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To Geir, for all the foolishness


To my parents, for always keeping a straight face










 


 


 


PART I


 


 


There Is a Light That Never Goes Out










Prologue


 


 


Monday 22 August


 


I can hear Dad’s footsteps as he paces the living room floor. Mum is crying. The sound is making my insides twist into a knot. I managed to block it out for a while by listening to some music, but now the battery on my phone is dead. A part of me wants to scream. Or hurl. Or lie down and fall asleep and wake up in the past. But I can’t let myself think like that. I have to be strong. I can’t be a burden. I can’t be another thing to cry about.


Emma is slouching on my unmade sofa bed, using my pencil case as a chew toy and happily drooling all over my sheets. I envy her. She has no clue what her two-year-old eyes just witnessed. I wish I was a toddler and oblivious to everything that is happening – oblivious to how our world is falling apart in the most horrendous, unimaginable way possible.


The sky over Canary Wharf is quietly overcast. It’s as if the heavens know they should look sad. As if they are overseeing a funeral. Clouds envelop the skyscrapers of London’s swanky financial district. The glass, the concrete, the steel – the sharp, clean lines – are softened by the fog. From my bedroom I can see the building where Mum works – or used to work. Usually, the light in the windows makes the area look like a forest of brightly lit Christmas trees. Now the skyscrapers look more like skeletons of the ghosts of Christmas past.


 


Mum’s crying is dying down, the heavy sobs slowing into whimpers and then fading to nothing. Suddenly, I find myself wishing that she wouldn’t stop. The events of the past weeks have taught me that the one thing worse than the sound of someone sobbing their eyes out is silence. Of everything that could get under your skin – the screaming, the crying, all the futile begging for mercy – it’s the piercing sound of nothing that makes me feel as if I’m losing my mind. Because when everything goes silent, the voices in your head grow louder. The questions are deafening: Why are they here? What do they want? Are we – am I – going to die?


Until this evening, I had hope; I believed that something could be done. Things wouldn’t always be this way. But now … I don’t know … I’m already beginning to forget how things used to be. I’m beginning to forget that things used to be any different at all.


The electricity has been out for hours. Dark shadows twitch in the candlelight, looking like dead souls trying desperately to fight their way back to life.


No one has any answers to the questions that the silence arouses. No one knows why. No one knows what will happen. The only thing I know for sure is this: There is nothing I can do except wait for my turn.


They took my brother. My brother is gone. So is Matilda. I think I might be next










Chapter 1


 


 


A week earlier


 


I’d just finished a small bowl of cereal – the chocolate kind that I was only allowed as a treat at the weekend. Afterwards, Mum asked me to go and wake Andrew, my chronically tired older brother who would sleep for months if no one intervened. When I burst into his bedroom he growled at me like a hibernating bear being disturbed in the middle of winter. I picked up his dirty socks from the floor and threw them at his head. He dragged himself, half-asleep, into the kitchen.


The electricity was on – it was becoming a less frequent occurrence – so I went to my room, closed the door and opened my laptop. I couldn’t wait to see if Matilda was online. Or Anita – although I knew she probably wouldn’t be. She hadn’t been for a while, but I would not allow myself to imagine the worst.


All of a sudden, Mum began shouting.


‘I can’t believe you did that! How could you? You weren’t supposed to finish all of it!’


I crept along the hallway to the kitchen. 


Sitting at the kitchen table, Andrew looked up at Mum, bewilderment in his sleepy eyes. An empty cereal bowl was on the table in front of him.


‘There’s no more now,’ Mum continued, her voice screechy and hysterical. ‘There’s no more bloody cereal.’


Dad came rushing past from the bathroom, leaving a trail of newspaper sheets behind him as his week-old copy of the Guardian gradually fell apart.


Andrew stayed silent and ran his fingers awkwardly through his ash-blond hair while Mum kept on howling at him. His usually sleek, side-swept fringe was sticking up in the air like a horn protruding from his head. Finally, a wave of recognition flickered across Andrew’s face. For a brief moment I could see he was frightened. He had realised what he had done. But just as swiftly, the corners of his mouth turned down, his sea-green eyes did their roll of indignation and his expression turned hard and sulky.


Mum started crying then. So did Emma, who was sitting in her highchair, playing with spoons. The dummy fell out of her mouth.


I covered my ears. There is nothing like the sound of babies crying. It’s like having a screwdriver thrust into your brain; the high-pitched noise is at a frequency only dogs should be able to hear.


‘What’s happened?’ Dad shouted over the clamour, still doing up his trousers.


‘The box,’ Mum sobbed. She pointed at the packet of chocolate cereal. ‘The whole thing is empty.’


The little that was left of Dad’s paper dropped to the floor. The muscles in his neck, which had looked as if they might burst out from under his skin at any moment, slackened, and his clamped lips parted in relief.


I knew what he was thinking. Sure, this was bad. But it could have been something so much worse.


Dad wrapped his arms around Mum and stroked her hair. ‘It will be all right, Di,’ he said, giving Andrew an apologetic hint of a smile over his shoulder.


Andrew wouldn’t look at him.


‘We’ll figure something out.’


Without meeting anyone’s eyes, Andrew got up and went back to his room. I noted that he didn’t slam the door as he usually did when he’d been told off by one of our parents.


