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To my mother, June Wilson (1920–2021)









Part I









One


It starts the day after they take Mr Kowalczyk.


I saw the officer helping him into the car and, even though I’ve never actually met him, that night I dream about it. Mr Kowalczyk, the police and the people in the street are puppets with enormous round wooden heads, bobbing along on strings. Mr Kowalczyk is wearing a black suit and tie, like he had in real life, but just before he bends to get into the back seat, he turns his head right round so it’s almost back-to-front, and stares straight at me with his gigantic painted eyes.


Then the officer slams the door with a colossal bang and I wake up. It takes a moment to realise that the bang wasn’t in the dream but an actual noise – the sickening sound of a massive car crash. Judging from the direction, it’s somewhere near the traffic lights at the big junction.


I’m already imagining it as I stumble out of bed to look out the window: buckled metal and showers of red sparks as firefighters cut people out of the wreckage, like at the beginning of the hospital drama series my grandma watches on TV. I’ve no idea why Prune – short for Prudence, which she hates – likes them, because she used to be a nurse and all she does is complain about the stuff they get wrong.


When I pull back the curtain, I can’t see anything at all outside. It takes me a moment to realise that’s because none of the streetlights are on. Odd, because it’s just before dawn. I can already feel it’s going to be hot, though, like it’s been every day for the last five weeks – the kind of heat that turns grass brown and cars into ovens, when you can’t touch metal. It seems to be killing the birds, too, because I keep seeing sad little corpses in the gutters and under trees. Ladybirds like it, though; they’re everywhere. I’ve even found them in my underwear drawer. Prune says it’s a record heatwave for London in July.


I can hear shouting, so someone’s gone out there, thankfully, and I hear Rusty – Prune’s partner – clomping down the stairs and swearing about how he can’t find the torch.


I’m expecting to hear sirens and see flashing blue lights any minute, but nothing happens. I keep on peering through the window, and after a while I start to see the fuzzy outlines of the houses across the road, and the trees and hedges – dark grey, but getting more distinct in the gloom. There are grey streaks lighting the sky, too, and – this is when my stomach lurches – a huge lead-coloured ball rising up on the horizon like some alien dark force that’s poisoning the air.


For a split second I truly think I’m having a nightmare, that the bang only jolted me from one dream into another. Sometimes you can know that you’re dreaming from inside the dream, and make yourself wake up.


This is not one of those times. I reach for the switch on my bedside lamp, but nothing happens. ‘Mum!’


No answer.


‘Mum?’


Where is everyone?


I stumble downstairs in darkness, imagining the air choking the streets just outside.


‘Mum!’


I hit the hallway light switch. Nothing. And where is my family? ‘MUM!’


I charge through the dark kitchen, swearing as my hip slams into the corner of the table, and out through the front door. I dash down the steps, round the corner into the front garden and full tilt into Mum coming the other way.


‘Where—’


‘Grace! Calm down. Everything’s OK.’


I stare across the grey grass. The air seems OK, but in the quarter-light the trees are gnarly and sinister and the flowers look pale and slimy, as if they are growing and decaying at the same time. ‘But what’s happened?’


‘There was a car accident. Prune and Rusty went to see if they could help.’


‘The other thing.’


‘What other …? Oh, the electricity. It’s gone off, so I just got this—’ she holds up a big torch ‘—from the shed. Hey! Come on …’ She pulls me into a hug and rubs my back. ‘Oh sweetie, you’re all shaky. Deep breaths, OK? This isn’t like you.’


‘Stop it!’ I try to wriggle free, but her arms are like clamps. ‘Mum, we’ve got to—’


‘Shh, it’s OK … it’s OK.’


I let her hold me, face pressed into her shoulder, away from the familiar street that suddenly looks so eerie, then force myself to look again.


It’s getting lighter, and the edges of things are becoming sharper. The sky’s changed from soot to charcoal, and now it’s turning a sort of pebbly colour. The clouds look as if they’re boiling over, like milk.


The fact that Mum is calmly rubbing my back, as if nothing is wrong, might be the strangest thing of all.


‘What’s happening, Mum?’


‘Nothing, love. Or nothing that can’t be fixed.’


‘Then what’s that?’


‘What?’


‘That.’


I break away from her and point at the lead-coloured disc emerging from a layer of cloud that’s drifting away in long lines like smoke.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Look.’


‘That’s the sunrise.’ She laughs. ‘Happens every day. You never see it because it usually takes a chisel to get you out of bed in the morning.’


‘But it doesn’t make sense.’ I rub my eyes – gently at first, then quite hard. ‘Where are all the colours?’









Two


Mum frowns at me, then says, ‘Let’s get your bathrobe,’ and pushes me back up the stairs to the front door.


