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Emergency Alert

CITIZENS. FOLLOWING THE RECENT SPELL OF DISRUPTION, WE CAN CONFIRM A LARGE-SCALE RELIEF EFFORT IS NOW IN PROGRESS. NORMAL ELECTRICITY, WATER AND INTERNET SUPPLIES HAVE RESUMED. DETAILED INFORMATION PERTAINING TO YOUR SAFETY AND HEALTH FOLLOWING THE OUTBREAK OF PH1N2(C) VIRUS (CEBU FLU) IS EXPECTED IMMINENTLY. IN THE MEANTIME, THE MINISTRY FOR HEALTH RECOMMEND THAT YOU:

 

1: AVOID ALL PHYSICAL CONTACT WITH LIVESTOCK, PETS AND PEOPLE.

2: MINIMISE EXPOSURE TO OTHERS, EVEN IF THEY APPEAR WELL.

3: STAY INDOORS. KEEP DOORS AND WINDOWS SEALED.

4: REMEMBER TO WASH YOUR HANDS REGULARLY.

5: STAY CALM AND AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION AND PATIENCE DURING THIS DIFFICULT TIME.


PART ONE
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ONE

IT’S HARD TO think of you as anything other than an egg. I’m sorry about that. I know some women like to imagine their donations as babies-in-waiting. Or else picture a near-future nirvana, where ruddy-cheeked, dimple-bottomed sons or daughters sit bouncing contently on their knees. Eyes shimmering. Immune systems fully functioning. But try as I might, I just can’t buy it. It’s been five years since my lap has been used as anything other than a cradle for my computer. I’m not expecting that to change any time soon, either for me or anyone else on the programme.

And so, I refuse to get sentimental about you, dear Egg. As far as I’m concerned, your fate is to sit frozen on the shelves of some distant laboratory for an indeterminate eternity, lined up amongst a million other hopeful samples. Mislabelled, maybe. Forgotten. Lost. Or perhaps, if you’re really lucky, to be meddled with by some anonymous scientist. Your DNA decoded, mapped and modified as they attempt to edit out the harmful mutations and save the species. And then a few weeks later, when they inevitably discover that it hasn’t worked – that your life is unviable – they’ll simply scrape you away like yesterday’s omelette. Down the pan with all the others. Off to the incinerator. Flushed out to sea.

Still, as cynical as I am about your prospects as a miracle, I nevertheless acquiesce to do my biannual bit for humanity, just like every other woman of childbearing age. I nod and I smile as I wedge myself into the tiny quarantine tent that constitutes our front porch while a government gynaecologist offers pinched-nose platitudes through their scratchy respirator:

‘You’re a superstar for agreeing to do this, Mrs Allen…’

‘You’re really helping to build a brighter tomorrow, Angela…’

‘Sure thing, Doc!’ I say, gritting my teeth like a trooper as a stranger in a hazmat suit and breathing apparatus goes to work between my legs, prodding at my reproductive organs nervously, as if defusing a weapon of mass destruction. Which I suppose, in a funny way, is precisely what I am now.

We all are.

Of course, I’m never really relaxed about the procedure, even after the local anaesthetic and a mild sedative. Despite the dust extraction unit running full blast and both of us clad in protective gear, it is still exceedingly risky. Every minute of every day, the average human sheds between thirty and forty thousand dead skin cells. A sort of invisible aura that follows us around. It would only take a single stray airborne particle to make its way into my suit or, heaven forbid, into the house…

Well, you know the rest.

Anyway, now that the doctor has left for her next appointment, I’m stuck here for at least four hours while I wait for the drugs to wear off and the red light above the quarantine door to blink green. As ever, I note that Colin doesn’t have to endure any of this physical discomfort or inconvenience. No, when it’s time for my darling husband to proffer his donation, it’s simply a case of tossing a sparsely filled sample cup into the quarantine area before sloping back to his living quarters to carry on with his work. Or whatever else it is he fills his time with these days. Which, if the muffled grunts and groans that occasionally escape through the walls are anything to go by, mostly seems to be rehearsing for precisely these visits.

I roll over onto my side and bring my knees to my chest, attempting to dull the spasms in my bruised uterus. It’s difficult to get comfortable in here. Despite constantly nagging Colin to order an upgrade, our quarantine tent is still the standard-issue model we first had fitted four and a half years ago. It’s claustrophobic with just me in it, let alone when it’s being used as a makeshift medical clinic. Coupled with the full body suit and respirator mask that I’m obliged to keep on until I’m safely back in my living quarters, it’s almost unbearable.

