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1

HOLLY

How many people died in the first few weeks? Millions? Billions? I have no idea, and I don’t think anyone else has either.
But I do know that I missed the start of the end of the world.


When I opened my eyes, I was looking up at the stars. Nothing seemed to be as important as lying there and staring at the
night sky. I was happy for a while, not thinking about Mum and Dad or my brother Alex, or about my well and truly ex-boyfriend
Dale. All of that seemed far, far away.


My thoughts were fuzzy, not connected very well, and my head hurt. I spent some time trying to work out why, then I heard
a groan. It took a few seconds, but that groan made my brain kick in. I took a sharp breath as one after the other memories
hit me like slaps in the face.


Alex and I packing for the start of the holidays.

Mum and Dad waving as we left.

Driving towards the coast, just wanting to get to the beach house.

The light in the sky.

The light.


The car lurching, coughing, swerving.

The truck stopped right in the middle of the road, too close to avoid.

Clipping the truck, then skidding through the safety barrier.

Tumbling over and over and over.

Alex. Alex!

As I sat up the whole world seemed to wobble and I had to close my eyes. When I opened them things seemed steady enough, so
I looked around for Alex.


The first thing I noticed was that I was on the ground, next to the car. The door was open, but I couldn’t remember how I’d
got out. The second thing was that the car wasn’t looking good. I could see that, even in the darkness.


It was Alex’s car and he’d spent a lot of money on it, even if it was mostly my work under the bonnet that kept it running.
The whole front end of the car had crumpled where it had slammed into a big gum tree. The windscreen was cracked in a pattern
that looked like a giant spider web.


The third thing was the smell of burning, and that started the alarm bells ringing in the back of my head. Or maybe that was
only the sick headache that was gnawing at my skull.


I was gradually becoming more and more alert as the fog lifted from my brain. I got to my knees. I swayed a bit, but managed
not to fall over. ‘Alex!’ I shuffled painfully to the open door. ‘Alex!’


He was there, in the driver’s seat. The air bag had gone off and he looked as though he was just sleeping, head resting on a giant pillow. I scrambled over the passenger seat
towards him. Even though I couldn’t tell if Alex was breathing or not, I found myself staring at his glasses. They were twisted
and hanging on the cigarette lighter and I knew he’d be disappointed about that because he’d only got them last week. He really
fancied himself in them, even though he tried to play it cool. The wire frames and his dark curly hair made him look intelligent
and interesting, which is probably just as he planned.


Really slowly, I reached out and touched his cheek.

It was warm. I could feel his breath. He was alive.

I started crying. It crept up on me, taking me by surprise. I dimly knew that it must have been the crash messing with my
head, but when the sobs burst out I just couldn’t stop them. I was relieved and grateful and hurt and confused, all at once.
It was like a crazy sort of white water rafting—swept along in this rush of emotions, unable to stop.


As I gradually wound down I noticed the dozens of small cuts and grazes on my hands and arms. Alex was still breathing, but
otherwise not moving. Then I looked around.


‘It wasn’t dark,’ I said aloud. The sound of my own voice made me jump, but what I’d said was true. The last thing I remember—before
Alex wrenched at the steering wheel and started swearing—was that it was afternoon. So that meant hours had gone past since
we’d plunged over the embankment and into the thick bush.



Hours. Where were the emergency services? Police? Ambulances? It wasn’t as if we were out in the country or anything. We’d
hardly left the city when the sky had suddenly lit up and traffic had started swerving all over the place, criss-crossing
the freeway like dodgems.


I shivered. What was going on? I should be in the back of an ambulance, wrapped up nicely, Alex taken care of. Instead, we
were all alone.


You know how it is when an idea starts to form inside your head, and however much you want it to go away it won’t? It hangs
around and nags and gnaws at you until you finally turn around and look at it squarely, and then it makes you really sick,
because those ideas are never the good ones, never the nice ones …


I took a deep breath, because I realised that panic was just around the corner and I couldn’t afford to go down there. I put
my hand out and touched Alex’s, and that helped a bit.


