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This book started two years ago, just after you turned three. I thought I'd have it finished for your fourth birthday, and that it would be a cheery adventure story. It took two years and became rather tense and introspective. When you were three, you had no fear, but as an imaginative five year old, I hope you can handle a thriller!
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Chapter 1
The last normal morning
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At 7.27 in the morning, Morgan’s eyes popped open. He grabbed his Woh woh, which had fallen off the bed at some point during the night, stuck the ruffly, scruffy, saliva-sodden old toy dog in his mouth and stared at the framed photo of himself cuddling his parents which hung over his fireplace.

Morgan's face was a study of curves: round eyes, button nose, and chubby cheeks that gave his head a pear-shaped appearance. The only non-curvy bit was his hair, which was dark and straight as pencil leads, no matter how hard he tried to style it like Daddy's. When he was relaxed, his brow knitted into a little knot, as if permanently worried, but this disappeared when he smiled or laughed, which he did frequently.

He waited while his brain slowly dried out from the night’s sleep, feeling the wacky world of dreams trickle away and appreciating the cool calmness of wakefulness, then inspected the cracks on either side of his blind. Bright sunlight sliced into his bedroom—it had to be waking up time.
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Sure enough, from the next room the chime of Daddy’s alarm rang out and a minute later Mummy marched into Morgan’s bedroom singing:


“Good morning. Good morning.

Wake up sleepy head.

Good morning. Good morning.

Time to get out of bed.

Good morning. Good morning.

Time to start the day.

Good morning. Good morning.

Hip hip hooray!

And the weather is...”


She rolled up the blind and peered out of the window, then yelled “SUNNY!”

Morgan leapt out of bed with a “Yay,” ran to the window to see the sun, to Mummy for a hug, then in to Daddy—who was sitting groggily on the edge of their bed in his plaid pyjamas, scratching his hand through his messy brown and grey hair—for another hug.

Morning wash and getting dressed was the usual chaotic commotion of two busy parents and one bonkers boy all bumping into each other up and down the hallway and in two bedrooms and the bathroom.

“Get dressed, Morgan,” said Mummy as Morgan wrapped himself in his duvet and shouted “I’M THE DYNAMIC DOCTOR DUVET!”

“Hurry up, Morgan,” called Daddy as he shaved at the bathroom sink and Morgan bounced on his parents’ bed screaming “I’M THE FANTASTIC FLYING MATTRESS MAN!”

“Morgan, get your clothes on now!” they yelled in unison as Morgan buried himself in his pile of teddies and shouted “I’M THE WEIRD WIGGLING WORM WOMAN! WHERE AM I? YOU CAN’T SEE ME!”

Mummy and Daddy went downstairs leaving a naked Morgan scrabbling to get socks, underpants, trousers and t-shirt on so he could slide down the stairs to join them.

“Why did you leave me?” Morgan whined. “I was soooo lonely!”

Mummy gave him the stare and Morgan giggled, skipped across the kitchen and dived on their massive, multicoloured bean bag.

Breakfast was no less chaotic. Morgan managed twenty laps of the dining table before sitting down to his toast.

“Daddy, I want a banana as well.”

“You’ll have to have it on the way.”

“Why?”

“You wasted half your breakfast time running round the room like a wally.”

“Why?”

“You tell me, Morgan.”

“I don’t know.”

“Ooh... ooh, I know why,” Mummy chimed in. “It’s because you are a wally! That’s why.”

“I’M THE WONDEROUS WALLY-MAN!” Morgan yelled.

Mummy and Daddy nodded.

Then, with no more than a little gentle encouragement, some firm repetition and strong, impatient shove towards the door, Daddy had Morgan sitting on the bottom stair in the corridor putting his Spider-Man trainers on.

“Right,” said Daddy. “Shout bye-bye up to Mummy, then it’s off-ski we go-ski.”

“BYE-BYE UP TO MUMMY,” shouted Morgan.

Mummy tottered down the stairs, planted a solid kiss on Morgan’s cheek, gave him a hug and said bye.

