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“In the Canyons of your Mind…”
 
 
I
 
 
I must first apologise for using a slightly unusual font; it turns out that the trusty laptop which travels with me everywhere has some strange bug that has wedged the font firmly on ‘Gadugi’. The more sensitive would claim a conspiracy by the makers of said font and though very little surprises me these days, I hardly think that the theory has the necessary evidence to make it probable.
 
I have reached that unenviable stage where the inviting dent my posterior left on the faux leather sofa needs to be ignored and I have to stir myself to get up and explore the outside world. I had eaten most of the tinned food, the vegetables in the garden had been stolen and the last Pot Noodle was being saved for a special occasion. Thus, I must put on my boots and leave the confines of the flat in search of sustenance. Of course not only is leaving the flat a risk in itself but trying to compete for food with the Alpha Males and those who have embraced the lure of the bushy beard is foolhardy. Nevertheless, it’s time to strap the hardy leather boots on (I say hardy though they were actually on sale at SuperShu on the High Street while it was still around and on further inspection are clearly some monstrosity fashioned from man-made materials in some Cambodian sweatshop) and see what is left. Oddly enough, I had just the other day seen looters* leaving a department store with shopping trolleys full of those mighty Caterpillar boots that you used to see modelled by rugged outdoor types in the Sunday supplements; although I have always been morally opposed to the ‘Everyman for Himself’ philosophy of the general looter (how many pairs of boots does one person need?) I did have a twinge of envy in my heart when I saw good quality foot attire leaving the department store via unorthodox means.
 
(* most looted items as per my observations:
	1.


	Food and Drink – fairly obvious one this. More on that later.

	2.


	Medication – again, a popular choice. Thankfully I sensed the wayward Zeitgeist of society before everything went completely downhill and stocked up on all of these necessities.

	3.


	Large Screen Televisions - a strange one this. Many are the times I would look out from my balcony and see someone pushing an absurdly oversized television in a pram with something approaching parental pride. I even saw a group of people coming to blows over a particularly shiny Sony 65” beast that turned the most ordinary person into a slobbering barbarian. It’s not like there was anything to watch – the old stations had collapsed and there were just a few local authority programmes and public access channels that filled the airwaves. And there was ‘Last of the Summer Wine’. Nothing wrong with OAPs rolling around the Yorkshire Dales in oil drums, but it did seem strange that this of all programmes had avoided destruction and found itself on air on a constant loop.

	4.


	Designer Goods – again, this one was a little odd. Some people seemed to favour the most opulent designer clothes over food and drink as if Armani still had some cachet and was preferable over a consignment of corned beef. I often saw said persons draped in these glamorous clothes weeks later begging for food. The amount of discarded Louboutins I saw in the ravine on the edge of town would make your head spin.

	5.


	Guns – of course in certain countries where the pump-action shotgun was bought with the sanitary towels this was an item higher up the list and kind of became a ‘deal clincher’ for acquiring the others. That said, the Country Pursuits shop on Alwin Road had a much admired Purdey in the window, inevitably leading to a scuffle between two prominent gangs (I assume the corresponding tweed jacket was left behind).

	6.


	Fuel. This should be higher up the list and I cannot really pin-point exactly why it isn’t. It is true that many have looked to solar power and there have been numerous mysterious persons who have created ingeniously modded systems to ensure that generating electricity is less reliant on the fuel of the past. Yet – and this is my ‘Mad Max’ brain kicking into gear – there is something reassuring about old fashioned petrol and I imagine it still acts as an effective form of currency.

	7.


	Dogs. Everyone appears to have allied themselves with a four-legged friend and as with a certain council estate mentality that used to be so prevalent, the idea is that you acquire the most fearsome beast possible. Well, nearly all of the dogs are wild and wolf-like now; I’ve seen men try to tame the most violent of Bichon Frises with little success. I tried to persuade a lone Jack Russell to join my team but was chased throughout the streets for my trouble.


 
 
Although it wasn’t looted per se, hazmat suits became quite the thing to get hold of too. Like queuing up for the new iPhone, people were desperate to get their hands on the full post-apocalyptic look – nothing says ‘protection’ more than bright yellow or intense orange plastic get up. I ordered a few sets from a certain auction site only to get a product so flimsy it could be rent in two by breaking wind too aggressively (that was a hypothetical statement of course). Then all of the hazmat suits seemed to disappear and get hoarded somewhere by unknown persons and we were left to our own devices. That said, there were plenty of those natty pandemic masks that made one look like they were re-spraying a car in an East End garage. The government issued them to everyone while the infrastructure was in place along with small tubes of anti-bacterial gel.
 
 
I pull away the barricade from the front door of my flat (old furniture formed into a means of obstruction), put on the burglar alarm (force of habit) and venture out into the city centre. It is, as one would expect, in some disarray with shop windows nearly all smashed and litter wafting along the streets in the gentle wind that has just started. The old order of things is very much gone and the magnificent posters of old products that are still stuck to the billboards are a bit of a mockery of those of us who see them.
 
‘Because You’re Worth It’ (should anyone be that happy about their choice of shampoo?).
 
 
It is at this point that the chronicler needs to make a few things clear before the reader starts imagining the very worst and reaching for the hemlock. The fact is that although things have changed, populations dwindled, services and societies dissolved and civilisation generally fallen into a rut, they are still far better than one could have hoped for. There aren’t plumes of Fall-Out or radiation in the air – despite my purchase of a Geiger counter on Ebay nothing nuclear ever happened. Despite the hopes of many, there aren’t hordes of lumbering zombies roaming the earth and brave survivalists shooting them like fish in a barrel. No, this apocalypse was a bit more nuanced. I will allude to it throughout my writings but needless to say that it started with a virulent pandemic, incorporated a measure of terrorism and thick-eared warfare and settled into general squabbles and selfishness which humans are so good at exhibiting. Animals were decimated by only half so there are still plenty of chirping in the trees and meowing cats trying to get access to my tinned sardines though these are growing increasingly savage). There was also access to meat and dairy produce in the short term though the lack of infrastructure and order meant that this wasn’t organised and the strongest got the sirloins while the rest had to make do with tins of Meatballs in Gravy. Then there is the problem of storage – with less power to rely on in many parts of the land, meat can become a putrid problem quite quickly. There could be a focus on re-organising some of the roaming creatures so that a very basic form of farming could help, though it seems that when society collapses, not everyone wants to be a farmer or till the land and therefore food is a tad more scarce than it needs to be. Everyone wants a big gun rather than a lesson on crop rotation.
 
 
The streets have an unusual stench infesting them. It is a mix of rotten vegetables (it would appear that even during near starvation people don’t want to eat sprouts) and overflowing drains, finished off with that smell of fires long since burnt out but eager to be remembered. It’s not quite as unpleasant as it sounds; there is a certain pastoral charm to it after a while. I could imagine birthing a lamb with this aroma filling the air which probably says much about my knowledge of countryside matters.
 
Many shops have been resolutely raided. There has been some first class looting going on here and unless I can sustain myself on wet cardboard, I might have to look further afield for sustenance tonight. The rotting sprouts cross my mind very briefly but I feel that things haven’t quite reached that point yet.
 
It is 10.45 am. The largest clock in the town is still working flawlessly and reminding any who cares to glance at it just how similar 10.45 is to 11.45 and, might I add, 12.45. It’s almost as if the hours and minutes have lost their confident identity and merged into a homogenised lump of time that serves very little purpose. I remember having a watch that told me the time in Bangkok and think how much less use that is now – it even told me how many steps I had walked and rated my nights sleep out of 10. Next to the large clock is a multi-levelled shop called ‘PoundKing’ which has had the ‘k’ crossed out to amuse someone somewhere I presume. A tip for scavenging here – always look at the shops that people turned their noses up at when life was normal. There is a strange snobbery that people express during even the worst of times so while the supermarkets and quality stores are targeted, these minor oases remain relatively untouched. I can recall the mumbles and groans of protest when ‘PoundKing’ opened in this town that thought they were a little better than that; the purple and gold sign used to upset the upper middle-classes more than seeing someone drink red wine with a fish course. I was not nearly so judgemental and so I feel that I have some right to the products therein. Before you launch your invective at me and accuse me of being a hypocrite over the whole looting thing, I must point out two things that I believe separates me from the general bandit.
Firstly, I only take what I need – I do not horde items despite the received wisdom telling me I should. Secondly – and perhaps oddly to some – I always leave an I.O.U. with my name and address on it at one of the front tills in the shop I have visited. This is a decidedly strange thing to do I admit, but I feel that, should civilisation repairs itself, I would like to pay back what I have taken. I have these laminated cards for the occasion:
 
“I’m sorry that I have needed to take some of your goods – I will be happy to pay you back when things get back to normal or do some itinerant work should money have been completely devalued as it probably will be. My regards, Z. Huff.”
 
If I run out of the laminated cards – which I fully expect to soon – I will have to start writing post-it notes to leave at the scene of my ‘crime’. That, of course, will test whether the inherent stickiness of the said notes will outlive the current funk mankind seems to be stuck in; if not, I can imagine the shops of this fair land littered further with gloriously pointless luminous green squares of paper. In my own way, I am contributing to the eerie landscape.
 
 
‘PoundKing’ is accessed through a large glass door that has been kicked in by over-enthusiastic size 10 boots. The metal shutters that would normally protect it are a third of the way down.
 
These are among the things in favour for ‘PoundKing’:
 
	1.


	All items are a pound (something that has admittedly lost its lustre since money has become worthless and someone has robbed the £1 Crunchie Bar 4 packs)

	2.


	Access (as mentioned above). No awkward channels to navigate, just the occasional step over shards of broken glass.

	3.


	The second floor has a good vantage point of the town and its surroundings.

	4.


	The lavender and vanilla scented candles have melted onto the shelves and mezzanine flooring, giving the environment a rather pleasant scent that aids the pursuit of acquiring different items.


 
 
 
 
Obviously, as with most shops stocking food or useful items, much has been taken and even more has been fought over. You might think that searching through ‘PoundKing’ is a quixotic pursuit – a place to stock up on paper plates for the party you’ll never have. However as the average looter is in such a hurry and invariably avoiding projectiles from tetchy rivals that they are bound to drop something. That is where the patience comes in very handy, a virtue that was one of the first to perish during ‘Mankind’s Stumble’ (I am loathed to say ‘Fall’ despite the evidence around me). I, therefore, get on all-fours and run my hands under the collapsed shelving, carefully avoiding the sharp edges caused by the breakage. Success! A tin of ‘Frey Bentos Corned Beef’ – its unique shape identified by my eager fingers – is dragged from one awkward nook and goes straight into the backpack. A further exploration yields a jar of apricot jam with minor cracks, a few packs of abused bruschetta that now have the density of a minor Black Hole, a roll of foil, a jar of Marmite which, even post-apocalypse, seems to be disliked by everyone.
 
I find it very unusual that the majority of Marmite lovers died out. I’m not sure what that says about the demographic of the survivors of if there is any connection, but it does drag my mind back to the past. I was working as a proof-reader for a minor publishing house – mainly horticultural books – when the pandemic started to spread. It started somewhere else, went on somewhere else still and gradually covered the globe with its cheerless effects. About 1 in 1,000 had a degree of immunity to it; I had the earthy cough and the fever but it never extended beyond that unlike many of my unfortunate friends. Many of the surviving people decided this would be a good time to fight over whose fault it was and the population then took another downward turn. There were cover-ups, rebellions and conspiracy theories, all of the staples for a proper end-of-an-epoch kind of event. There were a few mass-migrations through parts of the world that the television news mentions only after all UK news has been exhausted.
 
I am finding the lavender and vanilla scented candles have outstayed their welcome and I decide to venture upstairs. The choking artificial air is strong enough to make me wonder how bad it would have been directly after the shelves were smashed and the Shake N’ Vac dispersed into the air. The said stairs are at the left side of the shop and are difficult to traverse, packed with rubble and dubious bones throughout. I try not to inspect their origins too closely and most of the flesh or fabric that might be previously on them have been consumed by rats. I use an old mop handle to create a pathway through the macabre site and consider turning back lest I see something that might permanently disturb my constitution. Yet the promise of homeware and £1 DVDs to watch tonight is too great to ignore. I stumble and cut my ankle on a piece of steel that pokes through a concrete block but I manage to get to the top floor in relatively good shape. Only the merest hint of blood seeps through my sock and I put the injury down as an occupational hazard.
 