And then there’s the heat. While it’s always pretty warm in our apartment due to the additional insulation between rooms, in the tent it’s like a sauna. Despite the ventilation, the walls are misted with condensation, while inside my suit my skin prickles with perspiration and my mask has fogged up, rendering everything a vague smear of white and grey. After a while I give up staring at the blurry light above the door, which remains a stubborn shade of red, and instead close my eyes, thinking perhaps I’ll try and sleep.

It’s funny. When it first became apparent that the world was ending – or at least coming apart at the seams – I remember that, as bad as everything was, part of me was actually relieved. At least things would slow down a bit now, I thought. Back then everyone was just so tired all the time. It was a way of life. We’d actually get competitive about it, as if there were a correlation between our moral fibre and our level of sleep deprivation. Four hours a night, we’d brag. Five at a push. We took pride at being the first at our desks in the morning and the last out of the door at night. We’d mainline coffee just to keep going. Leave meetings to splash our faces with cold water. Take power naps in toilet cubicles. Drive home in the dark with the windows rolled down and the music turned up just to prevent ourselves from falling asleep at the wheel. And then we had childcare to contend with. Nutritionally balanced meals to prepare. Gym sessions to slay. A social life to maintain. Family. Friends. Marriages. And when, finally, we crawled into bed at the end of the night, the headboard already rattling with our partner’s apnoeic snores, we still couldn’t sleep. No. We just lay there, bathed in the permanent murky brown twilight of the city sky. Unable to wind down. Our bodies vibrating as if electrified. Our heads still spinning as we chewed over the day or drafted imaginary emails, disturbed by the sporadic cricket chirrups of our devices, squinting through sticky eyes to decipher urgent messages, the night punctuated with the arthritic clicks of predictive text, until the next thing we knew, the sun was coming up and it was time to start the whole crazy cycle again.

But here’s the thing: I’m still tired. I’m permanently exhausted. Because although everything has changed, nothing has changed. Not really. Obviously, there’s no commuting any more. And I don’t have to worry about shopping. I don’t even really have to cook, what with the majority of our food arriving as vacuum-packed, robotically prepared ready meals. Everyone just takes care of themselves.

Even so, there never seems to be enough hours in the day.

Work is still the biggest drain on my time. After the initial outbreak, things got back on track surprisingly quickly. Everything is done remotely now, of course. Meetings. Appraisals. Sales. It turns out there’s very little that I did at the office that I can’t do at home. In fact, pretty soon I found myself even busier than before.

And then there’s the insomnia. It’s still as tough to relax as ever. Regardless of the hour, my phone still rattles with the furious impatience of a wasp under a glass. And, while I no longer have to share my bed with anyone, I still have to put up with the laboured rasps of my husband’s snores coming through the layers of plasterboard and plastic sheeting that separate our rooms.

Like I say, both everything and nothing has changed.
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WHEN I OPEN my eyes, the light is still red. I haven’t slept. I lie here, staring blankly at the rivulets of condensation running down the inside of my mask. The anaesthetic is starting to fade now, sharp cramps stabbing through my abdomen, like the worst period you can imagine. Somewhere beyond the tent a low rumble starts up. Thump-thump-thump. Still slightly sedated, I initially mistake it for footsteps. I picture Colin coming to see how I’m doing. Fighting his way through the layers of canvas to bring me a cup of tea. A kind word. A kiss.

Then I remember.

No one is coming to see me. Colin is locked away in his room, too busy working to even remember I’m out here. In the room beside him, through a few inches of plaster that might as well be a few thousand miles thick, is Charlie. At fourteen he takes isolation in his stride. It’s a way of life for him now. He can’t really remember anything else. He’ll be plugged in too, of course. Headset on, controller in hand. His eyes flitting from his phone to his tablet to his computer screen as he blasts away at whatever homicidal video game he’s playing when he should be doing his homework.

And then, just down the hall in what used to be our living room, is Amber. That’s where the sound is coming from. My eldest child, pounding away at the treadmill. This is what she does now, for five, sometimes six hours every day. It’s sad really. She’s like a hamster on a wheel. All that work and she still never gets anywhere. I understand, of course. It’s hard enough being seventeen without having to spend your life under house arrest. At her age I was out every night. Getting myself into all sorts of trouble. It’s different for her. There’s no outlet. Just exercise. The treadmill. Skipping rope. Yoga. The punchbag. All that energy. Wasted.

