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To Seb and Teddy.
As promised, this one is for you.




 

 

 

WASHINGTON (AP) – A newly discovered asteroid is causing some concern among astronomers.

The International Astronomical Union’s Minor Planet Center (MPC) confirmed that the object – named 2027 WB7 – is currently 200 million kilometers from Earth and was first observed on November 03, 2027 using images from the Vera C. Rubin Observatory in Chile.

WB7 is one of tens of thousands of asteroids in our solar system which have been identified, but the MCP expects the orbit of this particular one to bring it to within 7 million kilometers of Earth. Initial observations suggest that it is of a sufficient size to classify it as a PHA, or Potentially Hazardous Asteroid.

The anticipated close approach will not happen for several years.

Observations are continuing…




Part One




Wednesday, 3 November 2027

1447 days to go

The first I hear of it is when an online contact sends me a message.

All I know about CelestialEye80 is that they work in theoretical physics at a university somewhere in the UK. All they know about me is what I’ve written on my website.


Hello and welcome.

I’ve always known that it’s not a matter of IF but WHEN a catastrophic event occurs, which is why I created this site to help people prepare.

My mission is twofold:

1) To provide unbiased information about genuine risks of threat-to-life scenarios.

2) To share details of the preparations you should make to give yourself the best chance of surviving a catastrophe, however it may occur.

All recommendations are based on my own views and research. I accept no payment from third parties and pay all costs associated with maintaining this website myself.



I never put my name or my face online. I like the anonymity of a website so I can focus on spreading my message without having to deal with how nasty people can be even when you’re trying to help them.

In any case, what little else there is to say isn’t worth sharing.

Late forties, single, no children, unfulfilling job. No friends. Live in the same house I grew up in not too far from a lock-up garage that I inherited from my parents. Oh, and my life is dominated by something that I call The Rat.

CelestialEye80 originally got in touch with me a few months ago to point out a mistake in one of my posts about long-period comets and the Oort Cloud. I corrected the error and since then we’ve occasionally exchanged messages when we find ourselves online at the same time.

This evening CelestialEye80 sends me a message with a link to the press release.

You should include asteroid 2027 WB7 in the disasters list on your website, they say.

I don’t ignore it – I would never ignore a potential threat – but I decide to look at the press release after I’ve finished writing a short piece on vermifilter composting toilets which will appear along with links to suppliers of earthworms in both the ‘Self-Sufficiency’ and ‘Waste Management’ sections of my website.




Before

1981–1986

If my father had known that I would end up being responsible for the deaths of three members of my family, including him, he might have thought twice before asking my mother out. As it was, I – Cassie Black – was born on 20 October 1981, four years after Dad met Mum at the Royal Surrey County Hospital where they both worked.

My earliest memories are like a handful of stills from a film. In one, I’m sitting on the floor and my parents are kneeling in front of me. In another, my dad is holding a bag while my mum is stacking boxes. Then Dad is standing with the bag on his back. From my position on the floor my father is in front of the window and curls of dark hair frame his head. His face is in shadow and I can’t see it. I can’t see Mum’s face either. I cannot recall my parents’ faces when they were young.

I’m sure these are memories of prep-pack checking. While other parents might have prepared for the imminent arrival of their first child by decorating a nursery, Dad’s priority was choosing a bag that could be easily strapped to his own and filling it with enough supplies to keep me warm, fed and dry for several days. According to my father I didn’t spend a single night without a prep-pack beside my bed.

Other people call them go-bags, bug-out bags, the 72-hour kit, the Get Out Of Dodge bag and the Quick Run Bag, but my father always called ours prep-packs.

By the time I turned four, I was expected to carry my own backpack, which contained pyjamas, woolly socks, a waterproof coat, a bottle of water, a two-handled plastic cup, several pouches of fruit puree and room for one small toy. Preparing for the Collapse, Dad called it when we went through the weekly ritual of unpacking our bags, checking the contents for damage, refilling the water bottles and confirming the expiry date on all edible items.

My parents’ prep-packs were bigger than mine and I would recite the contents as they spread them out on the living-room floor each week: maps, portable camping stove and gas refill, cooking pot, water bottles, chlorine tablets, plate, cutlery, mug, penknife, candle, matches, tea-bags, instant noodles, toilet paper, tampons, soap, first aid kit, foil blanket, full change of clothes and waterproofs. Everything we needed to get us from home to Haven.

Dad always said that even though Haven was less than four miles away we had to assume that we might have to spend more time than expected to cover the distance. ‘Rely on yourself first, above all others’ was one of his many sayings. Everything we needed for longer-term survival during the Collapse was in Haven. As long as we could make it there, all would be well.

*

When I started school in September 1986 I asked some of the other children what they put in their prep-packs but I was met with blank looks.

‘When we went to see my nanny in France,’ one of the girls said, eventually, ‘I took a teddy and a colouring book on the boat.’