‘It must be some freaky thing with the weather. Climate change or something.’ Even as I’m saying this, I know it doesn’t make sense. I mean, even in places where they have really violent psycho-weather like hurricanes, they still have colours, so how would that even work? I pull away from Mum and run back up to my room, with her following, asking if I’m OK. I ignore her questions and stare out of the window, willing the colours to appear. I can hear sirens now, several of them. The different tones merge into a blur of sound, which means there must be ambulances somewhere. I can see the junction – not the actual traffic lights but the bit in the middle, where there are three cars with their bonnets rammed together and glass frosting the tarmac.


People are trying to wrench open the doors of one car, and a woman is lying on the ground with somebody who might be Prune bending over her. There’s a man sitting on the verge with his head in his hands, and another standing over him, obviously

yelling. Then I see Rusty – who is way too big for any normal-sized person to mess with – step between them and push the shouting man back with a huge palm. Three or four other people are standing around, watching or taking pictures on their phones. But none of this – men, women, cars, or anything else – has a single speck of colour.


I turn to look at Mum … Except she’s not Mum. I didn’t notice it before in the half-light because I was so busy staring round the garden, but now I can see she’s turned grey. Her pale freckly skin and long red hair and the blue and orange swirls on her wrap are gone. Her arms and face are sort of mottled, like lichen on a stone, and her shiny hair’s a steel helmet. The bathrobe she’s putting round my shoulders, which I know should be dark blue, is now slate coloured.


‘Grace, what’s wrong?’


‘You’re …’ I can’t find the words. ‘And everything’s just … I mean, look!’


I stare at my bedroom. It still looks familiar – tiny and cramped, with the furniture and the mess – but as if it has been carved out of stone, like a relic from some century long ago. I spot myself in the full-length mirror, and I can see that my hair’s the same as usual – I get the black corkscrew curls from my dad, who died when I was six. The oversized t-shirt I’m wearing is still white, but my face and arms and legs, which are normally light brown, also courtesy of Dad, look … I don’t know, rat coloured.


It’s horrible. Everything’s dirty-looking, and just … weird. I blink a lot and rub my eyes some more, but it stays that way. I turn back to the window, as if that might make a difference, and spot Rusty coming back down the road. His hair and beard are grey anyway, but his bathrobe, which he’s wearing over his trousers, is meant to be bright red – if you added a bit of white fur, he’d be Santa’s double – only now it looks practically black. Seeing him open the door of his ancient van and climb in is like watching a black-and-white film.


‘Grace, please. Talk to me. I don’t understand what you want me to look at.’


‘Then I’m going blind,’ I blurt out. ‘I can’t see the colours any more.’


She frowns, then starts talking in a calm, problem-solving voice. ‘You haven’t banged your head, have you?’


‘No.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Yes. I’d remember, wouldn’t I?’


‘Does it hurt?’


‘No. It’s just … Mum, what’s happening to me?’


‘It must be the shock – the noise and the accident – or perhaps you’ve got an infection or something. Why don’t you lie down and close your eyes? I’ll bring you a cup of tea and if it doesn’t go back to normal soon, I’ll call the doctor.’


‘No.’ I don’t want to be by myself in a grey room. ‘I’ll come with you.’


I stick my phone in the pocket of my bathrobe and we go downstairs – the pinky-red wallpaper on the landing looks like ash – and find Prune standing in the kitchen with her coat over her nightie. The coat’s sort of like a wizard’s robe and it should be multicoloured but now it’s just different shades of grey.


Mum tries the light switch, and the electricity comes on. Great, but it makes everything look even worse. I stare at the fruit bowl: bananas, pears and apples, all grey and dense-looking, like if you picked one up it would weigh as much as a lump of rock. I don’t want to pick one up, though. I don’t want to touch anything. The kitchen – also small, because the whole flat is – looks like it’s covered in dust.


‘Did Rusty take that woman to hospital?’ Mum asks. She’s trying to normalise what I’ve just told her by not making a big thing of it, but the fact she’s doing that is making me more scared, not less.


‘Yes.’ Prune sits down at the table. ‘They said the wait time for the ambulance was over three hours – must be a big emergency somewhere. I thought she was OK to be moved, so …’


‘I’ll make some tea.’ Mum’s doing the calm voice again. ‘Can you get the milk, Grace?’


I open the fridge. The electricity can’t have been off long enough for everything to go bad, but it looks like it has. It’s so gross that I almost slam the door shut straightaway. The bacon and the half-melon are grey and slimy; the strawberries look as if they’re covered in mould and the butter might as well be putty. It all smells OK, but I can’t imagine eating any of it, ever.


‘Grace?’ Mum prompts.


I hand her the milk. At least that still looks normal.


