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  I’ll tell you a weird thing about apocalypses, a thing I didn’t even know until I was in one.




  They seem pretty bad, don’t they?




  Well, take it from me . . .




  They can always get worse.




  My name is Ruby Morris. I hate rain.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  I was sinking.




  That’s how it is when you’re all alone and there’s been a global apocalypse and you’re just hoping your dad is going to show up like he said he would

  but there’s no sign of him so what exactly are you going to do if your dad doesn’t come and every day you try hard not to think about that because . . .




  Everything’s going to be OK




  is what you have to keep telling yourself but some part of you or maybe it’s all of you thinks it isn’t going to be OK so you try not to think at all but you

  can’t stop thinking because pretty much everyone is dead and you’ve got nowhere to go and no one to go anywhere with and anyway who wants to go anywhere when THE SKY IS RAINING

  DEATH.




  Yes, in an apocalypse-type situation it’s very easy to think bad things. In fact, there’s SO much time for thinking it’s really easy to slide way beyond even regular

  apocalypse-type thinking into TOTAL COMPLETE AND UTTER DOOM THINKING . . . because there’s about a million days when you’re stuck inside because it’s raining killer rain or it

  looks like it’s going to rain killer rain or you just can’t face another day in the library.




  Yup, that’s how bad things got: I broke into Dartbridge Public Library. Swotting up on clouds (I know twenty-four different types!) didn’t seem like it was going to be enough to get

  me through this thing. (Through it and into what? That was a whole other question, one best not asked.) My specialist areas of study were:




  

    

      1. The self-help section. Oddly, there didn’t seem to be that much on feeling a bit gloomy because human life on Earth as we know it has been wiped out – but you

      could tell people meant well. Ruby usefulness rating: 4/10.




      2. Microbiology for people who quit biology at the end of Year 9, weren’t really all that interested in science, and weren’t any good at it anyway. It’s

      baffling and creepy. Ruby rating: 1/10.




      3. Car maintenance for people who would have dropped that too if they’d tried to teach it to us in school (which they should have done). I would not have chosen to study

      this, but something happened. I’ll explain later. Ruby rating: 10/10.




      4. Survival manuals. Frankly, I could have learned most of this stuff when I was in Girl Guides, but I tended to opt for the cake-making side of things (the benefits seemed

      more obvious at the time). However, not even the SAS (the Special Air Service = very, very good-at-surviving-stuff British Army crack force), who have handy tips on surviving a nuclear bomb

      going off right next to you, seem to have been able to have imagined this particular kind of disaster. Or maybe they did, but when people saw the chapter on how the army would abandon anyone

      they had no use for and we’d all be left to fend for ourselves, they complained that it was an outrage and a lie and the SAS got made to take it out. (Even though it was TRUE.)

      Nevertheless, Ruby rating: 7/10 (because you never know).




      5. Oh, and . . . one particularly sad and lonely day I had a quick look at mobile telecommunications. There are no phones and no internet anymore, so I was just curious, I

      suppose, about how difficult it’d be to build and run a thing like that. (Quite difficult, I think. Judging from the diagrams.) Ruby rating: 0/10.


    


  




  My mobile phone is at the top of a list of all the things there’ll be no more of (currently 402 items long with the recent shock addition of chocolate spread; I was

  scooping the last fingerful out from under the rim of a jar when I realised supplies will eventually run out).




  There are no people on this list. Their names, the names of the dead, are written on my heart. My small, sad, human heart. Hurt so bad it will never cry again.




  Don’t get me wrong. I cry. I cry plenty. I howl! But my heart? It is all cried out. It is silent.




  I don’t do pets any more either. Apart from the risk that a single sloppy lick from a puddle-drinker could kill you, they’re nothing but heartbreak and trouble . . . and

  they’re ganging up. Probably there are small, mean teams of guinea pigs and rabbits, but the dogs are certainly hanging out together – I’ve seen packs of them roaming – and

  I’ve even seen loose affiliations1 of cats. Not Ruby, though – that’s Mrs Wallis’s Siamese; she doesn’t affiliate herself with anyone. She’s

  still hanging around in a strictly unaffiliated sort of way and she seems to be doing OK, though I sincerely hope her well-fed appearance has got nothing to do with the disappearance of Mrs

  Wallis’s shih-tzu Mimi (last seen absconding from a car in the school car park and running in the direction of home), or indeed with the disappearance of Mrs Wallis herself.




  There is a shorter list of things I’m glad there’ll be no more of, currently twelve items long. Exams come top, which I never would – ‘come top’,

  geddit? – so that’s why they are numero uno. This list is a lot harder to think of stuff for, so it’s brilliant when I do come up with something. The last time I thought of

  something – ‘No one can stop me from drinking whatever I like whenever I like!’ – I drank to celebrate. I hit my mum’s gin.




  I remember standing, swaying, at the open front door, watching the rain pour down. I think I was talking to it. I wouldn’t have been saying nice things.




  When I woke up the next morning, alive, I crossed the drink thing off the list.




