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Sunday morning

The house is very quiet now he’s gone. I get up carefully without falling over and shuffle to the window. The light is partly blocked by gigantic leylandii in next door’s garden. No one lives in this row anymore. I lean my forehead against the window and peer down into the overgrown garden. The cold pane mists up straightaway with my breath, but I know it’s too far to jump. Anyway, there are window locks and no key. I shuffle around the room, keeping my left hand on the wall for balance, until I reach the door. I try it again, just in case.

He’s left me cheese sandwiches and a plastic bottle of orange juice in the corner. He must be planning to be out all day. Well at least I don’t have to listen to him saying the same things over and over, or see him crying, or hear him pacing around the house in a restless fit. At least there’s space for my own thoughts now, and I have nothing to worry about but myself.

I test the bike locks again. They are the clear blue plastic coated type, inside the plastic you can see silvery wire. He’s wound one three times around each ankle and locked it, like bangles. And threaded the third through the other two then looped it round and locked it. The circlets round each leg are too tight to slide over my ankles. I can only move my feet six inches apart. It makes me shuffle like a prisoner in a chain gang. I have to keep adjusting the circlets otherwise the one the joining-lock is fixed to pulls wider and the others get tighter and bite into me.

He’s left me a bucket with a lid and toilet roll, but it’s hard to use because I can’t get my feet wide enough apart to squat properly. He has left me a pad and pencil for entertainment. And my sleeping bag and pillow are scrumpled against the wall. The wonky heating’s come on at last and I’m not so cold anymore.

My brain has finally stopped behaving like a rat in a trap. It’s stopped hurling itself in all directions and chasing its own tail. After all, he can’t keep me here forever. All I have to do is sit it out.

I have that strangely pleasant ache above the bridge of my nose from all the crying and now I don’t feel as if I shall ever cry again. I’m a bit stiff from sleeping on the floor, but all in all it’s not so bad. It could be worse. I shuffle all round the walls again, then over to the picnic table and chair he has placed in the middle of the room. I shuffle into position and sit on the chair. I write my name on the first page of the pad: Jessie Lamb.

He wants me to think about what I am doing. Not that I am doing anything, now. I am suspended; stopped in my tracks. It almost feels like I’m not here anymore–I’m not that Jessie Lamb who was busily rushing towards her goal. If I spotted the bike-lock keys, dropped there, say, on the floorboards–would I pick them up and unlock my ankles? Would I figure out a way to get free? Maybe I’d just pretend I hadn’t noticed, and stay captive. In a way it’s a relief to be prisoner and to not have to think. To be passive, instead of active.

He’s trying to give me a way out. So that I can blame him if I don’t do it, instead of facing up to being a coward.

Is that what you want?

What else could explain me so stupidly jumping in the car with him when he suggested going to check Nanna’s house?

You thought he was making a friendly gesture; you wanted to make up.

Yes. But he had already threatened to do ‘whatever it takes to stop you’. So, did you get into the car knowing you would be imprisoned? Is that secretly, what you wanted?

Oh, I can’t be bothered with all this. Isn’t it bad enough to have him going on at you, without doing it yourself when he’s not here?

The logical thing is to do as he’s asked; to think about it. Indeed. Write it down. Remember it, re-imagine it, gather it together.

Because it’ll be proof–won’t it?–proof that you really are doing what you want. Proof that I, Jessie Lamb, being of sound mind and good health, take full responsibility for my decision, and intend to pursue it to its rightful end.

I underline my name on the pad. The question is, where to begin? Where does my story begin? With my own beginning, I suppose; the day I was born.

No way am I writing 16 years!

No, but it needs to begin at the beginning. Before that terrible feeling of pressure came into my head insisting that I must do something, I must do something, I must do something or else explode. That I must find the thing I was destined to do.

I’ll set it down exactly, everything that happened, I’ll set it down perfectly honestly, so there can be no doubt in anybody’s mind, least of all mine, about what I want to do and why.

The testament of Jessie Lamb.