Part of my trouble is that I have a good imagination. Too good sometimes. It’s not a great idea to have an active imagination
in the middle of the night, when you don’t know what’s happened, for instance. When I was small I always used to tell myself
that nothing could be as bad as I imagined, and that helped.


Most times.

As I sat there in the wrecked car I started to think that maybe we’d been kidnapped and beaten up, or maybe we’d plunged off
the road into some sort of hidden ravine, or that a major disaster had happened and we hadn’t been missed in all the commotion.



As it turned out, the last one was right.

Alex groaned then, and put a hand to his head. ‘Alex!’ I whispered. ‘Alex! We’ve got to get out of the car!’

I knew that cars hardly ever blow up, despite what happened in every movie ever made, but I couldn’t get the image of huge
fireballs out of my mind and the burning smell was stronger than ever. It had the harsh tang of melted plastic and it was
making me very nervous. I reached for Alex, but at that moment I heard a sound. A car, and it was coming closer.


I was torn between staying with Alex and getting help. Alex looked as if he’d slipped into unconsciousness, so I struggled
out and headed for the road.


I pushed through some heavy, prickly bushes and blundered through the dark. Soon I was climbing up a steep slope. It was thick
with shrubs and a few skinny trees. It was no fun in the dark, and I must have scraped my shins a dozen times as I slipped
and tripped my way up that slope.


I thought I was fit, I really did. But by the time I reached the safety barrier on the side of the highway, I had to lie there,
flat on my stomach, barely able to lift my head. Which was pounding a bass rhythm that made me feel sick.


But I had to look around—I hadn’t climbed all that way for nothing. When I did, I saw a dark shape barrelling along the road
towards me. Using the safety barrier, I dragged myself to my feet and started waving like a maniac.


Sometimes I think the brain works like a jigsaw puzzle. It takes little bits, sometimes one at a time, sometimes a handful all at once, and gradually a whole picture starts to take
shape. Usually, all that you get is a corner of the picture, one of those bits full of sky, or grass, and there’s no way of
telling what the whole thing’s meant to be. But at other times, things fall perfectly and the total image just jumps up and
smacks you in the face.


It was like that this time.

On both sides of the freeway were dark shapes, motionless, the outlines of cars, trucks and buses. It was as if the world’s
longest funeral procession had been crunched together, then snap frozen in place. I stared at the jumble of vehicles in disbelief.


The only moving thing was a single vehicle, headed my way. As it came nearer, I was sure it was a truck. It sounded sick,
most likely a combination of a badly tuned engine and a lousy muffler. No headlights. And it was weaving across both lanes
of the highway, lurching from side to side like a beginner skier. Soon, I realised it was swerving around the stationary vehicles
scattered all along the road.


Then it screamed past. It was an old ute or a flat-bed truck. Lots of people standing up in the back. As it flashed by, I
heard voices. I couldn’t tell if they were shouting or singing or swearing. It sounded like howling, like animals baying at
the moon.


Before I could move, something silver flew from the back of the truck, high into the air, something that caught the light
of the moon for a second, then tumbled down and smashed on the road. A bottle.



I was still looking at where the bottle had landed when a sharp crack came from the truck, followed by the thunking sound
of metal on metal. I stared, then ducked and crouched behind the safety barrier.


Then the truck was gone, barely missing the shadowy shape of a large semi-trailer that was blocking almost the whole highway.

When I was sure it wasn’t turning back, I crawled along behind the safety barrier. It didn’t take long before I found the
hole. I could put my little finger through it, and the metal was ragged on the other side. I stared at it for a while.


Were they shooting at me? Did they even see me? Maybe they were just mucking around, blasting away at the night. Maybe there
was an argument. I don’t know. But I do know that it made me drop back over the edge of the embankment and fight through the
bush until I was back at the car.


When I got there, I leaned against the door, panting and trembling. Then Alex’s voice came to me, calm and almost thoughtful.
‘I hope that’s you, Holly,’ he said.


‘Alex!’ I cried, and I climbed in the door. ‘Get out! Come on! Are you okay?’