  The thing about going a bit mental is it’s hard to realise that’s what’s happening.




  I stopped going to the library. (What do the SAS know? They’re buffoons!) I stopped doing anything much, other than things I absolutely had to do – and even my grip on those got a

  bit shaky. I’d get up and think, I must clean my teeth . . . and it’d be bedtime before I got around to it – although bedtime itself got a bit flexible. Sometimes it

  happened in the middle of the day; sometimes it happened all day. And sometimes, when it was supposed to be bedtime, because it was the middle of the night, it didn’t happen at all.




  One such night, I shaved my hair off. All of it. It seemed easier to do that than wash it. Easier, even, than trying to find a can of dry shampoo with anything left in it – when in any

  case, just like chocolate spread, supplies will run out eventually, so why not face facts? That’s what I imagine I was thinking . . . when really I don’t remember thinking

  anything much, just picking up my (looted) battery-powered lady-shave . . . and watching grubby clump-lettes of (dyed) black hair fall.




  It should have been the head-shaving that alerted me to how serious my situation was. Bit of a clue there. But all I ended up doing was adding the result to one of my other

  lists: the list of stupid things I’ve done.




  That one’s not written down either, it’s just burned on my brain. It hurts.




  My shaved head looked like a small fuzzy globe, a planet . . . inside which strange things happened. Below the spiky surface, dark, wordless thoughts massed, rose and sunk.

  Popped up again, doing the back-stroke. Giggling. Or hid deep in the goo of my mind, screaming messages that bubbled up garbled.




  All day, every day, all night, every night, my head simmered with nonsense. Sometimes it boiled. Until finally there didn’t seem to be anything very much left inside my head at all. Boiled

  dry, I guess. I don’t think the thoughts had words any more. First off even the sensible, normal ones got texty: ‘I must clean my teeth’ became ‘clean teeth’. Then it

  was just ‘teeth’. Then, when the words had pretty much stopped altogether, it was probably just ‘[image: ]’.




  I was lost on Planet Ruby, where weeks and days and hours and minutes and seconds (there were some very long seconds) got muddled – and dream and reality got muddled too. And nightmares,

  but they were pretty much only about as awful as what was real.




  And it might have all gone on and on like that until I really did walk out in the rain (then it would stop), but finally SOMETHING HAPPENED TO ALERT ME TO HOW SERIOUS MY SITUATION WAS . . .




  I crashed a Ferrari. Totalled it.




  I was flooring it, coming round a bend (up on Dartmoor, I was about to realise), when I hit a patch of mist, part of which turned out not to be mist, but a sheep, so I swerved

  and –




  SCREECH!




  KA-BLAM!




  BOUFF!




  The airbag thing smashed into my face. Only somehow my own hands had got involved.




  OK, I know how. I like to do this fancy cross-hands thing when I’m turning corners. So, yeah, my own arms got biffed into my face by the airbag.




  I sat there. Punched face screaming. Dazed – double dazed, because you want to know a terrible thing? I wasn’t even sure about how I’d got there. I mean I must have thought I

  should get out of the house for a bit – to go on an I-need-something-to-drink mission, most probably. (Supplies always seemed to be running low, but that was probably because time was running

  weird: one minute I’d have plenty of cola or whatever, and the next minute I’d be draining dregs and panicking.) But since I often thought I should do something and didn’t do it,

  or thought something had happened when it hadn’t actually happened, I was seriously shocked to realise that this crash thing, apparently, had really happened. Though I only knew it for

  sure because IT HURT. OWWW. ARRRGH. OWWWWW.




  WAKE UP, RUBY! WAKE UP!




  The car was a mash-up; I didn’t even have to try to start it again – which I did – to know that. It had snogged a wall. They didn’t like each other. Not

  one bit.




  I got out of the car. My eyes were already stinging like something nasty had been flung into them. I put my hand up to my boffed nose and felt blood. I looked at the blood on my fingertips; then

  I squinted at the thing that would like to eat that blood.




  Mist’s a funny old thing, isn’t it? Basically, it’s just a cloud that’s hit rock-bottom. A cloud (stratus nebulosus, doncha know) that can no longer be bothered to get up

  into the sky. It drags its sorry self along the ground. Funny? It’s hilarious, really: is it going to kill you, or isn’t it? How much of it – exactly – would have to

  settle on your skin before . . .




  I could see that mist swirling and swelling towards me. I should have got back into the car and waited it out . . . but I’ve got a bit of an emotional issue about being trapped in a

  car – particularly, in this case, one that had just SMASHED into a wall; probably anyone left alive in Devon would have heard that crash. Some scary someone-anyone could be on their way to

  investigate. So – add this to the list of stupid things! – I didn’t wait. I ran.




  All I could think was . . . it was coming after me. But I could outrun it.




  I bolted across the moor. I scrambled up – up – up. Up rocks. Up-up-up. Up-up-up. Stupid-stupid-stupid Ruby. Up-up-up.




  Until there was no more up.