‘Not on a boat,’ I said. ‘In your prep-pack. What do you put in your prep-pack?’

Again, blank looks all round.

‘Where is your Haven?’ I asked, but I may as well have been speaking a different language.

We lived on the outskirts of Guildford in the south of England, and although Dad often said he would have loved to live in isolated woodland growing all his own food, when he was a teenager he’d been in a car accident which had left him with a limp, an inability to grip things with his left hand and, most significantly, a lack of confidence that he’d be able to manage the physical requirements of fully self-sufficient living.

If my father couldn’t have the life he longed for, he had decided that the next best thing was to devote his time, energy and most of his money to maintaining Haven instead. Other than to go to work or do the shopping, my parents rarely went out and we never went away on holiday because, unless it was absolutely unavoidable, Dad always wanted to be within a three-hour drive of Haven.

‘Remember the rule of three,’ he would say, whenever there was a suggestion that we venture further afield.

‘We can survive three minutes without air, three hours without shelter, three days without water and three weeks without food.’

I cannot think of a single occasion when my father ever broke his self-imposed boundary.




Monday, 15 November 2027

1435 days to go

Today, twelve days after the discovery of asteroid 2027 WB7, NASA’s Center for Near Earth Object Studies has gathered sufficient data to release a statement. Because of its location near the twilight region of the sky, there’s only a short opportunity after sunset to view the asteroid, which makes measurements challenging. Nevertheless, they now know there is a 1 per cent probability of impact. And if there is a collision, it will happen on 20 October 2031. The statement is accompanied by a graphic with almost all of Europe and the north Atlantic shaded in scarlet. This is the ‘risk corridor’. It is huge.

Initial estimates suggest that the object may be several hundred metres long. By asteroid standards, this is not so big. A mass extinction event, wiping out all life on Earth, would require an asteroid to be much, much larger – maybe even two hundred times larger – but at only a few hundred metres long WB7 would instead be called a city killer.

Few people have ever given asteroids much thought, except when watching implausible films about intrepid space travellers establishing mining camps or sending doomed missions to blow them up, and almost no one is talking about an object that is currently 200 million kilometres away and only has a 1 per cent chance of striking our planet four years from now. There are millions of killer rocks hurtling around our solar system – why worry about this one?

Besides, most people who are aware of WB7 are probably thinking if it does strike Earth, it won’t affect us, will it? It’ll hit somewhere else. The Atlantic, probably. There might be some big waves, but how bad can it be? Or if not the Atlantic, then somewhere else in that huge scarlet risk corridor. Definitely over there, not over here. If anyone suffers it’ll be them. We’ll be OK, just like we always are.

I can’t imagine being able to so readily dismiss potential disasters. Take this morning, for example. I went to the supermarket. For most people this is a perfectly normal, if tedious, activity. For me, however, it can so easily become something terrifying.

I’m standing outside the supermarket at 6:50 a.m. waiting for the doors to be unlocked at 7 a.m. Inside, two members of staff in green tabards are standing by one of the cages used to restock the shelves. They have their backs to me as they attempt to move the cage, which appears to be stuck. A young man with long hair tied in a ponytail gestures to the wheels then walks towards the back of the shop. I check the time: 6:53 a.m. As I’m looking, it ticks over to 6:54 a.m.

The ponytailed man returns with an older man. The older man tries to move the cage, but it doesn’t budge. The three men look at the cage. None of them so much as glance towards the doors. At 6:55 a.m., two women walk down the middle aisle and take up positions at adjacent tills.

I look around the car park. By now other people are usually waiting for the doors to open but this morning there’s no one else here. Why am I alone? Why isn’t anyone inside unlocking the doors? What’s the problem with the cage? Are the people inside in some sort of danger? Could there be an intruder? A hostage situation? This feels like it’s escalating into something really serious.

I recite the prime numbers to 307, then back down to 2, trying to steady my breath as I speak. I make no mistakes, but when I’ve finished, everyone is exactly where they were before and it’s now 6:58 a.m. I think back over my day so far. Alarm at 5:00 a.m. Shower, dress, coffee, check shopping list, check cupboards, check list, check fridge, check list, coat on, check list, leave house, return to house, check list, leave house, walk to supermarket. And now I’ve counted the primes to 307 forwards and backwards. Should I have gone up to 503?

It’s now 6:59 a.m., no one has so much as looked at the doors and I’m certain the people inside the supermarket are in terrible danger. I must have missed something. But what? What haven’t I done?

As it turns out, there isn’t a hostage situation in my local supermarket. The man with the ponytail strolls over and unlocks the doors at precisely 7 a.m., and even though I know that everyone is safe and I have done nothing wrong, the nausea and racing heart accompany me around the shop, only beginning to fade after I return home. Even then, for the rest of the day while I’m working, there’s a feeling in the background, a sort of lurking ghost panic, that I have to consciously and continually keep at bay.