“Mummy, are you going to come home early tonight?” Morgan asked.

“Yes, my work is not too busy at the moment, so I’ll be home in time to have dinner with you and for hugs and kisses at bed time.”

“Oh good,” said Morgan, then he turned to join Daddy at the front door.

And that was when Morgan’s life changed forever.
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Chapter 2
An earthquake?
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Morgan’s house was built of bricks and stone. Though it was over 170 years old, it was still standing strong. England was not a country that suffered extreme weather or natural disasters, but in the house’s 17 decades it had seen many a flood (the Thames River was but a five-minute walk away) and many a leaky roof, wall and window, a couple of negligent owners, one minor fire in the kitchen, one major and five minor internal renovations, two world wars and a few very small earthquakes. Yet it stood strong.

On that happy morning, though, as Morgan, his mummy and daddy stood in their corridor about to part ways for the day, there was a distant, low BOOM followed by several seconds of utter silence—as if the whole world were in shock—then Morgan’s great old strong house rippled and shook like a tsunami had rolled through it.

Cracks shot along the white walls like bolts of fork lightning, puffing out clouds of plaster that filled the corridor like thick smoke and sprinkled down on Morgan’s cheeks and in his eyes.

The door to the living room twisted and popped right off its hinges. It shot back, tearing away the side of the staircase where Mummy was perched on the third stair up.

She screamed, but the sound was drowned out in the crunching groan of the house changing shape.

From above, a large, flat piece of the ceiling fell down onto them. Dad was quick. He lunged for Morgan, scooping his little boy into an embrace and covering him with his body.

Daddy kept Morgan’s head pressed down so he couldn’t see any more of the destruction, but he could still hear the orchestra of furious clashes and smashes, tears, growls, groans, bangs and clangs.

Morgan feared he would die. He worried for his Mummy and Daddy. He wanted to shout “I don’t like it,” but his lungs, neck and jaw were set solid as concrete. His fear had turned him hard as the stone of his house. Maybe he would tear apart just the same too.

And then it stopped.

Morgan remained still, rolled up as small as he could get beneath the crushing but comforting weight of his daddy, who also remained still. Daddy didn’t move for one minute... two minutes... three?

Then he did, and Morgan sucked in a huge, dusty sigh of relief.
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Chapter 3
Mummy
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When Daddy tensed, there was the dry sound of stone, plaster and wood shuffling and falling. He clambered up onto his hands and knees over Morgan like a protective mother dog. His big hand brushed reassuringly over Morgan’s hair.

“Are you okay, little man?” he asked. His voice was tense and humourless.

“You squashed me,” Morgan whined. He was scared and upset and wanted to blame these feelings on something familiar.

“But did anything fall and hit you?”

“Uh... No.”

Daddy sat back on his heels, rolled Morgan onto his side and ran his hands up and down his body, prodding at the bones with firm fingers.

“You’re all in one piece,” he declared.

Morgan looked up at his daddy. His brown hair and pink face were totally grey with dust, except for the left upper side, where there was a dark red continent-shaped patch: South America, with Chile and Argentina dribbling down into his eye.

Morgan pointed at it in shock. “Blood!”

Daddy dabbed at his cheek and saw the blood on his fingertips. He wiped it on his trousers then probed his fingers through his hair, bringing them out red as a bunch of chilli peppers. His mouth pressed into a thin line. He prodded at his injury a little more, winced, then said “It’s not bad. Stay there, Morgan.”

Daddy crunched over the rubble to the stairs. Morgan sat up and followed Daddy with his eyes. Mummy was sprawled up the stairway. Her eyes were closed.

Morgan had never seen either of his parents hurt before, except for the standard bumped heads and grazed knuckles. The sight of his mummy like that made his head spin. Without standing up from his hands and knees, through the jagged rubble, he dash-crawled over and wrapped his arms round Daddy’s thigh.

“Is Mummy alright?” he wailed.

Daddy pushed Morgan away. “Give me space.”