  I knew I was at the top of Hay Tor not because I’m, like, really keen on long, rambling walks in scenic landscapes, but because there was no place higher to go; anyone who lives in

  Dartbridge knows this place, because you can see it for miles around – when it’s clear.




  I stood on the rocks from where there was no place up – no place: no other or further or higher place – watching the mist rise around me, puffing itself up like it was just

  remembering it could be a cloud that could get on up into that sky and rain.




  I wiped at my throbbing nose, saw blood on the back of my hand. What if it could smell it? What if all those little wiggly-legged bacterium ET micro-blobs could smell my blood? What if

  they were all now paddling away like mad, waving their little tentacles, letting out little micro-squeals of joy at the scent of breakfast?




  I didn’t know how that would be, having that thing, that disgusting little blood-gobbling, world-murdering thing get me slowly.




  Bad? Very bad? Unimaginably excruciatingly bad?




  And lonely.




  I was going to die alone on Hay Tor. My body would be pecked at by crows; nibbled on by sheep bored of grass. Foxes would come and have a good old chew on my bones – maybe drag a few back

  to the den for the cubs. Someone someday would put my rain-eaten, worm-licked, weather-worn skull on top of the highest stone, and Hay Tor would get a whole new name: Stupid Dead Girl Hill.




  I stood. I roared.




  No; that’s just what I’d like to say I did.




  I lost it.




  I stood and I whimpered and in the mist in front of me through stinging, weeping eyes I saw the shadow of a someone-anyone. Fear crackled through me.




  No one moved.




  And they’d die if they stayed there, swallowed by the mist – and I felt my arms waving and I heard my own wrecked voice shouting, ‘COME ON!’




  And the shadow-being waved back. She waved back.




  And I saw she was me, and wasn’t real at all.




  And I sat down on the rocks, weeping.




  And the shadow girl sat too . . . and melted. She went away. Almost as quickly as she had appeared, she disappeared.




  I knew what she was. I’d seen her in the cloud book. A rare thing – called a ‘Brocken spectre’, when you see your own shadow in a cloud. Enough to spook anyone out. More

  than enough to spook me.




  The mist went with her – the shadow-ghost of me – burning off in the sun, until I was just a stupid girl with a punched face, sitting alone on Hay Tor.




  Wake up, Ruby Morris.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  I came down off the moor, half blinded and face hurting and neck hurting and everything hurting and heading straight for home.




  I wound down through country lanes – blinking faster than a strobe light, face scrunching with pain and trying not to wipe my stinging eyes. Still I fumbled about, opening every field gate

  I passed. I’d been doing that for weeks: opening gates, opening up chicken coops (you don’t want to think how any survived: Attack of the Cannibal Chickens). Sometimes there’d

  been creatures in the fields – horses, pigs, cows, sheep, llamas (those had been real; the herd of unicorns I thought I’d released probably wasn’t) – sometimes not. Still, I

  opened them.




  So I suppose it was probably me that let the sheep out, the one that had nearly killed me.




  (See what I did there? I blame it on the sheep.)




  First farm I came to, I tried to go in. I wasn’t even thinking ‘[image: ]’, I was thinking ‘[image: ]’. They hurt so bad and they wouldn’t stop weeping and I was scared that if I didn’t find something to wash them with

  immediately I wouldn’t be able to see at all.




  A scrawny sheepdog came out into the yard and barked at me.




  I know the type; they won’t attack you, they’re just telling you: this is not your house.




  ‘You good girl,’ I said, or tried to. Since the picture-thoughts had taken over I didn’t even speak to myself out loud any more and even though I had just shouted at my own

  shadow my voice came out all broken up and claggy and weird.




  ‘Good girl,’ I tried again, and me and the dog, whose bark also seemed a little strained and peculiar (it could just have been the shock of seeing someone), both stared miserably at

  each other – except it was getting harder and harder by the second to stare at anything.




  ‘Please . . .’ I begged, but no way was the good girl – who might have been a boy – going to let me in that house.




  I drove back home on a tractor. The good girl wasn’t too sure about that, either, but she gave me the benefit of the doubt. She even followed me, as if she thought it

  might be time to go to work or something . . . but that skinny girl, she couldn’t keep up. She barked at me to stop and wait for her, but I couldn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t even

  want to hear that bark.




  Dogs, animals . . . people . . . they’ll break your heart.




  I bombed home on that tractor, so high up on that driver’s seat that over the banks and hedgerows I could make out blurry fields. I didn’t feel hemmed in and spooked like I normally

  do, not knowing what might be around the next bend. Even if we smacked into a wall, the wall would come off worse.




  Blind Farmer Ruby, rollin’ along. And whatever I might have rolled over, I didn’t see it, I just felt the occasional bump. There is some terrible stuff lying about these days.




  I made myself dump the tractor at the end of our road because I was worried if I went any further it’d get stuck between the lines of cars and I’d lose an exit route. I dumped it and

  I ran. My eyes so blind, my hands so shaky I could hardly get the key in the lock.