This is The Rat.

The Rat constantly scrabbles inside my brain, pushing persistent, intrusive thoughts at me all day, every day, forcing me to be responsible for the safety of complete strangers, requiring me to make irrational bargains with myself. Even when I’m able to force it back into the shadows, I’m always aware of its lurking presence at the edge of my thoughts, flexing its vicious claws, clacking its cruel yellow incisors.

This is why I started writing a blog, which later became my website. One way to quieten The Rat is to help people prepare for the Collapse. I post a new piece on my website every Wednesday, and since I began doing this in 2008, I’ve missed only one week. I didn’t post anything on 18 March 2020, but here’s the thing: I miss one single post and less than a week later the whole of the UK goes into lockdown. My fault? Probably not, but for me, it’s difficult to accept that it’s just a coincidence.

CelestialEye80 is online again this evening.

Is a 1 per cent chance of impact significant? I ask.

If one out of every hundred planes that took off was going to crash, would you get on a flight? they reply.

I don’t want to say that I’ve never been on a plane and can’t imagine ever getting on one.

Come on, they prompt. Would you?

No.

There you go – 1 per cent is not a low risk. And the percentage might go up.

How can they be certain about the date but not whether it will actually hit us?

CelestialEye80’s reply is longer this time. It might help if you visualize the two orbits as circles that intersect at just one single point. There’s already enough information to know the date it will happen, but they haven’t yet been able to make the necessary observations to know exactly what time the circles will touch. It may be that they intersect when the Earth and the asteroid are a safe distance apart. Or it may be that they intersect at a time when both the Earth and the asteroid are at the same point in space. As observations allow for more accurate calculations the 1 per cent risk figure might rise. It could rise significantly.

Do you think it will rise? I ask.

In the short term, almost certainly. As further observations are made and more data is available, impact risks usually increase until we have enough data to know for sure. The real question is whether the probability of impact will drop to zero. Do you remember hearing about the Apophis asteroid?

I think so. Quite a while ago?

It was spotted back in 2004. When it was first observed there was a 2.7 per cent probability it would hit Earth in 2029 and it wasn’t until 2006 that the risk of impact dropped to zero. Even so, in 2029 Apophis will be only 32,000 kilometres away when it passes us.

That sounds very close, I say.

It is. It’ll pass closer to us than our geostationary satellites, but there’s zero chance of it impacting Earth.

If the probability of impact by WB7 rises, what are the chances that it’ll drop to zero? I ask, but CelestialEye80 refuses to speculate further.

As a result of our conversation, before I go to bed that night, I update the list on my website of imminent disasters, putting asteroid 2027 WB7 below total climate breakdown, nuclear war and another global pandemic. After due consideration, I put it immediately above supervolcanos.




Before

1986–1989

Granny and Grandpa lived on the other side of Guildford in an old house that we called the purple house because every spring it was wrapped in wisteria. Unlike our home, which was lacking in decoration to the point of being spartan, my grandparents’ house was full of what Granny called her ‘collections’. The hallway was lined with dozens of framed drawings of fairies playing hide and seek among plants and she had teapots shaped like different animals and dozens of fridge magnets from around the world.

Although my grandparents only lived a few miles away and were well within the three hours from Haven rule, Dad didn’t like me staying overnight.

‘It’s too far,’ he’d say to my mother whenever she mentioned that Granny and Grandpa had suggested I spend a weekend with them.

‘It’s only for a night or two,’ Mum would reply.

‘That doesn’t make it any less of a risk.’

From time to time I did stay, although I always had to take my prep-pack with me and Grandpa had to make sure his car was full of petrol in case there was an emergency and he had to drive me to Haven.

Whenever I arrived, my grandfather would give me a hug then say, ‘I’ll leave you girls to it, shall I?’ and disappear to watch television. Granny would roll her eyes and usher me into the kitchen, which was warm and smelled of the sticky treacle flapjacks that she always made me. There, with the radio turned up just high enough to block out the voices of what Granny called the ‘hysterical sports commentators’ from Grandpa’s television, we’d do jigsaws together. Granny was a fiend for puzzles, and even when I was too young to tackle her 1000-piece jigsaws, she would give me the job of sorting out the pieces into piles of similar colours. By the time I was four I not only knew the names of the more usual shades, but the more unusual ones too. ‘All the turquoise pieces, please, Cassie,’ she’d say, looking at a picture of a balmy tropical seascape, or ‘Magenta, please, Cassie,’ while scrutinizing an image of a smart old steam engine.

Granny sometimes made comments about my dad. She might be making a cup of tea and she’d say, ‘Has Daddy been making Mummy and you spend much time at Haven recently?’ and start shaking her head before I could reply. Or while she was doing the jigsaw she might ask, ‘I don’t suppose your father has agreed to let your poor mum book a holiday abroad this year?’ Then she’d jam a piece of the puzzle somewhere that even I could tell it wasn’t supposed to go.