*


‘… Service on the Victoria Line has been suspended following reports of a major incident at King’s Cross station. A southbound train failed to stop after passing two signals at danger and collided with the rear of a stationary train at a platform. So far, the driver and nine passengers are known to have died, and thirty-five people have been injured. The reason for the crash is not yet known, but it is thought to be the result of operator error. A spokesman for London Underground has said that it may take several days before full service is resumed.’


I picture train carriages collapsing into each other in a tunnel full of smoke, passengers trapped between torn sheets of metal, bodies broken, screaming. The world around me is grey, but my imagination is a vivid nightmare of red blood and torn flesh.


‘Always so quick to blame the driver.’ Mum turns the radio off. ‘I suppose that was the big emergency. Maybe there was a power outage at King’s Cross, as well – I mean, it’s not that far away.’


‘Coincidence.’ Prune spreads jam on her toast. It looks disgusting – a spoonful of swamp. ‘As soon as Rusty’s back with the van, we’ll take you to A&E,’ she tells me. ‘It’s probably inflammation.’


‘Do my eyes look red, then?’


‘No, but it could be your optic nerve. Don’t worry, they’ll soon sort you out.’


She’s been saying they’ll ‘sort me out’ and that I’ll be fine ever since Mum told her about it twenty minutes ago, like she’s sure of it. But she isn’t.


‘You’ll be fine’ is what people say when they can’t think of anything else.


*


It’s over an hour before Rusty comes back, and I’m getting more anxious by the minute. I wander into the sitting room and try squinting and stretching my eyes with my fingers, but everything stays grey, with the sofa – which is supposed to be dark green – a big black lump in the middle. Everything looks dirty, even though I know it’s not, and it’s really depressing. I go and pull some clothes out of the dryer to put on, and that’s even weirder: they look like they haven’t been washed, ever, but you can smell the fabric conditioner.


I better get ‘sorted out’, because right now, my world is just wrong.









Three


I’m surprised by how many people there are in the waiting room at the Western Eye Hospital. Only they don’t actually look like people but a collection of statues, seated or leaning against the walls, with the receptionist behind a computer that looks like a slab of stone.


On the way here Rusty told us all – because, despite the fact they keep telling me it’ll be fine, both Mum and Prune insisted on coming along – that the man who caused the accident in our road said he hadn’t seen the traffic lights. The other guy thought he was drunk, which was why he was yelling at him.


The wait is over three hours. At first, Rusty tries to jolly us along, cracking jokes and telling silly stories, but nobody joins in, so he gives up and we sit on our hard plastic chairs in silence. Mum keeps reaching over and squeezing my hand, but all that does is confirm that she’s way more worried than she’s letting on, and by the time they call my name, I’m so anxious that it feels like someone’s tied a knot in my stomach.


*


‘Achromatopsia.’ The doctor is oldish and looks like a garden gnome that hasn’t been painted yet. He’s spent the last half-hour doing different tests: getting me to look at pictures of dots and see if I can make out numbers (no) and sort a bunch of little discs into different colours (also no), and finally asking me to stare into the back of a weird-looking machine in order to have a look at my retinas, which are the big bits of your eyeballs (no idea).


‘From Greek – “a” meaning “without”, “chroma” meaning “colour”, and “opsia” meaning “to do with sight”. A description as well as a named condition, which is fairly rare and almost always hereditary – although that isn’t the case here, or it would have shown up already. Besides which …’ The doctor frowns. ‘There appears to be nothing wrong with your retinas, and you’re not showing any signs of abnormal sensitivity to light, which is unusual for someone with this condition.’ He clearly wants to say something else, and there’s this jittery silence while he stares down at his desk calendar. I don’t dare look at his face, so I stare at the calendar, too. It’s got ‘Kerr + Bell’ written across the top, and the outline of a bell with a little cross inside, like a medical sign. ‘The other possible cause is a brain injury. Have you had a fall recently?’


Like I’m ninety, not sixteen. I shake my head.


‘Any injury to your head?’


‘No, nothing like that.’


‘OK. Well, brain injuries can also be caused by strokes …’ I stare at him in shock. ‘Although that doesn’t seem particularly

likely in your case. Or …’ he gives me a lopsided smile and then looks down at his calendar again as he says, ‘a brain tumour.’


A brain tumour?


Mum, who’s sitting beside me, clutches my hand. I don’t know much about cancer, except that it killed Jake and Holly’s mum. Holly’s my best friend and her brother Jake is my boyfriend, and right now they’re away on holiday, which I’m actually kind of grateful for, because telling them would be just …


I can’t even begin to think about that. Instead, I imagine the cells inside my head dividing again and again, a single one becoming a thousand, a million, a billion, like an evil cauliflower that keeps on growing, squashing everything else to the sides of my skull. ‘Does it mean I’ll go blind?’