  I stepped inside the house and called, ‘Dad?!’




  Yeah. That’d be the last time.




  I slurped cola and washed my eyes with the tiny bit of water I had left. Couldn’t even see anything much in the mirror, just a blurry version of my face that looked like

  it felt: puffy, red and busted. I squinted at one particular mark on my cheek. Double circles. Matched my watches. (I wore four: two digital, two wind-up – don’t ask.) Perfect imprints

  of one wrist’s worth on my cheek. But it was my eyes that looked weirdest.




  ‘Love! You look like Joe Bugner,’ Grandma Hollis had once said to me, at the time when I’d first been told my mum and dad were splitting up and I’d cried so much my eyes

  puffed up.




  I didn’t know who Joe Bugner was; I still don’t. All I ever knew was that he was a boxer.




  Yeah; I looked like I’d been in a fight.




  There were decisions to be made, I knew that, but all I wanted to do was go to bed. No idea what the time was, no idea what day it was. No idea what I was going to do. The only thing I did know

  was that I needed to do something. But first, there would be sleep.




  It was a very long, bad and snore-y sleep. It was snore-y because my nose was full of blood. I couldn’t breathe properly and eventually I worked out this was how come I

  kept waking myself up. Waking myself up, but not really waking up; thinking the ghost girl was in the room, speaking some growly shadow language at me. The last time I snored myself awake, I picked

  out dried blood from my nose (too much information?). It hurt a lot. I guzzled cola and went back to sleep and dreamed the ghost girl in the mist had become a death angel, coming towards me as

  church bells tolled.




  But I wasn’t dreaming.




  When I woke up, the church bells were close and clanky, and went on and on, in a random, rubbishy, dong-clank-dong-dong way, not like the fancy tunes the proper bell-ringers used to do. At first

  I thought I hadn’t woken up. I’d had plenty of dreams like that – nightmares – when I’d thought I’d woken, but I hadn’t, and the nightmare would go

  on and I’d think it was really happening and then if I did wake up for real it was no good going back to sleep because the whole thing was lurking in my Planet Ruby head waiting to start

  over. What you had to do was wake yourself up good and proper and read something or listen to some music (the boom-box and the cassette tape of brass-band music belonging to my dead neighbour, Mr

  Fitch, had been upgraded to a CD player and a vast, jumbled heap of discs and cases) and no matter how much you wanted to go back to sleep you just couldn’t let yourself do it until the

  nightmare had been battled back into the part of your brain it had snuck out from and could only rattle at the crummy lock on the door.




  But those bells, they didn’t stop, not even when I got up – WAH! MY BODY HURT! WHOA! I HAD THE MOST MASSIVE DIZZY FIT! – and picked my way around the house slugging cola (I was

  SO thirsty!), shivering because I felt weirdly, seriously cold and because I was SCARED OUT OF MY MIND.




  I must have been asleep all day and all night, because it was day again, middle of, judging from the light – which I had to do, because my watches all told different blurry stories –

  but at least I could see them. At least I could see. That was the only comfort in the situation because I felt this most incredible panic . . . a different kind completely to the one I had felt up

  on the moor, different again to the one I had felt thinking I was going blind and how would I get back home. It was the panic of another human being coming. It was the panic of choice.




  Those church bells? They’d only clank and dong like that if a person – a real, live, actual person was ringing them.




  It was a panic I couldn’t even stall by doing something normal, like getting dressed or something, because I was already dressed. Ha! I even had my welly boots and mac on still.




  All I could do was stand at the front door, slugging cola and going, ‘Oh –’




  Mum, I can’t put any more pretty butterflies where swear words should go. I’ll put a new thing:




  [image: ].




  It is what killed you. It is the thing in the rain. There is no worse thing. So I will put this thing instead. And I will fill it with hate.




  So, yeah, I stood at the front door going, Oh [image: ], oh [image: ], oh [image: ], because I was too scared to go out.




  You know that stuff you learned at school and from your parents when you were tiny? That stuff about ‘stranger danger’? Well, really, right up until the apocalypse

  I’d sort of thought, ‘Yeah, right,’ because most people you ever met were OK, really – and some of them were really nice. (And anyway how would anyone ever meet anyone if

  everyone was scared of strangers? All you’d ever know was your own family.) But since the apocalypse? Strangers make me really nervous. I’ve seen all kinds of random freaking out and

  nastiness. (I’ve also seen all kinds of weirdness; e.g. opened the door to a discount warehouse near here and saw a butt-naked man lying on a pile of sheepskin rugs singing.) (I closed the

  door and left.) (Quickly.) If some stranger came now, if someone found out where I was, I couldn’t run, could I? How could I go when my dad said he was coming back?