I knew I should have been angry at Andrew, but I just felt sorry for him. He didn’t mean anything by it. He had just momentarily forgotten. I had read online that it was practically scientifically proven that the male of the species was not in full control of his brain. Especially sixteen-year-old boys. Lately, the reason Andrew acted stupidly seemed to be down to the one thing that took up all the space in his head: girls. So it wasn’t his fault. I left the kitchen and headed back to my room.


Once she had calmed down, Mum invited herself in and sat at the foot of the bed.


‘God, Amy, you shouldn’t have had to see that,’ she said, blushing through her foundation. ‘I’m so sorry. I hope you know that at times such as these, it’s okay to feel a little crazy, especially given the circumstances.’ She hesitated. ‘You can have a cry if you want to.’


‘Mum!’ I snapped. ‘I’m fourteen, not four.’


She narrowed her lips, forming a hurtful pout. ‘So? Crying at any age is allowed. It’s not healthy to be so closed about everything that’s happening.’


‘I’m not going to cry.’ Or at least not in front of anyone, I thought, but kept that to myself.


She sighed in that universal Mum-knows-best-why-can’t-you-just-do-as-I-say way that always drove me mad. ‘Let’s just talk then. How are you feeling?’


I didn’t have time for this. I needed to get on the computer before the electricity cut out again. And I certainly wasn’t in the mood for one of her amateur psychoanalysis sessions. But I knew from experience the only way to get her out of my room was to ‘share’.


‘I’m a bit upset actually,’ I said, hunching my shoulders for effect. I swear she wriggled as if she’d just won the lottery or something.


‘Okay, go on,’ she said, obviously trying hard not to sound too happy about it.


‘I sent Matilda an email this morning about a pair of shoes I found online that I thought she might like.’


She was nodding far too enthusiastically, like the dog in that annoying car insurance advert.


‘The S key on my laptop has been a bit dodgy ever since Emma and the apple-juice spillage incident …’


‘Go on.’


‘I didn’t realise until after I’d pressed send that the subject of the email wasn’t the innocent fashion tip I’d meant, but an inappropriate proposition. It said: “hoes with your name on them”.’


I knew that emotional turmoil caused by a keyboard wasn’t what Mum was after. I knew I should have told her about my recurring nightmare about drowning in a big, black sea of muddy water; about how I woke up in the night, drenched in sweat, feeling as if the darkness was a big black pillow that someone – I didn’t know who – was using to suffocate me. But somehow I couldn’t put those things into words. 


Mum was very understanding about my plight. She told me about a time she’d sent her boss at the bank a text which, thanks to the autocorrect function on her phone, said, ‘Will get cracking on the raccoon as soon as I’m finished with the thong I’m working on.’ She’d meant to say she would get cracking on the report as soon as she’d finished with the thing she was working on – although a place that made thongs from the skins of dead raccoons would have made so much more sense to me than Mum’s ‘Department of Symmetrical Hedging and Collateralised Debt Obligations’.  


I thought I’d managed to sidetrack Mum regarding the issue of ‘feelings’ when she got up off my bed and headed towards the door. I’d already done a victory lap in my head when she stopped and turned around. 


‘Oh, Amy.’ She was standing in the doorway. ‘You’re just like your father! The two of you always keep things all bottled up.’


I felt my chest deflate. I just wanted to go on the computer and check whether Matilda was online. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t. Where else could she be? I hoped she hadn’t done a permanent vanishing act from the internet like Anita seemed to have done.


‘I have an idea,’ Mum said.


I wanted to shout, ‘Whatever it takes to get this awkward conversation over with,’ but instead I nodded, pretending not to know that whatever she was about to suggest would be embarrassing.


‘Remember that lovely notebook you got from Aunt Rosa on your birthday?’


‘Umm, yes.’


‘I think you should start keeping a diary.’


‘A diary?’


‘Yes, a diary.’ Mum frowned. ‘It’s like what you kids call a blog, but you write it down with an instrument called a pen on a primitive version of the iPad called paper.’


‘Ha, ha – very funny.’


I tried to remember where I’d put the thing. The notebook was pink with a heart-shaped lock on it. I hadn’t even taken it out of the box. It seemed it wasn’t only Mum who still thought I was four years old.


‘I think writing down your story might be good for you. Especially during this …’ She broke off as she searched for the right word. ‘During this experience,’ she concluded. ‘At least it will give you something to do.’


Although the idea of keeping a diary seemed as much fun as having every single spot on my forehead squeezed by a first-year beauty student armed with a pair of pliers, I agreed to it. Anything to get Mum out of my room.


That evening, when the electricity was out, which meant our router was out, which meant the internet was out, I tried to write an entry. I sat and stared at a blank page for half an hour. Nothing happened. Despite everything that was going on, I had nothing to say.


 


It wasn’t until a week later that I tried again. Maybe it was the awfulness of our situation – when we thought things couldn’t get much worse, they always did. Or maybe it was something else – a small seed of hope that had nestled itself somewhere deep inside my head or my soul or whatever. But suddenly the words just started trickling out.










Tuesday 23 August


 


Mum and Dad are fighting again. They think I can’t hear them. They’re supposed to be smart people, but sometimes they are just so stupid. You’d think that every rational being with half a brain would realise that screaming penetrates easily through hollow wood-laminated doors. Especially the two beings who used to order Andrew to turn down his ‘God-awful screech of music’ ten times a day. Noise travels both ways, people!


‘We have to do something,’ I can hear Dad say.


‘Don’t start, Dan,’ Mum snaps at him.


‘But we have to.’


‘Don’t you think I would if I could?’ Mum is raising her voice now.