After looking around the floor for a good hour or so, I acquire a few items and make my descent. I can still picture the crowds who thronged within the shop on Saturday afternoons. It was one of those places that everyone went to without ever admitting it; the slightly better off would bring their very own Waitrose Bag-For-Life to put their discounted bleach in, the realisation that being spotted among the aisles of cheap cider
and polyester underwear could spell social suicide. There would be toothless shoplifters, people with only a passing connection with soap, O.A.Ps who would engage in long conversations with friends in the middle of the confectionery aisle – it was an ugly carnival of the 21st century and now it is a grim shell with occasional items of interest hiding in inaccessible places.
 
I have flailed an arm or leg under every difficult shelf, used the mop handle to poke into areas that might yield further riches, but, alas, nothing interesting emerges. I hear rats nearby – you learn to recognise the sound of a fat Rattus norvegicus scrabbling around in the spaces nearby. Some have grown to the size of small Chihuahuas and even someone like me who sat through the film ‘Squirm’ without blinking (while my girlfriend hid behind a Cathy Kidston cushion) can feel the hairs on the back of my neck prick up. It seems a good time to write a list of items taken for the purposes of reimbursement at a later date.
 
	One jar of Marmite
	One roll of tin foil
	Three packs of Bruschetta
	One jar of apricot jam
	One tin of corned beef
	Three cream plates
	Three packs of matches
	Three tubes of disinfectant cream
	Pack of Love Heart sweets
	One tin of hot dogs (meat content questionable)

The following DVDs:
	‘The Parent Trap’ (1998 remake)
	‘Convoy’
	‘Best of Silent Comedy’
	‘The Carp Fishing Year’
	‘The Trouble With Girls’

 
 
I leave the list on the notice board along with my card. From time to time I do worry that the bill I am accumulating and the obvious rate of inflation that’ll kick in when things get back to normal is going to make my old student loan look like a mere trifle – I find my dreams are infested with visions of jack-booted law enforcers squeezing every last penny (if that is the currency in the future) out of me and eventually throwing me into prison for that luxury hamper I managed to get four months ago.
 
Whoosh; as I leave ‘PoundKing’ I am fortunate not to be struck by an arrow that has been fired in my direction by an unseen assailant. While it is always reassuring to meet new people, the arrow implies a certain level of malevolence from the shooter. It seems very unfair to target me without considering what I may or may not have or whether I will or will not share; too many people are happy to turn to violence in these times without relying on a little bit of good old-fashioned communication.
 
“Hello? Who is it? Why are you firing at me?” these are the uninspired words I shout out. My voice croaks slightly as I say this and whatever fearsome gravitas I may have wanted to convey is almost immediately diluted. That always appears to be the way when you are in a situation when only your most intimidating roar will do.
 
No answer.
 
“I don’t have anything worth taking. Unless you like Marmite. Or Elvis Presley films. Do you like Marmite or Elvis Presley films? I’m willing to negotiate safe passage.” I raise my hands in a friendly manner, jovial even. I like the ‘safe passage’ line too – very Mad Max. Has my offer of Marmite exacerbated the situation?
 
No answer.
 
It’s time to take a few tentative steps away from my current position while trying to locate the archer who was clearly accurate enough to get near to me from some distance. Perhaps if they were exceptionally good I would have had an arrow through the head, but I try not to contemplate the possibilities. It may have been a warning shot, a nasty ‘that’s my ‘PoundKing’!’ projectile by someone over-protective of a shop that used to be the go-to place for cheap Pringles and out-of-date Disney merchandise. While I make awkward steps away from the doorway, another arrow fires past my neck and hits the wall behind me. I surmise that the archer is not happy with my offer of Marmite and Elvis Presley films (or so desperate for them he or she would commit murder to get them) and it is time to quicken my pace. I do that unintentionally funny zig-zag power walk that is meant to help when anything is being fired at you and feel another arrow pass my ear. I feel vaguely ridiculous and slightly scared. I wonder whether I shoulder upturn my backpack and show the meagre provisions I have got from their ‘PoundKing’ but I am very sure that people who fire arrows at strangers would probably be the kind of ones who would take the items and stab you – although this isn’t quite a ‘New Barbarians’ style of monumental tribalism and violence there are some who are quite enjoying the chance to release their inner warrior. In my mind, I picture the perpetrator with a bold Mohican and a sub-human, sloping forehead that keeps a pair of steel toe-capped boots dry in even the most torrential rain.
 
I’ve turned my zig-zag power walk into an even less aesthetically pleasing jog which never evolves into a full sprint - then another arrow almost strikes me and is clearly from another direction. Two shooters at least. Around the main square of the town, there are numerous collapsed structures and shops that provide adequate shelter to make the act of spotting who the archers are practically impossible. I am also of the mind that the identity of the persons was really not that important; it could have been my Auntie Joan and her Bingo friends and I still wouldn’t feel reassured. This is not the time for detective work. I am, if nothing else, a reasonably athletic male who played Sunday League football for four years so the run I utilise to avoid impending doom is strong enough the pirouette away from the next arrows that are fired – if you can avoid a tackle from Kevin Hormley of Leighton Buzzard Darts at high speed then this lark isn’t quite so difficult. I am not scared of such attacks, but I do appreciate the urgency of getting away from the danger zone as quickly as possible.
 
If I could give advice to anyone living in a post-apocalyptic world (and I hope these writings might inform future generations) when they are being fired upon it would be to avoid going straight back home in your desperation for shelter. Take a circuitous run into the less threatening allies, jog through a wooded meadow, jump a stream if need be. This gives you the chance to lose the assailant before you get to your home and prevents them seeing where you live. It’s a bit of a school yard tactic that has found its way into my survival regime and it means that you don’t lead a band of looters to your den. There are groups who regularly visit houses and estates to see if there is a property they can rob or, if the surroundings are nice, squat in, but a number of empty residences dwarves the numbers of rambling bandits so as long as you keep quiet when they are near (and give the outside of your house an uninviting, dilapidated exterior that implies hopelessness within) you can be confident of avoiding being rumbled. To this end I run through one of the alleyways that jut to the side of the high street. I bounce over an upturned wheelie-bin whose rotting contents are vomited out next to it. I push a shopping trolley and old numerous shoes to the rear of my athletic exit and try to impede the chasers albeit in an admittedly feeble way (where’s a good mantrap when you need it?). I can hear two, perhaps three, attackers in pursuit though I have little interest in looking behind to see who they are. The simple goal is to lose them in the crannies of the town I know so well and get back to my bastion unscathed. I leap over a low white picket fence, down the back garden of a property and in through the door that has been removed from its hinges. The reflection in a piece of glass still left in the window shows that the attackers are indeed three strong, one an older male, two younger females, ethnicity unconfirmed (and even less important). I think they have seen the house that I have entered, but they make tentative moves through the back garden as if the path is laden with claymores ahead – an upturned bird bath with dubious slime on top is the nearest equivalent.
 
One thing I must mention is the role of mainstream media in informing our opinion on what a post-apocalyptic world is like.
 
	Contrary to most films, there are much more women than men. Women have always had the upper hand with regard to life expectancy and it would seem that they also had a greater immunity to the virus. Still, it does provide the wannabe Alpha Males who had long existed, of whom I am not one, to feel superior.
	Despite said Alpha Males, this isn’t what feminists might have called a ‘patriarchy’ (GCSE Sociology grade B there – you never lose it). There are sisterhoods and collectives all over the world and many have embraced the chance the show that they can be just as cruel, selfish and heartless as men always were – progress indeed.
	There aren’t (many) rampaging cannibals or mutants. There are stories of people dressed like ‘The Toecutter’ and bodies being rotated on spits by barely audible dew-beaters, but I haven’t encountered any. There is an inherent sense of civilisation within English people that makes orderly queuing possible and cannibalism a major taboo though I have heard of a few belligerent Scots* swooping on the helpless, Sawnee Bean style.
	There is some remaining water and the most basic of infrastructures – more on this in later writings.

 
*I am aware that, even in
a world gone mad, there is an all-powerful force
called Political Correctness that operates everywhere and so I must
point out that this statement is not to be taken
to mean that all Scots have a propensity to such
behaviour. My geography teacher Mr McAllister was a proud Dundee
man and only occasionally exhibited signs of burning anger.
 
 
I’m stuck in this house, hiding behind an overturned Indesit fridge freezer, the kind with the superfluous cold water dispenser. I am listening for any movement outside and am aware that the aggressors are moving very purposefully towards the back door. Their manner is quiet and deliberate. I cannot hear a dialogue between them so I am assuming there is some kind of sign language being adopted as if they had played too many first-person shooters and thought the use of this made them appear professional. I can imagine the man doing that sign for ‘I’ll Go In – You Cover Me’ with a sign of self-satisfaction. Or that gesture where the person points to both of their eyes and then to the horizon, the kind that you used to see in adverts for the Territorial Army.
 
I am one of those people who is cursed with a tendency to think about the most trivial things at the most inopportune moments. At my Uncle’s funeral, I remember drifting off in contemplation of the advantages and disadvantages of living in a land-locked country (it ended as a tie as I remember). Now, with imminent danger skulking around nearby, my thoughts turn to the film ‘Convoy’ that I have acquired just moments earlier. Sam Peckinpah was notoriously difficult to work with due to his problems with alcoholism and I believe his friend John Milius did a bit of ghost-directing to get the film through to the finish line. Quite inappropriately I wonder if Peckinpah could have beaten his demons with what I believe they used to call ‘intervention’ from family and friends. I also wonder why, with the world around me in turmoil, I haven’t turned to alcohol myself or indeed why the surroundings are not littered with people turning to the bottle to get through the day. Of course, the latter part of that thought is an assumption on my part as I haven’t seen anyone for quite some time now. And if that were the case would the sight be much different from the centre on a Saturday night when Virgo’s is doing its ‘Shots 4 £1’ thing that used to inebriate a good portion of the under 25s.
 
I am regulating my breathing and have prostrated myself next to the Indesit. It still has fridge magnets of holiday destinations on it (Marbella, Lisbon, Crete) and such a minor detail makes me feel ever so slightly sad. You occasionally forget how wonderful the everyday monotony was, how rarely you had arrows fired at you in those days. Dreams have perished, memories of the little taverna in Crete have become like surreal little snippets of someone else’s life (metaphorically speaking of course – I’ve never been to Crete and the way things are going I don’t imagine I’ll be going any time soon). The fact that when I finally do encounter people they want to use me as target practice begins to turn the vague melancholy into indignation.
 
No matter how distant or pointless my thoughts become sudden moments of fear tend to bring me back to the present. This is the case now as I hear the heavy boots of one of the hunters nearby as they tread through broken glass and move distractions away with their foot in a methodical manner. It is at that moment that I feel around my current position to find something suitably unsettling to defend myself with and am blessed with a frying pan, albeit one clogged with fat and mouldy residue. If the blow doesn’t dissuade them – on the assumption that I land it perfectly and don’t get an arrow through my face just beforehand – the unctuous goo that has built up on the surface of the pan is likely to cause some kind of exciting infection. I can hear footsteps of the other two people upstairs so I conclude that this might be the best chance to escape unscathed. My only quandary and one which opens up all kinds of debate inside is whether the antagonist is male or female. Of course, the gender of the dastardly archer shouldn’t matter – the fact that someone wants to shoot you is the main consideration and so whether the person is male or female is an odd thing to trouble oneself with. Is it sexist to think like that? Would it be a form of misogyny if I found the shooter to be female and refrained from smacking them on the head with the frying pan? Even now such musings are clogging my head with needless waste and the image of my sociology teacher Miss Titmus (actually Mrs Dramm, but resolute in her belief that taking on her husband’s name was a betrayal of her feminist ideals) shaking her head at my ruminations troubles me. I should adopt an equal rights policy when it comes to wielding kitchenware. Yet I’m praying that this wedge of muddy metal hits a bloke square on the chin as my conscience would be doing backflips if I knock a woman out despite the increasing threat posed.
 