  It’s that, I think, more than anything, that made my default setting LIE LOW. Any time I went to a place to check it out for water or food and I even thought for one second that someone

  had been there, I left. (Quickly.) Even if there was a whole Aladdin’s cave of stuff right in front of me and no naked man singing, if I saw something – a spilt thing, crumbs, mould

  even – that looked fresh or even halfway fresh (know your moulds!), or I smelt something recent-ish and human, I’d just leave. (Quickly.) That’s how it got. That’s how sharp

  I could be when I wasn’t zombied out with misery.




  The church bells stopped ringing.




  ‘Oh [image: ].’




  I said it out loud. I think I said it out loud. Seemed to me my own voice boomed out in the silence louder than any bell. It was – perhaps – the most complicated ‘Oh

  [image: ]’ there has ever been. On the one hand, relief swept over me – because I could maybe think that it was over, so

  chillax, Ruby, go back to sleep (as if!) . . . On the other hand . . . someone else was in town. Someone who really wanted people to know they were around. A crazy someone-anyone setting a trap

  – or a desperate someone. Or. Or. Or.




  ‘[image: ]!’ I boomed.




  I opened the door.




  The sky looked OK – for now; some kind of cirrocumulus stratiformis thing going on = basically a high-level mess of clouds that could turn into a whole bunch of nastier ones . . . but not

  yet.




  I’d run out of all excuses other than fear.




  In my family, unless someone was getting married, we went to church once a year – at Christmas, because my mum liked the carols. For me, this was going to be the second

  time this year, if Salisbury Cathedral counts as a church. That’s the apocalypse for you: makes you go places you wouldn’t normally go, do things you wouldn’t normally do.

  It’s just great that way, isn’t it?




  I prowled down into the town, the mac rustling way too much for my liking. I prowled cautiously, listening for every and any sound . . . but it was difficult to hear any sound that

  wasn’t CLANG DONG CLANG because that CLANG DONG CLANG started up again when I was halfway there.




  When the only sound disturbance in your world – for ages – has been yourself or the wind or the [image: ] rain, any other

  sort of noise is REALLY FRIGHTENING. Not that many times, but often enough for me to be pretty sure I wasn’t dreaming, I’d heard planes. I’d even heard other cars a few times. But

  this?




  It was the loudest thing I’d heard in months (that wasn’t coming out of a CD player in a car). Louder, even, than the WTCH-UH, WTCH-UH thump of my own heart – which was

  hammering so hard it felt like I could hear it.




  I snuck up to the church. I hid behind a grave. The bells stopped.




  WTCH-UH, WTCH-UH. My body detected nervous sweat pouring from my armpits. WTCH-UH, WTCH-UH, WTCH – HUH?!




  Someone came out of the church.




  I suppose I did just pop up from behind a gravestone. I suppose it might have been a bit sudden. Anyway, whatever it was, Saskia screamed.




  ‘Saskia?!’ my claggy, broken voice squealed out like a strangled thing.




  She just stood there, a frozen human explosion of fright. It seemed a bit over-the-top if you ask me. (Considering, before the rain fell, we’d seen each other every day at school and every

  weekend too.)




  ‘Sask?!’ . . . Erm, so I suppose my voice was a bit grunty and cavewoman-like. It definitely sounded pretty weird.




  ‘Ruby?!’ she whispered, like she really wasn’t sure about it when – Hey?! Hello! Of course it was ME. OF COURSE IT WAS ME.




  ‘Oh my [image: ]! What HAPPENED to you?!’ she gasped.




  I wasn’t really listening. I felt this massive . . . this massive . . . I want to say it was totally, like, some kind of surge of love and human compassion (even though she looked as

  annoyingly fresh and perky as the last time I’d seen her, safe inside the army base with all the useful people, and – allegedly and apparently – shacked up with Darius

  ‘Don’t Ever Want to Think About Him’ Spratt). The truth is, when I realised it was her, just her, and not random scary someone-anyone other people, I felt this MASSIVE SURGE OF

  RELIEF . . . which sort of became this massive surge of . . . oh, I don’t even know what – but before she had time to dodge out of the way, I sort of lunged forward and grabbed her. I

  hugged her.




  ‘You scared the hell out of me!’ she gasped.




  I think I might have tried to grunt something back.




  ‘I didn’t know if you’d be here! I didn’t know where you lived! I didn’t know how to find you!’ she cried.




  And then there was just this . . . we hung on to one another, rocking and swaying and trying to hold the world still in the middle of a graveyard. A graveyard full of people who’d died

  when they should have died – or maybe even tragically, but with people alive to comfort each other; people alive to share the pain and the sweetness of remembering.




  We had none of that.




  We had only each other.




  It took a little while to really get your head around that. It took a lot less time for us both to regret it.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  ‘[image: ]!’ Saskia choked, gagging, when I opened the front door.




  ‘[image: ]!’ she shouted and made a terrible retching noise.




  I was somewhat offended, but also I somewhat got it because I also somewhat knew what she meant. How my family smelt. So I found this pot of menthol rub I had for the times it got to me too

  (total CSI job) and Sask smeared some under her nose and did this oh-so-obvious ‘bracing myself here’ thing, then came inside.