Chapter 1

I used to be as aimless as a feather in the wind. I thought stuff on the news and in the papers was for grownups. It was part of their stupid miserable complicated world, it didn’t touch me. I remember sitting on the fence at the level crossing above Roaches one evening, with Sal and Danny and some of the others. It was dark, especially either side of the railway, because of the steep banks of burnt black heather. We looked down at the bright windows of the pub in the valley bottom, and the small yellow eyes of cars running along the road. Everyone except us was indoors and we were up there in the windy darkness, facing the black mass of the moors rising up on the other side of the valley.

A train roared past, going to Huddersfield, and the hot draught of it almost blew us off the fence. Danny said we should try walking along one of the rails, like balancing on a tightrope, and see who could get the furthest. ‘Just jump off if a train comes,’ he said, ‘there’s only one an hour.’ Sal climbed down from the fence and began to teeter along the rail, arms outstretched. I could barely make her out, she blobbed into darkness as she moved and I couldn’t tell if she was really overbalancing or if my eyes were just joining her up to the rest of the dark. She swore so I knew she’d fallen off, and then each of the others tried, and we were counting loudly in a chant. ‘One and two and three and OUT!’, seeing who could be the first to make it up to ten.

When it was my go I realised I couldn’t even see the rail, only feel it through my soles, and I got my balance and looked up at the green signal light far ahead along the track. There was a kind of roaring filling up my ears. I don’t know if it was the wind up there or my own blood, or the way the others were yelling and laughing. But I felt as if I could do anything, anything at all, and nothing would have the power to hurt me. I told myself if I could do twenty steps that would prove it. On twenty-one I jumped down from the rail and as I climbed onto the fence a train came hurtling out of the darkness behind me and gave a deafening blast on its whistle. And the thought just popped into my head: I could fix it, MDS. I could make everything in the world OK again. But because no-one asked me to, I simply wouldn’t bother.

That’s almost like the daft things you believe when you’re really little, like I used to believe I could fly. I believed it for years, but it had to be kept secret. I knew if I ever told anyone or showed it off to anyone, I’d lose the power. And if I doubted it, and tried it out just to see, I’d lose the power–so I didn’t. I believed in it. I knew I would be able to fly when there really was a need. Which, fortunately for me, there never was.

I remember things that make me ashamed now, like driving home from the caravan at Scarborough with Mum and Dad, and all the roads around York being clogged up because of a mass funeral at the Minster. Dad had forgotten to check online. And I was impatient to get home and call for Sal. We were stuck behind the traffic for two hours. I remember staring at all the miserable people in their cars and saying ‘Why can’t they just stay at home to mourn? The women who’re dead won’t care!’

I thought it was normal, that’s the thing. When you’re little you think everything is normal. If your mother had a pointed head and green ears you’d think it’s normal. Only when you grow up do you realise that not everybody is like that. Gradually you can even come to learn that the time you are living in is strange too, that it hasn’t always been like this. The more you feel uncomfortable and unconfident and want to find a way to be like everyone else and fit in, the more normality runs away from you because there isn’t any such thing. Or if there is, you have to find someone else who’ll agree with you what it is. Which I seem singularly unable to do.

Back then, before, Sal agreed with me. Together we knew all the answers. And we thought it was normal for women to die. Or, even worse than that, almost that they might have deserved it, because they’d done something shameful. I thought that if you died it must be at least a tiny bit your fault. There must be something bad in you, to attract such a fate–and especially with MDS, because you had to have had sex.

The first person we knew who died fitted that exactly. Caitlin McDonagh in year ten. I’m not counting teachers from primary school or women Mum and Dad knew, because they were adults, and adults (to me then) were all old and liable to die. But Caitlin started crying her eyes out in History, and they took her to the office and she never came back. Her best friend told us she was pregnant, and we imagined her with her sleazebag boyfriend who was about 20 years old, and it seemed like just desserts. Except they came into school and gave us all Implanon implants a few weeks later, even though most of us hadn’t even got boyfriends, so that no matter what bad thing we did, none of us would get punished like Caitlin.