And maybe it’s the last of the sedative turning me soft, but as I lie here and listen to Amber grinding away on that imaginary road, I wish I could throw my arms around her. Just once. To mop her sweaty brow and crush her body to mine like I did when she was a baby. To hold her and say, ‘Hey, it’s okay. Things are going to get better. Everything will be all right in the end’.

And now I know it’s the sedative talking. Because in my heart, I don’t really think things are going to get better. No. This is it. Not the world we wanted or deserved, but the only one we’ve got. And in this world, I’ve got about as much chance of hugging Amber again as I have of hugging you, my poor sweet Egg.

Which is to say, there’s no chance at all.


TWO

I REMEMBER THE first person I actually saw die. This was still a good few weeks before the outbreak officially arrived here. Back when the news of a strange virus that had originated in the Philippines was still the stuff of news feeds and social media timelines. Back before phrases like ‘hazmat suit’ and ‘immunodeficiency’ were part of our everyday vocabulary.

I was in a shopping centre when it happened, a cloud of carrier bags cutting off the blood supply to my fingers, Charlie and Amber skulking close behind me. This was around April, the tail end of what had felt like an endless Easter holiday. The skies filled with a cold, relentless mizzle. The kids jacked up on chocolate and stir-crazy after being cooped up in the house for a fortnight. We were normally more organised than this. We had childminders during the school holidays. Day camps. Sports clubs. Ordinarily the kids were wrapped up and shipped out for a minimum of ten hours a day, returning home suitably subdued each night. For whatever reason, though, our arrangements had fallen through that year, and seeing how Colin’s job was so much more important than mine – or at least, better paid – I’d bitten the bullet and arranged to work from home so I could babysit the children.

Not that they were babies any more. Even as a toddler, Amber had displayed a fiercely independent streak, batting me away whenever I attempted to brush her teeth or get her dressed. Now she was twelve, you couldn’t tell her anything. Whether it was her school work or baking or gymnastics, she would rather get something wrong – or in the case of her swimming lessons, nearly drown – than take advice. It was as though she saw asking for help as a weakness. A form of cheating. As if an achievement only had any value if you did it entirely alone.

Perhaps that was why she had recently started placing such importance on her privacy. Her bedroom, in particular, had become a battleground. Overnight, hand-drawn signs had been stuck to the door. Keep Out. No Entry. Forbidden. Suddenly she would scream at anyone who entered her room without express permission. Now to some extent, I could understand this impulse. She’d started her period the year before, and although she tended to dismiss our ‘little chats’ about her body with a loud huff and a shake of the head, as if what I was telling her was the oldest, most embarrassing news in the world, I nevertheless detected a trepidation in her as she transitioned from child to teenager. It was unsurprising she wanted her own space and, while we drew the line at her demands for a lock on her bedroom door, we did concede to knocking before we came in.

Things weren’t quite as tough with Charlie. Not yet anyway. Three years younger than Amber, he had yet to fully master the less agreeable qualities he would hone as a teenager. That’s not to say he was an angel. Even then, he was prone to sulking, showing flashes of what would later become his trademark cynicism, as if he’d already seen everything the world had to offer and found it all insufferably boring. More worrying was his propensity towards cruelty. I lost track of the times I caught him plucking the legs from a spider. Or pouring salt on a slug, watching the pitiful creature as it fizzed and hissed into a brown puddle on our balcony.

Still, these horrors were interspersed with moments of sweetness. I remember evenings where he’d lower his guard and curl up on the sofa next to me to watch TV, his head resting on my hip, my fingers teasing at the blond tangles of hair. Or nights when he’d wake up terrified in the dark, eyes wide with the nameless terror of some fast-fading nightmare. Nights when he’d thunder down the hallway into our room and I’d simply hoist him into the air and engulf him in the duvet, pressing his tiny body to mine until he eventually stopped shaking and started snoring instead.