‘There must be something—’


‘There isn’t anything we can do.’


‘Don’t say that, Di. You can’t let yourself give up like that. That’s what they want. That’s what they’re counting on.’


Now there’s an unintelligible shouting match.


I’m trying to ignore them. Grief makes people angry. So does guilt.


I’m trying to stay strong. I guess that’s my duty given that they have enough to deal with. Given that they have just lost their son.


I fear Mum is right. It’s difficult to imagine we stand a chance. But I do see where Dad is coming from. He hasn’t said it, but I know what he is thinking. I know he’s thinking about what Mandira said. Mum doesn’t want to hear it. She’s just lost a child. She doesn’t want to lose another one. But things don’t have to be over. There is still one thing we can do.










Chapter 2


 


 


 


It was the day after the incident with the cereal that the idea of death first entered my mind.


After a breakfast of an expired can of lobster bisque I finally caught Matilda online.


 


FrizzyAmy: Where the hell were you yesterday?!? Don’t you know that your virtual presence is the only thing keeping me from exploding from boredom and thus, with my liquidated body, ruining my triple-core, 128-bit laptop which I’ve spent weeks enhancing with an extremely expensive custom-built graphics accelerator? How could you abandon me like that?


M-Girl: Sorry, babe.


FrizzyAmy: What could you possibly have had to attend to that was more important than chatting to your best friend?


 


The answer was so blatantly obvious, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it.


 


M-Girl: I met a really cute guy!


Of course she had.


 


M-Girl: His name is Tom.


FrizzyAmy: Tell me more.


M-Girl: He looks exactly like Harry Styles.


FrizzyAmy: Naturally …


M-Girl: He lives on the top floor of my building.


FrizzyAmy: Quite the coincidence. How did you meet?


M-Girl: It was during an air-raid warning. The sirens were going full blast and everyone was jostling each other, trying to get down to the bottom of Island Gardens station for shelter. I got knocked over and Tom was a few paces behind me. He elbowed his way towards me and scooped me up in his arms.


FrizzyAmy: Sounds quite romantic, if a little nauseating.


M-Girl: Oh, you and your wit.


FrizzyAmy: I try.


M-Girl: Sorry, babe – I’ve got to go.


FrizzyAmy: No, don’t go!


M-Girl: I’m off to see Tom. He’s asked me up to his.


FrizzyAmy: Traitor!


M-Girl: Speak to you later. Miss you!


 


And then she was offline.


The news wasn’t really news. When it came to guys, Matilda had a gravitational pull comparable to that of a small planet. They revolved around her like moons around Jupiter.


Although we’d been friends since the age of five, I knew some people at our school (some people meaning Courtney and Louisa) still considered it one of the biggest mysteries of the universe why tall, gorgeous, fun Matilda Matthews would ever be friends with average-heighted, geeky, slightly short-sighted Amy Sullivan. The two of us couldn’t possibly have been more different.


Matilda had beautiful curves, a perfectly sculptured nose and sleek blonde hair. I, on the other hand, stopped growing at twelve, except for my arms, which almost came down to my knees. The only curves I had were the frizzy waves in my mousy hair, which not even a hair straightener with heat from the hottest flames of hell would be able to smooth out. And, whereas Matilda was always impeccably groomed and had the latest make-up, it was more likely I’d apply it develop the skills to build a robot and programme it to apply eyeliner in a straight line before I’d learn to myself.


But somehow we just clicked.


I was genuinely happy for Matilda and her non-news. Really. I was. She was my oldest and best friend. Why would I not have been happy for her? Happy, happy, happy.


Okay. I had to admit it. Maybe I was also a teeny-tiny bit jealous. 


It was nothing personal, if that could be considered a defence. If it hadn’t been for this one little thing, I would have been a hundred per cent happy for Matilda (even a hundred and ten per cent if this had been The X Factor).


I could never admit to the reason for my jealousy out loud. I knew what Dad would have said. He would have come up with some Darwinian explanation for my trouble rejoicing in my friend’s conquests in the field of boyfriend-catching. As a geneticist he worshipped at the altar of Charles Darwin. You could hardly blink without him giving a speech on the origin of blinking. Mum, on the other hand, would have had me talk through the issue, a process that would have inevitably descended into a monologue on self-esteem and the importance of being yourself (like I could have been anyone else if I’d tried).


But I knew the real reason. It was very simple. It didn’t take a rocket scientist – or the combined powers of a geneticist and an amateur shrink – to figure it out. It was shame. The reason I wasn’t TV-talent-show happy for Matilda was that I was ashamed.


And what was I ashamed of? I guess you could say it was maths.While Matilda had already had seven boyfriends in the past two years – 0.875 per season – I myself had only had … oh, God, I can’t admit to it … but I must … I must do it …


I’d had … 


None.


Cringe! 


My boyfriend count of the fourteen years that I’d lived was ZERO. A big, fat, embarrassing ZERO.


And the boyfriend shortage was not the only mortifying maths equation of my life. Not only had I never had a boyfriend, I’d never even kissed a guy! I was fourteen and I’d never been kissed!


Double cringe!


Deep down, though, I always had hope. I never truly believed I would go my whole life without so much as one kiss. I wasn’t that bad to look at – Matilda said I could have the face of a C-list celebrity if only I plucked my eyebrows once in a while. And there was still time for my breasts to grow in – or rather out.


But when Matilda told me about Tom I realised that I actually might die without ever being kissed.