Sal and I were curious but it didn’t touch us. Not until–well, not until the day she heard about her aunty. We were in her bedroom with her clothes scattered across the floor and both of us trying not to listen to her mum’s anxious voice on the phone downstairs.

‘Did you see those doctors on the news last night?’ Sal asked.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘They showed what MDS does to the brain. It kind of makes holes come in your brain. They said women who get it, their brains will look like Swiss cheese.’

‘That’s disgusting.’

‘Yeah, they gradually lose bits of their brain, they stop being able to balance, and they forget stuff.’

‘D’you think it hurts?’

‘They didn’t say. Some of them die really fast. After only three days of being ill.’

We agreed that knowing it was coming must be the worst part. Who wants to know their brain will turn into Swiss cheese? We sat in silence for a while. Sal had lots of clockwork toys in her room, she used to collect them–and we wound up a nun and a Lisa Simpson and raced them across her desk. The nun won. We entered a letterbox pencil-sharpener and a toy car as well. It’s harder with four because you have to wind them up and hold one ready in each hand without it unwinding. I told myself if the nun won again then they would find a cure to MDS. But Lisa fell off the edge of the desk and the nun and the letterbox collided.

‘Maybe we’ll never have children,’ said Sal.

‘When the youngest people who’re alive today get old–’

‘They’ll be the last people on earth.’ It had been on the news for ages, but it was the first time I could really see it. ‘As we get older, there won’t be any children.’

‘They’ll have to close the schools.’

‘All the things children need–they won’t make them any more.’

‘Nappies, baby clothes, pushchairs.’

‘It’ll be so weird.’

‘And when we’re old, everyone’ll be old. There’ll be no one going to work.’

‘No shops or bin men or buses.’

‘Nothing. It’ll all just grind to a halt.’

Sal turned on the telly. There’d been a riot at some holy place in India. Too many women had tried to go there to pray and someone had panicked, and lots of them were trampled to death. She turned off the sound. ‘There doesn’t seem much point in doing our homework, does there? If we’re about to be extinct.’

We thought of all the things that would be pointless; university, work, getting married, building, farming, mending the roads.

‘There’d be nothing to do but try to keep ourselves amused until we died,’ said Sal. ‘It wouldn’t matter what we did. Nobody’d care.’

I started to worry about how there’d be no-one to cremate or bury the last corpses. Then I realized animals would probably eat them. ‘The world will be really peaceful. No more cars or planes or factories–no more pollution. Gradually, plants will take over cities–’

We thought about our houses slowly falling to bits, the doors blowing open, the roofs caving in, birds and animals nesting there.

‘Some other species will dominate,’ said Sal, and we began to argue about what it might be. All the animals in zoos etc would have to be let out before the last people died. Which would probably kill off a few of us even sooner. And those animals that could adapt to life in their new territory might take over. There might be wolves again in England, and bears. Tigers might live off untended herds of cows. Tree branches would spread out over roads, and hedges would grow huge and wild, and weeds burst through the tarmac. After a hundred years the world would be one great nature reserve, with all the threatened species breeding again, and great shoals of cod in the sea, eagles nesting in old church spires. It made me think of the garden of Eden, how it was supposed to be so beautiful before Adam and Eve messed things up.

‘But just imagine never holding a baby in your arms.’ Sal turned up the TV; that advert for dancing yoghurt pots was on, we always sang along to it in high squeaky voices, so we did.

Then her mum came upstairs in tears and told Sal it was her aunty. I didn’t even know her aunty was pregnant. All I could think about was the smell of burning which wafted in when her mum opened the door. A harsh burnt sweet smell that caught in your throat–it was the chocolate cake we’d made which her mum was meant to be keeping an eye on. I said goodbye awkwardly and went downstairs. Their dog Sammy was whining at the back door so I let him in, and I turned off the oven. There wasn’t any point in looking, you could tell it would be cinders. I didn’t feel anything about her aunty. I simply didn’t care. I thought, I wonder what will happen next? As if the human race and its fate was nothing at all to do with me. As if I was on a bicycle, free wheeling very fast downhill, in the smooth blackness of night.