  ‘Oh my [image: ],’ she murmured from behind the hand that was over her mouth.




  It took a visitor to make me see the house for what it was. The smell was one thing, and could not be helped. Everything else, I realised, seeing it through Saskia’s eyes, could,

  possibly, be helped.




  Everything else was down to me.




  OK, so I hadn’t cleared up much. Household hygiene wasn’t a huge priority on Planet Ruby. Also, for convenience, activities that would normally be assigned to designated rooms pretty

  much all took place in one room. The sitting room – apart from still being my sitting room, where I’d spend hours, um, sitting – was also my dining room, my field kitchen (got me

  a little camping stove in there) and my bedroom. Also my hair-dressing salon. And my beauty parlour!




  You could just make out a sleeping spot in the corner, littered with empty packets of painkillers and cola cans, but the whole of the rest of the room was . . . OK, so it was a mess; but there

  was a way through it, all right? You just had to be careful about not slipping on the treacherous slopes of the CD mountain, but that was preferable to wading through the clothes, books and make-up

  swamp because – OK, so there was a lot of food-related debris involved.




  But I mean, most of the cans and bottles and jars and stuff were more or less empty and the whole fly situation had got a whole lot better just lately. And it was hardly my fault that there was

  no more electricity, so that waterfalls of wax had cascaded from the candles that stood on every flat surface. The TV actually looked quite pretty, in an arty sort of way, but it remained an

  unfinished work as I’d eased off on the candle burning after the coffee table fire.




  Unfortunately, the sitting room was also my bathroom. Vast flocks of used wet wipes and, um, tissues frolicked in the central swamp area. No sanitary towels, though, being as how I

  hadn’t actually had a period since the rain fell. (I’m assuming that when my body realised the only reproductive opportunity left was Darius Spratt, sub-nerd of sub-nerds, it went on

  strike.)




  Ah. Then there were the wee buckets. Defensive measure. No use trying to explain to Sask that a full wee bucket had once saved my life. Hadn’t I chucked one into the face of a

  someone-anyone scary man? There was a bleach-frothing, half-disintegrated poo floating shamelessly in the closest wee bucket. I tried to nudge the bucket out of the way . . .




  ‘Oh my [image: ],’ she choked, as a fresh waft of stink added itself to . . .




  So my house was a stinking tip, all right?




  ‘Why don’t we go through to the kitchen?’ I said, knowing it wouldn’t be any better, but that at least no poos lurked there.




  At least I thought not; on Planet Ruby anything was possible.




  Saskia stumbled her way through.




  She looked frightened. I think it was the writing on the walls that did it.




  ‘It’s in case my dad comes,’ I said.




  She just looked at me.




  ‘So he knows where I’ve gone . . .’




  Looking at it through Saskia’s eyes, the only place my dad would think I’d gone was Nutsville. Every time I’d left the house I’d written when I was going (day, date,

  time), where I was going (or roughly, if I wasn’t sure) and when I’d be back. EVERY TIME. But the messages, which had started out all neat and orderly and efficient, had got a little

  vague and scrawly.




  First the date went – what did it matter? – then I dropped the days – too much hassle – then the time became approximate. Things like ‘10:57 a.m.’ had become

  ‘morn’. You could see the moment – some time back now – when I’d realised this was happening, which coincided with the whole watch/clock panic.




  I haven’t really explained that, have I? I am only going to explain it now so’s you don’t join Saskia in thinking I’d lost it. I mean, obviously I had lost it, but

  there had definitely been moments when I hadn’t, and the whole clock/watch thing is a perfect example. The very first time I realised I was losing track of time, I had dealt with it.

  That’s when the first digital watch and the wind-up (backup) happened. Then I forgot to wind the watch and the digital one fogged up after a hair-washing session in the camp, so I went into

  overdrive. Basically, I’d ticked (two wind-ups), and the house had ticked (Ruby the clock-keeper), although getting all these watches and clocks to agree with each other was exhausting. (I

  might have given up a bit.) (Though some of them were still hanging on in there, ticking away.)




  Anyhow, after the clock/watch panic, the messages on the wall pulled themselves together for a bit before they slumped back into their old bad habits. The most recent stuff on the door

  (I’d run out of wall and cupboard space) . . . it didn’t really look like human handwriting at all.




  ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ I asked her.




  ‘Ruby . . . oh my [image: ] . . .’ she breathed (not heavily). She actually had tears in her eyes. (Though it could have

  been the menthol rub; it can really make your eyes water.)




  Now, see, here’s a funny thing. You’d think, wouldn’t you, that this could be some kind of lovely moment, when I realise that at last a friend has come (well, not a friend, but

  at least a someone I know), and that she is distressed to see my situation. Let me tell you, it got right on my nerves. Instantly. I felt like she had NO RIGHT to stand in that kitchen dripping

  with pity. A million times I had felt howling pity for myself, but hers I did not want. Just one look at her was enough to tell you that life on Planet Saskia had been just fine and –




  I stopped myself. Though the spirit of yee-haa (saddling up my high horse for a row!) rose like a dear, stroppy old friend and though there was something really heartwarming about realising I

  could still feel like that, I did stop myself. It wasn’t just that Saskia now appeared to be the only real, human ‘friend’ I had in the world, it wasn’t even that I wanted

  to find out what she was doing here, and it certainly wasn’t because I wanted to know a single thing about Darius Spratt. (NO INDEED!) It was because . . . honestly, I didn’t know if I

  was really up to it. My body hurt a lot, but I could feel my mind hurt too.