As they get just a few metres away from the upturned fridge-freezer I peek through the gap in the seal of the door and notice that the assailant has their head covered and is turned in the opposite direction. I gently crawl to my feet (and get a tiny shard of glass in my knee for the trouble), rise up before the foe and, with a measure of might that I hope is suitable for the threat – I just want to get away from my present position and have no interest in causing brain damage to the archer – I strike them on the back of the head. The thud is dulled by the build up of grease and detritus on the pan which then smears on the victim as they slump down unconscious. I am surprised at how swiftly someone can be knocked unconscious with a blunt instrument! The sound of the body falling seems to alert those above so, having stepped over the fallen attacker and checked their identity as to assuage my gnawing conscience (the person is a male – hurrah! - probably in his forties, greyish skin, unusual tattoo of some kind of werewolf on his upper neck) I, not to put too finer point on it, leg it. I don’t look back (classic mistake that some make), I run until my chest is fit to burst, sprint through an empty street, leap over a broken bike, past numerous unmanned cars that are awkwardly wedged on the path, through another alleyway and out into what looks like the rear car-park of an old fried chicken outlet (‘Chick-A-Chick’ I think, the place that gave me food poisoning two years prior; not sad to see it in ruins). Only now do I confidently look back and discover that the trio of nameless belligerents are nowhere to be seen and I say a mumbled ‘thank you’ to Mr Crawshaw for encouraging me to join the school 1500 metre team all those years ago. I have an unwelcome stirring of moderate guilt about my actions with the Tefal pan but I soon recall how close I came to being perforated and my disquiet eases.
 
The walk back home is straightforward but as ever I am cautious and sneak around corners like a wiry ninja. Dudikoff is just a memory.
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
It occurs to me – as I sit in my home, darkness enveloping the area and my unsettling episode today making me seek the comfort of familiar surroundings – that I haven’t quite explained my housing set up. It’s not that it is of vital importance or that it will tell you much about the world I live in, but I feel I need to preserve its story for the sake of posterity. And there is a certain pride I have in what I have done to my place of residence.
 
I rented my ground floor flat with its cute little garden and a single pear tree for a few years before there were any signs of the upcoming drama. It had one well-proportioned bedroom, a neatly arranged living room (even if I do say so myself) and an acceptable view of the hills that separate the minor estate from the main road. My neighbours were anonymous for the most part and our respective lives barely touched each other except when there was a dispute about who should take the rubbish out during a leap year (this only happened once, but it was quite a trying time for most of us). The two flats next to me were occupied by a chunky man called Greg who worked nights and a spinster who insisted on being called June despite the fact that it later emerged that her name was, in fact, Emily. In the floors above me there was a smattering of young professionals, a division three footballer, an old man called Hutch (who seemed to have some mysterious means of income that aroused suspicion) and a young woman called Holly who had a fondness for tone-deaf karaoke on a Friday night – many are the nights that I would be struggling to sleep while her and her mates belted out Sonia’s ‘You’ll Never Stop Me From Loving You’ or some such ditty. It was a block of flats of absolutely no distinction other than the fact that it housed yours truly quite comfortably.
 
Paranoia played a part in my sudden acquisition of a few more of the properties in my vicinity. When the pandemic first spread, there was a rumour circulated – and advanced by certain newspapers and scientists – that the countryside was the most advantageous place to inhabit should one want to avoid the plague. Obviously, the received wisdom is that fewer people in an area equals less physical contact and that means reduced risk of infection. However, there was also the theories about urban pollution that appeared to be taken at face value and led to a strange exodus from towns and cities into villages and rural idylls, leading to overcrowding, violence and watered down beer. Then there were the looters who started to form ominous little cadres in the abandoned cities and made life quite intolerable for those who wanted to remain in their homes. Result? More violence and the small matter of internecine wars decreased the population yet further. The remnants of government tried to re-establish some control over its populace and I, refusing to leave a flat I had paid a hefty deposit on, found the town around me shrinking to just a few score who were mostly scattered throughout the bigger houses in Grange Row (wish fulfilment for them I suppose).
 
First Greg moved out, muttering something about moving in with his ‘idiot brother’ in Somerset. Then June took up the offer of joining the most peculiar kibbutz-style arrangement in Innsbruck that had been started by a member of her book club. I didn’t covet their flats despite them flanking me either side, but as the whole block emptied and adjacent bungalows and houses were also left unoccupied – and with a clear sign that things would not be returning to normal anytime soon – I elected to become the Baron of Baker’s Terrace (a name I would’ve adopted if there had been anyone to impress with it). I knocked through the walls through to Greg’s flat (which had the most deplorable wallpaper you could imagine), then to June’s; I hadn’t been blessed with much practical expertise though there were so many books available in the old library that I quickly began proficient in the basics of masonry. I, therefore, turned my flat into an elongated abode with three bedrooms and an enviable lounge where I could finally fit in a decent sized sofa and recliner. I then moved my attention to the flats above and turned them into large areas for storage of bottled water (which was still relatively easy to acquire), tinned goods, medication and just about every book, DVD or CD I could find on my travels.
 
I am aware that my effusive words about my property and all of the hard work I had put into it sounds crass when one considers the events that created the situation. However, I would hope that whoever reads this will have the patience to read on and see how circumstances have affected me, how personal loss has troubled my very being. When I first realised the extent of the problem – and I think I was one of those who reached the conclusion quicker than most – I found myself in a most terrible depression. I could only see darkness, misery and pointlessness. Friends disappeared, my beloved Jen was moved to Europe by her well-meaning and foolishly wealthy parents, never to make contact with me again. Even the death of estranged relatives made my heart ache in the most unimaginable way. The knowledge that Aston Villa would cease to be was the final nail in the coffin so to speak and I remember a dreadful loneliness (the internet was ‘broken’ by then) pushing me to the contemplation of suicide. Dark times indeed. But two events which were in no way connected to each other nudged me to a more positive outlook and turned me from miserable zombified husk into alert, resourceful hunter gatherer you see before you.
 
Event one. While I was looking out of the window and seeing the sheer emptiness that now stretched out both literally and symbolically, I caught sight of the diaspora of animals moving back into the previously inhospitable town. Now I certainly don’t want to appear all ‘Darling Buds of May’ and start talking fondly about the urban fox, but this little reminder that there was still some order to thinks helped lift my spirits immeasurably. I was not ignorant of the savagery around me as animals fought to survive and that annoying Bichon Frise from down the road suddenly became a feral Cujo that attacked everything in the vicinity, yet I felt a sense of responsibility to keep things moving along as I was one of the very small numbers of semi-immune ones available for the task.
 
Event two. Our flat has a sizeable solar panel attached to it meaning that I had a modest amount of electricity even before Order (more on them later) started very gently introducing the most delicate shoots of recovery back into civilisation (I don’t trust them of course, but that might still be the memory of being stung by that PPI claim that I got conned over, an event which blackened my view of every institution that claims to be ‘just trying to help’). Not for the first or last time, I digress. The point is that I found myself gorging on old films and television series in an effort to remember the quirks of the past. One night I watched ‘The Omega Man’* to get a reassuring glimpse of a chiselled Charlton Heston and I had what might be described as an epiphany. I realised that I was lord over all that I surveyed and I could fashion the world around me even if it was for a short time until people decided to return to the town (it seemed plausible then). Heston had this cool little electric car and a palatial residence that gave an indication that post-apocalyptic man can be happy to some extent. I did, however, have a brief worry that pasty-faced mutants in cloaks would interrupt my plans as they do in the film, but, having seen no evidence to conclude this could happen, I thought that only the positives of the situation need be focused on.
 
*Incidentally, the Will Smith version of the same story by Richard Matheson was needlessly sensationalistic regarding post-apocalyptic worlds.
 
 
It should be noted that while I agonised over my role in the new world and was troubled by the guilt of being one of the minorities who survived, for some this was all a matter of glorious serendipity. Those who had been marginalised or perhaps thought of themselves as nothing more than automatons going through their nondescript little lives before the pandemic suddenly became inflated with their own sense of importance. Even the most hopeless examples of manhood ascended the food chain in a manner of speaking and with the ratio of women to men greatly in favour of the latter, things became like a ‘Carry On’ film in no time at all. The men who had always wanted to kill something furry with a sharpened stick now had the chance to do so while the women who used to sit in offices dreaming of being gun-toting Amazons suddenly had a platform to express their needs. That creepy geek who worked at ASDA (Martin I think he used to be called though he changed that to Trojan) now became king of his own kingdom and had a trio of ‘wives’ who would previously not have even spat in his direction. Things became very ‘Game of Thrones’ for some I understand – I kept well out of the way when I did happen upon these sad little dynamics as I could see that I would struggle to fit in. Trojan – not knowing nor caring that this was the name of a major brand of prophylactics in America – feasted on hog’s meat, learned falconry and moved to a disused stately home where he even seemed to acquire some acolytes of the same mind as his. All the best Martin and I hope your governance is better than your ability to stack baked beans.
 
 
 
III
 
 
I’m not sure whether this chapter will exist in the finished work – assuming there is a ‘finished’ work rather than one that is cobbled together after some unforeseen demise – as I cannot completely vouch for its accuracy. That, I suppose, is the problem with writing some kind of ‘history’; you confidently write down events, name places and peoples and who did what and then you get a new piece of information that destroys everything you thought you knew. The one who documents events is then discredited, their work is ignored by everyone and they scuttle off into obscurity. My intentions are not to be a famed writer who some great commentator on what has happened, but I’ll be suitably peeved if after all my hard work some sniffy critic comes along and questions key facts. Of course this is based on the idea that there will be some kind of readership to make such decisions or if indeed there will be literacy among future generations that means they don’t use this as a door-stop (I am printing everything off when it’s finished as I have a reverence for paperbacks that verges on the evangelical though I am open to this being read on whatever medium is needed). I’ll leave this part out and hope to return to it later, perhaps when the dust has settled and I have more confidence in the facts.
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
My brief altercation with that trio of silent assassins (after the third arrow I think I was within my rights to judge them so despite my fleet-footed escape) has led me to contemplate the need for allying myself with a group nearby. I should point out that I do not know which group or indeed if there is one in the vicinity, but some lights in the distance and the sight of some far off infrastructure that I have spied when at the highest vantage point leads me to think that there might be. Having accessed the ‘internet’ (I put it in parenthesis because it’s not quite the major force it once was*) and skipped through hundreds of dead links, several recipes for Banana Bread and an old Howard Jones fan site, I have managed to ascertain a few details about potential collectives that are within driving distance. I have to take the risk that these are still relevant and that I don’t accidentally join some quiver-happy gang of nutty archers as per my recent experience, but as my uncle used to say ‘You can’t make an omelette with breaking bones’ – a phrase I never quite understood, to be honest.
 
*The internet as we now understand mainly consists of long out-of-date information. There was a time when the internet snuffed it, but ‘Order’ have very admirably restarted things though each section of the country has designated hour to use it. 9.00-10.00 pm is our time slot though I have absolutely no idea how these districts have been created or where the boundaries are. I’m sure things will come to light as time passes.
 
 
There are numerous dangers associated with advertising your little tribe on the internet and it goes without saying that many sites are wrapped in intentional confusion and invested with diversion tactics to dissuade the casual pillager. That said, there are clues for those who have looked through the information as obsessively as I have. If it is a UK site that uses the word ‘kolor’ instead of ‘colour’ (the dropping of the British ‘u’ and adoption of ‘k’ being some kind of childish rebellion against old authority) then it could well be a site inviting prospective survivors to find a particular address where a group is recruiting. Tenuous I know, but this is the odd kind of shorthand that one picks up when searching for clues. Another nudge in the right direction is sites that start ‘Our Lovely Holiday In…’ and, then when clicked, show photos of cryptic signs and local flora. Again, this is an odd little identifier. I am very sceptical as to whether this puts off the slobbering barbarians – the assumption is that they tend to be nomads and not particularly interested in minor puzzles – yet the fact that I was nearly brown bread has made me a bit more desperate to go ‘out on a limb’.
 
After searching through sites for a full hour and finding nothing concrete to go by, I decide to switch off my computer and watch one of my recently acquired films.
 
‘The Trouble With Girls’ (1969) starring Elvis Presley and Marlyn Mason.
 
I struggle to enjoy it partly because my nerves are a little frayed, the tinned hot dogs have given me heartburn and I cannot be bothered leaving my den for a Rennie - I also struggle with Elvis Presley appearing in films. I can never give my full attention to any musical and the story in this one bored me to tears. Although I almost do a star jump with sheer happiness when the 97 minutes are over, I am careful to take out the DVD from the slot and place it back in its case. As ridiculous as it sounds, you truly never know how useful an Elvis Presley film will be as a bargaining chip and the thought of facing a firing squad and knowing my chance of survival was a silver disc I used as a tea coaster doesn’t bear thinking about (I don’t mind dying, but dying stupidly would be deeply annoying). It’s a slim chance though I did hear about a man who negotiated his way into a popular collective simply because he had the ‘American Pie’ films on him (and if ever there was a searing indictment of the world as it is now, that was it!).
 