Chapter 2

At that time Mum and Dad bickered constantly between themselves and when they got a chance they’d snarl at me as well. I suppose they must have been worried about MDS but I don’t remember them talking about it much. What I remember are endless petty rows. You’d wake up in the morning and there was this mood right through the house like the smell of gas. They’d manage everything without speaking, politely moving out of each other’s way, talking to me with exaggerated friendliness. They’d keep it up, sometimes for days on end, and then stop for practically no reason. Dad’d do something, pour Mum a glass of wine and hand it to her with a little bow, or ask her if she wanted to watch a DVD. And suddenly everything was OK again. Because they’d decided. The only night of peace was Tuesdays; Mum had an evening clinic and Dad and I always had tea together.

Tuesday night in the kitchen.

Dad’s got all his ingredients out, in a neat row along the counter, and he’s weighing and measuring them onto separate plates. He’s got one of those old-fashioned sets of balancing scales with a metal dish on one side and little brass weights that you add in a pile, on the other. Mum gave it him for Christmas and he loves it. The weights are smooth and chunky and fit together in a neat tower. Mum says he cooks like a scientist. He won’t cook something if he hasn’t got the exactly right ingredients.

He’s standing there measuring, with his shoulders hunched forward, he looks a bit like an ape! He’s hairy like an ape too, with a furry chest. When Mum used to take me swimming I stared at the strange men with bare chests. He’s got broad shoulders and a thick neck but short legs, and when he turns round to smile you can see he’s got bright brown eyes and two deep smile creases carved either side of his mouth in a really monkey-ish grin. When he grins at you you can’t help yourself, you have to grin back. Except he hasn’t grinned for a long time now. Which I suppose is my fault.

I used to do my homework on the kitchen table on Tuesdays and we’d think up perfect crimes that you wouldn’t get caught for and make each other laugh. Things like, if your victim is allergic to bee stings, put a drop of honey on his collar and let loose some bees. When they sting his neck it’ll swell up and suffocate him before he can get help. Or, if you need to dispose of a corpse, put it in your car and drive to a safari park. Chuck it out for the lions when no-one’s looking. They’ll eat it up and leave no trace.

There was a Tuesday when Dad properly explained Maternal Death Syndrome to me. The news was saying it was everywhere. Rumours about unaffected tribes deep in the Amazon rainforest or amongst the Inuit of the frozen north, all of them were untrue. It wasn’t just the West, or the First World, or cities. There were some pregnant women left, but only ones who were far on in their pregnancies; women who must have got pregnant before MDS arrived. Once these women gave birth, it seemed there wouldn’t be any more babies.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said to Dad. ‘Why is it only pregnant women who get it?’

‘Well,’ he said, settling down to peel some potatoes. ‘Up till 100 years ago, pregnancy was the most dangerous experience in a woman’s life, and the one the highest percentage were likely to die from.’

‘Father of Wisdom,’ I said, and rolled my eyes at him. That’s what I call him when he goes off on one. But he didn’t smile.

‘D’you want to know or don’t you?’

‘I want to know.’

‘Right then. There are all sorts of reasons why pregnancy is dangerous–obviously. The baby can come too early or too late; it may not present head first, the placenta may not come away properly, etc. But once you take away all the physical, mechanical things that can go wrong–there’s something else, which is even more disturbing–because they think it’s what these guys have latched on to.’

‘These guys?’

‘The terrorists. Bio-terrorists, who’ve engineered this virus.’

‘What is it?’

‘Well you know what your immune system is?’

‘Yes, it fights diseases.’

‘Exactly. It knows what you are, and it attacks anything that is not you. Anything foreign in your system, it attacks, in order to defend you. Now spot the problem. When a woman gets pregnant, what’s the problem?’

I sat and puzzled my brain. ‘Is it the baby? Because the baby’s a different person?’

‘Nearly. What’s the baby made of?’