Sadly, those fleetingly sweet moments were in notably short supply over the course of that holiday. In fact, relations between the three of us had pretty much broken down by that point, the kids constantly squabbling while I was stuck in the middle, desperately trying to work, a frazzled and despondent referee. I remember moaning to Colin each night about the situation. As crazy as it sounds now, I was desperate for personal space. Just like Amber, I wanted a lock on my bedroom door. I felt smothered in the house. Hot and fidgety. At night, I’d lie awake and fantasise about moving out to the countryside. To a house with six bedrooms. Ten bedrooms. Somewhere expansive enough that I would never have to see another person again. Where I could hole up by myself, with no distractions. Or else I pictured a long, winding garden where I could build my own studio, far away from the beasts I shared my life with. I imagined a beautiful, monastic existence. Total silence. Utter isolation.

If only I knew.

Towards the end of the holiday there was a break in the incessant rain and I decided the time had come to give in and book an actual day off work. Abandoning my laptop, I dragged the kids out of the house, intending to take them to a local park and force them to run off their cabin fever. By the time we got to the end of the road, however, the sky had curdled black. Rain pummelled the pavement with a renewed sense of purpose, forcing the three of us to sprint back to the car. Which is how I ended up traipsing around a cramped shopping centre with two grumpy children in tow.
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SOMETIMES IT’S DIFFICULT to remember just how busy the world used to be. I guess because of the school holidays, the shopping centre was unbearably full. The escalators churning. The walkways heaving. Wet people, dry people, old people, young people. Business people on their lunch break and young mums with pushchairs and old men with dogs and cyclists carrying fold-up bicycles and workmen in high-vis waistcoats and security guards with cheap black blazers and tattoos on their necks and teenage girls with blue dreadlocks and guitars strapped to their backs.

People shopping. People looking. People moving. People stopping.

All races, shapes and sizes.

Pressed together. Mushed together. Mixed together.

Merged and funnelled and sheltering from the rain.

And the sweet awful stink of it all. Expensive perfume mingling with cheap aftershave. Fresh coffee and stale cigarettes. Minty breath and morning breath and garlic breath and dog breath. All of us breathing each other’s air. Stepping in each other’s spaces.

People, people, people.

A confluence of life. A huddle of humanity. Everyone shuffling along the polished channels of the mall, like some weird, multi-headed, thousand-limbed organism.

Wriggling. Writhing. Rushing.

Together.

As soon as we arrived, I realised I had made a terrible error of judgement. This was a thousand times worse than being home. Nevertheless, I doubled down, insisting we make the most of it as we fought our way through the hordes, traipsing from shop to shop to shop. After a miserable hour, in which the children bickered constantly and I mostly ended up buying clothes for myself, I decided there was nothing for it but to pacify them with sugar.

As we stood in the food court on the top floor, the kids finally silenced by ice cream sundaes, a scream rang out nearby, cutting through the chatter of the nearby diners. One by one, the crowd turned their heads. Seconds later another cry echoed off the polished marble floors. Louder this time. Female, and filled with panic.

Instinctively, I reached for the children, pulling them close to me. Preposterous as it seems now, my first thought was terrorism. Back in those days, our timelines were regularly filled with news of atrocities. There were 24-hour streaming bulletins showing the aftermath of attacks. Tearful interviews with the families of victims. Wreaths of flowers strung around lamp posts and the balustrades of bridges and the railings of school gates. Earnest warnings from politicians that another attack was inevitable. Imminent. That it would be bigger and bloodier than the last. It’s funny to think we used to expend so much energy butchering and bombing one another. If only we knew that Mother Nature would turn out to be so much more efficient at finishing us off.

Holding on to Charlie’s hood, I took a step backwards. It was no good, though. Already the crowd had swollen behind us. Everyone jostling, pushing, shoving, straining. Craning their necks to see what was going on.

I tried again, excusing myself, trying to force my way through the cage of bodies. As I did, though, there was another cry. This time, a man.

‘Move back! For God’s sake, give her some space. She can’t breathe!’

There was a ripple of movement around us, and suddenly the crowd parted, affording me a clear view of the terrifying tableau playing out close by. On the floor of the dining area, a man in a blue shirt was kneeling over a middle-aged woman. At least I think she was middle-aged. Her face was swollen up so badly it was difficult to tell. Her lips like pink balloons. Her eyelids so fat and puffy they had closed over completely. It looked as if she had toppled backwards off her bench, a tray of food left untouched on the table above her. Now she lay sprawled on her back, clawing at her throat, her face purple, her skirt ridden up around her waist, just one more indignity to add to a catalogue of miseries.