Daddy checked over Mummy’s body, as he had Morgan’s, but spending extra time around her head and neck. He hummed thoughtfully, then carefully lifted Mummy’s head. She started to slip down the stairs, but Daddy dived in and grabbed her in a half-hug.

Morgan couldn’t help it: he shuffled up till his body was pressed against Daddy’s leg again. “Is she... dead?” he asked.
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“There’s a big bump on her head, but she’s breathing.” Daddy spoke much more urgently than usual. “Morgan, get me the first aid kit from the kitchen.”

Morgan froze. He couldn’t leave the safety of Daddy’s side. He especially didn’t want to walk by himself through the house that had just inexplicably crumbled around them. He didn’t even know what had happened, what had caused it, or if it would happen again.

“Morgan, can you please—” Daddy stopped half-way through repeating himself. He was looking down at Morgan. “Actually, you’re right. We’d better get you and Mummy out of the house first, then I’ll come back for what we need. Can you clear that rubble so we can open the front door?”

Morgan went cautiously to the door.

“There’s broken glass, Daddy.” He pointed up at the small window directly above the front door. Its frame was cracked and warped into a shape Morgan didn’t know the name of and all the glass had shattered out of it.

Daddy sighed. It must have been the weight of holding Mummy. 

“Erm... yeah. Well done for telling me,” he said. “You’ve already got your shoes on, so if you use your foot, it’ll be fine, just this once.”

“But it’ll cut me through my shoes.”

“No it won’t. Not if you’re careful and do it slowly.”

Morgan checked the glass again. There were ten long shards that looked like knives—swords, even—then a load of smaller, equally sharp pieces.

“It’s dangerous, Daddy,” he whinged.

Daddy shuffled, testing for a way to leave Mummy on the stairs without her slipping. He shook his head, said “You’re right, Morgan. It is dangerous... a little bit, and usually I wouldn’t want you to move glass even with your shoes, but just this time I need you to because I can’t let Mummy go and we need to get her out of the house.”

Morgan thought as hard as he could for an alternative. He came up with nothing.

“Alright then,” he said, finally.

Carefully—ever so carefully—Morgan shuffled the glass shards, brick chunks and wood splints, stopping and resetting every time anything moved in a way he wasn’t expecting, till finally the way was clear.

“I did it,” he declared proudly. He turned, grinning to Daddy expecting a big ‘well done’.

“Now open the door,” Daddy said. He was struggling to lift Mummy off the stairs.

The street was more of a mess than their house. There was a long crack that ran from the right all the way down the middle of the road, past their house before it veered left into their next-door neighbours’ house, which had completely collapsed into a pile of bricks that spilled across the pavement and over Aleks’s not-so-shiny-anymore silver car.

Morgan stopped and stared.

“Daddy, have Danica and Aleks been crushed?”

Daddy grimaced at the sight, or maybe his arms were beginning to ache. When he noticed Morgan staring at him, he ironed out his troubled expression. “Um... They said they were... erm... yesterday evening... going away somewhere for a few days.”

Morgan pointed at their car.

“—on the train,” Daddy blurted.

“And Melon Collie?” Morgan asked.

“Went too,” Daddy said.

On their little stretch of road, the roofs of two other houses had caved in. Several lamp posts and telephone poles formed triangles over the road. The high garden wall of the old-person’s home across from their house had broken down in a few places. Daddy nodded towards a part of the wall that still stood and had a relatively clear stretch of pavement in front of it.

“That’s a safe place.”

Daddy directed Morgan to sit with his back against the wall and legs straight out, then he lay Mummy perpendicular and rested her head on Morgan’s legs.

“You look after your mother. I have to go back into the house to get my med kit,” he said.

Daddy disappeared back into their house. Letting his eyes creep up, Morgan saw all the windows on the front had smashed and part of their roof had been dragged down by Danica and Aleks’s house. If Morgan had been up in the attic, or maybe even in his own bedroom on the first floor, that would have been the end of him.

Home wasn’t safe any more.

Morgan stroked Mummy’s cheek and said “Wake up Mummy.”

Groggily, her eyes creaked open.