His face was turned towards me, but it was in shadow. ‘Okay?’ he said, and he lifted a hand to his forehead. Slowly. ‘I don’t
think so.’


‘Alex!’

‘I can’t see, Holl,’ he said softly. ‘I think I’m blind.’






2

TONY

A bright light in the sky, hard to look at. After it faded, the mother of all fireworks shows started. Bright, even in daylight.
Streaks, sparkles, rippling colours, the sky went crazy. Even Paulie looked through the train window, mouth open.


It was the most lively he’d been since we’d run away from home.

All the other passengers tried to see what was going on, crowded the windows. Suddenly, the train jerked—hard. Screams, some
swearing. A couple of seconds later, the train screeched to a halt. Lots more screams. I grabbed hold of the seat with one
arm, Paulie with the other. A fat guy flopped forward, nearly knocked us to the floor. I kneed him in the thigh. He slid off
the seat, looked surprised.


Chaos all round. People tangled on the floor, the seats, everywhere. No-one left standing up. Paulie shuddered at the yells
and screams, but I held him tight.


Then the lights went out. Not a big loss in the broad daylight. Greasy smoke oozed in through the ceiling and I could hear
a fizzing, spitting sound. Smelled burning, too.



It wasn’t good. No doubt about that.

After a while, though, people started getting up off the floor. A skinny guy dragged a door open, let the smoke out. A couple
of other people did the same and the air cleared.


No-one seemed too badly hurt. The screaming had stopped. I couldn’t see any blood, and no-one was lying unconscious.

The lights in the sky were fading by that time. Wondered what they were, but I had more important things to worry about. Paulie
still hadn’t said anything since we’d left home. Still didn’t know whether I’d done the right thing, getting him out like
that.


And on top of all that, I knew the Old Man was coming after us.

Sat there while people round us argued over what to do. Thought about how a couple of hours ago, Paulie and I still lived
with Mum and the Old Man. Now that was gone. Snap. Just like that.


I’d come home from school. Paulie was there. Just sitting on the kitchen floor, in the corner, staring at his game. He’d saved
up money—somehow—and bought it at one of those reject shops. It was a really dumb game. Some stupid character jumping round,
trying not to get squashed. Not the world’s most amazing thing. But Paulie was just ten. Meant a lot to him.


It was unusual, him being home before me. I stopped at the door to the kitchen, sure something was wrong. It was like all
the air in the house had been twisted till it hurt.



Couldn’t see Mum anywhere, but I knew she was round. She never went out. The car was in the driveway, so the Old Man wasn’t
far away. He might be in the shed, or with the dogs, or down the pub. My fingers started curling into fists, but I knew that
was dangerous. If the Old Man came into the room he wouldn’t like it. He’d call it disobedience, or insolence. Then he’d have
to teach me a lesson.


That’s how I always thought of him. The Old Man. Just like that, with the capital letters. Not Dad, nothing like that. It
was like he had always been old, old and mean and dangerous. Cunning, too.


Quietly, I went over to where Paulie was sitting. He didn’t look up. Just kept his head down, stared at that stupid screen.
He was scrunched right into the corner, near the table. He wasn’t sitting at the table, of course. It wasn’t tea time. No-one
was allowed to sit at the table when it wasn’t tea time. That was a rule.


‘How was school?’ I asked gently, crouching beside him.

‘Didn’t go,’ he whispered.

‘Uh huh,’ I said. Looked round. Still no sign of anyone. ‘Why not?’

‘The Old Man said I couldn’t. Not for a few days.’

‘Right. What’s up?’

‘Nothing.’

But by then I could see what was up. A large bruise covered one side of Paulie’s cheek. Deep black, right under his eye. I
knew what was going on.


You see, the Old Man usually made sure that the bruises didn’t show. But this time he’d made a mistake. I knew better than to ask Paulie what had happened.


Then and there, the two of us crouching in the corner, it got me thinking. I was surviving. I’d been able to stop the Old
Man from getting into my head like he’d done to Mum. Learned to hide what I was thinking, to be a walking, talking blank.
Knew that if I got angry, I’d have to be taught a lesson. And knew that if I just gave in, just surrendered to him, I’d be
lost. Just like Mum.