Embarrassing as it is to admit, I can clearly recall a wave of relief sweeping over me. We were not under attack after all. While this poor woman had clearly suffered some kind of medical emergency, a serious allergic reaction from the looks of it, we were going to be just fine. This was not something that would affect me or my children in any meaningful way. Sure, we might discuss it in the car on the way home. Charlie might bring up the boy in his class who was allergic to peanuts and so had to take his lunch break alone. But by the time dinner was served tonight, the drama would be forgotten, replaced by other, more immediate concerns. In other words, everything was going to be okay.

There was another scream, and for the first time I noticed a teenage girl wailing above the ill woman.

‘Mum? Mum? Somebody do something. Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God…’

I watched as the woman on the floor began to fit violently, her body shaking, a thick white froth seething between the grotesque pillows of her lips. The man in the blue shirt was attempting CPR now, thrusting down on her chest with both hands, pressing his face to hers as he attempted to administer the kiss of life.

Somewhere by my side I felt a small hand reach for my own, pumping it anxiously. I looked down to see Charlie, his eyes wide with terror.

‘I’m scared, Mummy.’

‘It’s fine,’ I lied. ‘She’s going to be fine.’

Still, we’d seen enough.

Taking them both by the hand, I dragged them away, squeezing through the tight circle of bystanders. As we headed towards the escalators, I turned to steal one final glimpse of the woman. She was motionless now. Her face drained white. Then the crowd shifted again and I lost sight of her.

As we made our way towards the ground floor, I saw a flash of green on the opposite escalators. A pair of young paramedics fighting their way up towards the food court, a portable defibrillator slung over one of their shoulders.

‘You see?’ I smiled. ‘They’re going to take her to hospital now and make her better.’

Charlie gave a small nod. He didn’t look convinced.

As we reached the ground floor, I stopped and glanced behind me. Already, the screams from the top floor had faded away, drowned out by the drone of the crowd. Down here, it was like nothing had happened. People went about their business, utterly oblivious to the woman dying fifty feet above their heads.

‘Mummy, what was wrong with that lady?’

I turned to Charlie. To them both. They each looked pale and impossibly small.

As the shoppers weaved and bobbed around us, I knelt down and put my arms around the two of them, squeezing them tight to me, chest to chest, cheek to cheek, as if trying to absorb them.

‘It’s okay. I know it was upsetting to watch. It was horrible. But it’s over now. Really, there’s nothing to worry about. I promise.’

Of course, back then I had no idea how wrong I was.

There was everything to worry about. Everything.

And as for it being over?

It hadn’t even begun.


THREE

YOU MIGHT FIND it hard to believe, but in the old world Friday night actually used to stand for something. Back when I was in my early twenties, it was all we lived for. We’d drink until we were half blind. Laugh until our bellies ached. Dance until our feet hurt and our heels cracked. And even when we were eventually thrown out of the pubs and the clubs, staggering blinking onto the filthy streets, it didn’t stop there. No. We simply kept going, chasing the moment. Desperate not to squander a single second. We’d bundle into a taxi and head back to someone’s house. We’d light a fire to keep warm and someone would bring out a stereo or a guitar. There’d be more drink. A joint might go around. Powders and pills. Perhaps we might even meet a nice boy or a girl to cuddle up to and fall in love with. At least until the sun came up and the spell was finally broken…

Even when I was a little older, once I’d settled down with Colin, Friday night was still the finish line we hurled ourselves at. Though my partying days were long behind me, Friday was still a chance for us to relax and reconnect. To open a bottle of wine and argue over what to watch on Netflix. To curl up on the sofa and eat a takeaway, before collapsing into bed, too exhausted to do anything but hold each other in the darkness.

These days, though, Friday is indistinguishable from any other night of the week. And so tonight, just like every other night, I’m sitting in front of my computer with the remains of my ready meal for one. Tonight, it’s just you and me, Egg.

And you don’t even exist.

The evening started promisingly enough I suppose. For the last few months or so, Colin has been on a crusade to bring us ‘closer’ as a family and, as laughable as I might find this exercise, I have nevertheless made an effort to support him. To present a united front. Part of his strategy involves us eating together again in the evenings. Of course, to physically get together around a table would be illegal – not to mention suicidal – and so in practice we have agreed to switch our webcams on during mealtimes, our screens divided into four equal squares. A sort of culinary conference call.