Another lopsided smile. ‘We don’t have a diagnosis yet. You’re going to need some more tests. I’m going to refer you for a scan.’


‘Are you OK, babe?’


I’m FaceTiming with Holly and Jake, who are sitting at the breakfast bar of the villa their dad rented in Portugal, where it’s even hotter than it is here. I can see whitewashed walls behind them, and patterned tiles that I’m sure would be really pretty, if only I could see them in colour.


‘I’m fine, honestly.’ I’m trying to look happy but, judging from their faces, I’m not doing very well. ‘Missing you.’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Oh, you know …’ It’s been a week now and no date for the scan. I’ve spent most of the time in my room, trying not to think

about brain tumours or going blind. I tried to get some reading done for school, but I can’t concentrate on anything, even Grey Netflix, for more than about a minute. ‘You?’


Jake starts telling me about the jet ski and how great it is. Holl’s rolling her eyes, like she’s been doing ever since he got the licence and wouldn’t stop talking about it, and I’m nodding away but not really listening. When he finally pauses for breath, I say, ‘That’s cool.’ I know it’s totally lame, but I can’t think of anything else. Jake hasn’t picked up on anything, but that’s normal: he’s lovely, but you’d have to have a full-on meltdown right under his nose before he’d ask if anything was wrong. Holly knows there’s something, though. We’ve been friends forever, so I swear we sometimes know what the other one is thinking or feeling before they know it themselves, which, at the moment, makes things pretty awkward.


‘You sure you’re OK, hun? Did your phone break or something?’


‘Yeah, sorry … Not been feeling great, that’s all. Probably just a virus or whatever. I’m going to the doctor tomorrow.’ Which is a total lie, but it stops Holl asking any more questions.


It’s so weird seeing the two of them like that, on the screen in black and white, like talking to an old photograph. Jake tells me a bit more about the holiday and they show me the view of the swimming pool and the beach and I say how great it all looks. And I bet it does. Normally I’d be quite jealous because I’ve only been abroad once, to stay with Prune and Rusty’s friends in Ireland, but now the water in the pool looks like it’s from a drain, and the waves of the sea look oddly solid, like a ploughed field.


I say, ‘Love you, love you,’ and blow kisses at them both until the screen goes black – and then I collapse onto the bed in relief.


Even if I felt I could talk to them – if their mum hadn’t died of cancer, I mean – I still don’t think I’d want to, because I don’t really want to talk to anyone. Plus, it would add a whole other level of awkward to the whole Jake thing. A year ago was when it all changed. I’d known him as a friend for ages because he’s Holl’s big brother, but then it was like he’d chosen me. I was so flattered and I thought about him all the time at first, but now I’m feeling like I sort of hypnotised myself into it, because he likes me and he’s popular and looks good and makes me laugh. And, because of being around a lot when I’m at Holly’s, he’s there – as in, convenient.


Urgh. I don’t know. It’s fine and everything – I don’t not like him – but it just feels a bit like, what’s the point? I realise that makes me sound like a bitch – doubly so because there are a lot of girls who like him. It’s not something I can talk to Holl about, for obvious reasons. I’m scared that splitting up with Jake will mean losing her, because, even when she’s saying he’s a waste of space or whatever, she adores him and she’s really loyal. Plus, I only just admitted the hypnotising bit to myself recently. Saying I loved him was … well, I kind of had to because he said it to me first. Explaining how I actually felt would have been really awkward because it’s too complicated, plus I didn’t know how to describe it – so it’s a bit soon to be telling somebody else, and right now my head is too full of other stuff.


I find a photo of Holl and Jake on my phone, and try to remember how they both look in colour – fair hair, hazel eyes, sharp

cheekbones and, by now, tanned skin from being at the beach every day – but it’s almost like I’m looking at different people. That’s my feelings as well, of course, but now there’s a weird disconnect. It’s odd, though. I mean, if Mum’s past behaviour is anything to go by, being scared and depressed ought to be making me more needy, not less, but right now I just feel like I’m folding in on myself.


That didn’t take long – Holly’s online. I’ve hardly looked at my phone at all in the last few days, and I can see there’s a bunch of messages from her and Jake and a couple of other friends. Holl’s profile picture is of the two of us laughing our heads off at something, and seeing it faded to black and white feels like being punched.




Typing … typing …


ur not ok. tell me xx


idk but tty tomorrow after gp





I add three hearts to show it’s nothing to do with her or Jake, and hope she believes me, because I really can’t engage with either of them right now. Then I put the phone away in a drawer and spend the next however-long staring at the towel I’ve put over the mirror so I don’t catch sight of myself by accident.