  I felt so tired.




  Dog tired. Dead tired.




  If Saskia hadn’t been there, it would have been one of those moments when I’d just crawl off for a nap – and the urge to sleep right then was so bad I’d have suggested

  it, but somehow I didn’t think Sask would be happy touching anything in the house, much less sleeping in it. (Though there could hardly be worse diseases lurking inside than there was

  outside.)




  ‘Yeah, well . . .’ I muttered. ‘It’s not like I’m going to stay here. I was just going to leave, anyway. Today.’




  ‘Where are you going to go?’ Saskia blurted, looking scared.




  OH NO: THE QUESTION OF QUESTIONS.




  That’s what it was, and my brain wasn’t remotely ready for it, so I came out with the thing I’d been thinking for weeks (months? What date was it anyway?), the thing I’d

  told myself I’d do, but when it came down to it I was too scared to go and do it.




  ‘I’m gonna look for my dad,’ I said, like it was obvious.




  I watched her mouth tighten.




  No, I thought, no. You don’t get to do that. Don’t you do that.




  ‘Look, he came here,’ I said, pointing at the wall where he had written.




  RUBY – WHERE ARE YOU? That’s what the message said. WE ARE GOING TO GET GRANDMA. STAY HERE! BACK SOON! LOVE DAD AND DAN. The smiley face after Dan’s name. The trail of

  kisses.




  ‘That’s my step-brother, see’ I told her, stroking Dan’s scrawled name. ‘That’s my step-brother.’




  Through Saskia’s eyes I saw the trail of desperation that followed, the hundred-and-one explanations of where I had gone.




  Her mouth; it screwed up tighter.




  Yeah, that’s right, I thought. Don’t you say that thing. Don’t you dare say ANYthing.




  But then her mouth opened a little and I was worried she was going to say it, so I tried to say it for her – or at least the version I could cope with.




  ‘I mean, I know it’s . . .’ I tailed off. I couldn’t say the words that probably ought to come after that, which would be: VERY, VERY UNLIKELY INDEED THAT MY DAD AND MY

  BROTHER WILL STILL BE ALIVE. ‘I’m just going to go and look,’ I said.




  ‘Where?’ said Saskia, quietly.




  ‘Loads of places.’




  On the kitchen table my mum’s address book sat in its own special clear patch. I laid my hand on it. I picked up the piece of paper with the scrawled list I’d worked out weeks

  (months?) ago.




  ‘These places,’ I said.




  Grandma’s, obviously. The aunts and the uncles and the cousins. That lady my mum called ‘Auntie’ but wasn’t an aunt at all – my dad had always liked her.




  Though I couldn’t even think about why my dad wouldn’t have come back when he said he would, if he had gone anywhere else, these were the places he would have gone to. In my

  mind’s eye I’d already been to these places and looked. I’d already seen the bodies and the empty houses. But it was all I had.




  ‘Can I come too?’ said Sask.




  Coils of confusion tangled in my head. See, really, this whole conversation was . . . OK, it was what you’d call hypothetical. Don’t get me wrong, part of me would have

  searched to the very ends of the Earth for my dad, but part of me . . . kind of hoped that Saskia would know about a place we could go, just for now, from where I could set out on my epic quest . .

  . sometime when I wasn’t feeling quite so scared and so tired.




  ‘What about the army base?’ I blurted – like, surely, whatever had gone on with her and the Spratt (which didn’t bear thinking about), her being back here in Dartbridge

  must mean she’d come to say it was OK and that the army could squeeze me in now, even though I was officially designated as ‘useless’.




  ‘I had to leave.’




  Huh?! But—




  ‘I’m not going back there.’ She looked out of the window. ‘I really haven’t got anywhere else to go, Ruby,’ she said.




  She glanced at me – then she looked back out of the window. Either that menthol was really kicking in or . . . was Saskia Miller . . . crying?




  ‘Let me come with you,’ she said. ‘Please . . .’




  Was Saskia Miller . . . pleading . . . WITH ME?




  ‘Yeah, sure, you can come,’ I said.




  During an apocalypse-type situation it is very rude to say no to any reasonable request, even if it relates to what my grandma would have called a cockamamie plan (usually something my

  dad had suggested), and even if it comes from someone you’ve recently remembered you’re not that keen on.




  ‘Do you want help packing?’ Saskia asked. (A little reluctantly, I thought. It would involve touching things).