In light of this, it wasn’t surprising that my father rarely came to the purple house. He certainly wasn’t there the week before I started school when Mum came to collect me. She was kneeling on the floor in the hallway, helping me put my shoes on, when my grandmother said, ‘Everything ready for Cassie’s big day?’

‘I think so,’ Mum said, pulling up my left sock, which was bunched up around my ankle. ‘Cassie, hold still…’

‘You’ll take photos for me?’

Mum got to her feet. ‘Of course I will.’ She kissed Granny on the cheek and said, ‘Right, we’ll be off. Say goodbye, Cassie.’

It was then my grandmother said, almost as an afterthought, ‘I don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind about her jabs?’

‘We’ve been over this, Mum,’ my mother said. ‘I thought you respected our decision.’

‘But the thing is, I don’t understand your decision. You work at a hospital, for goodness’ sake. Kids used to die from these illnesses. I know Liam’s your husband, but that doesn’t mean you need to go along with every stupid idea of his.’

‘Liam is not stupid.’ Mum sounded angry and she held my hand, pulling me towards the door. ‘Come on, Cassie, we’re going.’

‘I didn’t say he was stupid. I said some of his ideas were stupid.’ Granny’s voice was loud now, too. ‘I know you believe Cassie should have her inoculations. Just like you don’t believe Liam should spend all your money on a garage because he thinks the world is about to end.’

Mum dropped my hand and spun around. ‘I refuse to talk about this again. It’s up to Liam how he spends his money.’

‘Not when he’s married with a child, it’s not.’ Granny’s voice was loud. ‘You’ve both got good jobs, you could afford to live somewhere nicer than that pokey little house you’re in, but instead he wastes all his money on preparing for something that won’t ever happen.’

‘No,’ Mum said, her voice as loud as Granny’s. ‘I’m not going over this again.’

I looked up at them. Two of my favourite people in the whole world were arguing. Tears pricked my eyes.

Grandpa came to the door of the living room. ‘What is going on out here?’

When neither my mother nor my grandmother replied, he swept me up in his arms. I pressed my face into his shoulder. He smelled of coffee and newspapers.

‘Are they upsetting you, Cassie, love?’ he asked.

I nodded, rubbing my nose on the scratchy wool of his jumper.

Granny was the first to speak, rubbing her hand on my back. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just don’t want you to get a nasty illness from all those germs you’ll be breathing in at school.’

‘That’s enough,’ Mum said, lifting me from Grandpa’s arms and carrying me to the front door. ‘Stop interfering. Cassie’s my daughter. Mine and Liam’s, and unless I actually ask for it, I don’t want your opinion. Do you understand?’

Over my mother’s shoulder, I saw Granny nodding at Mum, the corners of her mouth trembling.

Afterwards, I couldn’t stop thinking about how angry Mum had been and how upset Granny was. I only dimly grasped what they had been arguing about, but if it was to do with me becoming ill because of breathing in something bad then the solution seemed simple: if I didn’t breathe then the bad things couldn’t get inside me and Granny wouldn’t be upset.

The first time I fainted was in the supermarket. It was a Saturday morning and the shop was busy, full of people breathing out the germs that Granny was so worried about. I trotted from one side of the aisle to the other trying to find some space so that I could fill my lungs with clean, healthy air.

I barely heard Mum telling me to stop wandering off because all I could think about were the bad things I was breathing in. I held my breath as long as possible, but there were so many people in the shop. I pushed my lips tight together, determined not to take another breath until it was safe to do so. Little spots danced at the corner of my vision, expanding and expanding until there was nothing but white stars.

The next thing I remembered was lying on the floor of the supermarket with my head on Mum’s lap. A circle of people surrounded us, looking concerned. All of them breathing their nasty horrible germs onto us. I started crying, and Mum gathered me into her arms.

‘Give her some space,’ someone said. Everyone shuffled back a step or two and I felt a little better.

‘Are you OK, sweetheart?’ Mum asked.

I managed to choke down my tears long enough to say, ‘I want to go home.’

Tucked up in bed, in the clean air of my bedroom, I could hear my parents discussing whether they should take me to the hospital ‘just to be on the safe side’. But that was where sick people went. The air there would definitely not be clean. I was already in the safest place so I pushed the bedclothes aside and got up.

‘How are you feeling, sweetheart?’ asked Mum, when I appeared in the hallway.

‘OK.’

‘Does anything hurt? Your head? Or your tummy? Do you feel poorly?’

I shook my head.

‘Were you feeling poorly in the shop before you fainted, darling?’

Again, I shook my head.

‘She’s fine. You’re fine, aren’t you, Cassie?’ Dad said, but Mum didn’t look convinced.