Naturally, the kids are less than enthused with this arrangement. I guess they’re so used to doing what they want, when they want, that any attempt to cajole them into an artificial social situation was always doomed to fail. During meals, they each sit looking off screen, distracted. Watching something else, maybe. Or playing a game. Staring at their phones. Most days, Charlie refused to take his headphones off at all. Still, Colin persists, seemingly blind to their resentment. He sits there smiling, relentlessly cracking jokes and asking open questions until his attempts to force a conversation eventually unravel, leaving only the sounds of us chewing our decontaminated food. It would almost be sweet if it wasn’t so futile.

After the first few weeks, Charlie stopped logging on altogether, his quarter of the screen remaining a deep, impenetrable black. While I have sent him a couple of half-hearted messages explaining the importance of participating, emphasising how much they mean to his father, my pleas have so far been met with a wall of silence. What else can I do? It’s not like I can force him to come to dinner. I guess this is the reality of remote parenting. I have no idea what he gets up to beyond what he tells me. I don’t know if his room’s tidy or if he’s done his homework, let alone what he gets up to online. Not that I’d want to know. I have friends who have taken extreme measures to keep tabs on their children, even going so far as to pay hackers to secretly install spyware on their kids’ computers. I have no interest in going down that route. As far as I’m concerned, ignorance is bliss. Besides, even if I did discover he was up to mischief, what could I do about it? Ground him? There is no realistic threat I can make. Nothing I can cut off that hasn’t already been denied to him by the circumstances of our lives.

Anyway, you can imagine my surprise when I logged on for dinner this evening to find Charlie’s square lit up. Seeing him for the first time in weeks, I was once again struck by how rapidly he seems to be changing these days. A fresh spray of wiry hairs along his top lip. His eyebrows thicker and darker than ever before, almost meeting in the middle now. Hard as it is to admit, he is fatter, too. Though food is still technically rationed, it is not exactly in short supply, and without an Amber-style exercise regime in place, the heavily processed ready meals make it easy to pile on the pounds. Charlie, though, is bordering on obese. Meaty rings of flesh bunch up around his chin, as if his head is sinking into his neck, while a too tight T-shirt strains to contain the swollen mounds of his bosom. The pale little boy I used to scoop up and press to my own chest, whose heart I could feel fluttering like a baby bird beneath the delicate nest of his ribs, has long gone. Still, at least he seemed to be in a good mood for once.

‘Oh hey, Mum. Nice day?’

I nodded, instantly suspicious. ‘Um… sure?’

Glancing over at Amber, I found myself weirdly relieved to find her looking as unhappy as ever, her shoulders hunched around her ears, her expression barely masking her deep contempt for the world. At least she was acting normal.

Colin on the other hand was predictably delighted, beaming into the camera as he spoke. ‘Charlie! So glad that you could join us. Hey, now that you’re here, would you mind passing the salt?’

I stifled a groan. This is one of Colin’s favourite jokes. It wasn’t funny the first time he made it. Hearing it again for the hundredth time was enough to make me want to smash my face into my computer screen. Judging by Amber’s expression, she felt the same way.

To my disbelief, however, Charlie splayed his lips into a gummy grin. ‘Good one, Dad.’

Encouraged by this response, Colin moved on to the next gag in his comedy routine, reaching for a napkin and pretending to polish his webcam. ‘Gosh, I must have a word with that window cleaner of ours. These things are filthy!’

This time Charlie actually laughed out loud. The kind of yelp a dog might make if you were to accidentally tread on its paw. A shiver ran down my spine. Something was very wrong here. Charlie was evidently relishing some cruel private joke, of which I suspected we were all the punchline.

‘So, how was your day, Dad?’ Charlie continued, his smile stretching, becoming a smirk.

Oblivious to the sarcasm in his tone, Colin prattled on, telling Charlie about his latest triumphs at work, about the struggles he’s facing, about a new project he’s working on.

When we first started dating, Colin was a computer engineer for a car company. Obviously, there isn’t much call for that line of work since the collapse of the automotive industry. While we do still technically have our car – one of those boxy, first generation self-driving models – it lies rusting in the parking bay beneath our apartment building with all the other abandoned vehicles. A grim monument to a simpler time, when the only safety equipment you needed to worry about was a seat belt.

