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  “We won’t be able to save everyone.”




  That’s what they’d said from the beginning, from the very first broadcast on. “We won’t be able to save everyone. In fact, we won’t even be able to save the majority. We can only save about ten thousand, maybe. If we’re lucky. But the majority of humanity will have to perish, will have to sacrifice themselves, so that a few may live.”




  Ana had heard the speech, given by the Secretary General of the United Nations, a colourless Swede with a heavy accent, dozens of times. She had grown up with this speech, living under the heavy shadow it cast for all her life.




  Ana had been six when the speech was first broadcast twenty-two years ago. It had been a sweltering summer afternoon, just like today. The ACU in her parents’ mini-mart in Tijuana had been working overtime. Mama had been at the cash register, ringing up beer and cigarettes and chocolate and the magazines with the naked ladies that Ana was not allowed to look at. Papa had been in the back, receiving a delivery of crates full of beer and cola.




  At first, no one had paid any attention to the flickering TV behind the counter, not even as the words “Breaking News” flashed across the screen in angry red letters. Because every bit of news was always breaking and worthy of flashing red letters, at least as far as the American news channels were concerned. And speeches given by the Secretary General of the United Nations were of no interest to anybody, most likely not even the Secretary General himself.




  But as the speech went on, a hush gradually fell over the whole store. The customers stopped chattering, Mama stopped ringing up their purchases and froze, a can of Heinz Baked Beans balanced in her hand. Papa and the truck driver who had delivered the beer and the cola came in from the storeroom. Nobody said a word and then one of the customers, an American woman in a flowered dress big as a tent, began to cry and no amount of comforting could make her stop.




  Ana had been sitting on the floor, playing with a bright red toy fire engine and making siren sounds to herself, until Mama told her to stop. So Ana looked up at the screen and at the man talking on TV, just because the adults did, trying to make out what he was saying. But his accent was so funny and the words he was using — asteroid, extinction level event, evacuation measures — were so big that Ana’s limited English skills could not cope. But from the faces of Mama and Papa and the delivery truck driver and the customers, she could tell that whatever the grey man on TV was saying, it had to be serious.




  In time, she’d learned just how serious. Because it was hard growing up knowing that you were going to die, that you might have children but never grandchildren, that you might get a job but would never live to see retirement, that you would see the world end in your lifetime. Unless you were one of the chosen ten thousand, that was.
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  Though at first life continued almost as before, once the initial shock had worn off. Twenty-two years was a long time, after all. Almost a quarter of a human lifetime. Too long to remain frozen in panic. Life had to go on, after all.




  “I’m not scared,” Abuela had said, rocking Ana on her lap, a few days after the broadcast, “By the time that rock hits, I’ll be long dead. And the Lord, the Virgin, the Holy Ghost and all the saints will protect you, pequeña.”
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