She kneeled down so she was at my eye-level. ‘Do you promise you feel OK? There’s nothing wrong?’

I nodded vigorously. I couldn’t tell Mum I’d been holding my breath when I fainted. She had been so angry when Granny was talking about germs and I didn’t want to make her angry with me.

I was one of the oldest in my class, tall for my age, and by the time I started school I could already read. When I was a teenager, my parents told me how boring I found primary school, how little I learned and how much I didn’t want to be there, but that’s not how I remember it. My memories are of warmth from the big silver radiators, lots of laughing and the smell of lunch wafting into the classroom.

I had friends, too. More friends than I ever had as an adult.

That’s not to say that there weren’t issues.

The second time I fainted was at school. This time my teacher realized it was because I was holding my breath and it turned out that I wasn’t the only breath-holder in my class. A boy called Aaron did it too and a lot more frequently than me. When I saw the other children crowded over him as he lay on the floor, I realized I needed to find another method of avoiding their germy breath.

From then on, if someone came too close I’d lift my hand to my mouth and count to five while backing away. If I couldn’t put a proper distance between me and the person by the time I reached five, or if someone else entered my safe area, I’d have to count again. Hand up to my mouth. Breathe in. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Breathe out into my palm. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. And again. And again.

Despite the hand-breathing and counting occupying a significant part of my time, and the continual requests from my teachers that I take my hand away from my face and speak more clearly, I was a quick learner and always came first or second in tests. And if it was odd that I spent most of my time with my hand glued to my face, compared to Aaron’s continuing fainting, Abigail’s tendency to cry hysterically at least three times every day and poor Will who hit his head against the classroom wall when he got upset, my own particular quirk didn’t seem that notable.

So for the first three years of school, I had friends, was invited to birthday parties and playdates, and was generally making a success of things. Or so I thought.

In May 1989, near the end of the summer term, my teacher, Mrs Lesley, asked my parents to come into the school for a meeting. Mum had to take Granny for a hospital appointment so Dad came by himself. I was already in the classroom, and after giving me a hug and kissing the top of my head, he walked over to a small chair opposite Mrs Lesley and lowered himself onto it, his knees pointing towards the ceiling.

Mrs Lesley turned and pointed to a large artwork made from pieces of paper tacked along one wall of the classroom. ‘Thank you for making the time for a chat, Mr Black. I wanted to show you our end of term project. Perhaps Cassie told you about it? The task for the class was for everyone to contribute a picture of a dinosaur and give a little presentation. Just a few lines. Imagining what its favourite food was, for example. Where it liked to sleep. Whether it preferred the rain or the sun. That sort of thing…’

My father nodded.

‘These are the dinosaurs all the other children did,’ Mrs Lesley continued, getting to her feet and sweeping her hand along the length of the picture.

She tapped a finger on the right-hand corner, near the top. ‘And here’s Cassie’s contribution.’

The three of us looked at the huge black mass I’d drawn on the paper, dwarfing even the largest dinosaur.

‘Apparently it’s a comet,’ my teacher said.

‘An asteroid,’ I corrected her, as I had done in class several times already.

Dad nodded. ‘Yes, it’ll be an asteroid.’

‘This isn’t about specifics, Mr Black.’

My father looked confused. ‘Isn’t it? Surely it’s important to be accurate, don’t you agree? What’s the difference between a comet and an asteroid, Cassie?’

‘Comets are mainly made of ice and dust and asteroids are usually made of rock and metal,’ I said proudly.

‘Spot on,’ Dad said, turning back towards Mrs Lesley.

‘I’m aware of the difference,’ Mrs Lesley said. ‘Because Cassie told the class all about it at the beginning of her talk before she went on to describe in great detail some theory about how an asteroid hit the Earth and instantly vaporized half the dinosaurs, and how the ones that were not vaporized would have suffered excruciating radiation burns before the unfortunate last remaining few starved to death along with most of life on the planet.’

Dad nodded. ‘Sounds right.’

‘That’s hardly the point,’ Mrs Lesley said. ‘It’s not appropriate. Cassie has an unhealthy preoccupation with death.’

Dad looked at me but didn’t say anything.

‘If it’s not meteorites,’ Mrs Lesley continued. ‘It’s supervolcanos, or nuclear winters, or zoonimic diseases…’

‘Zoonotic,’ Dad and I said at the same time. He smiled at me, then said to Mrs Lesley, ‘Of course that’s already happened. AIDS is a zoonotic disease – it crossed from monkeys to humans. There’ll be others.’

‘That’s my point exactly,’ my teacher said.

‘What is?’ my father asked.

‘There are enough scary things out there these days without Cassie telling the other children about goodness knows how many other catastrophes might or might not be waiting just around the corner.’

‘There are catastrophes waiting just around the corner,’ Dad said.

Mrs Lesley looked up the ceiling, then back at Dad. ‘The point is that Cassie is terrifying the other kids.’