Fortunately for us, however, Colin’s skills proved to be eminently transferable in the new economic landscape that rose from the rubble of the old world. For a year or so, he found work with a drone manufacturer, before he settled in his current role at a company that specialised in virtual reality.

Even before the virus, VR had been booming. Now it’s everywhere. I have friends – grown men and women – who spend entire days online in virtual chat rooms, talking and flirting with strangers who seem close enough to touch. The project Colin is currently working on seeks to take this a step further. His company have been working on a sort of virtual vacation spot people can visit. Digital beaches and pixelated palm trees or something. But apparently that’s not the exciting bit. According to Colin, they’ve developed some kind of new technology to create the illusion of touch. You simply put on a pair of special gloves that are fitted with sensors and then pop on your VR headset. Then, when the computer detects you touching something on the screen, a series of air-filled sacks mimic the sensation of actually holding something in your hands, while a series of targeted vibrations, pulses and pinches trick the brain into being able to feel its texture. The effect, Colin assures me, is mind-blowing. You can run your fingers through an imaginary child’s hair. Or walk hand in hand with a loved one along a virtual beach. And that’s not all. The gloves are only the first stage. Colin has said they’re working on a new prototype, full body suits that can simulate the feeling of being hugged or massaged.

‘Just imagine the possibilities,’ I’ve heard him gush more times than I care to remember. ‘A mother could feel her child curled up on her lap for the first time in half a decade. You could put your arms around Charlie and Amber again and they’d actually feel it. We could hold hands again.’

Whether or not this is anything other than wishful thinking, I have no idea. Still, the work is well paid, especially compared to my meagre contributions to the family budget. This is important. The things we need to survive in this environment are eye-wateringly expensive. Just the bare minimum modifications we’ve had to make to our home – hiring professionals to insulate each room and fitting them with their own independent air filtration system – cost almost double what we originally paid for the whole apartment. Add to that our day-to-day expenses, such as medical bills, food, water, Internet and electricity, all of which have spiralled outrageously in recent years, and we find ourselves struggling just to stay afloat.

Well, relatively speaking.

I’m aware of course that we’re still obscenely more comfortable than most.

I have seen a few documentaries online about poorer communities who have created improvised quarantine stations using sheets of tarpaulin to divide their homes. Adapting old desk fans to create makeshift air purifiers. Drilling wells. Powering their lights with diesel generators. I suspect these people, however, are the exception rather than the rule. That for every family who has successfully filmed their own DIY house conversions, there are ten thousand more who didn’t make it.

No, as much as things have changed, the paradigm still remains. The more money you have, the better and longer your life.

To be poor is to be miserable.

To be poor is to be dead.

And so, as much as I might privately mock my husband’s dull work anecdotes, I am nevertheless grateful for the money he brings in and, by extension, for our continued survival.

Charlie, on the other hand, looked less impressed. By the time Colin finally broke off from his monologue about the finer points of hydraulic pressure pads, I was pleased to see that his enthusiasm had visibly waned. His smirk frozen in a pained rictus. His eyes glazed over.

‘And how about you?’ Colin asked at last. ‘How was your day, buddy?’

This seemed to be just the moment Charlie had been waiting for. His eyes swam back into focus. He licked his lips. ‘Oh, my day was just swell. But why don’t you ask Amber what she’s been up to? I bet she’s got loads to share with us all. Isn’t that right, Sis?’

Amber looked up sharply.

‘That’s a good point,’ Colin blundered on. ‘How was your day, sweetie? I feel like I haven’t caught up with you in ages. Are you well?’

Amber’s scowl darkened, her teeth clenched so tight I was amazed she could get any words out at all. ‘I’m fine,’ she spat.

‘Well that’s great news, honey. And you’re staying on top of your college work?’

For the thousandth time that night, I marvelled at my husband’s capacity to completely miss the subtext of a situation. How liberating it must be to be that oblivious. That insulated from the emotions of others.

Amber shook her head once, violently, as if jerking her head from a bee. ‘I’m fine,’ she repeated.

There was an awkward pause, before Charlie spoke again, his voice a teasing sing-song. ‘Hey, Sis. Why don’t you tell Dad about Jamal? I’m sure he’d love to hear all about him.’

For a single beat, Charlie’s words seemed to hang in the air, like smoke after a gunshot.

And then Amber exploded.