My home is designed to be conducive for watching films as there is very little else to do. I contemplate how difficult it will be to leave my beloved ‘cinema room’ and its environs even if it is for a very short time, but, having had to once again meddle with the solar panel to get it to work (the ration that ‘Order’ allow is barely enough to heat up those dodgy hot dogs in the microwave) and with the knowledge that it is about to take a terminal decline very soon, I get myself ready to venture out into the remnants of the world outside. If I can find a modified generator to take back after the end of my sojourn away then I will consider it doubly successful. If I can make contact with a friendly collective and yet regain my independence in the future then I will be delighted.
 
I sleep well that night though I do have strange dreams about seeing my old boss executing a scavenger and Elvis Presley playing in the background which I blame completely on those nefarious hot dogs. I stumble up with a measure of excitement, see if my chronically depressed hen has yielded any eggs (once again the answer is no) and start my exercise routine. Another important tip for those wishing to thrive these days is to adopt a stringent regime of push-ups, sit-ups and squat thrusts. It keeps the body keen, the heart ticking over nicely and, I am lead to believe, the remnants of the virus at bay. As my immunity is only partial I take this part of my day seriously and try to beat the records I set each week. It’s a form of entertainment that will have to do until I become the founder of ‘New Aston Villa’ however many years from now. As a fan of the long departed Villains, I can say that I have been invested with a level of patience and obsession with minutiae that verges on the masochistic. 50 press-ups, 50 sit-ups and 20 squat-thrusts is a reasonable amount though I deduce that, had I not had those hot dogs (my word are those dreadful things occupying needless amounts of my thinking!), I reckon that I could easily have managed another 20%. I briefly opine and then wash with lukewarm water and a sachet of apple and cinnamon shower gel that shows how comfortable I am as a modern man.
 
It is in the shower, wafts of fruit and spice tantalising my nostrils, that I contemplate life. Actually, I contemplate how utterly boring I have become and how the words I am putting together for you give the impression that I am a tiresome dullard who takes pictures of lamp-posts and wears beige slacks. I will confess to the last bit – they were the only ones available in my size – though I do hope that, when I do finally happen upon civilisation, I can show that I am more than just a victim of circumstance. I have anecdotes to share, jokes to tell and, with a splash of Hugo Boss I keep for special occasions, perhaps even ladies to impress. I never set pulses racing pre-apocalypse yet I wasn’t as utterly hopeless as you might think and my vague resemblance to a mixed-race Denzel Washington meant that I did attract interest from the opposite sex. It is, of course, difficult not to think how much more eligible I might be now the ratio of women to men is so generously out of balance; even taking into account those who have chosen celibacy or the warm embrace of their own, I figure that I should be somewhat more palatable than eternal loneliness. I reprove myself for slipping into this thinking as I never want to be one of those cretinous men who see the near destruction of society as a perfect excuse to score with women they would previously have had no chance with. Some individuals must have been utterly joyous to see an apocalypse in the knowledge that they have suddenly become a pathetic lothario, but I was comatose from the traumatic events and have only now begun to get some structure back in my life. The world is very much not ‘Confessions of a Driving Instructor’ despite the grim early 1970s feel to much of the fallen concrete that surrounds me.
 
As I dry off after the wash and hear ‘Land Of 1,000 Dances’ playing on my sound system (another recommendation for those not wanting to lose themselves in quiet madness) I twist a little and remember the old stereotype about black people have natural rhythm – I am half black though my British West Indian father was one of the least slick movers ever to be ejected onto a dance floor.
My parents died sometime before the very worst things began to happen and for that, I am strangely thankful. A car accident is no less traumatic for those left behind but it wasn’t drawn out like that accursed pandemic. On the subject of the said pandemic, here is a brief breakdown of what I now know:
 
	It started in South America. That’s not me making accusations about our Latin American friends – it is just the facts as I understand them. After percolating nicely in the tropical climate it headed north, into Mexico, USA and Canada. By then it had formed a two-pronged attack that went around the other side of the world leaving Europe open to a most unfortunate pincer movement.
	It has many names, but as humanity is so fond of turning anything slightly complicated into a neat sound bite it became known as ‘The Slobber’ or ‘The Grey Shakes’ or, for those with a bit more sensitivity, ‘The Latinate Influenza 2.0’.
	Aston Villa was memorably affected by it during their home game against Hull City. Played behind closed doors, but with an appreciation that football had to rise above the growing catastrophe to boost public morale, Villa took an early lead through Jocanti who proceeded to collapse during an absurd goal celebration. By the end of the final whistle – blown by the third referee – the score was 12-19 and my beloved team were down to four men, the others having being stretchered off by a pair of wobbly St. John’s Ambulance volunteers who were of the immune ones. Having supported Villa for a while and through the darkest moments of footballing history, I can honestly say that this capitulation to Hull City (who were down to seven men by the end) had a peculiar kind of inevitability to it.
	Some people blamed aliens, some thought it a government conspiracy – the identity of the government accused of the conspiracy depended very much on the country you were in. All of the old suspicions came gushing forth: when Brazil got it they blamed Argentina who in turn said it must be the Bolivians and their high altitude. Mexico blamed Guatemala, sent an army in to stop any diaspora of refugees from said nation and enjoyed a brief skirmish which seemed to keep everyone’s mind off the pandemic for a brief moment. Obviously, the USA thought Mexico had some responsibility when the first cases hit San Diego and by the time Canada got it, the liberals and the conservatives were arguing and contradicting each other with the very last breaths they drew.
	Everybody loved the irony of the first fatality on British shores to be one Arthur De’ath a fact that all of those ‘edgy’ comedians I don’t miss went to great pains to point out. If ‘QI’ returns in the future I can see a panel of smug panellists bring out this point to roars of laughter from the mindless crowd.

 
 
Something very interesting happened to the world. The very richest and most influential disappeared to ‘Invitation Only’ islands and enclaves which were heavily fortified and controlled. It is from one of these places that I imagine ‘Order’ has sprouted and decided to gradually bring some of those old necessities back with them though it is a slow and I would argue mysterious process that no-one outside those confines has much understanding of. Still, their benevolence is much appreciated. Anyway, the ‘very interesting’ thing that happened concerned the rest of us. With scant records, a depleted internet and most of the old structures gone, there was a period of reinvention – the past and the memory of it were gone forever so now people adopted new names and identities in such a voracious way that it wasn’t easy to trust those you might encounter (not that I met many of course). Hence our friend ‘Trojan’. There was a man called Clint Eastwood who I briefly met in a quarantine camp who I am absolutely certain was not Mr Eastwood. First of all, he was Anglo-Indian. Then there was his age, 40ish. I may not be pulling up trees intellectually speaking but I was fairly confident in saying that this wasn’t the man who was ‘Dirty Harry’ much as though his protestations (in a very thick Geordie accent I might add) sought to prove otherwise.
 
“Howay man, I tell ya’ I wurz in ‘City Eeet’ wit’ Burt Reynolds,” I remember him saying.
 
The fact is that the masquerade was so widespread that nobody was in a position to question the other’s story. To some extent you just accepted the facade and noted that it was probably just their way of coping. Or perhaps a subtle madness had taken over.
 
 
As ever, I digress. I find this to be a big problem so please bare with me if I find myself pursuing a different trajectory. I might edit all of this waffle later though as a former proofreader I regard everything that is recorded to be there for a purpose. There is my failing; I have the tiniest measure of arrogance regarding what I am writing, the merest hint that it might be revered in some way when things get back to normal. It is ridiculous and as I dress I feel ashamed of this idea that my ramblings are in some way a chronicle of events. Nevertheless, perhaps my children or grandchildren (assuming that I find that special someone and that the pandemic hasn’t rendered me a ‘Jaffa’, to use the clinical old slang) will find something of interest within the pages. Perhaps, years from now, students with scruffy tufts of hair will be learning what sort of person I was and, I expect, getting it completely wrong. I dread some professor giving a Freudian, Marxist or Feminist interpretation of what I write and the fact that I do dread it probably means that I subconsciously scared of some ‘truth’ that they’ll propagate about me.
 
I need to put aside this unnecessary self-deprecation and bubbling paranoia. Normal service will be resumed shortly.
 
 
 
 
V
 
 
(Does the use of Roman numerals for dividers come across as snobbish?)
 
 
My vehicle of choice for my exploration is an unusual one that has been forced on me by circumstance. Many vehicles were destroyed in angry protests or looting or widespread conflagration, therefore, my choice was greatly reduced. I also decided that I should get something sizeable that could carry supplies to and fro my home and, should the necessity arise whereupon I need to go on a long journey (as it now does), I would be able to do so in minor comfort. So, with all of this build-up I am proud to announce that I drive a double-decker bus, a New Routemaster actually. Having watched ‘The Omega Man’ and ‘Damnation Alley’ and numerous other cheerful depictions of post-apocalyptic society, I have reinforced the and tinted glass and thanks to a dusty old Haynes manual, added support to the structure. Now, just by saying this I come across as if I am one of those survival nuts who stockpiles food and guns and runs over pedestrians like a demented version of ‘Summer Holiday’. I am not like that. I merely note that despite things be quite nondescript in my area, there are probably quite a few slightly unhinged survivors roaming around playing out some ‘Walking Dead’ fantasy, talking in some thick Southern accent and shooting at anything big and red. I did think about painting the bus a menacing black, but I believe it to be impossible to make a New Routemaster threatening in even the slightest way. I have christened the bus ‘Quiet Cool’ after some film I remember seeing many years ago – I don’t think a vehicle needs a name, but it’s better than calling it ‘Rolling Thunder’ or ‘Hell Beast’ or something equally idiotic. I imagine I might encounter the occasional armoured car with ‘Dead Reckoning’ sprayed on its side though I am sure that trusty old ‘Quiet Cool’ will offer adequate protection against the fantasists.
 
The top deck of the bus is my living area and I have put in a couple of beds, a small library, a Crafty Cockney dartboard rescued from a skip and a collection of things to barter. Downstairs is where I store food, water, medication, petrol and spare parts for the bus. The amount of petrol I have is reasonable though will need to be topped up should I happen upon any supplies. Considering I knew nothing about car maintenance and in the knowledge that nobody is around to tell me about the shoddy job I’ve done, I am rather proud of ‘Quiet Cool’. Learning to drive it has been trial and error and I’ve damaged more stationery cars than I’ve had hot lunches, but I now sit behind the wheel with a degree of confidence. I have a hard drive hooked up to the stereo so that there is always music playing* and a mild optimism that I will find some measure of normality on my travels.
 
*I do have a few hundred favourite songs on this drive, but as a survivor and hopeful re-builder of society, I feel it is my responsibility to keep a record of as many songs as I can find. This does lead me to have possibly the world’s largest and most eclectic playlist and I often find myself skipping twenty or so songs before I find one I want to drive to. I need to be objective though and experience new sounds in the hope that I will bring them to a new world. Just the other day I was cruising along to a sequence that included KRS-One, Brenda Fassie, Mario Lanza, Madness and Mozart’s Horn Concerto and has probably never been played in that order before.
 
 
The episode with the arrows and the chasing and the hiding behind fridge-freezers is still on my mind. It appears that the brush with perforation that I had yesterday has strengthened my resolve to explore more than any event prior; I have often thought of driving to the nearest towns and cities only to then conclude that I am much better off where I am. I do quite like my own company though the idea of meeting new (non-homicidal) people is quite appealing at the moment. I will have to gently re-introduce myself to the rigours of conversation, remember the etiquette involved and avoid boring the first person I meet with pointless blathering. I occasionally talk to myself as a way of practising conversation but then I realise how utterly insane I must look and stop doing it immediately (especially when I found myself arguing with myself which is as sure a sign of an upcoming breakdown as wearing your pants on your head).
 
The weather is irrelevant but, being an Englishman and knowing that every book ever written seems to go into great detail regarding the conditions, I feel I should make a passing reference to it. It is mild, perhaps fifteen degrees, and there is a dark cloud on the horizon that has the most fearsome shade imaginable. The air is crisp, birds are singing (I think) and a random horse has just cantered past the driver’s side of the bus, an interesting option should the fuel run out. There isn’t a significant portent in the sky nor is there a rumbling sense of dread in the atmosphere, just a moderate English spring day, the kind that might have nudged me towards the pub in the old days. Weather report complete.
 
I have ingeniously boarded up my home to give the impression that it is uninhabitable. Whether or not that dissuades any intrusions I do not know, but there are many properties nearby that have prettier exteriors and are more likely to be targeted. If someone does venture in I have attached the most pointless letter to the wall inside, a long explanation of house rules and the hope that the visitor will leave the place as they find it. It truly is the daftest plea for clemency of all time and I am embarrassed as I write it, but I hope that even in these worst of times there might be the slightest hope that a measure of respect will be afforded to me. With unwarranted optimism in my heart and Desmond Dekker playing on stereo in ‘Quiet Cool’, I start my journey.