‘There’s a lot to be concerned about.’

‘Mr Black. This… obsession of Cassie’s. It’s not normal, surely you understand that?’

She waited for a response, but when Dad didn’t say anything, she continued, ‘For show and tell last month Cassie brought in a backpack with pyjamas and food and water. Apparently she always sleeps with it by her bed, just in case. When the other children asked in case of what, Cassie started listing all the possible situations that might require her to leave her bed in the middle of the night and go to heaven. Several children actually started crying.’

‘Haven,’ I said. ‘Not heaven. There’s no such place as heaven. When you die, you die.’

‘See?’ Mrs Lesley said to Dad. ‘These aren’t thoughts she should be having at her age.’

Dad frowned. I knew he would be cross that I’d mentioned Haven. He’d always said it was our secret, because when the Collapse came, if people knew about it then they might try to break in and rob us.

‘I don’t believe in lying to my daughter.’ Dad was speaking slowly, which he always did when he was talking to someone he thought was a bit stupid. ‘I’m not going to fob Cassie off with some fairy story about heaven. She’s old enough to understand the reality of things.’

‘Again, Mr Black, this isn’t about whether heaven exists or not. Look, with your permission I’d like to refer Cassie to a counsellor, get her some help for these morbid thoughts of hers.’

‘Absolutely not. There’s nothing wrong with my daughter. She doesn’t have morbid thoughts. She has perfectly sensible, rational thoughts. You should be listening to her, not dismissing what she says.’

I wasn’t referred to a counsellor but Mrs Lesley’s intervention did have two consequences.

The first was that I became more convinced, not less, that I had a responsibility to tell others what I knew. After all, if our own teacher wasn’t going to tell the other children about all the possible disasters out there, then who would? How could anyone prepare if they didn’t know what might happen?

However, my resolution to educate my classmates was thwarted by the second consequence of Mrs Lesley’s conversation with my father when, without consulting me, it was decided that my mother would give up work and take over the job of teaching me herself.

In 1989, aged seven, I was withdrawn from mainstream schooling.

Thereafter, I would be taught at home.




Sunday, 21 November 2027

1429 days to go

Since it was first spotted eighteen days ago, astronomers around the world have been working together to understand as much as they can about asteroid 2027 WB7 before it disappears behind the sun and becomes unobservable. NASA issues another press release.


Probability of impact has risen to 2 per cent… object size still very uncertain but estimated as being between 50 and 500 meters… risk corridor has narrowed to exclude much of mainland Europe but still includes France, Belgium, the Netherlands, the UK, Ireland and the eastern Atlantic Ocean.



Here at home, news headlines are dominated by flooding, with hundreds of acres underwater, many families forced out of their houses and watercourses polluted by flood damage at a large sewage treatment plant.

On a visit to one of the worst affected areas, our prime minister responds to a question about a rumour that the European Space Agency is planning to send a mission to the asteroid and, in an unscripted comment, mentions a potential UK contribution of several billion pounds. An immediate outcry ensues. There’s a housing crisis. A cost-of-living crisis. A flooding crisis. We have the worst cancer survival rates in Europe. If billions of pounds are going spare, why isn’t that money being given to the NHS, not handed over to the Americans or the Chinese to send a mission to photograph a space rock?

A few hours later, in an effort to try and de-escalate the situation, the prime minister’s spokesperson explains that all funding provided will be as part of the ongoing contribution to the European Space Agency, of which the UK is a founder member. Although it is seven years since the UK left the European Union, and even though the space agency is not part of the EU, this explanation triggers a fresh volley of outrage that we are ‘still sending money to Europe hand over fist’.

Today is a Sunday and on Sundays I practise escaping. There’s never been a time when I didn’t do this. There’s a photograph of my mother and me escaping to Haven when I was only a few weeks old, me tied to Mum’s chest with a large piece of cloth.

From when I was old enough to talk, each Sunday morning over breakfast, Dad would announce the specific scenario we would pretend to be fleeing from that day. Nuclear attack was the most frequent. Invasion by unspecified ‘enemy forces’ was also quite common, along with terrorist atrocity and virulent flu virus. Only occasionally did we flee to Haven because of an imagined incoming meteor strike.

Nowadays I don’t think about what I’m fleeing from on Sundays – I just focus on reaching Haven. It’s the only time my thoughts never deflect me from what I’m doing because, as I’m travelling along whichever one of the six possible routes that I’ve chosen that day to avoid potential roadblocks, civil unrest or curfews, all other thoughts are quietened by the dominant need to get to Haven.

I finish the last of my coffee and start the stopwatch on my phone. Within ninety seconds I’m in my hiking boots, I’ve pulled on two coats – one thicker, one thinner – locked up, hoisted my prep-pack onto my shoulders and I’m off. I turn left down the street, walking briskly. Not running. Dad always said never to run: You’ll wear yourself out before you get anywhere. If you’re properly prepped, you know where you’re heading, so there’s no need to panic. Panic creates chaos. Follow the plan. Always follow the plan.