‘You little shit! You’ve been into my machine, haven’t you? You and your ratty little hacker friends. I swear to God, I’ll kill you. I’ll fucking KILL you—’

‘Hey!’ I said. ‘That’s enough. I know you’re angry, but there’s no need to talk to your brother like that. And Charlie, how many times have I told you about respecting your sister’s privacy?’

Charlie held up his hands in a half-hearted defence, but he was laughing too much to pay me much attention. ‘Amber and Jamal, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G…’

‘I mean it, it’s not nice. How would you feel if—’

Before I could finish, Charlie’s screen went blank. He’d killed the feed.

We all fell silent for a moment, and then Colin cleared his throat. ‘So who’s Jamal?’

This time Amber’s scream was so loud I could hear her through the wall.

Her screen went black, too, followed a few minutes later by the familiar thud of her treadmill.

Colin frowned. He looked confused. ‘What the heck just happened? Do you know anything about this Jamal character?’

I let out a long sigh. ‘You know, I’ve actually got some work I need to catch up on…’

I switched off my camera and finished my food in silence.

That was hours ago. Now I’m sitting at my desk, the plastic container that contained my dinner still lying beside me, a greasy scab congealing over the leftovers. A couple of minutes ago Colin texted:

Hey. Sorry about earlier. Kids, eh?

I didn’t answer.

A minute passed before my phone vibrated again:

Wish you were here with me now x

I stared at the message, my finger hovering over the screen as I tried to think of what to write.

Seconds later another message arrived:

I miss you.

Then another:

What are you wearing?

Then another:

I’m so hard.

I hurled my phone across the room.

Killed the light.

Went to bed.


  
   FOUR
  

  
   
    
     FOR WEEKS, IT
    was all anybody spoke about. The virus had spread from the Philippines to Indonesia. Then from Malaysia to Thailand. Then to China. India. Russia. New cases were appearing by the day, with no sign of stopping. The death toll doubling by the hour. Then the minute. Pretty soon we lost count. It was simply millions.
   
  

  
   
    At first it was unclear exactly what was happening. For some reason, the government seemed hesitant to use the word ‘pandemic’. While the symptoms were similar from region to region – the nettle-sting rash, the shortness of breath, the sudden swelling of the eyes then tongue then throat, followed by an agonising, choking death – it was difficult to establish the exact cause of the outbreak. Overnight, we all became amateur virologists. Armchair epidemiologists. Perhaps it wasn’t a disease at all? It might be something in the atmosphere. Or in the food chain. Air pollution from vehicle emissions. A build-up of toxins from illegal pesticides. A secret leak from a nuclear reactor. A biological attack by a terrorist state. Plastic microbeads. Nobody knew. And in the vacuum of uncertainty, rumours blossomed.
   
  

  
   
    The news channels had a field day, of course. Frowning reporters offered grave dispatches from capital cities. Istanbul. Athens. Kiev. Minsk. Every now and then they’d flash up a map of the world, the infected countries – more than half the planet at that point – bathed in an ominous red glow, with animated arrows suggesting the direction it was travelling.
   
  

  
   
    Right towards us.
   
  

  
   
    In between interviews, footage showed locals wearing dust masks as they rode the subway. Sardine-packed hospital waiting rooms, overworked receptionists weeping at their desks. Supermarket shelves swept clean of supplies. Bottled water. Tinned food. Powdered milk. Batteries. In America, there were pictures of empty gun shops. Men in khaki-coloured clothing and wrap-around sunglasses with mountains of heavy-duty artillery piled up in the back of their utility trucks, as if they were planning to shoot the disease to death.
   
  

  
   
    Then there were the pictures the regular broadcasters couldn’t show. The stuff that would sometimes pop up on your social media timelines and that you couldn’t help looking at, no matter how quickly you tried to scroll over it. The close-ups of the victims. Their faces ballooned beyond recognition. The scratch marks around their throats from where they’d fought for a final breath. And the mass cremations. The bodies stacked up under white sheets, taken out to burn in fields and deserts around the world, thick towers of noxious brown smoke coiling up towards the sky, visible for miles around.
   
  

  
   
    Still, there was no real sense of panic. Not yet. Rather, there was a strange sense of unreality about the whole thing. After all, we’d spent decades at the cinema watching this stuff. We’d flicked through it at the local bookshops a thousand times before. We knew the narrative arc by heart. The apocalypse was hackneyed. Old hat. Besides, as bad as things were,
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

  
   
   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Skin.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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