Mum’s been googling achromatopsia and telling me about this island near New Zealand where loads of people have it from birth. OK, so it’s not just me, but it’s normal for those people, isn’t it? They’ve lived their whole lives not seeing colours. I know she’s trying to help, but I wish she’d shut up. For me, right now it’s changed everything – for example, I have to ask her to pick out my clothes because I’ve begun to forget what colour stuff is supposed to be. I’ve got some birthday money left and I was going to ask Holl to come shopping with me when she gets back, but now there doesn’t seem a whole lot of point.


I keep hoping it’s some freaky temporary thing and I’ll wake up one morning and find everything back to how it was. I dream in colour, always the same. I’m chasing a red balloon across a beach in the sunshine, feeling the warmth on my face, content. When I wake up there’s that tiny sliver of time when everything’s OK … And then I open my eyes to a grey world where everything feels hopeless.









Four


Or not quite everything, because the good news is I don’t have a brain tumour.


That scan was basically a way of getting a detailed view of my brain using – I think – an enormous magnet and some radio waves. One thing they definitely did not warn me about was that it involves putting yourself into a tube. It’s like being buried alive, but with a load of very loud clanging like someone bashing metal with a hammer, and it goes on for about forty-five minutes. Urgh. But anyway, it showed that although my photoreceptors – zillions of tiny things in the retina that turn light into electricity that whizzes up to your brain so you can see stuff – are working, there’s something wrong with my visual cortex, or at least the bit of it that tells you what colour everything is.


So: they know what’s happened to me, but they don’t know why or what to do about it.


But also … and this is the massive news: it isn’t just me.


There’s been a bunch of stuff on the internet about achromatopsia in the last couple of weeks and loads of people having hysterics on social media. Rusty, who’s so old-school that he still gets a newspaper every day, showed me an article by a journalist who woke up a couple of days ago and discovered he couldn’t see in colour. People are saying the driver of the train at King’s Cross might have been affected, too, and that’s the reason he went through the signal. We’ve been wondering if the guy who caused the car crash in our road might have had it, as well. Mum, Prune and Rusty haven’t said anything, but I know they must be wondering if they’ll be next.


I can’t work out if the fact that it’s happening to other people makes me feel better or worse. Mostly, I just feel scared. I messaged Holl and Jake to say I’d seen the doctor and everything was OK – not exactly true, but as much as I can manage right now – and got all the feels back plus a load of pictures of beaches and a dinner table with huge bowls of seafood. The lobster looks bad enough – giant mutant alien cockroach – but the oysters are worse, like a plateful of tumours. I don’t say that, of course – just write well jel and send more hearts to show I’m thinking of them.


‘There have been a number of fatalities following multiple pile-ups on motorways near coastal areas, some stretching for over ten miles. Serious collisions have also occurred on some train lines and tube systems. These are thought to be the result of drivers being unable to see the signals properly. Reports are coming in of plane crashes at Heathrow, Gatwick and Cardiff, as well as incidents at smaller airfields in coastal areas. A light aircraft has collided with a crane in central London, and there are reports of similar accidents in Bristol and Belfast. So far, 197 people are known to have been killed, with the death toll looking likely to rise. Motorways, railway stations and airports have been closed, buses will not be running until further notice, and the chief medical officer has said that although there is no reason to panic, people are advised to remain at home as much as possible and await further information.’


‘Great idea, telling people not to panic.’ Mum turns the radio off and plonks herself down at the kitchen table. ‘Especially if you’re basically telling them not to leave home. You’re reinforcing the idea that there’s something to panic about.’


‘Well, there is, isn’t there?’


‘Oh, darling …’ Mum gives me one of those slightly crumpled can’t-actually-help-but-I’m-here-for-you smiles. ‘Tell me what you want for lunch.’


I never had a problem with food before, but I’ve hardly eaten anything for the last three weeks because it’s not just lobsters and oysters that look disgusting, it’s practically everything. Plus, if you can’t see what colour things are, they don’t taste the same.


It’s only been a couple of weeks but, even though I’ve been avoiding mirrors, I know I’m getting skinny. Mum and I made a list of food that still looks normal because it’s black, white or grey, but it isn’t very long: white rice, white cheese and fish, white meat (which really means just chicken), mushrooms, cream, black grapes and olives, white chocolate, marshmallows and a few others. It’s not as if I like all of those things anyway. For drinks, water’s fine and tea, coffee and cola are sort of OK, but pretty much anything else looks like it’s contaminated and might make you ill.


‘They don’t know what’s going on, do they?’


Mum shakes her head. ‘Sounds like a lot of people are having the same problem, though – or at least anyone who lives near the sea.’


‘What if we went further inland? Then you and Prune and Rusty might still be OK.’


‘I don’t think so, love. And they said to stay put. If lots of people start driving about, it’ll just mean more accidents.’