‘Strange things
happen to a man on the road…’
 
 
 
 
I
 
 
A collective. It’s a strange formation of peoples brought together by necessity. From what I have heard they tend to be populated by such an incongruous mix of men and women that there is inevitable friction much like those budget flights to Amsterdam used to experience when culture vultures were forced to inhabit an elongated metal tub with a bunch of raucous party animals. However, there is some vague hope that a spirit of co-operation will break out within whatever gang or guild you ally yourself with. I wistfully think about what kind of group I might encounter as I slowly negotiate an awkward corner of my end of town where over-turned cars have formed an ugly barricade. It doesn’t look strong enough to be intentional, but I still need to swerve onto the grass verge next to it in order to keep the paintwork of ‘Quiet Cool’ scratch-free. Not that I am compulsive enough to think that there will never be an abrasion to the paint work I took so long doing; it’s going to happen at some point so it is needless to get too emotional about the aesthetics of the vehicle.
 
‘Quiet Cool’ handles the road well despite the numerous obstacles and craters that have been unceremoniously gouged into the concrete. I imagine a better driver of Routemaster buses would probably be having a ball right now, but as I am a man of limited skill in this area I am merely happy to be upright and not disturbing the shelves of tinned meat I have at the back of the bus. One false move and a few tins of Batchelors' Meatballs in Gravy could be dislodged from their correct place and roll down the aisle with the fury of a processed meat avalanche. I’m sure that I am the last person on earth to have this specific concern. Still, while I head towards the main road out of town, I am confident that should I meet an untimely end it will need to be significantly more dramatic than death by movable feast.
 
I must make the reader aware of the landscape I find as I head towards the outskirts of my town. It is a ghastly and surreal sight, bodies entwined with shopping trolleys, shiny BMWs upside down with spurts of vegetation breaking out next to them, sometimes even in their wheelbase. There are animals wandering around the scene with vague interest, a few unkempt dogs, a Shire horse, a chicken and a cheetah that I am sure is called Leonard and was housed at the local zoo. What is utterly unexpected is the union that has been created between these very different creatures, kind of an end of the world ‘Animals of Farthing Wood’ where the most unlikely of beasts seem to have adapted to each others’ differences. The cheetah doesn’t chase the chicken, the Shire horse protects the dogs and a few cats who have joined the mix are cleaning themselves in that aloof manner that they always have. I am not entirely sure what the social hierarchy is here or who is charge – you’d always imagine Leonard the cheetah with his exotic fur and rapid turn of pace to be a leader, but he is oddly diffident and accepts his place in this weird egalitarian system. Very ‘Animal Farm’ but without any political overtones. Just a bunch of animals who have created a bond based on self-preservation.
 
Although this is a heart-warming sight that Walt Disney could’ve made a film out of, I am aware that the animals – in fact, most of the ones I’ve seen recently – are well fed. There are two simple camps, the bouncing survivors bulking up on scavenged carrion and the dead ones whose flesh has probably been used to feed some lucky colleague. I am also not blind to the fact that the human bodies that are visible are mostly stripped carcases devoid of tissue, skin and organs and I am under no illusions that these teams of roaming beasts have their bellies full of the missing items. It’s not quite as gruesome as you might think yet it is still sobering and I am glad that in the Leonard the cheetah vs. Quiet Cool battle I’m going to be on the winning side.
 
There are many fields left unharvested and food rotting at its source. Due to the suddenness of events and the strange love looters have for things that are in no way beneficial to survival (see item 4. of my earlier list) there are modest provisions in shops and supermarkets though these supplies are naturally dwindling. I had often vowed to go on a diet in the creaking old world, but suddenly the idea of one day having my daily calorie intake cut dramatically doesn’t fill me with joy. It’s only when you have an abundance of something that you truly begin to despise it and at this moment in time, I feel ashamed of some of the food I wasted years before (I am still torturing myself over half a pasty that was deposited in a bin in Leeds by yours truly). This is once again a reminder that a collective, a supportive team working for each other, is of more benefit than isolating oneself even if that does mean getting used to someone’s snoring (assuming we’re in dormitories – not sure if that is the usual way these things are done), unusual personal hygiene routines and people telling anecdotes that don’t go anywhere. I dread the small talk and the painful introductions like you’re at the first day of school, but I suppose I will have to make these sacrifices if I want to rebuild society in some way. Let it be understood that, despite my complaints, I am a fairly convivial person and can get on famously with most people. And there is also the thought that I might just barter for what I need and return to my humble abode*
 
*Mrs Murphy used to tell us that you should never start a sentence with ‘and’. However, I imagine that an apocalyptic scenario and the lack of grammar fascists gives me a little bit of license as to how I want my syntax to appear. If a university head of English is alive and I encounter him or her, I promise to correct my mistakes or perhaps start a new world of grammatical rules where all can be free of the tyranny of the past.
 
The roads are long stretches of despair. They were that way before the disaster with their congestion and bubbling-under-the-surface rage. Things are noticeably quieter when I get onto a nameless dual carriageway, but I still feel the angst of travelling on this thoroughfare. It’s almost as if I can still hear the beeping horns and see the gormless fools undertaking me, though there is a strange poignancy in the air. It is a confusing hybrid of feelings that sits in my stomach like a wedge of undigested meat that refuses to budge either north or south. I think longingly of the pretty ignorance of my home and how blissfully unaware one is of the cataclysm around when one is occupied by DVDs from ‘PoundKing’. Yet there is a fortitude that I have gained since things started to turn and it is this new gumption that makes me view things in a positive light despite the evidence around me suggesting otherwise. As I drive a double-decker bus along the road – pausing to wonder why I am doggedly sticking to the speed limit – I see around me what disorder looks like, the colours it paints the landscape with. As I have mentioned, this disorder is not like one of those cheap Italian Mad Max rip-offs you’ve never watched, though I would imagine the Neanderthal gangs fighting in dusty, arid deserts are probably happening somewhere in the world (probably Nevada where they insist on doing everything ‘to the extreme’.) The English form of disorder is tumbleweeds of litter cascading along the verges, lamp-posts flickering as if unsure of the time and their purpose in this new madness and petrol stations heavily damaged and dappled with some coarse graffiti. I don’t need petrol or even a Canadian Pine air freshener for the bus so I do not mourn their destruction, yet there is something eerie about the fall from grace.
 
Not wanting to drift off into melancholia I divert my mind onto a tangent. ‘Who’, I think to myself, ‘owns the petrol and wields the power in society now?’ Will I have to fight in some loathsome gladiatorial and wear a chain mail loincloth all for the sake of daily sustenance? Fiction has some much to answer for.
 
That last tangent wasn’t quite cheerful enough to lift my mood. Time to play a game. Pick my perfect companions for a post-apocalyptic collective.
 
	Jessica Alba. She’s probably safe in some upmarket habitation off Rodeo Drive so this is plausible though highly unlikely. Still, we’re in fantasy mode here so let’s pretend for one moment. She’s beautiful, intelligent, feisty and practical. I can do the cooking as I’m very much a new man (whatever that now means).
	Alfred Hitchcock. Not sure why I’ve chosen him. Probably useless in these circumstances, perhaps it’s even a liability having a rotund auteur in the camp eating the provisions and talking about Tippi Hedren. And still, I cannot help thinking that, if he was alive and if we jump-started civilisation in the way I imagine, he could get back to making great films. He’s my luxury pick.
	Jeff and Brenda from St. Ives. They were a lovely couple. I met them on holiday and they were the most generous and resourceful couple I could hope to find when I got stuck in the middle of nowhere. He was strong and she was a nurse so that’s two extra plus points.
	Jen. Lovely Jen. I’ll scratch Jessica Alba off the list and put on Jen. She was, indeed is, a woman as smart as a whip and though not beautiful in the Hollywood way, I loved everything about her.

 
 
I’m getting depressed thinking of Jen so I’m re-booting my brain with the default image of Peter Withe scoring that goal in 82.
 
 
My mind initiates and I can almost hear the Windows ting-a-ling at the back of my mind. I curse my ability to turn a wistful fantasy into something rather depressing. Much as I enjoy my own company, I cannot help thinking that joining up with a ragtag group of survivors might be the thing to stop me going mad. It’ll be a mental salve of Valium proportions to be involved in petty squabbles about toothpaste and crop rotation – for some reason, they are the two subjects that I think will cause the most friction. Perhaps there’ll be tension between surviving ‘Guardian’ readers and their eternal ‘Daily Mail’ nemeses; I can predict that even with society shattered into so many pieces there’ll be the staunch liberals and conservatives going at it hammer and tongs somewhere. I’ll be there, non-committal, eating an apple, watching on the safe fence of ‘I Don’t Know’.
 
I have been driving for about an hour. I haven’t seen a single living creature since the travelling zoo nor have I heard any sound that implies I’m near some remnants of social order. I keep seeing lights in the distance, forever in the distance, but when I get closer there is nothing there. It might be easier to ascertain these ‘lights’ at night when I can be sure they are not just rebellious chinks of light bouncing off a highly polished surface. I have seen farm houses and small country estates to my left and right though they are all separated by the most precarious country roads that are further complicated by fallen trees and yet more upturned cars. There might well be hope in one of these directions but ‘Quiet Cool’ is not the kind of vehicle that will enable me to explore the more rural routes. If, after another hour, I still haven’t found a large habitation with cheery occupants I might need to park to the side somewhere and explore by foot. I have seen collapsed buildings of course and burnt out hospitals, yet there hasn’t been anything to get the pulse racing. At least I’m not having arrows fired at me, I think to myself. I do hope that my part in a new world will not require some kind of degree in Medieval weaponry. I’m sure the ‘Game Of Thrones’ people are out there using words like ‘baldrick’ and ‘quarterstaff’ as if their life depended on it.
 
The sky has become overcast and my driving similarly downbeat. The tones of ‘Lumpy Gravy’ on the sound system bring a modicum of cheer back into my heart, but I still feel as if the driving up and down soul-less roads is eating away at my sanity. If I was thinking as sharply as normal I would smirk to myself at how the straight and uneventful journey has mutated into a metaphor for my current predicament. I have stuck photographs of happier times on the perspex that curves around the driver’s cab; it doesn’t do much for visibility, but the occasional glimpse of that holiday in Malta or Jen posing at a ‘Five Venoms’ film marathon in London is more agreeable than the nothingness that flanks my position. She was wearing a red cheongsam that fitted her divinely and I was dressed up as ‘The Kid With The Golden Arm’ complete with flowing Lo Meng wig. Today, hope is being whittled away to just the merest sensation gnawing at my guarded thoughts.
 
I pass under one bridge, then another and yet another.
 
In retrospect what happened next should have registered within my mind as the beginning of a new, definable era. Yet, as the first thud was heard on the roof and the bus shook with a deceptive ferocity, I could only feel mild panic. It’s a pitiful emotion when you have been used to much worse yet there is no doubting the jolt that one gets when something from the sky makes a horrid dent in the roof of your vehicle. I stop ‘Quiet Cool’ in the middle of the dual-carriageway (safe in the knowledge that I am not going to be causing an obstruction anytime soon) and angle my head out of the window to see what would have been responsible for the sizeable thwack that made me snort rather embarrassingly. I cannot see any extraterrestrial debris; there are no wonders falling from the heavens. I deduce that it must have come from the bridge that I have passed under and the only question is whether it was a loose piece of concrete falling or it was an object being thrown by someone or something (not sure why I say ‘something’ – it’s not likely to be an all-powerful mutant whose territory I have strayed into). I’m not quite sure what I see. It might have been a pair of eyes peering through the railing or it may have just been my imagination toying with me again as it increasingly does these days. A few minutes pass and there aren’t any discernible movements from the bridge so I decide to start the engine again, put the experience down as one of those strange urban myths I never believed in and carry on down the most utterly boring stretch of road in the known world. Either side of the carriageway there is flat expanses of hinterland that seem to stretch into the adjoining counties and beyond.
 