.
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Chapter 4
The doctor
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“I made Mummy better!” Morgan declared proudly when Daddy emerged from the house with the large grey bag. His concerned expression didn’t change.

“You alright?” he asked Mummy.

She was sitting next to Morgan, back against the wall and legs outstretched just like his, her large but soft hand holding his smaller, softer one.

“I feel weak, a little dizzy, and I’ve got one heck of a bruise back here,” she said, dipping her head and dabbing her fingers at her crown.

Morgan wondered what a ‘heck’ was. It sounded like ‘tick’, so maybe it was some kind of insect. He imagined a bloated brown bug with thorns for legs and a snout like an octopus’s sucker. He hoped the heck hadn’t laid eggs in Mummy’s bruise. Then she’d be a heck-head.

“Hopefully...” Daddy began, then ate his words and restarted differently. “Probably just normal symptoms of a nasty bump to the head, but I’ll give you a proper check up.”

He pulled a stethoscope and small torch and examined Mummy, then got her to do a few simple tasks like stand on one leg, touch her nose, et cetera. The tasks got progressively sillier till she had to stick out her tongue and scratch at her armpits. This made her and Morgan laugh.

Morgan’s daddy was a proper doctor, and had worked long hours before Morgan was born, but he’d reduced his working to part-time in order to look after Morgan more. Still, if anyone around did as little as bumped their knee, Daddy would be there like a flash to diagnose, oint, dress or otherwise nurse and pamper.

Once Daddy had checked Mummy and given her some pills, he guided her through cleaning and patching up the wound to his own head, and then cleaned several smaller scrapes the two of them had sustained.

Morgan was the only one who hadn’t been hurt at all.

Along the road, more people had come out of their houses. Morgan counted twelve. There were about twenty houses within view. If each house had a family of three, like his own, that should be sixty people, but Morgan knew a few houses had two or three children, so maybe even more. He wondered why so few people had come out of their damaged houses. There was no way they hadn’t noticed the earthquake.

“Hey!”

The shout came from one of the twelve. It was a man with a face as red as an onion. He staggered towards them like the homeless man who often hung out in the little park near Tesco.
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“Hey... help us,” he shouted.

Morgan clinged on to Mummy’s thigh.

Daddy stood. “You’re the new guys in number 42, aren’t you?”

The bloody-faced stranger ignored the question.

“You have to help us,” he shouted. “One of my housemates—he’s in a bad way, and the other is stuck in the house.”

Mummy made a pssst sound, then whispered “You can’t help everybody, Horace. Your responsibility is to us, and we need to pack up and get out of here.”

You could tell when his parents were serious because they used each other’s names—Horace and Susan—rather than calling each other ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’.

“It’s my job to help people,” Daddy said. “I can’t just ignore them.”

Mummy shook her head. “You cut back on that job to look after your family. This is not the time to change your mind about that. Besides, we’re going to run into a lot of injured people on the way to the launch site. If you stop to fix each of them, we’ll never get there, and we really need to get there fast. Places on the ship will be on a first come first served basis, even for the selected families.”

Morgan didn’t know what ship Mummy was talking about.

Daddy also looked unsure.

“But this isn’t what you were expecting, is it?” he said. “The asteroid isn’t supposed to hit for another two years, and even then it was supposed to be much bigger than this. Maybe this is something else.”

Mummy shrugged. “I don’t know what this is, but earthquakes don’t happen in England, not like this. So whether it’s another asteroid or another country panicking, we need to get our family”—she reached round, held both of Morgan’s shoulders and gave him a little shake as she said this, as if reminding Daddy who his family was—“to the Launch Complex as soon as possible.”

While Morgan’s parents talked, the man had hobbled closer, but then he misstepped on an uneven bit of the broken road and fell.

Daddy immediately scooped up his bag. “I’ve got to help, Suzy,” he said. “If you’re only good when it suits you, then you’re not really good at all!”