She’s right, of course, but I’ve got that horrible jittery feeling where you know you ought to be doing something but don’t know what it is. I get up and go to the front door, which is one of those stable-type things that – the flat being so small – opens straight out of the kitchen. You go along a narrow balcony, then down a flight of wrought iron steps to the back garden. ‘I might go for a walk.’


‘What about lunch? And it’s too dangerous.’


‘I promise I’ll have something later, and I’ll stay in the garden, OK?’


Mum sighs. ‘I suppose so. Just don’t go in the big house.’


We live in a pokey little flat above a double garage – which is why the front door is at the back, otherwise our outside steps would get in the way of the cars – on a road full of huge houses. By ‘huge’ I mean properly gigantic, with loads of bedrooms, and gyms and wine cellars and things. It’s because Rusty is a caretaker. I’m not sure I’d have given him the job. He used to be a security guard, so he’s got experience, but he drinks too much and is no good for anything after about 6 p.m., which is why Prune is always yelling at him. It’s great that he did get the job, though, because of it coming with a place to live. That was about four years ago, and it meant that Mum and I could move in with him and Prune. It was just in time, because we were about a week away from being made homeless, and Mum’s behaviour was starting to really scare me. That was when I began to hate social media. Not only is it full of bullies and trolls, but it’s also rubbish seeing everyone going on about their wonderful lives when you’re terrified you’re about to be sleeping in a doorway. Mum doesn’t earn any money from being an artist – her real job – so she decorates other people’s houses, but what she gets for that wasn’t enough to cover the extra rent that our horrible landlord wanted.


Some of the big houses on our road have people living in them, all super-rich like Mr Kowalczyk, who is in charge of an enormous company that makes practically everything you can imagine. Quite a lot are in the process of being done up, with scaffolding and builders and skips outside. People who can afford these houses always want to change everything before they move in – although, as far as I can see, some of them never move in at all. Other houses are permanently empty because the owners are foreign – royal families and government ministers and people like that – and they live abroad and never visit. Their houses have warning signs all over the gates, and high fences with pictures of Alsatians’ heads and words like ‘SECURITY PATROL’ and ‘CCTV IN OPERATION’.


Our big house – or rather, Mr Zhang’s big house – is basically falling down because it’s an investment, not a home. No-one’s lived in it for twenty-seven years, which is eleven years longer than I’ve been alive, and there’s no furniture, just collapsed ceilings, rotting carpets, ferns growing up the main staircase, and pigeon skeletons. In spite of all that, it’s still making money for Mr Zhang because the land is worth more every year. Which is sort of amazing, and – if you ask me – totally stupid.


We’ve never seen Mr Zhang, who lives in China, or the Russian guy who owns the boarded-up mansion next door. That house is much better kept, though, and the owner has had a ton of stuff delivered in the last few weeks because – according to Eddie, the caretaker – he’s stockpiling food in all his homes in case there’s a world shortage. Our little fenced-off square of garden is tidy because Prune looks after it, and usually really pretty, with flowers, fruit bushes and a vegetable patch. A gardening firm does the lawn at the front of the big house and puts weedkiller on the drive, but the outside space at the back – a whole two-and-a-half acres – is messy, with a shaggy lawn, tangled undergrowth round a pond that you can barely even see, and a totally overgrown tennis court. Right now, it all looks like a grey blur and, because there are hardly any cars on the road, it’s eerily quiet.


I walk across the terrace at the back of the house, past the indoor swimming pool. It must have been lovely once, with all the mosaic tiles, marble columns and gorgeous blue water. Now it’s empty except for an old mattress and the leaves that blow in through the broken windows. There’s smashed glass in there, as well – some of it from the window panes and some from Rusty’s empty bottles. He throws bottles into the undergrowth, too. I’ve found loads, but I’ve never said anything to Prune because what’s the point of another row? Also, I like Rusty. He’s got a lovely rumbly voice, like if a bear could talk, and he’s a kind person, even when he’s pissed. I suppose he must realise that the bottles will be found someday, even if it isn’t until they bulldoze the place, but he’s like an ostrich – if ostriches stuck their heads in the next glass instead of in the sand.


Thinking about it, ostriches will look pretty much the same without colour, because they’re mostly black and white and grey. Pandas will look the same, too, and zebras. And elephants. Which is better than nothing, I suppose. What happens if everybody gets achromatopsia and we never go back to normal? Even if it’s all written down – that flamingos are pink, and parrots are red and blue and green and all the rest of it – will we forget what those colours actually look like?


There’s a shed on the other side of the big house where Mum keeps paint tins and stuff for her decorating jobs. I go inside and spread the paint charts out on the floor: lots of little oblongs, from white to grey to black, with the different names underneath. Blue Mist, India Yellow, Cinder Rose, Sumptuous Plum … Right now, they’re just meaningless words.