I head for the towpath alongside the river and follow it for a few hundred yards before cutting through a break in the hedge, emerging in a field which is alive with buttercups in the summer but at this time of year is boggy and slows me down. I cross the field, scramble over a low stone wall and into a graveyard, skirting round the edge, before leaving through a gate. I keep to the road for a while, taking the first right, second left, round a bend, left, then left again, pushing through another hedge into a field with a horse at the far end which I cross as quickly as possible because I’m scared of horses. Emerging onto another road, I take a series of rights, then a left into a private road, walking like I belong here, then through one final field, crossing a cul-de-sac lined with houses. I turn right, walk to the end and reach a row of brick garages.

At the very end is Dad’s garage. My garage, now. My Haven.

All the others have metal up-and-over doors, most of which have been upgraded to electric versions. Haven does not have an electric one because my father was concerned about signals being jammed by cyber-terrorists. Instead, most of the front of the garage has been bricked up, leaving just enough space for a narrow steel door.

I release the padlocks, unlock the door and only when I’m inside with the interior bolts drawn do I reach for my phone and turn the stopwatch off. Seventy-two minutes. Too slow to beat a nuclear missile, but acceptable for many other threats.

I drop the pack from my shoulders and shrug off my outer coat. Despite the cold November weather, I’m hot and thirsty, and I allow myself the luxury of switching on the electric light so I can find the water bottle in my pack. Dad always said that electricity would be the first thing to go in the Collapse, and even after we installed solar panels on the roof, he would rarely have the overhead light on at Haven, instead lighting it by candles or battery-operated lamps.

I close my eyes before I flick the switch to turn on the light. A few months ago, I got a box of discounted bulbs from a hardware store that was closing down and they’re the kind that mimic daylight, which will be useful if I have to remain in Haven for a prolonged period of time but are painfully bright when first switched on.

I begin running through my checks methodically. My survival will depend on ensuring that nothing is out of date. The Dutch military ration packs have a twenty-five-year shelf life and there’s another fourteen years before I need to swap them out, but nevertheless I check they’re sealed. I unpack the first aid kit, confirm nothing has expired and pack it away again, then I count the water-purification and potassium iodide tablets, make sure the blister packets for the broad-spectrum antibiotics that I bought online are still intact, check all the batteries (in sizes from AAA up to D) with the battery tester and wind up the torches to confirm they still work. I set aside most of the tampons and sanitary towels. It’s been more than a year since my last period and I’m pretty confident I won’t be needing them again so I’ll take them with me and drop them off at the local food bank.

My least favourite job is emptying the waste from the toilet, which I shall do before I leave in the morning. When I was young I hated going to the toilet at Haven and refused to drink anything to try and avoid having to use it. In the end, I developed a kidney infection from dehydration, and shortly afterwards, Dad invested in an upgraded camping toilet and a tent to keep it in at the back of the garage, so at least we had a bit of privacy.

After I’ve finished all my chores and made a list of supplies that I need to obtain, I unfold a chair and use the little stove to heat up soup that I brought from home. After I’ve eaten, I bag up the rubbish and wrap myself in a blanket to keep the chill away. Then I settle down to read. At the moment I’m reading a book about asteroids that CelestialEye80 suggested and I make notes of a few points to check.

When my eyelids start to droop, I fold up the chair, unroll the sleeping mat, turn off the light and get into my sleeping bag, keeping all my clothes on. It’s always so dark inside Haven that sometimes I’m not sure if my eyes are open or closed. Occasionally I allow myself to imagine that Mum and Dad are lying beside me, my mother sleepy, her warm breath puffing onto my cheek, while I whisper the day’s escape route to my father as he challenges me to divert part way through, to imagine a roadblock, a fire, a flood, any number of disasters that we might have to navigate.

Tonight, however, I find myself thinking about CelestialEye80, or Cy, as I’ve started calling them to myself. We’ve been chatting online more frequently, and although it’s stupid, having my own name for them makes me feel as if we might actually be friends.

It says a lot about me – nothing positive – that I don’t even know the real name of the person I interact with most frequently. I don’t think I’m lonely, which is to say I have spent so much of my life without other people that solitude is my default state. I’m a copywriter for a consumer goods company. I work from home and my manager prefers to communicate online, so entire days can go by – and frequently do – without me uttering a word. For the most part, that suits me. Thanks to The Rat, my own thoughts are so exhausting, so all-consuming, that I rarely have space to listen to anyone else’s.

But lying here in the dark of Haven, thinking about our recent online chats, I find myself wondering what Cy’s voice sounds like. I have no idea how old they are, if they’re a man or a woman, or where in the country they’re from. I imagine them as a woman, with a voice that is mature, a little bit husky, and has a hint of a Yorkshire accent softened by years in academia.