As he ran to help the fallen man, Daddy turned back and called “You’ll need some time to plan how we get to the Launch Complex and what we’ll need for the journey. Just let me know and I’ll come as soon as you’re ready.”
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Chapter 5
The heck
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“Mummy, is a ‘heck’ laying eggs in your head?” Morgan asked as they sat hand in hand watching Daddy lay his med kit down by the fallen man.

“A what?”

“A ‘heck’.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Mummy said.

Morgan was looking at her now, but her attention was still on Daddy and there was a little knot in the skin between her eyebrows.

“No, you do, Mummy. You said it.”

“What did I say?”

“You said you’ve got one heck on your head.” Morgan couldn’t remember her exact word, but that was the gist.

She shook her head. “A bruise is what I’ve got. That’s it.”

“No. You said you’ve got one heck and a bruise.”

A light of understanding came into her eyes and she snorted a laugh.

“Did it lay eggs in your bruise?” Morgan asked. “Will insects come out?”

Mummy shook her head.

“Did Daddy kill it?

“Daddy didn’t...” she started, then changed her mind. “A heck isn’t an insect.”

“Then what is it?”

“You don’t need to know.”

Morgan suspected she was lying about this. “I do, Mummy. What is it?

With a Grandad grunt, Mummy clambered to her feet. She held out her hand to Morgan. He grasped it and she yanked him up next to her.

“You’re going to hear all kinds of things you’ve never heard before,” she said. Her face was serious and sad. “The world has changed. It’s not as nice any more. Not as kind.”

“Why?”

“Because something nasty happened this morning, and when the world gets nasty, the people in it get nasty to suit.”

“Why?”

But Mummy ignored his question.

“We’ll all need to change, too,” she said.
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Chapter 6
The chase
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Mummy’s phone was in her back pocket. It had survived the collapsing house. It had survived Mummy collapsing on it on the stairs. It had survived Daddy carrying Mummy out and plonking her on her bottom on the street.

Mummy prodded at it and said “Network’s down. Hopefully the satellite is fine...” She prodded a little more, held it to her ear and began to speak immediately.

The call was short. She gave their names, said “Uh huh”, “That’s right” and “Yes” a few times, then “We’ll be there” and hung up. They’d always told Morgan he couldn’t watch videos if the network was down, so he didn’t know how Mummy had made a call. He wanted to ask, but Mummy didn’t look in the mood for questions.

She stood in silence glaring into the open but uninviting doorway of their wrecked house for several minutes, then declared “Okay, I have a plan. Go get your dad.”

Daddy had patched up the noisy guy then put an arm round his waist and assisted him back to his house.

On a normal day, number 42 wouldn’t have appeared so far off—sure, it involved crossing one small side road along which a car might pass every minute or so, but Morgan was safety-conscious and confident to do that alone, particularly now the roads were impassable for cars. But the cracked road, collapsed buildings and bloody people had done something to that short distance—stretched it like Blu Tack nearing its breaking point. Now, it appeared a mile at least.

In a small voice, Morgan said “He’s right down there.”

“Yes,” Mummy agreed. “And he needs to be back here!” She pointed at her heel as if reprimanding a dog. “Tell him he has to help get the canoe from the shed. Tell him now. Don’t let him dawdle.”

Morgan reached out to grab his mummy’s leg, but she redirected his arms and gave him a little shove on his way.

“I’m getting things from the house for our trip. It’s dangerous, so you can’t come in. Go straight to Daddy and bring him right now.”

“But—” Morgan started, but Mummy had disappeared into the house.

Morgan froze.

“Mummy!” he shouted.

No answer.

He tried again, even louder: “MUMMY!”

Still nothing.

When Mummy had been there, his focus had been on her words. Now she was gone, his attention shifted to the rest of his environment.

The river—a five-minute walk away—rhythmically sloshed shingly sighs against the pebble beach with each ebbing wave. People, too, were chattering and shouting in that direction, and one of the Thames Clipper river buses blew its horn. Life over there sounded unaffected—perhaps the earthquake hadn’t got that far.

Two pigeons cooed. Morgan spotted them in the branches of a tree that had fallen onto the wall of the old-person’s home.
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