People won’t want colours they can’t see, so if everyone does get achromatopsia there’ll be no point in decorating, which means that Mum will hardly get any work. The people who make the paint won’t have much to do, either, and the people who name the paint colours won’t have any work at all.


There must be loads of jobs that involve colour.


I tell myself that the government will sort it out. After all, they’re the ones in charge.









Five


‘Our policy is to fight this with everything we’ve got, and we’re working hard to improve the situation.’ The prime minister looks like a scarecrow with too much stuffing, as usual. He’s standing behind a podium, looking uncomfortable and shuffling his notes, with the senior medical officer, who is staring down at his shoes, next to him.


‘Brush your hair, you clueless pillock.’ Not that Rusty should talk about anyone’s appearance when he’s got sauce from his sweet and sour pork all down the front of his t-shirt. We’re all in the sitting room watching the press conference on television, like people did in the olden days – and even more so because I can only see it in black and white.


‘How are they “working hard”?’ asks Mum. ‘They keep saying that, but they never tell us what they’re actually doing.’


‘Covering their arses.’ Rusty pours himself another Scotch.


‘Shut up, he’s starting again.’ Prune puts her arm round my shoulder and gives it a squeeze.


‘There has been some disruption to your daily lives, and there will, inevitably, be more in the weeks to come, but we ask you to be patient and not to drive unless there is a genuine emergency. There are, I’m afraid, no easy options, but we are all in this together. We shall face this challenge standing shoulder to shoulder, and we shall prevail.’


Mum sighs. ‘So basically, they’ve got no idea what they’re doing but they’re asking us to trust them. Well, cheers to that.’ She raises her wine glass.


‘I wouldn’t trust him to take my dog for a walk.’ Rusty switches off the television, eyes narrowed as if he’s using a crossbow, not a remote.


‘Good job you haven’t got one, then.’ I look down at my phone and see a message from Holl, who said she was going to watch the announcement with Jake: wtf?




smh





Everyone does a lot of head-shaking in the next few days, as the government fails to sort things out in any way. The main media story of the week is that the home secretary was caught driving his car back from a weekend at his Yorkshire cottage (those emergency holidays will get you every time) with his girlfriend (who happens to be somebody else’s wife). Meanwhile, more people get achromatopsia every day, and there are more accidents, but no one seems to know why it’s happening or how to stop it.


When Prune woke up yesterday morning, she’d lost her colour vision. She said she wasn’t going to bother trying to get a doctor’s appointment, because all the surgeries are rammed and there’s nothing they can do anyway. She spent most of the day in her room, staring at the wall. I got her to come down to the kitchen this morning, and we put the fan on because they’ve just recorded Britain’s hottest ever temperature. We’re drinking lemonade straight out of the cans because that way you can’t see the grey colour, so it tastes OK. Rusty’s next door, watching True Grit for about the hundredth time, and Mum’s out painting somebody’s bathroom.


‘Surely there have to be emergency plans?’


Prune shakes her head. ‘Emergency plans are for terrorism and floods and contagious diseases, not this.’


‘Doesn’t this count as a contagious disease?’ I ask. ‘With everybody getting it.’


‘Yes, but we’re not giving it to each other.’


‘You don’t know that.’


‘Nobody knows, do they? It sounds as if it’s more to do with living near the water. They said on the news that it’s happening in other countries, too. They were calling it the “Monochrome Effect”.’


‘There must be something they can do. Medication or special glasses, or … I don’t know. Something.’


‘You’d think so, but …’ Prune tails off, looking hopeless, and I know exactly how she’s feeling. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.’


She looks up as the sounds of gunshots and galloping hooves from the sitting room are drowned by a series of thumps.


‘Oh, for God’s sake. What’s he doing in there?’


‘Sounds like he’s hitting the television.’ I imagine Rusty pounding the top with his fist – the TV is a massive box because he bought it before flat screens were a thing and we can’t afford an upgrade – and I’ve just got up to have a look when everything goes quiet and he appears in the doorway. He looks bewildered, like some big animal that’s just been bashed over the head.


When Prune asks him what’s up, he blinks like he’s seeing her for the first time. ‘One minute I’m watching John Wayne shoot the bad guys in colour, and the next …’ He stares round the kitchen like he still can’t believe it and shakes his head. ‘The world’s gone to shit. I’m sorry, Prune, but I need a drink.’


I can practically hear Prune say, ‘You always need a drink,’ but she doesn’t. Instead, she drags her chair over to the tall cupboard where the boiler is and stands on the seat. I didn’t know she knew about the Scotch Rusty keeps up there, and, judging by his face, neither did he. He’s watching her like he’s worried she’s going to pour the stuff over his head, but she just puts the bottle down on the table. ‘What the hell. I’ll have some, too.’