‘Doh. Blood, bones–’

He shook his head at me. ‘In the very beginning.’

‘An egg.’

‘And?’

‘A sperm.’

‘Thankyou. Which comes from someone else. And for the baby to grow, that sperm needs to survive, and all the cells that grow from the union of the sperm and the egg need to survive. But the woman’s immune system should attack it. Because it’s a foreigner in her body.’

‘OK.’

‘But it doesn’t. In most normal pregnancies, the woman’s immune system does not attack the sperm or developing foetus. Her immune system takes a step back, in order to let the baby grow. And while the woman’s not being defended against the sperm, she’s also not being completely defended against various other nasties that might want to invade her system.’

‘And that’s why she gets MDS?’

‘So they think. The blip in her immune system, which allows her to remain pregnant, seems to make her vulnerable to Maternal Death Syndrome. That’s when it kicks in. It’s a freakish chance–whoever worked it out is either a genius or very lucky.’

‘So when they say it’s full-blown–’

‘They mean it’s triggered CJD. Prion disease. They’ve married the AIDS virus with CJD, that’s what researchers reckon. So the AIDS gets a hold and makes the woman vulnerable to everything going, and the first thing that’s going is CJD. For which we have no cure in sight–never have had, not back since the days of Mad Cow disease.’

‘A scientist must have done it.’

‘Well it hasn’t happened by accident.’

‘But why?’

‘Power? Religion? Your guess is as good as mine, Jessie.’ He’d cut the potatoes into chips and now he lowered them into the pan, and they hissed and fizzed. The smell of hot oil filled the kitchen. ‘Set the table, love, these are nearly done. And let’s change the record, shall we?’

I shifted my books off the table.

‘Come on,’ he said, ‘how about a perfect crime? You have to use an ostrich feather and a safety pin. I’ll give you three minutes.’ That’s what we used to do. Give each other a clue, or a weapon. We could always make each other laugh. It’s like remembering another life. ‘Come along,’ he said. ‘My nut-brown maid.’

The next thing that happened was that Sal’s aunt in Birmingham died. She was 10 weeks pregnant. Sal’s aunt and uncle already had three children. ‘Mum says we might have Tommy, the little one, to live with us,’ Sal told me.

‘Is your mum very upset?’

She pulled her face.

I felt clumsy and thick and miserable but I wanted to talk about it. ‘Why do you think this is happening?’

‘Doh.’

‘No, I mean, what’s behind it?’

She blew out through her lips. ‘Someone wants the human race extinct.’

‘But why?’

‘How should I know?’

‘I’ve been thinking about it.’

Sal started picking up clothes off her floor and flinging them into a heap in the corner. ‘Go on, wonder-brain.’

‘Maybe they’ve done it for a reason.’

‘Like?’

‘Well they must hate everyone.’

‘Brilliant.’

‘They must–they must be really angry.’

‘What about?’

‘Anything. Wars. Injustice.’

‘This isn’t exactly going to fix anything, is it?’

‘Yes. It’ll make all the bad things end.’

‘Why are they targeting women? Of all the people in the world, why women and their babies? If you want to wipe out bad people why not start with politicians–or paedophiles?’

‘Because–I don’t know.’

‘Why are you thinking about whoever did it? They’re a monster–they’re evil, they should have holes drilled in their brain and needles stuck all over them and boiling wax poured in!’ Sal wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. ‘I don’t know why you care about who did it.’

‘I’m sorry. Shall I make some cocoa?’ Sal likes cocoa, we always used to have it at her house. When we went down to the kitchen Sammy got excited and started barking, and we ended up throwing the ball for him in the garden.

That was one of the first times I argued with Sal. I didn’t really know what I wanted to say but I didn’t just want to talk about how bad the terrorists were and how they should be punished. Yes, of course they were wicked, but it was more I wanted to know why this had been allowed to happen. Or, what it was about now, about us, that made it able to happen? I felt outside all that blah about isn’t it terrible and shocking, as if there was something I knew that no one else did.
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