” The woman claps her hands and people ap-
pear with bowls and mugs and sit on upturned logs arranged
in circles. From the communal pot, we eat a hearty meal of
spiced lentil and turnip, and freshly baked bread. After eat-
ing, Kai has a tummy ache, unaccustomed to being full.

Taking her leave, Morgan says: “Everyone will be here to-
night for the Parlimoot. You can meet people then.”

When night falls, a generative clipping of a moon hangs low,
and people emerge from the quarry, drawn as one down to
the fire pit. Someone is doing tricks. The kids come to watch
and nestle on my feet. Baby is tucked under my jumper, fast
asleep. Larking around, our entertainer walks across the fire.
Boot rubber burns with an acrid smell, sparks and sizzles.
They are told to have respect. An apology is made with a low,
wide-armed bow.

This place is far from the administered light that disturbs our
dreams, yet I can see clearly. An older woman begins to talk;
everyone listens. The flames animate the scene like a flicker-
ing candle, in and out of shadows, in and out of substance.
Time slows and the mood changes from the functional to the
poetic. It’s as if the spirit of the fire has taken bodily form
and we are entering a magical realm. The speaker’s features
transform in the strobic light. She is young and then old. For-
wards, back, forwards, back. Skin dry and wrinkled, snaggle-
toothed. Radiant beauty. A hybrid. Something unknown.

“I am the Keeper of the Sticks.” She raises her hands to show

us two pieces of notched and inscribed wood that perfectly fit
together. People murmur.
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“The tally sticks. I have both parts. The two sides of an agree-
ment to pay. A bond united. Once split in two. One half held
by the owner of the debt, and the other, transferable, and
travelling, a promise to pay with interest; a token of what is
due.

“Together, they are the symbolic reminder that we are no
longer held in debt. That we no longer accept the debt passed
on to us; that we are free.”

Cheers go up and hands clap. Everyone stands, so I do what
they do: find a stick and bring it back to the fire.

“We will not be owned by governments, corporations, finan-
cial institutions, or banks; insurance companies, universi-
ties, organised religions or private individuals. The only debt
we accept is the debt to our equal share in our community.
The community we make. As fire is indiscriminate, so are

»

we.
More cheers.

“Remnants of an archaic accounting system, when the Ex-
chequer removed the tally sticks from circulation, they were
burnt in the Palace of Westminster stoves, but they burned
with such a high flame that fire ran up the walls and under
the floors and out through the chimneys, causing the palace
to burn. It was a hopeful spark of reform, an unwitting revo-
lution. What others had hoped to achieve was done by the
elements, to which we return Earth Air Fire Water. Lest we
forget. Fire’s burning releases everything from repression.”

With that, everyone steps forward, and, in turn, drops their
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stick into the fire chanting “Burn the sticks. Burn the sticks.
Burn our debt. Burn our bonds.”

Our speaker continues “Fire is our hero. It sees neither good,
nor evil, nor usefulness. It teaches us that no matter what we
gain, we have nothing, and everything to reimagine.”

I think of my own life. Every morning, striking the match to
light the gas that heated the water for our coffee that woke us
up so we could go to work and produce and in turn consume.
My indebtedness to a system that decided I was surplus to
requirements and burnt my home.

With the symbolic and actual release of energy, I feel a weight
is lifting. I feel strength. The old woman’s story makes some-
thing rise within me, an urge to do something, fight back. I
understand that this disturbance isn’t of our own making,
but that we can use it to reset the system, to create some-
thing new.

The woman throws dried leaves on the fire, releasing a
strong smell of sage. I know sage is cleansing, purifying, and
calming, so I breathe deeply. The smoke rises in a hallucina-
tory montage of fractal shapes. Its transient walls cloister a
strong feeling of intimacy. Electronic beats play. I feel a wave
of bass. People are dancing, coming together, hugging and
radiating tenderness that soars and sings. Strangers have be-
come friends and lovers.

Love comes first. It determines the kind of world we want to
create.

Ori pulls on my hand and asks, “Mamma, can we stay?”
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“Yes, we can.”

Once again, Morgan is at my side; I turn to her and say:
“We’d like to stay. I’d like to help rebuild.”
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