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Part I




One

It starts the day after they take Mr Kowalczyk.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No answer.

‘Mum?’

Where is everyone?

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

‘Mum!’

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

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

‘Where—’

‘Grace! Calm down. Everything’s OK.’

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

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

‘The other thing.’

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

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

‘Shh, it’s OK … it’s OK.’

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

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

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

‘What’s happening, Mum?’

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

‘Then what’s that?’

‘What?’

‘That.’

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

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Look.’

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

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




Two

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

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

People are trying to wrench open the doors of one car, and a woman is lying on the ground with somebody who might be Prune bending over her. There’s a man sitting on the verge with his head in his hands, and another standing over him, obviously
yelling. Then I see Rusty – who is way too big for any normal-sized person to mess with – step between them and push the shouting man back with a huge palm. Three or four other people are standing around, watching or taking pictures on their phones. But none of this – men, women, cars, or anything else – has a single speck of colour.

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

‘Grace, what’s wrong?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Yes. I’d remember, wouldn’t I?’

‘Does it hurt?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Grace?’ Mum prompts.

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

*

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

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

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

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

‘Do my eyes look red, then?’

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

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

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

*

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

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




Three

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

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

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

*

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

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

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

‘Any injury to your head?’

‘No, nothing like that.’

‘OK. Well, brain injuries can also be caused by strokes …’ I stare at him in shock. ‘Although that doesn’t seem particularly
likely in your case. Or …’ he gives me a lopsided smile and then looks down at his calendar again as he says, ‘a brain tumour.’

A brain tumour?

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

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

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

‘Are you OK, babe?’

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

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

‘What are you doing?’

‘Oh, you know …’ It’s been a week now and no date for the scan. I’ve spent most of the time in my room, trying not to think
about brain tumours or going blind. I tried to get some reading done for school, but I can’t concentrate on anything, even Grey Netflix, for more than about a minute. ‘You?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I find a photo of Holl and Jake on my phone, and try to remember how they both look in colour – fair hair, hazel eyes, sharp
cheekbones and, by now, tanned skin from being at the beach every day – but it’s almost like I’m looking at different people. That’s my feelings as well, of course, but now there’s a weird disconnect. It’s odd, though. I mean, if Mum’s past behaviour is anything to go by, being scared and depressed ought to be making me more needy, not less, but right now I just feel like I’m folding in on myself.

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


Typing … typing …

ur not ok. tell me xx

idk but tty tomorrow after gp



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

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

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