Then, as I drive under another bridge, the incident repeats itself though this time the blow to the top left corner of the bus is a glancing one. This time I catch sight of a small figure, perhaps two or three of them in fact, crouching down behind the barrier, unable to put the same skill into their stealthy activities as the person I assume was responsible for the previous attack – I call it an attack as, in my experience, good intentions rarely manifest themselves as weighty breeze blocks thrown from above. Time to engage the barbarians. I bring ‘Quiet Cool’ to a halt once more – this time at an equidistant position between the bridge I have just passed and the one to come – and, rather idiotically, I get out of the cab and stand in front of it as if I am nonchalantly queuing for a postal order. I try to adopt an intimidating stance, perhaps one leg straight and the other casually bent with fists clenched to the side, but I simply cannot pull it off. I would try a similar pose when walking through the town at night, pre-catastrophe, eager to ward off the attentions of any muggers who might be lurking in the shadows, yet I always had that uncomfortable look on my face that you usually only see on six-year-old beauty pageant contestants with aggressive mums bellowing in the background somewhere in the Mid-West.
 
“What’s up?” I cannot believe how lame my opening gambit is. I wish I didn’t have to write it down but I feel a duty to veracity that means that you will read about all of my bloopers, this one being the vague notion that I am in the ‘Wu-Tang Clan’. In brown slacks. Grey-ish shirt that says ‘I’ll be happy to take a look at your accounts’.
 
No answer. I’m getting frustrated with these one-way conversations that are invariably taking up much of my time. First, there were mysterious archers who preferred miss-placed violence to dialogue and now I am having lumps of concrete thrown onto me by equally silent youngsters. What happened to the rhetoric of threats and intimidation?
 
“I don’t mean any harm. I’m just travelling through.” my conversations are so infrequent now that I am developing a strange accent when announcing anything important. It is a mix between the local Midlands dialect with a bizarre Chicago twang that I have acquired despite having never been to America. It’s vaguely exasperating, but I have the security of knowing that those who listen have no idea as to who I am and might therefore cut me some slack. (Is it odd that I should be worrying about my elocution when shadowy foes are dropping boulders on me?)
 
No answer again. It’s clear that there are a few smaller persons on each bridge and perhaps more on those beyond that I have yet to encounter.
 
I repeat the last line again. This time the adversaries begin to reveal themselves. Standing up one by one, a mismatch of children and youths, three on one bridge, four on the next, four following after that and more beyond. They are a mix of ages, probably eight to eighteen, represent both genders and have an enviable cultural mix that Benetton could have utilised in the 90s. Their appearances are far from shoddy and there seems to have been some attempt at order within their ranks. It’s my worst nightmare, a feral Grange Hill with little regard for those around them. Their faces have been contorted by experience and despite their collective age they appear battle-hardened and unforgiving. A tall black youth, eighteen years old and with poorly-done corn rows woven into his scalp steps up towards the barrier on the middle bridge. He grabs the railing, looks down at me with real pomp like an adolescent Cyrus (though I doubt he’s seen ‘The Warriors’) and smirks.
 
“Mean no harm bruv? You drivin’ around with your Optimus Prime there, tinted windows and that. You feelin’ me?” he says. (I feel too old listening to all of this).
 
“Absolutely not. Just driving along the carriageway and hoping to meet some friends along the way. I’ve been on my own for a while and I need…”
 
“What bruv, you need hugs or somefin’?” his line gets a laugh from his followers. I smile graciously.
 
“Not at all. What I was going to say was that I need to see what has happened to the world around me. The radio updates and news have dried up so I thought I’d hit the road and see if there were signs of life. No interest in hugging children.” that last line was put out there just in case.
 
“Children? You dissin’ us?” he growls.
 
Another figure, a red-haired female probably in her early teens, moves to the front of another of the bridges. As she does so, the silent majority that makes up the rest of the club start bashing their bits of metal piping (I neglected to mention that they were all ‘tooled up’ to coin a phrase) against the barriers and create a dreadful din intended to frighten. IT DOES.
 
“No sir,” I go from one extreme to the other! “I merely suggested that you were younger people, younger than myself for instance.” I am nervous as I am not sure how to combat hordes of disaffected kids with metal piping. If they were adults I could put up a reasonable fight, but against kids can I really defend myself without feeling weird. One of the kids looks to be about ten and is swinging an improvised lance around; am I really allowed to give him a firm slap if the need arises? Once again I worry about how things might appear rather than the immediate problem confronting me.
 
“Sir? Now you dissin’ the women here?” says the fiery-haired girl.
 
I’m a keen believer in equal rights so I see this accusation as decidedly queer. I’m sure she thinks she’s striking a blow for post-apocalyptic feminism but I am not in the mood for childish semantics.
 
“No, I was just addressing your friend…”
 
“What you sayin’?” interrupts the youth who I was previously conversing with.
 
“Nothing. Just noting that you are friends.” I’m getting a crick in my neck turning from left to right to address different parts of the audience.
 
“We are warriors, we ain't no kids, we ain't no friends. And you drivin’ into our territory,” he answers.
 
Are we really arguing about territory like we’re in ‘Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome’? The moment is threatening to become trite. If anyone uses the word ‘hood’…
 
“Completely unintentional I can promise you. Just minding my own business in fact. I have no intention of interfering with your territory, I’m not even sure where your territory begins and ends, to be honest. Maybe you should have a signpost.” I conclude with a note of levity that I hope will diffuse the situation. Bad idea.
 
“You are well out of order.” says a third voice from another bridge.
 
“Maybe you can go if you leave an arm behind. What do you think about that mate?” suggests the leader. Obviously, it’s not an offer I have any intention of honouring. I’m sure the loss of my arm would be far more troublesome for me than it would be beneficial for them.
 
“Not sure what to make of your suggestion.” I bellow.
 
“Take a sharp piece of metal, cut the arm off at the shoulder. Simples.” it all seems so logical when you’re not the one being discussed.
 
“Well I need two arms to drive, but even more importantly I’m not losing a limb over a simple misunderstanding.”
 
As I speak I can see a few figures from distant bridges descending from their lofty places. They tumble down the glass verges and start to teem onto the carriageway. Time to make a decision I think.
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
People such as myself have been spoilt by modern popular culture. It distorted our view of the world, our expectations, our fears and our goals. I often opine that fact as I come to terms with the world as it is now. My generation was brought up on ideas that life after an apocalypse would be populated by either zombies, mutants, fascist states or roaming warlords – this, in my experience so far, is absolutely not true. Do not get me wrong – I’m quite happy not to be fending off masses of flesh-eaters or fighting with some brute in dubious biker gear. I am not a sadist. That said, when events do happen you find yourself woefully under-prepared for life and what it is you should actually be doing. You cannot quite comprehend the trauma but feel a guilt that you manage to live a life that is moderately stress-free despite seeing most of the world ‘disappear’ (I can’t bring myself to say ‘dead’).
 
At this moment in time I have a decision to make, one that is informed by the sight of a pack of feral children (I say feral but they seem reasonably civilised if I’m being honest – just wanted to use the word ‘feral’ again) inching towards me with that certain malevolence that only youth can bring. I had expected to face obstacles on my journey and I had geared myself up for tussling with bands of Thunderdome-type scamps yet when I actually find myself in the situation I am amazed at how odd it appears. The children – who must number in the twenties – look like a street dance act from ‘Britain’s Got Talent’ rather than a gang of violent desperadoes and it is that unusual image that tempers my decision to leave immediately. This is a collective that is pleasantly diverse and would probably be loitering outside an inner city Nando’s if this weren’t very possibly the end of civilisation. They don’t grunt or growl, spit or slobber though as the eldest of their number is about fifteen years younger than me their language is unusual to my ear. Despite reminding me of an urban production of ‘Peter Pan’, I am very much aware that they are all carrying weapons and appear to have a certain animosity to yours truly. I have patiently listened to their offer of safe passage for the small price of one of my arms and as you can imagine I am unwilling to continue the discussion; even the idea of negotiating has gone out of the window as I am not keen on losing any part of my body to ‘Byker Grove’ out there.
 
I go back to ‘Quiet Cool’. I walk fairly swiftly to her and notice that as my pace quickens so too does that of the children who are moving onto the dual-carriageway. I start the engine and honk the horn with all of my might as I want to give ample warning of my exit and haven’t reached the stage where I think driving a bus into a gang of kids is anything less than disgusting. I can see a lot of motioning between the factions and some of the children adopt a high-pitched scream that is blood-curdling because it recalls days before adolescence and nascent spurts of hair on the chin.
 
My warning is not working. They are getting closer and they have a flinty look in their eyes that I presume means that they don’t want to play hopscotch with me (would they even know what hopscotch is? A question for another time perhaps). ‘Quiet Cool’ gives an ironic growl and I start edging along the road as more projectiles hit and some ingenious lad throws a rudimentary spear through one of the back tyres. As I head towards the diminutive warriors and hope that they will part at the sight of a double-decker bus hurtling towards them I continue to honk the horn and in a very English way mutter ‘sorry’ to myself. They have grasped the inequality between twelve tonnes of Routemaster and young bones and jump to the side of ‘Quiet Cool’ with a bizarre look of triumph. As I begin to think that some semblance of normality has returned, I notice that a few of the smaller children have gripped onto the bus as it’s moving in a simian-like fashion that recalls my ill-fated trip to Longleat five years prior. Credit where it’s due, though, their respective grips on the outer chassis of a double-decker bus are remarkable and they even manage to find the strength to thud on the protective glass with their callow fists. I put my foot on the accelerator just a measure more in the hope that some of these limpets might be dissuaded from their course, but my oh my are they determined little fiends. The rear tyre that was pierced is also making driving more difficult and as more items rain down from the bridges that I pass under (housing more children and youths) I am aware that I need to get to safety before the bus comes to a complete halt due to their concerted efforts. Irony fills the air as Roger Mitchell’s ‘They Won't Get Me’ plays on my sound system and I wonder if this is a small part of some absurd ‘Truman Show’ set-up that’ll be revealed just as my arm is being detached from my body. ‘They Won't Get Me’ is a quite delightful mix of country music and 80s synth-pop that appeared in ‘Superman III’ I believe and despite the situation becoming mildly vexing I cannot help but hum along to it. When you have been alone for an extended amount of time your humming becomes loud and unnerving, a deficiency that I need to correct should I join some group or other.
 
In my mind, with the children attached to my vehicle and others throwing bricks down on me from lofty positions, I decide to name this increasingly large gang as ‘The Bridge Brats’. It is the least important decision for someone to make as their life is in peril, but I feel charged by the amusing nickname I have created for the attackers though I am aware that it was one of those ‘You Had To Be There’ chuckles that are impossible to convey to others. The screeching of the tyres and the children is swirling into quite a vicious cacophony. The swerves I unintentionally employ in my driving is managing to unstick some of the attackers from ‘Quiet Cool’s exterior and I am not travelling at enough speed for this to be of detrimental harm to them. I hope that when the history of the new world is written down my little acts of thoughtfulness for even the most annoying antagonist will be appreciated.
 
Although my progress along the road is slowly gaining momentum and the shower of offending articles is gradually subsiding, I can see a roadblock in the middle distance. It isn’t anything extraordinary or vice-like; a collection of shopping trolleys, furniture, pieces of cars and trucks mainly. Nevertheless, I can see how someone travelling in a normal vehicle would have a major problem here and I pat ‘Quiet Cool’ on the dashboard in a knowing way that acknowledges the special might I have in my favour. Picking up speed and without any passengers on the outside of the bus, I stare straight at the obstacle – which takes up both lanes of the dual carriageway (you have to respect their attention to detail) – and resolve to smash through it with such force that these kids will be wetting the bed for some time yet. Velocity at its zenith, ‘Quiet Cool’ demolishes the barricade causing splinters of wood and metal to fly in different directions. Wardrobes are obliterated, shopping trolleys mangled and bits of Vauxhall Astra are sent into the stratosphere. Success. There is a look of disappointment on the faces of the children I see in the rear view mirror as if they had taken a hand painting home for the mother to put on the fridge only to see it used to wipe up the dog’s mess. A sad sight of course, but I feel very little sympathy for them in this instance. There’s enough of them to rebuild their modest trap in no time at all – there’s their homework for the next week*.
 
*I apologise if that sounded smug, but I was more relieved about the escape than I was prepared to let on. Anyway, perhaps this setback will nudge them to towards using their energies in a non-destructive way though even as I think this I acknowledge how Victorian I sound.
 
Although a few of the gang chase after the bus they give up as I disappear into the horizon. It would appear that the barricade marked the extent of their empire and so there aren’t any more bridges with nasty surprises waiting on them.
 