  WHAT?! ARE WE ACTUALLY, LIKE, GOING TO LEAVE RIGHT NOW?! COULDN’T WE WAIT A FEW DAYS? GET A FEW MORE NAPS IN? shrieked the pain and the tiredness and the fear inside me.




  ‘I don’t think I’ll bother taking much,’ I said, grabbing the marker pen and picking my way across the kitchen. I crouched down to make a start on a door-list for my dad

  and my chest hurt so much I gasped, but I carried on. The first stroke of the first letter of the first word came shaking out on to the door like a frightened black snake.




  ‘Why don’t I do that?’ said Sask, taking the pen out of my hand. ‘While you . . . er, freshen up?’




  ‘OK . . .’ I said. Freshen up?! Anything involving makeup felt like it’d be too much of a challenge right now, but I supposed I probably ought to at least put some deodorant on

  or something. Maybe push the boat out and go for a change of knickers? But that would involve more painful bending . . . already my body was saying no.




  ‘Ruby,’ said Saskia, laying her hand on mine as I clung on to the door to haul myself up. ‘What did happen to you?’




  THE SAME THING THAT HAPPENED TO EVERYONE ELSE, the yee-haa spirit in me wanted to point out, but all I said was, ‘Nothing.’ I even shrugged. That hurt too.




  For the sake of decency, which I had forgotten existed, I grabbed wet wipes and stuff and headed upstairs . . . to the bathroom, which I avoided going anywhere near because the

  whole ‘It’s in the taps! It’s in the toilet! It’s lurking under the plughole!’ thing made me freak out.




  I dumped my stuff on the floor.




  I looked in the mirror.




  I did, actually, scream.




  ‘Ruby?! Ruby – are you OK?!’ Saskia shouted.




  I heard her blundering in panic across the treacherous margins of the swamp.




  ‘I’m OK! Sorry! Just got a fright! . . . Spider!’ I added.




  It was the only normal scary thing I could think of.




  I heard Sask tread her way more carefully back to the kitchen through the swamp of me.




  And I stared at myself in the mirror.




  Oh my word. Oh my [image: ] word.




  Filthy hands with chewed, chocolate-spread encrusted nails pawed at my reflection. I had two black eyes. Two black eyes under a stubble of black-tipped shaved hair.




  I looked like a panda. I looked like a lovely, cute . . . endangered species. With a root re-growth problem.




  The panda started crying.




  ‘Stop it,’ I told it. ‘You’re lucky to be alive.’




  Still it grizzled.




  ‘You need to remember that,’ I told it. ‘You need to remain positive, just like the SAS told you.’




  The panda forced a grin.




  OH MY [image: ]!




  I was missing a tooth. How could I not notice a TOOTH FALLING OUT? I did this nutty thing, scanning the sink, the floor, patting down my clothes, to find it . . . And like, what, if I actually

  found it, was I going to put it back?!




  I forked up my lip; yup, my train tracks sailed over the space where a tooth should be. What the [image: ] . . .




  The gappy-toothed panda stared back at me, forlorn.




  ‘You crashed a Ferrari,’ I reminded it. ‘Not every panda can say that.’




  I did what I needed to. I cleaned myself. I put on less stinky clothes. I popped the last of the painkillers I had and swallowed them with cola, then cleaned my teeth with the

  rest of it.




  I spat brown spearmint gunk into the sink, watched it slip down the plughole.




  ‘Enjoy, you [image: ],’ I whispered at it, at the thing down the drain.




  ‘Are you ready, Ruby?’ Sask was yelling.




  ‘Yeah! Nearly! Yeah!’ I shouted.




  ‘The sky’s looking bad,’ she yelled.




  I glanced out of the window. ‘Nah, it’s OK,’ I shouted.




  It was OK; just the same messy stratiformis thing working out what to do.




  I heard her stagger, tripping on [image: ] knows what, to get to the bottom of the stairs.




  ‘But I think we should just get going,’ she shouted.




  Hello?! You are not my parent, I thought, peering at my panda self in the mirror and wondering if there was even a cover-stick product in the universe that could do anything about the

  black-eye situation. We are not late for school.




  ‘Ruby, really!’ she shouted. ‘We should get going!’




  I heard her take a step up on to the stairs.




  I realised a couple of things pretty smartish:




  

    

      

        1) I did not want Saskia coming any further up the stairs. Because I felt:




        2) I did not want her anywhere near the family tomb . . . my mum’s bedroom, where she and my stepdad, Simon, and my babiest brother-brat still lay. My babiest

        brother-brat, darlingest beloved: Henry: boy sweetest. One year old.


      


    


  




  The family tomb; door sealed with masking tape and kisses.




  I did not want comments or questions about that. That was private.




  ‘Just coming!’ I bellowed, to keep Saskia at bay.




  And I realised a third thing: Sask wouldn’t come any further up those stairs because she was grossed out by the smell and – I realised a fourth thing: Saskia was scared.




  I tried a concealer stick on one of my eyes – it slid on a tear and the pressure caused instant pain. Nothing to be done about it, then. Nothing to do but go.
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