It sounds embarrassing, but the idea frightened me more than anything had since they had arrived; more than anything had since the whole siege began. I guess the seriousness of the situation had finally sunk in: I might not have long to tick things off my what-to-do-before-I-die list.










Wednesday 24 August


 


I have a secret. Well, it’s not exactly a proper secret, more like a little light penetrating the darkness; a good thing that’s probably not appropriate for me to think about too much given the circumstances. But it lives inside me and, when I desperately need a distraction from feeling guilty about still being here when Andrew and Matilda and all the others aren’t, I let my mind go there. I wonder what he’s doing. I wonder whether he’s thinking about me. I wonder whether I’ll see him again.


I realise it’s not important in the grand scheme of things – I realise I’m being a bit stupid – but it gives me small pleasure to know that, whatever happens, at least now I won’t die without ever being kissed.


I was thinking about him when the electricity finally came back on this morning. Dad made a stack of toast from some old bread Mrs Walnut-face, the old, wrinkly lady from downstairs, brought us. Mum called Granny Vera to tell her about Andrew being gone. I could hear her sobbing into the phone. Her words were mostly unintelligible, but I did detect ‘leave here’ and ‘stay with you’.


After the phone call, Mum and Dad had a whispering session in the kitchen. I went into the living room and pretended I was watching reruns of old episodes, the only things that are on TV these days. But I wasn’t. I was listening in. I had a feeling they were planning something and I was pretty sure I knew what it was.


Dad was saying he was sorry. ‘You were right. We should have tried. We might not have made it, but we should have tried. Then maybe Andrew wouldn’t have—’


‘It’s not important at this point who was right and who was wrong,’ Mum said in a flat voice, the kind you use when you don’t mean what you’re saying.


Dad’s devastation felt tangible in the empty silence.


Mum cleared her throat. ‘We need to focus on what we do now. We have Amy to think about. I think we should try.’


More silence. Then Dad finally said: ‘Okay. Let’s try.’


I’m still in shock. They must be out of their minds. It’s as if they have amnesia or something. It’s as if they weren’t there in the car park that day; the day my hope that this was all just a big misunderstanding had been spectacularly wiped out.










Chapter 3


 


 


I was in my room looking at cat videos on YouTube. Nothing helps you forget like cat videos. Emma was pinching my leg in the hope I might pick her up and let her play with my laptop.


There was a knock on the door. It opened and Andrew’s head appeared through the crack.


‘They’ve done it again.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘I’ll fix it.’


My fingers skidded across the keyboard of my laptop as confidently as if I were a piano player who knew her song by heart. It wasn’t the first time Mum and Dad had put some sort of parental control on our internet access so Andrew and I wouldn’t google what was going on. It took me less than a minute to disable it.


‘There.’


‘Thanks.’


His floating head disappeared back through the crack.


They could have saved themselves the trouble. There was nothing to see. I did a bit of googling every morning when I woke up. No one seemed to know what was going on. I hadn’t found any photos online except the one that was shown on TV the day it’d all started – and a few that were clearly fake. On the surface of things, everything seemed normal.


I spent about an hour chatting to Matilda about her roots. No, not her ancestry. Matilda’s appointment to have her hair done had been booked for that day. She was really upset. She was of the opinion that visible hair roots were the root of all evil in Western society.


She said she hadn’t seen any movement inside Anita’s house for days. I wasn’t surprised. Anita hadn’t been online for ages. Her family must have made their escape despite the curfew. I knew that some people had fled to the countryside.


I really hoped they’d been able to get away. The alternative was too awful to think about.


When it was time for Matilda to go and meet up with Tom I watched some more cat videos: a cat snoring; a cat cuddling a baby; two cats fast asleep on a snoring dog.


Then, when the electricity cut out, I made binoculars out of empty toilet rolls for Emma. She didn’t get the concept and chewed them to bits. I thought about tidying my room, but decided against it and instead sat down on my beanbag by my huge bedroom window and waited for time to pass.


When we first moved into our flat in Canary Wharf, the view from my room was the only thing I liked about it. It overlooked the canal, South Quay DLR Station and a few of the other skyscrapers. Out of habit my eyes were drawn down to the pavement below in search of movement: colours rushing over the grey concrete; people going about their day looking like tiny little ants from the tenth floor. Now, the streets were empty of course.


When the air-raid sirens sounded I wasn’t even startled. I’d got so used to the hollow screeching that instead of sounding menacing they reminded me of the noise of the CBeebies shows Emma liked watching.


I picked Emma up and met Mum, Dad and Andrew in the hallway. We took the stairs down to the underground car park – no mean feat when you live in a skyscraper, but we couldn’t take the lift in case there was another blackout.


It began just like usual. Everyone from the building sat down in their spot – we’d done this so many times before that people were starting to become territorial about where they sat – and, without a word, we waited for the sirens to stop.


I wasn’t scared at all. These dire meet-ups in the car park had become routine. With the cold stone floor beneath our bottoms we sat there and avoided one another’s gaze just as if we were on the Tube. Five minutes later the noise would stop and everyone would hurry back to their flats.


But this time the sirens didn’t stop after five minutes. And they didn’t stop after ten. When more than half an hour had passed the woman from the flat opposite ours grabbed her head with both hands and started howling.


‘We’re going to die!’ Her thin, nasal voice made me jump. ‘We’re all going to die!’