She goes to the cupboard, gets out three glasses and sloshes whisky into each of them. Unless two of them are for Rusty, this is a whole new level of weird. I’ve never seen Prune drink whisky before, either, but she is now, and she’s pushing a glass in my direction.


‘I don’t want it.’


‘Suit yourself.’ Rusty puts out a big paw and claims my glass.


‘I’ll have that.’ A voice from outside makes us all jump. Mum is leaning over the half door, wearing her work overalls.


I glance at the clock on the wall – 11.30 a.m. I’m about to ask if she’s already finished the job when I see the expression on her face, and I know, without having to ask, that it’s happened to her, too


The three of them sit round the table, staring into space like in one of those cartoons where someone gets whacked in the face and they just stand there with a ring of stars spinning round their head.


I decide to leave them to it. I can see that, while Rusty’s being sort of normal – for him, I mean – Mum and Prune are thinking that they don’t know what else to do. And that’s the worst thing about it, really. When shit like this happens, you need somebody to be in control of things, and, right now, no one is. Not adults, or the government, or anybody.


I sit on the stairs. In the passage, all our coats and jackets, hung up on hooks, are like grey, dead animals. No one’s talking in the kitchen, but I can hear someone pouring out more Scotch.


I think that perhaps nobody’s ever really been in control of anything, and I just never realised.


I close my eyes.









Six


‘D’you know what Freddie said?’


Freddie is Jake and Holly’s five-year-old stepbrother. I’m sitting on a bench on Hampstead Heath with Jake. It’s quite near where I live, and the two of us come here a lot. It’s at the top of a slope and you can see right across London; it used to be a great view, but now it’s just a lot of colourless oblongs sticking up into a grey sky. OK, so places like office blocks and government buildings and things are usually grey – to look serious – but, on a sunny day, with their windows gleaming, they made a really good contrast with the blue.


All around us, the trees look black and poisonous. It’s still boiling hot, but the sun seems like this big lead ball of evil instead of something we need in order to be alive at all. We’re both plastered in sunscreen, though, because one thing everyone’s learnt in the last six weeks is that if you can’t see that your skin’s turning red you can get really bad sunburn and not realise till it starts hurting. Still, it’s way better than when it rained – just once, for the first time in almost two months – which was so gloomy that it was practically unbearable.


Another thing we’ve learnt is that gradually, everyone in the world has lost their colour vision. It happened to Jake, Holl and the rest of their family, one after the other, when they came back from Portugal a week ago. The media still talks about achromatopsia and the Monochrome Effect, but everyone else has started calling it ‘greyout’. First it happened in places near the sea, then in places near big rivers, and then it was everywhere. So far as we know, there’s not a single person left in the whole world who can see colours – and nobody knows why.


This is the first time I’ve seen Jake on his own since he got back. Usually, we never run out of things to say, but when we sat down, the silence was so big and dense that it seemed like a huge block of stone plonked between us. I’ve already told him how I went into greyout while he and Holl were on holiday, and how I was really scared and I’d felt like I couldn’t say anything. He didn’t reply, but the way he looked at me was like I’d done something unforgivable. Like I should have warned him – which is totally unfair, because nobody knew the achromatopsia was going to happen to everyone.


Or maybe it wasn’t that. Maybe he’s still in shock, because he’s talking slower, like he’s fishing the words out of a well.


‘Freddie said … all this was like back in black-and-white times. Like he’d worked it out, and he was really proud of himself. He was so disappointed when Dad told him that was just films.’


‘That’s sweet. I can see what he means, though – with history, you do think it’s … not black and white, exactly, but sort of beige and grey because of all the castles and statues and stuff. Like maybe there was colour, but it faded away.’


‘Like it will in our memories.’ Jake shakes his head. ‘This whole thing is just …’ He tails off and sits there looking hopeless, and I know exactly how he feels. You see that a lot now, people just staring into space.


I try and think what to say to make him feel better, but I just come up with a big grey nothing. I watch a dog sniffing about under the trees. It’s hard to make out because of the dapple-grey undergrowth, but I think it’s some sort of terrier. Dogs don’t seem to notice any difference, probably because hearing and smelling are more important to them than sight – Jake and Holly’s dad, who’s a vet, told us that they can’t see all the colours anyway. He said human beings have something called ‘visual dominance’, which basically means that processing stuff we see takes up way more brain-space than processing stuff we hear, taste and smell, so we tend to believe our eyes rather than our other senses. Does that mean looks really are everything? Not that anyone looks their best right now – just grey, and shiny from sweat.


I bet that dog is nosing after a dead bird. They were already dying, but it’s worse now. They had even better colour vision than humans, because they could see ultra-violet as well as the rest. Birds that get fed by people are OK, but wild birds don’t know what’s safe to eat any more, and without colour they can’t attract mates and breed.
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