So I’d gritted my teeth, hung on for years. Whatever he did, it didn’t get to me, not to the real me, deep inside. When it
was bad, really bad, I’d let myself sink, like I was slipping under water. Then nothing much mattered.


Most of the time, anyway.

But looking at Paulie made me think again. Knew that if I stayed there I’d end up taking to the Old Man with a cricket bat
while he slept.


‘Paulie,’ I said.

‘Mmm?’

‘Wait here.’

The Old Man kept a money tin on top of the fridge. We all knew it was there, and he knew we knew it was there. It was like a test. He wanted us to see it, and he wanted us to know we couldn’t touch it. He
never said we couldn’t. He just left it there, tossed notes and coins in it. Then watched us. Even Paulie knew that if he touched the
money tin, he’d have to be taught a lesson.


I’d had enough. Just like that. Looking at Paulie, thinking about what was going to happen, what the future was going to be like … Kapow. Game over. Just walked straight over to the fridge, grabbed the money tin.


It was in an old coffee tin with a plastic, snap-on lid. Nothing special. Stuffed full of notes, right to the top. I took
the whole lot. Didn’t think twice about it.


If the Old Man had walked in then I know what would’ve happened. One second, that’s all it would’ve taken. He’d see me standing
there by the fridge. Paulie in the corner. He’d know exactly what was going on. Then he’d smile. He’d be pleased that he’d
won, that I’d been caught doing the wrong thing. And he’d be pleased that I had to be taught a lesson. No doubt about it.


On top of everything, I was worried that Mum would appear. She had a habit of walking close to the walls, trying not to draw
attention to herself. She was like a ghost, drifting from room to room. You could forget she was there, sometimes. She didn’t
say much, mostly faded into the background. But I knew that if she saw me dipping into the money tin, she’d go and find the
Old Man. It was the sort of thing she did. I suppose that if the Old Man was having a go at Paulie or me, then he wasn’t having
a go at her. And that didn’t make me feel all warm and fuzzy about her.


But Mum didn’t appear, and the Old Man didn’t come in. I slipped along the hall, into the bedroom I shared with Paulie. Snatched
up our backpacks, stuffed them with clothes. Even a toothbrush. Just goes to show what a sad case I am, how far gone I was.
Even when I was doing the scariest thing in my life, I made sure I had my toothbrush.



Paulie was still on the floor when I went back to the kitchen. I took his hand. ‘Come on, Paulie,’ I whispered. ‘Let’s get
out of here.’


‘What?’

‘We’re leaving,’ I said, dragging him a little.

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘We can’t. He didn’t say we could.’

I grabbed him by the shoulders, put my face close to his. ‘Paulie,’ I said, desperate, ‘we can’t stay here. We just can’t.
I’m taking you away so you’ll be safe. I’ll take care of you.’


‘But he didn’t say we could.’

I picked him up. Thought he’d shout or scream, but he just slumped in my arms. ‘That’s right,’ I said as I tiptoed to the
front door. ‘That’s exactly right.’


It was about five o’clock in the afternoon. Late afternoon of a hot, tired day. Sun just starting to make those long shadows
that throw tiger stripes over the road. Cicadas whining. Sprinklers in the park up the street going ka-chuck, ka-chuck, ka-chuck.


And we were just marching out of home, leaving it behind.

Didn’t look back. Even when I put Paulie down on the footpath, guided him up the street, I didn’t look back.

The Old Man always said that if any of us tried to leave, he’d come and get us. Wasn’t a threat. The Old Man never made threats.
Only promises. But somehow it didn’t matter just then. Walking away from the place was like stepping out of a stinking swamp
into cool, clear water. The further I went, the cleaner I felt.


Paulie didn’t say much. He held his game, tight, in both hands as he walked. Worried me a bit, how intense he was. Like the rest of the world didn’t matter, only him and his
electronic world.


I took Paulie to the station. Figured that the city was the place to go. We could get lost there, easy. So we sat on the train
with all the ordinary people, the normal ones.


That’s when the sky turned into a light show and everything fell apart.
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