I didn’t recognise her at first, sitting up against a sky-blue BMW with her knees pulled up to her chin, rocking back and forth. I only knew her as the stuck-up cow who never said hello in the hallway and always wore impeccable trouser suits in different shades of grey. But in the faint light of the car park she looked nothing like her old self. She had no make-up on. Her skin was pale. Clusters of freckles dotted her nose. She was wearing flannel pyjama bottoms and a grey T-shirt. Her hair was a sculpture of tangled mess.


‘This is the end,’ she continued, her voice shifting into a falsetto and hitting the exact note of the sirens.


‘Get a grip, woman,’ Mr Walnut-face ordered, poking his walking stick in her direction. It was Andrew who had given the old man from the ground floor the nickname and it had caught on. ‘Can’t you see there are children here?’


Despite Mrs Walnut-face joining her husband in protest, the woman just kept on going. And soon the panic spread.


‘Do you really think so?’ said a youngish man dressed in khaki trousers and a white shirt, his Ray-Bans pushed up and buried in his meticulously styled thick, brown hair. ‘Do you really think that this is it?’


A woman holding a kid around Emma’s age appeared from behind a Range Rover. ‘I heard that large parts of Asia have already been wiped out.’ Her child started crying.


‘I heard Germany is completely gone,’ someone else offered.


Soon everybody was talking at once.


‘You’re wrong – it’s the States. It’s the States that’s gone.’


‘We can’t let this happen. We should be fighting back.’


‘You must be kidding! As if we’d stand a chance.’


‘We shouldn’t just let them trap us in like this; like rats in a cage.’


‘It’s useless.’


‘It’s not useless!’


‘I heard it took only a fraction of a second to reduce the whole of West China to rubble.’


The rational part of my brain told me that I shouldn’t listen to them. What did they know? I’d spent hours and hours googling and had come up with nothing. And I knew the United States was still there. Dad had received an email from Grandma Stacy in Boston only two days ago. She and Grandpa Jack were shaken but fine. This was just gossip fuelled by paranoia. But it was hard not to let it get to you.


Dad put his hands over Emma’s ears. Given that she couldn’t even understand the simple sentence: ‘Do not eat my pencil case,’ it was probably an unnecessary measure.


He looked at Mum, his lips tight. ‘If ever there was a time to legislate against mass stupidity, it would be now,’ he grumbled underneath his breath.


‘Shush,’ Mum ordered.


‘This silly irrationality should be punishable by execution. By firing squad.’


‘Dan! They can hear you.’


‘Why are these people not yet extinct?’ With a jerk Dad shifted towards Andrew and me. ‘Don’t give what these evolutionary mishaps are saying a second thought. Everything will be fine.’


His eyes shimmered with anger. His jaw was clenched in determination. But there it was. Right in the middle of his forehead. It was shallow, but it could always be relied upon to reveal the truth when Dad tried to mask his uncertainty with exaggerated resolution: the wrinkle of doubt.


The sirens stopped ten minutes later. So did the frantic voices shrill with predictions of impending doom. I could hear the birds singing outside in the courtyard behind the building. 


See, I thought as I got up. Dad’s right. Everything will be fine.


We started making our way towards the small single exit door at the back of the car park. The sun pushed its warm light through the bars in the narrow windows up by the ceiling, level with the pavement outside. I was walking over the yellow stripes the sun’s rays painted on the grey floor when I realised I couldn’t hear the sound of the birds any more.


I stopped to listen. Silence. There was only silence.


The temperature cooled as the light in the car park suddenly faded. The faint yellow beams from the emergency wall lights did their best to penetrate the murkiness, but with limited success. The sunny stripes were gone from the floor.


I felt a blow from behind. A gust of wind swept the car park like a wave crashing on a beach. I saw people being knocked to the ground. I grabbed hold of a car-door handle and managed to stay on my feet. For a brief moment the air became still. Then, with a hollow whoosh, the wind started up again, now blowing in the opposite direction. Or so I thought. It took me a few seconds to realise that this time it wasn’t actually blowing. It was sucking. Air was being sucked through the car park. I held on to the handle with all my strength, my clothes pulled up against my body.


A deafening metallic screech cut through the air, culminating in a crushing blast. Everything went quiet again as the wind stopped. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t look up.


‘Amy!’ I heard Dad call out. 


I forced myself to raise my eyes. Everywhere people were scrambling to their feet, cowering in corners, leaning up against the walls. 


Dad’s head shot up from behind the back of a Mini. ‘Amy, over here!’


I prised open my hand, let go of the handle and rushed over to him. They were all there – Mum with Emma in her arms, Dad, Andrew – huddled up together against one of the tyres. The relief made my legs go soft.


‘Let’s go,’ Dad whispered as he got to his feet. He started towards the exit leading into the building. ‘Hurry!’


My eyes were drawn to the windows by the ceiling. The bars were gone. Little piles of rubble lay beneath them. I tried not to think about what had caused the steel bars to be pulled out.


The crowd by the exit was dense. The single door wasn’t designed for all the building’s inhabitants at once. Some tried to shove their way through the horde of people. Most were unsuccessful. They would have to wait their turn.


‘Stay low,’ Dad ordered as we joined the throng.


We were moving at the pace of a snail in need of a hip replacement when some people at the back started screaming. The ones behind me immediately began pressing even harder at my back. Pushed up against Dad, I was like a piece of cheese stuck between two slices of bread. I couldn’t move.


‘Run!’ someone shouted.


‘Let me through!’


‘Out of the way! Out of the way!’