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
The thing about getting too lost in hubris when something goes so very right is that events soon conspire to bring the arrogant one back down to Terra-firma. Just as I contemplate a late lunch of baked beans and crackers I feel the engine stutter and the pierced wheel finally give its last. It becomes apparent that the force of my exit through the roadblock as caused shrapnel from to fire into the front grill. The rear business end of ‘Quiet Cool’ is also shredded by intrusive debris and the whole machine shakes gradually as I advance. It is about ten miles since the incident with Grange Hill and I deduce that I am at a safe enough distance to think about stopping. I take a slip road off the dual-carriageway and head towards the outskirts of a city, I’m not sure which. There’s a cathedral spire in the distance so that narrows down the options. Although I saw burnt husks of hospitals and universities as I drove along earlier, I am still sure that any large establishment is the most likely place for a collective to be housed. I remember a cryptic ‘Shop Until You Drop’ message I had seen on the internet before and decide to head towards the clearly sign posted shopping centre that sits at the heart of the city. It’s a very predictable, Romero-inspired idea I know, but it’s logical that most people would group together in a place that offers abundant supplies and self-generating electricity. The one I am approaching has solar panels so I imagine that this is as near to hitting the jackpot as I am going to get. As I tackle the messy, twisting roads that lead on, my wind-up radio comes alive with an announcement that makes me jump out of my chair.
 
“This is a public service broadcast. Order
is slowly being restored and we hope to have more
information as the days progress. Further broadcasts will follow so
please leave your radio or television on at all times
so you may hear them. If you have been designated
as a ‘Partial-Immune’ please stay in a safe place
with adequate supplies – do not venture out unless absolutely necessary.
If you have been designated as ‘Fully Immune’ please prepare
yourself for evacuation to one of the clinics that will
soon be listed on the broadcast. If you are unsure
of your designation please act responsibly and quarantine yourself until
further notice. If you have the following symptoms we would
also recommend that you keep away from human contact: shivering,
fever, shaking, discolouration of the pupils, muscular weakness, pain when
breathing, pain when passing water, general discomfort and dizziness. More
broadcasts will follow.”
 
It seems that ‘Order’ is looking out for us. Not that I doubted that there would be some return to a form of normality soon, but as there hadn’t been broadcasts recently and certainly nothing as informative I had begun to doubt it. I am a ‘Partial-Immune’ which puts me in a strange limbo though I cannot stay in my beloved abode forever. It is essential for my emotional well-being that I find someone who doesn’t want to fire arrows into me or drop rocks on my head. Is that too much to ask? Anyway the current condition of ‘Quiet Cool’ means that turning back is simply not an option and I have a vague optimism that the shopping centre I am creeping up on might be the one advertised online. It isn’t a vast one and there is a danger that since the advert was posted it may have been looted. I cannot, however, sit at home and wonder as I slowly slip into cabin fever so, at least for today, I will be staying there.
 
The roads leading up to the centre are remarkably similar to those I have left. Same shops destroyed, same mild-carnage and same air of emptiness. It’s almost as if the whole thing has been designed by committee as if some Hoxton advertising firm got together to do a post-catastrophe project for one of those deathly serious perfume brands that used to be on television all of the time. It strikes me that the flickering lights and plastic bags caught up in the wind are a wholly unoriginal idea for conveying despair and the thinkers behind it should be sacked. Perhaps this shows how entirely predictable even the direst of events can be and how, with a measure of pragmatic thought, you can successfully guess the next episode.
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
I have left ‘Quiet Cool’ on ‘Park Drive’, a row of middle-class houses with a tree-lined exterior and views of a fertile meadow and its ground. I sometimes wonder if nature, looking at the chaos within the human race, must have adopted an air of aloofness about the pandemic and its particular effect on us. The trees are resplendent, the grass as green as it has ever been and there are occasional spurts of bluebells the like of which I cannot remember seeing in years. It’s as if nature has exhaled, relaxed. Anyway, no time to get philosophical; I have to get to the shopping centre before it gets dark as the absence of street lights means I could be walking around in circles in a short while.
 
I have hidden ‘Quiet Cool’ on the drive, at least as much as one can ‘hide’ a giant red Routemaster bus in a leafy suburb. It’s slightly distorted by the aforementioned trees and I manage to squeeze the vast frame between a burnt out caravan and dilapidated garage. In the rucksack on my shoulders I have taken modest provisions (a Kendal Mint Cake among them – somehow appropriate for an explorer), water, binoculars, a spanner, a medical kit and a bottle of whisky. The spanner is for the intimidation factor I fear I may need – the sight of a mildly annoyed mixed-race chap swinging around a spanner should be enough to put off all but the most fearsome of foes – and the whisky is a little present for whoever I meet that is of agreeable spirit. My parents always said to bring a bottle to a party that you were invited to even if the host did the old ‘Just bring yourself’ line and I see no reason to move away from this in a post-apocalyptic world. It’s very Pimms and lemonade of me I know. I probably should have trained in throwing those ninja stars at moving objects rather than get carried away with etiquette but there you go, that is my unusual composition. My parents, who died a few years before events turned (I am pleased they never had to endure the Pandemic year and the world shortly thereafter), were a loving couple who still walked hand in hand through the countryside after thirty-seven years of marriage, a fact that sounds unbelievably mawkish but one that I simply cannot forget. They died in a car accident and I seem to remember crying for about a month and eating cereal in my underpants for much of the time after. A psychiatrist, should I have sought one, may have called it a breakdown though whatever it was it left me a mere shell of a human. I met Jen shortly after and my goodness didn’t she lift me out of my depression like a wagon-full of Prozac! I regret the fact that the two most important parties in my life had never met though I often wondered if they had passed each other in the street many times in the distant past without realising the link they would have. It’s one of those common theories one muses on when left alone for too long and that gradually evolves into a logical narrative in the mind. I can see their paths crossing outside Morrisons on a Friday night, both parties being far too sensible to ever enter a supermarket on a Saturday; the selection might not be as good, but you preserve your ankles from the dreadful crash of someone else’s shopping trolley.
 
It is inevitable that I should dwell on the past and equally inevitable that such memories would start tugging at the heart strings. To give myself the needed boost I quicken my pace through the park, down the alleyways and through the side streets. Many of the houses seem intact though there is no sign of life in any of them. When the pandemic started to sweep through the country there used to be a specialised medical van that took away those on their last legs and those who had already expired. It’s therefore reasonable to think that the houses around me have been left untouched for months, food still in cupboards, fruit rotted down to a mulch in a bowl, suitcases scattering the floor. It is one of the least pleasant thoughts about suburbia and a firm reason why I never looked into others’ houses for supplies; not only do I find it an invasion of privacy even in this idiotic world but I also worry about the personal effects I might encounter and the rather bleak mood it would put me in. The other reason was simply that one person going through thousands of houses for supplies wasn’t the best use of energy – there were, apparently, collectives who would send organised teams to do this and the fact that so little happened in my area was another reason for me to think of venturing out into the wider world.
 
As I jog through ‘Arridale Parade’ – a street of terraced houses that have seen better days – I wonder if today is a Wednesday. The day of the week is inconsequential, but it feels like a Wednesday and I cannot help trying to work out the day of the week by the trusted method of ‘Well, Sunday was the day I watched ‘Taking of Pelham 1,2,3’ because I remember that brief broadcast on the television that called for calm and gave the date.’ Wednesdays never feel as if they will amount to much and their awkward place in the middle of the week means I am unsure as to how I feel about them. They don’t have the quiet tragedy of a Monday nor do they have the joy of Saturday, instead, they just sit there waiting for an identity. I hope that I can make this Wednesday a day of significance, a twenty-four hour period when some deliriously happy bunch of strangers accept me in their number (if only until I crave solitude again and return home) and I am carried on the shoulders of the many to the tune of ‘Let’s Hear It For The Boy’. A fanciful idea you might think, but if someone had told me that I would be hunted by archery enthusiasts or attacked by Blazin’ Squad on an A road then I probably would have laughed. I have a certain image of an equilibrium achieved somewhere in the towns and cities and I simply will not accept that life has turned into ‘Night of the Comet’ in just a short while (though my crush on Catherine Mary Stewart would need updating beyond the 80s).
 
I can see the whole of the shopping centre now and it is larger than I first thought. I am approaching from the side so I can see the sheer width of the building and how it is surrounded by a car park that was probably hell to get into years ago. The advertisements on the side of the building give a brief insight into what joys might be contained inside:
 
	Wilkinson – always good for getting medical supplies of course.
	Tesco – I can imagine a collective living quite well on the stored produce there.
	Top Shop – I feel that some allusion to fashion might be embraced by residents there.
	Subway – Food probably rotted, but canned drinks and sugary treats aplenty.
	WHSmith – Year old copies of ‘Women’s Own’ ahoy! Don’t knock it, there’s some good recipes in there and a few sewing patterns that could prove useful at some point.

 
Having thought about the options available – and on the understanding that I am seeing only part of the shopping centre – I deduce that this would be a perfect place for some small society to call home. I am not close enough to see if that is the case and I cannot hear anything over the incessant pumping of my heart, but there’s reason for hope. There aren’t any lights on yet though as some of these are automatic I do not connect their presence with signs of civilisation.
 
 
There is, of course, something so very right about a shopping centre being used as a base in a post-cataclysmic world. It’s logical from the point of view of supplies and it is impossible not to forget certain great films that have featured them as ideal castles away from the madness. As this is a British centre and not an American ‘mall’ I a, aware that there won't be a gun shop nestled between Subway and WHSmith, but as I am a mild pacifist and have never shot a gun before I don’t think this is a major problem; I may not have a gun, but then very few others will have one either which evens things up a little. The absence of rifles might actually help people reason with each other rather than seek to blow sizeable holes into their chests. Yet, if there is one thing we humans are rather good at it is improvising new ways to kill each other so perhaps my positive think is misplaced. Anyway, the fact is that a shopping centre is such an iconic citadel for weary survivors and the lack of the walking dead makes it all the sweeter. I’m not sure why some were actually disappointed that there weren’t thousands of zombies on the streets – I think some people were desperate to bludgeon, shoot, maim, hack and behead something vaguely human for the thrill but without the guilt of murder. I don’t necessarily consider my aptitude in separating the upper portion of some corpse from the rest of its body to be a virtue. For some it is probably a form of entertainment now that reality television is gone (and I purposely equate lovers of reality television with the thrill of chopping up lumbering blocks of meat), perhaps there are high-fives aplenty when these persons hit a certain number and the stale blood is pouring onto the ground.
 
There is a cultural imperative to getting to the shopping centre and as I stumble through an alleyway strewn with rubbish, I return to thoughts of some form of destiny pushing the last numbers together in this environment. As I traverse the slinking gap between buildings and disentangle my foot from a Boots bag that has evolved into a vicious serpentine impediment, I can see more and more of my destination and, could my ears be deceiving me, sounds of activity. Very promising. The side exits of the centre have been blocked up with a purpose so it is as if there might be someone in there who is making sure the front entrance is used. That indicates a kind of organisation though knowing my misfortune I will probably encounter some gibbering warlord and his weapon-wielding goons who have turned this into their empire (my mind returns to Trojan and his ludicrous kingdom). As I turn I hop over upturned trolleys and glide past wrecked cars in abundance, I can begin to see the entrance and, most importantly of all, a figure standing guard outside. The person is covered in one of those biohazard suits that is lingua franca for an apocalypse and they have a small shotgun the sight of which does not fill me with confidence. However, their handling of the weapon is nervous and unsteady so I have some hope that this guard is just waving around a gun in an attempt to put off any looters. Their stance is also loose and not regimented so I predict that this isn’t George Eastman out there.
 
For the first time, as I approach the figure unseen, I have a feeling of utter elation that nudges logic aside. I do not contemplate the fact that this could be someone who has a habit of shooting anyone who looks at them in a slightly unconventional way or a thug who is one bullet away from a silver cup for ‘Most Kills’. It is a dangerous and perhaps stupid trust that shows that despite my relative comfort in this fallen world I am probably not hardened enough to survive successfully. Just as this thought crosses my mind, just as I begin to wonder whether the guard is going to use me as target practice, they turn around and see me. They are as mildly startled as am I and they awkwardly hold the shotgun up as I approach in the default setting of ‘Hands Up, Don’t Shoot’. The fact that I get nearer and they do not shoot or shout aggressively (in fact they are silent) means that I may have finally found someone who is normal, much as the hazmat suit (a collector’s item I reckon) and cockney shooter indicate otherwise. This deserves a new chapter.



“…don’t tell me you’re the howling wind.”
 