*

In one of our recent chats they mentioned that they have difficulty sleeping.

I find it difficult to switch off, you know?

I laughed out loud when I saw that. Do I know what that’s like? Maybe better than anyone.

Another message popped up. I should probably take up a hobby or something. I don’t have a television. I never really enjoyed watching it. When I get home from work, I just read about theoretical physics. It’s no wonder my brain won’t switch off.

How about novels. Do you read novels? I asked.

Not since school.

I can’t imagine a life without novels. What a bleak place it would be.

In that case, I’d prescribe a good book, I said.

What would you suggest? Not a so-called classic, though. It was being forced to read those at school that put me off novels in the first place.

Give me a minute, I replied. Standing in front of the bookshelf where I keep my most favourite books, I scanned their spines, trying to imagine what might capture my imagination if I hadn’t read a single novel since school.

When I returned to the laptop I typed, try Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro.

I’ve never heard of it, but OK, I’ll give it a go.

I smiled – Cy may know a lot about physics but obviously they know nothing about books.

Much to my surprise, Cy bought it, read it and loved it, describing it as ‘remarkable’, and since then I’ve recommended several more novels, all of which Cy enjoyed. Now, as well as talking about disaster scenarios, we talk about books.

However, our most recent conversation, last night, was about the asteroid, because the university where Cy works has contributed data on its orbit.

It’s concerning, they said, in what I have come to understand as their typically understated way.

If it does hit us, I asked, what will happen?

It’s impossible to say without more certainty about the size and knowing if the impact will be on land or in the ocean.

Which is worse – land or sea?

If it struck the sea there would be tsunamis all along the Atlantic seaboard and devastating effects on marine life, but striking a populated area could be much worse. The absolute best-case scenario would be for the asteroid to be small and break up as it entered the atmosphere – there would be broken windows and injuries from flying glass, possibly spontaneous firestorms. However, if it’s as big as it might be, a strike on land would mean devastation across hundreds of kilometres with blast waves that would obliterate absolutely everything in their path.

Dad always said he chose a brick garage to be Haven because it was solid and squat and would provide us with shelter from anything except a bomb landing on the roof.

When you say absolutely everything would be obliterated, do you mean all the buildings too?

Absolutely everything. Nothing in the path of a blast wave will remain.

In the darkness of Haven, I think about this morning’s press release from NASA. I’m surprised more people aren’t worrying about the asteroid. But perhaps, with everything else going on in the world, there’s little room left to be concerned about a 2 per cent chance of being struck by an asteroid of indeterminate size.

I feel around for the torch and turn it on, then flip through the pages of my notebook. As I write the words ‘asteroid strike’ at the very top of my disaster scenarios list, I notice my hands are trembling.




Before

1989–1991

In September 1989 everyone went back to school except me.

One end of the wooden table in our kitchen was set aside as my study area. Mum and I assembled a collection of stationery from around the house. Sometimes I would be working on my lessons and turn the page of my notebook to find an old recipe or shopping list, or a reminder to book the car for a service.

Mum bought a set of maths and science workbooks and drew up a schedule for each week’s lessons, which she stuck to the front of the fridge. I never needed any encouragement to read books and, in the emptiest of all the old notebooks, I began keeping a diary. It was my mother’s suggestion because she thought it would be a good way to practise writing while sharpening my powers of observation. She said I should use it to look for the small joys in each day and shake off any annoyances. Although there was little variation in my day-to-day life, when I finished my lessons, I would always open my diary and write.

For a while, there was some talk about buying a set of Encyclopaedia Britannica, but when my parents realized how expensive they were, Mum and I instead went to the library the first Monday of every month, where we would each pull out a volume of the encyclopaedia and leaf through it until we found a topic that we thought would be interesting for me to learn about. The deal was that neither of us was allowed to refuse the subject picked by the other. Over the course of the month, in addition to schoolwork, I would learn what I could about the subjects we had chosen, often returning to the library to consult other books or look up newspaper articles, before putting together a report which I would present to my parents on the final day of the month.

By the time I was eleven, I could draw an accurate cross-section of each organ of the body, write a half-decent essay on the rise and fall of the Aztecs, understand the continuous circulation of water around the Earth, draw a scale diagram of the planets of the solar system and explain how a radio worked. I could list all the English monarchs from William the Conqueror onwards and all the prime ministers from Pitt the Elder, and name all fifty states of the United States and their capitals.

I was also still doing my counting. I had progressed from counting to five and my routine was to recite the twenty-five prime numbers between one and a hundred forwards and backwards, twenty-five times. If I hesitated, or made a mistake, then I would recite the thirteen times table forwards and backwards, before beginning again with the primes. Any hesitation or errors and I had to start again.

If I had been asked why it was so important, I couldn’t have explained it, not
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