I managed to turn my head slightly. The crowd was shuffling away from the wall with its crumbling holes where the windows had been. I looked up. At first I didn’t see it. I guess it blended in with the grey of the concrete ceiling and walls. It was only when I noticed how it reflected one of the wall lights like a small bolt of fire above the people at the back that I realised there was something there.


My eyes shifted from the light to the object casting it.


I dug my fingers into Dad’s back. Entering the car park through the window, hovering in the air above, was what looked like a metallic hose. Long and thin, it crawled slowly through the air by flexing alternately to the left and right like a snake slithering through grass. Like an octopus’s arm stretching through water. 


‘What the …?’ Dad pushed with his elbows at the people surrounding him, grabbed me and Andrew by the shoulders and shoved us in front of him.


‘Did you see that?’ I asked Andrew.


He just nodded, his mouth hanging wide open.


The screams pounded in my ears as the metallic arm slowly lowered itself into the crowd and started gliding in between the shrieking residents.


‘We’ve got to get out of here,’ Dad said.


People were pushing. Shoving. There were arms flying everywhere. Someone stomped on my toe. A shoulder crashed into my cheek. 


The arm was getting closer. Its movements were smooth. Occasionally, it stopped for a few seconds, pointing its tip towards someone’s face, before continuing its journey through the crowd.


‘Someone open the gate!’ Dad shouted. His voice was drowned out. He tried again. ‘You at the back, open the gate. Open the car park gate so people can get out on both sides!’


‘Do it yourself!’ someone shouted back. ‘I’m not going out there.’


It was no use. Everyone wanted to get to the exit leading into the building. No one wanted to go out into the street. No one wanted to be out there with whatever it was the flexible metallic arm was attached to.


‘Dan!’ Mum shouted. She was standing a couple of metres away, holding Emma close to her chest. ‘Dan, look out!’


The arm was curving around Dad’s head. It stopped in front of his face, level with his eyes. Was it looking at him?


‘Kids,’ Dad said to Andrew and me without taking his eyes off the arm, ‘move over to your mother.’


We did our best to shuffle across but got stuck somewhere midway between Mum and Dad.


Relief flooded through me when the arm started sliding forward again.


But no sooner had it begun to move away from Dad than it halted. With a silent dip, the arm lowered itself deeper into the crowd and did a quick U-turn.


It shot forward. The tip was staring me in the face. 


I held my breath as I waited for the arm to be on its way. To keep on crawling through the air as it had done all the other times. But it didn’t.


‘Amy, be perfectly still,’ Dad called out, trying to make his way over. But it was like swimming upstream. He couldn’t get past the people who were fighting their way in the opposite direction, away from me.


I felt Andrew pull at my arm. ‘Amy, try to back away.’


It was as useful a suggestion as asking me to grow wings and fly. There was no room for movement in the packed crowd.


A hole opened at the tip of the arm. Cold air brushed my face.


‘Amy!’ Dad yelled.


The blackness inside expanded as the hole grew bigger and bigger, the tip forming the shape of a trumpet.


People kept kicking and screaming, trying to get out of the way.


The hole had become the size of my head. It looked like a big, toothless mouth. I stared into the vast darkness.


‘Move over, Amy.’ Andrew was trying to squeeze himself between me and the arm. I felt someone grab my shoulder. The next thing I knew, I was being shoved to one side.


‘Get out of my way!’


I knew the voice. It belonged to the woman from the flat opposite ours.


I lost my balance and fell to my knees.


‘Let me out of here!’


Her fingernails scratched at my face as she tried to clamber over me.


The hole was now the size of a human being. Kneeling, I could see the lower part of the trumpet-shaped tip of the arm touch the floor. I tried to back away but couldn’t because all the people.


‘Let me out of here!’


Pain shot up my leg. The woman was stomping on my calves, trying to get past.


But suddenly she started to wobble. My head was pulled back as she grabbed my hair. I could feel her feet scrambling for balance where she shifted on top of my legs.


‘No!’ she screamed.


Her other hand was flailing, trying to grab hold of the shirts and jackets of people around her. They did their best to shuffle away.


She was leaning towards the hole, one leg sticking out in the air, when she lost her grip on my hair. As if in slow motion, she started falling.


‘No!’


I tried to grab her arm but couldn’t move quick enough.


As soon as she disappeared into the blackness of the hole, it closed up with a muffled sucking sound. Her outline was visible as she travelled through the hose-like arm like a mouse being eaten by a snake. When the lump vanished through one of the windows by the ceiling, the arm itself slithered back to where it came from.


I held my breath. That deadly black hole had been meant for me. I was sure of it. The snake’s mouth hadn’t opened up for anyone else. But our crazy neighbour had accidentally taken my place.


Why me?


 


Mum and Dad had a huge fight when we got back up to the flat.


‘We’re not going down there again,’ Dad snapped at Mum in the Neanderthal-like this-is-not-up-for-debate-and-my-word-is-final tone of voice that men used when they forgot that there ever were suffragettes along with the fact that they were not the bosses of the universe any more. ‘We never should have been down there in the first place. I told you we shouldn’t go down there.’


‘But everyone else—’


‘I don’t care what everyone else does.’


‘And the air-raid sirens—’


‘Di, I told you, this isn’t World War Three. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here.’


I could see the tears welling up in Mum’s eyes as she shouted back at Dad. ‘But we’ve got to do something next time the sirens go off. We can’t just—’


‘Di!’ Dad snapped. ‘I’d rather be toast in the comfort of our own flat than in the company of our idiot banker neighbours and their overcompensating cars. From now on we’re staying put.’
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They haven’t said anything. Mum and Dad haven’t said anything about their plan. Maybe they changed their mind. Maybe I misunderstood.


Things have been surprisingly calm for the past few days. Eerily quiet. I miss listening to Andrew play his guitar through my bedroom wall. I miss the noise from his stereo and Mum and Dad shouting at him, ordering him to turn it down.


The air-raid sirens have been silent. There has been no sign of the visitors.


I mostly stay in my room. I can’t take the quiet craziness that goes on in the living room. Mum and Dad are hardly speaking. Dad sits on the sofa reading. Reading! As if this is just a lazy Sunday afternoon and the weather is bad so we can’t go out. Mum is like one of those clowns with two faces – one happy, one sad. She spends her day at the kitchen table crying. Except for when I come out of my room, then she turns into a bad comedian slash dinner lady who’s high on too many Red Bulls and can’t stop talking: ‘Oh, I just remembered a really good joke Janine from work told me: Why did the chicken cross the road … Or was it the cat? Why did the cat cross the road? Or maybe it was a dog … Would you like some toast? I can make you some toast. We don’t have much butter left but it tastes good with some olive oil and garlic powder. Would you like to play a game of cards? I read somewhere that it’s meant to improve mental abilities and keep your mind sharp – or was that playing solitaire, or maybe chess? I think it was the chicken that crossed the road, not the cat … or maybe it was a zebra. Would you like a glass of water? It’s important to keep hydrated; the body is sixty per cent water, you know …’ 


When I go back to my room she sits back down and keeps on crying. It’s as if she thinks I can’t see both of her clown faces.


I think Emma senses the mood. She sleeps a lot.


I’ve seen so many strange things lately. So many awful and unbelievable things. And I know they’re all real. I mean, Andrew is gone, Matilda is gone. It couldn’t get more real than that. But somehow what we’re facing doesn’t feel genuine. It’s hard to explain. I think it’s maybe because of YouTube and Photoshop and mobiles and special effects and the internet. Thanks to technology we’re so used to seeing crazy things – flying saucers, dinosaurs and zombies created with CGI, fake pranks, fake stunts, Photoshopped thigh gaps and cleavages – that it’s hard to buy into the unbelievable, even when it’s the truth.


I think that if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, a part of me would still think that all this was just a hoax; that somewhere someone was having a big old laugh.










Chapter 4


 


 


The morning after the horror in the car park, I watched a video on YouTube that had gone viral during the night. It was of a metallic arm. Just like the one we’d seen the day before. The video was really fuzzy but it seemed to have been shot inside a Tube station. People were screaming and clambering over each other. Air-raid sirens were howling in the background. The arm stopped in front of a skinny, pimply teenage boy, opened up and sucked him into its black hole.


I’d tried my best to erase the day before from my mind. I’d tried to pretend it hadn’t happened. But seeing that boy getting swallowed up brought it all back. A mudslide of cold, suffocating thoughts washed over me: My neighbour – is she dead? And what about that boy? Is he dead? They must be. How can anyone survive something like that? Or maybe surviving isn’t the key thing. If you survived, where would that thing take you? What would happen to you? Maybe death isn’t that bad. Maybe death is the best you can hope for.


I called out to Andrew, just to stop my thoughts snowballing any further and crushing me completely. I showed him the video.


‘At least we know what we are dealing with,’ he said after the third time of watching it.


‘How is that a relief?’ I snapped at him. ‘I mean, it can hardly be any worse. What we’re dealing with can hardly be any worse than this machine, this jaw of darkness that swallows people up like a giant snake.’


But it could be. As it turned out, it could be so much worse.


That same day I got the message from Matilda. I’d been waiting all day for her to come online so I could tell her what had happened down in the car park and send her a link to the YouTube video of the metallic arm. When she finally appeared she just said, ‘I’m coming over,’ and went straight offline again.


As there was a curfew in place and Matilda sometimes had a weird sense of humour I presumed she was joking. Last year, during a party at Anita’s, Matilda decorated the house with ‘balloons’ that were helium-inflated condoms with pink ribbons tied around them. Mr Withers had been reluctant to let Anita throw a party in the first place – he didn’t approve of parties, or any activity that didn’t lead to a measurable end result, like cleaning or studying (having fun apparently did not count as an end result) – and he did not see the funny side of the party ornaments.


I was browsing the internet, waiting for her to come online again, when everyone was suddenly talking about the prime minster. There was a rumour circulating that he was going to be on TV soon. That he was going to give a statement or whatever. 


I told Mum and Dad and they got really excited. Dad didn’t once refer to him as the ‘talking turd’ like he usually did. Mum made scones from the last of the flour.


At last, we thought, we might know something.


The last time we’d seen the prime minister was when we’d found out. It was with a statement from him that it all began. It felt like ages ago, although it had actually only been just over a week. Mum and Andrew and I had been watching EastEnders, and Dad was sitting on the sofa holding his newspaper and pretending not to watch EastEnders, when all of a sudden the screen went blank. At first we thought a fuse might have blown. But the bright halogen lights in the ceiling above were still on.


Dad got up to inspect the TV. ‘It can’t be broken; it’s barely two years old.’ He was scratching his chin.


‘Do something, Dan!’ Mum cried from the sofa.


But with no buttons to push on our fancy flat screen, Dad just stood and stared at the TV.


‘Maybe there’s something wrong with the socket,’ Mum suggested.


Dad bent down and started fiddling with it.


‘There’s nothing wrong with the socket,’ Andrew growled. ‘The power light is on which it wouldn’t be if the TV wasn’t properly connected to electricity.’


Still, Dad pulled out the plug and replaced it with the plug of the steel floor lamp next to the TV.


Andrew rolled his eyes.


The frosted glass shade lit up. The plug was fine.


‘Just try plugging it in again,’ Andrew barked, the impatience in his voice tearing at his throat.


At first nothing happened. Then, suddenly, a picture of an empty BBC studio appeared on the screen. The TV had been fine all along. There just hadn’t been anything on.


It looked like a still photo. There was a big mahogany desk in the middle of the screen and behind it a red office chair. In the background was a black and white view of the London skyline.


It wasn’t until a man dressed in a grey T-shirt and jeans suddenly ran into view that we realised this wasn’t a photograph but a live broadcast. On his head he had a set of headphones with a mic attached. Still on the move, he slammed a piece of paper and a glass of water on the table before sprinting off-screen again.


We all looked at each other. 


I gave a little laugh. I thought they were just having technical difficulties at the BBC and that EastEnders would resume in a moment.


Dad slumped down on the sofa again. He was reaching for the newspaper when the prime minister walked on to the set. Dad froze with his outstretched arm hovering above the paper.


It wasn’t the sight of the prime minister per se that changed the atmosphere in the living room from oh-God-not-another-case-of-amnesia-in-Albert-Square to OMG-what-in-the-world-has-happened – William Davidson, or Wonky Willy as Dad sometimes called him, was on telly all the time. But that evening, there was something different about him. 


During the first seconds of the broadcast you couldn’t really see it. The prime minister looked normal enough. He walked calmly across the screen wearing his usual grey suit. His blue tie was carefully tucked under the collar of his neatly pressed, bleach-white shirt.


It wasn’t until he grabbed hold of the red chair and pulled it out from underneath the table that I realised what exposed the fact that something was seriously wrong. It was his hair. It sounds stupid, I know. But I could tell that something was wrong by his hair. His ash-blond hair was usually immaculately combed back with its two grey sections running in a straight line from his hairline to the back of his head. And it always seemed to have just the right amount of product in it: just enough to keep it neat but never so much that it looked greasy. The media often made fun of how much pride he took in his hair. Dad said the prime minister considered the key to stability to be hairspray. 


But as he sat down and placed his arms on the table in front of him I noticed that the edges of the grey sections were all fuzzy. And there was a parting visible on one side of his head. When he lifted his eyes and looked straight into the camera, a lock of hair came loose and fell across his forehead. 


There was no doubt about it. This was serious.


His voice was steady. But his eyes kept wavering as he said:


‘Dear countrymen. As I sit before you this evening, events are taking place of such magnitude that they have the power to alter the course of all our lives. My words will inevitably cause trepidation. But I ask you to keep calm.


‘For generations, curious minds have contemplated life on other planets. This evening we have our answer. It turns out that we are not alone in the universe. And Earth has had a visit.


‘It is not my intention to cause unnecessary alarm. It is, however, my duty as your prime minister to treat this nation with the honesty and respect it deserves. As world leaders everywhere announce to their people the arrival of an alien species, the only thing we can be sure of is that this day shall go down in history as the day that everything changed. For better or for worse, however, we have yet to find out.


‘We know neither why they’re here nor what they want. As prime minister it is my responsibility to do everything in my power to secure the safety of each and every one of you. That is my priority and my promise. I therefore declare a curfew with immediate effect which will remain in place until further notice. I ask all of you, the good people of Great Britain, to stay indoors, stay strong and wait for further announcements.’


The screen went blank again.


What followed is all a bit hazy. I can remember the swollen silence which descended on the living room and made my ears ring. I can remember the sickly sweet smell of cooking oil lingering in the air from the fish and chips we’d had for supper. And I can remember my heart jumping to my throat when the TV screen suddenly lit up again. This time it was a newsreader sitting at the desk. I can’t recall much of what he said; something about the first unidentified flying object having been detected by a satellite a couple of hours earlier, hovering inside Earth’s atmosphere somewhere above Greenland; that since then dozens more had been discovered – at least seven were thought to be placed above the UK. The only thing that really stuck with me was the photograph. It looked so … unremarkable. So unimpressive. It didn’t look momentous at all. It was just a picture of the sky above some unidentifiable town. At first I couldn’t even spot the flying object the newsreader was talking about. I had to lean forward and peer at the screen. I finally spotted it in the upper-right-hand corner. It was just a dot. Like a pinkish star in the early evening sky. 


The newsreader was mid-sentence when the broadcast went off the air.


There was silence again.


‘This is clearly a joke,’ Mum finally said, her voice forced and sounding like a cartoon chipmunk. ‘It’s a prank. Like April Fool’s Day.’ 


‘It’s August,’ Andrew said. He was trying to sound all cool and cynical but the quiver in his voice gave him away. He was scared.


‘I don’t mean it literally. Just that this is a prank in the spirit of …’


Dad got up from the sofa.


‘Where are you going, Dan?’


‘I’m turning on Radio 4.’


‘I’ll check the internet,’ Andrew said and pulled out his phone.


I felt I should be doing something, but I didn’t know what. What was the right response to something that was so unimaginable it couldn’t possibly be true?


‘Shush,’ Mum suddenly said even though no one was talking. She turned on the sofa to face the window. ‘Are those … are those voices in the street?’
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