 
 
I
 
 
Joining a collective – and please appreciate that I am going by what I have read on the internet – is a bit like applying for a job or a university place. I once knew a young man who was frighteningly clever, we’re talking Nobel Prize winner of the future. He was an astrophysics prodigy, the kind of person who sleeps four hours a night as he feels anything more is a waste of ‘thinking time’ and cogitation. While I was watching ‘Live & Kicking’ on a Saturday morning, he was in an astrophysics club with people twice as old as he was. His problem was that he was deathly dull and he couldn’t engage in non-scientific conversations without sending his unfortunate company into a deep, coma-like sleep of boredom. Now in itself that shouldn’t have been a problem especially as his qualifications were a far more vital component of his skill-set than his rather miserable ‘human’ side. Yet when he applied for a certain top university, his achievements on paper leaving the professors with mouths agape, he had to go for an entrance interview to see what he could ‘bring’ to the establishment. As an outsider, I thought this was somewhat ridiculous as I had assumed his place would have been based on his academic aptitude which he, of course, had in abundance. Anyway, this genius, this potential measurer of black holes (or whatever it is that he would do) cannot suppress his natural ability to curdle yoghurt with his personality and needless to say he is given a firm ‘no’ by the said university. He still went on to do something incredible I think, but I imagine he always felt as if, as a living breathing person, he was a failure and a creature who was judged to be of no merit in a social setting. The point to this meandering nonsense is that you have to sell yourself even if it goes against every fibre in your body.
 
Could there be a more important time to jazz up my C.V. so to speak? Mysterious figure wielding weapon, potential new society inside, but perhaps limited resources – this is my entrance exam, my test to prove that I can actually bring something to a group. I don’t think having the Will Hay collection on DVD is going to cut the mustard here folks. I’ve therefore spiced up my skill set and consciously added a few extra attributes to my persona for just such an occasion. I’ve had time to prepare myself, to learn new skills and try and make myself the indispensable member of the new world who everyone wants to know. So I am going into this with the following aces up my sleeve:
 
	HELICOPTER PILOT. Yes, you read correctly, helicopter pilot. I’ve seen enough end-of-the-world films to know that a helicopter pilot is always at the top of the survival tree. I therefore found books in the library, an old tutorial on the internet and I can confidently say that I can, perhaps, have the merest pretence of knowing what I am doing. Now I must temper all of this braggadocio on my part and admit that I have never even sat in a helicopter. I don’t live in Los Angeles where I suppose I could have had nipped into Walmart to try one out so I cannot claim full hands-on-experience. Still, Mr Romero has taught me that it's quite a tasty ability to crow about and a nod’s as good as a wink to a blind camel as the saying goes. Should I come into contact with a helicopter I would also fancy my chances of bluffing my way to success and flying a whirlybird to safety (note the confident way I use the terminology).

 
	HEIMLICH MANEAUVRE AND BASIC FIRST AID. Any choking colleagues I might encounter will be saved by the former and the latter, however basic it might be, is going to get me some gold stars from the others.

 
	FORAGER. I read a book on mushrooms, wild garlic and hedgerow fruits. If that doesn’t qualify me as a useful person to have around, I don’t know what will.

 
	MINOR JUGGLING SKILLS. Entertainment purposes.

 
	UNCANNY ABILITY TO PACIFY WILD ANIMALS. I wouldn’t claim to be Dr. Doolittle, but I do have a somewhat unique ability to calm stray dogs and cats. I suppose I have sympathetic eyes which, while not particularly effective on the opposite sex, have turned marauding animals into playful creatures.

 
 
 
As you will no doubt see, my skills have been tweaked a little bit for the purposes of advertising. Taking on board the sad fate of my contemporary who was deemed too ‘ordinary’ for a certain prestigious university I have decided to make myself look ever so slightly more capable than I probably am. I have a feeling that in a world where people are re-writing their own histories, adopting grandiose names and swaggering about with blunt instruments, mine is the least worst of the crimes especially as I am merely exaggerating the latent abilities that are already within me and just require circumstance to reveal them.
 
I approach the guard, hands in the air, and wonder if I should adopt an accent. It’s an utterly bizarre thought that has just appeared in my mind from nowhere; speaking with an accent might give me a certain mystery, but I think the mental stress of having to keep it up all of the time might prove too much. And, despite a GCSE in Drama, I realise that I am useless at accents with my American one, in particular, veering off into inexplicable Australian. Just a thought, perhaps one that shows how nervous I am.
 
 
 
II
 
 
I would have to say that the voice beneath the plastic helmet of the guard was not what I was expecting.
 
“Stop, move no further.” a soft Eastern European accent, a woman in her forties perhaps.
 
My shock at the voice is no reflection on my view of women in traditionally male roles of course – I am just as comfortable being ordered about by a gun-wielding woman as I am a trigger-happy man. Yet the voice is almost apologetic as if its tone is subtly saying “I don’t normally do this, would you like a custard cream” despite the words suggesting the opposite. I am still aware that the softly spoken woman is holding a shotgun at my chest though and I feel no less nervous because of the lilt in the voice.
 
“Hello, I am l very pleased to meet you. I have been looking everywhere for survivors and I saw the shopping centre and hoped there might be some here. I’m so glad to see you.” that didn’t sound creepy at all. I have that feeling one used to get when going through customs at the airport and how you feel guilty for no reason at all and begin to adopt unusual ‘casual’ mannerisms that just make you look more guilty. I try a smile in her direction though it looks more like the grimace you see on the faces of weightlifters who have extended themselves beyond their limit.
 
“Please, you wait here,” she adds. Her mellow tone is distorted by the helmet.
 
“Certainly. I am a partial-immune.” I feel that the last part could be a deal clincher.
 
The woman goes in through the chunky glass doors after tapping on their surface and being let in by an unseen colleague. The door is bolted and I stand there in the most nonchalant way I can muster. It is my belief that there is strength in unity so it would be madness for any collective to refuse a new member once they have passed the usual tests. It does occur to me though that some groups tend to adopt some strict policy on newcomers and might have a specific number of patrons that cannot be increased, kind of if any more than 50 is some sure sign of madness. This is where, when asked, the helicopter piece comes in and I move this to the front of my brain so that my pitch to whoever comes out of the door is flawless.
 
A few minutes pass. The evening is encroaching and some lights have come on in the building. The fact that a few floors are illuminated suggests that the inhabitants within the shopping centre must be a relatively large number. I look around myself awkwardly, planting my feet in one position and twisting my upper body around to survey the surroundings. The movement is unnatural and I think I hear my back click in that ominous way. On closer inspection of the car park around me, I notice that some of the upturned cars have been pushed together to form ugly barricades – what is it with people and barricades today? - that take up locations whose strategic importance I do not understand. Some shopping trolleys have been pulled apart and their frames have been contorted into a very rough approximation of a barb wire fence which is stretched across a small portion of the car park. I’m not entirely sure whether this is just a preventative measure or whether they have been some minor skirmishes here. I also reason that this collective could be some kind of army and I have seen enough films to know that those post-apocalyptic armies are rarely into making daisy chains. As I find negativity overpowering my early optimism, the door opens and the original guard – now accompanied by two others similarly bedecked in very obvious safety attire – motions for me to move forward.
 
“Put this and this on.” she hands me a blindfold (the least reassuring thing one can receive in these circumstances) and a protective mask that seems to have been ingeniously moved away from its original use – it’s clear that someone has amended the apparatus for a different job. Despite a lack of faith in the situation and with the two other guards inching around me, I put the mask on, apply the blindfold and await instructions. As I stand there, breathing deeply but being restricted by the scant air that is coming through the mask, I feel a set of handcuffs placed around my wrists. Scratch the blindfold, this is now the least reassuring moment of the whole experience. I try to say something yet my own mask prevents the words from being anything other than an inaudible mumble. My heart is beating quicker than I can ever remember it doing so. My standing posture is disturbed by someone yanking on the handcuffs and dragging me forward and I now feel myself being lead by the chain like a clumsy St. Bernard. Are these the cannibals that some believe have come into existence after the pandemic and wars? I have that ability to let my mind drift off into the most horrible eventuality and that equally pointless skill in following this up with a thought of pointless whimsy – what would I taste like?
 
This is an interminable walk. Along the way I can make out a series of different tones that indicate a goodly number of people lining my path though I cannot hear what kind of discussion is being had. I feel a woefully discouraging sense of things outside my control and try to subtly win back control of my walking pace as I am being led along as if such an achievement would make those around me shudder in fear. It is, of course, the natural state for a person to be completely unnerved when they are blindfolded and further incapacitated by those around them and so I am hoping that a bit of machismo mustered up will give the impression that I am not a person to be trifled with. The continued yanks on the handcuffs and some indelicate prods I receive from those around me as I try to maintain a straight path show exactly how effective these lame attempts at a John Wayne swagger are.
 
I finally reach an end to the walk and I feel a strong arm either side of me nudge me into a particularly uncomfortable chair where a rogue spring has broken free of the foam and found a new destination in my rump. I can’t quite believe that I gave up a long-planned night of all of Laurel & Hardy films for this rough treatment. This is the risk I understood though and despite not receiving quite the welcome a great hero deserves (that is not to say I am such a hero), I feel ever so slightly more pacified having been sat down. It implies a certain civility. I wonder if a cup of tea might follow, but I realise I’m pushing my luck.
 
And so I sit there, still masked, blindfolded and manacled, waiting for some great revelation of the world to me. This is very much a Wednesday.
 
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
I do not have a fear of needles and injections. That statement shouldn’t imply any special bravery on my part. That said, I have seen men who tower above me, constructed from solid muscle and brutal gristle, suddenly feel a bit light-headed when a nurse produces a syringe so that does show a certain bit of fearlessness on my part. I mention this so that I can make plain my complete indifference to medical examinations and the interesting places needles, tubes and cameras can find themselves. This should, therefore, show how shocked I suddenly am when my sleeve is rolled up and what I can only guess is a whaling harpoon is stabbed into the vein in my arm with all the grace of a traction engine turning on an oil slick. When you flinch at the doctor’s surgery, when an over-zealous nurse with seething misandry pokes a needle into your vein, you see them give you that ‘Man up!’ look. The face on the end of my current procedure is, I imagine, that of a sadist war criminal who has assumed a new identity in this troubled world. It does as little for my confidence in the situation as the handcuffs did and my mind wanders back to sitting on a faux leather sofa eating out-of-date Minstrels.
 
Something is dabbed onto my arm to stop the bleeding from the procedure. To me, that implies a certain patient care that assuages my doubts and tempers the sudden pain I am still feeling overwhelmed by. If I have stumbled into the den of cannibals, I imagine that their care for the clotting of my blood post-injection would be the last thing on their mind and their focus would be on what kind of wine goes with mixed-heritage meat. I can feel a number of footsteps around me and the occasional bump against my shoulder as someone walks by. Once again it seems like a most incredible wait as if it was the last days of the NHS again. I’m not especially bothered nor am I anxious now; the subtle care shown a moment ago has softened me towards the persons around me and now I am just eager to see what kind of environment I have ended up in. It seems a big enough shopping centre for endless possibilities to emerge though I did only see its hulking shell from the outside. I hope it’s not all 99p shops.
 
A few minutes pass and, very suddenly, my blindfold is untied from behind and loosens enough to allow me to see the vicinity. The safety mask remains on my nose and mouth and my ears remain muffled by the rubber seal, but I feel quite elated to have some partial vision restored. In front of me are three people:
	A heavily set white male, probably about thirty, mop of brown hair on his head and a blank expression that looks as if he worked behind a post office counter at some point. He’s wearing scruffy jeans and a bulky fleece top. The said blank expression is focused on me and it implies neither fear nor friendliness.
	A slim black woman in her late twenties, relaxed hair, attractive face. She is wearing a soft blouse and a black skirt and looks as if she could have been a model for Cocoa Butter so glistening her skin appears. As always my mind goes off on a pointless tangent and I wonder how practical relaxed hair would be for a black woman in a post-apocalyptic world, but hey, it’s her choice I suppose. My hair is the low maintenance take-as-you-find variety that never looks spectacular but never looks unpleasant. Her expression is thoughtful and I can theorise that she is probably a few rungs up the ladder above the man. I know it is awful to create assumptions so quickly and yet the narratives are already whirring around inside my head.
	The third person is a small and plump woman with her dirty blond hair in a stringent ponytail and dull blue eyes that are piercing into me. She looks to be about forty or so though she does have a slightly bedraggled appearance that means she could be younger. She is wearing a black tracksuit*, the kind that would be worn by someone called Carol or Liz.

 
 
*It occurs to me that I have become obsessed with describing what people are wearing even though such matters have very little significance in the grand scheme of things. I apologise if this indelicate way of describing what I see offends those who are reading this expecting beautiful adjectives and Madame Bovary allusions.
 
 
 
Once again the mixture of races and ages is strangely heart-warming and a reminder that differences seem less important when you are on the brink of extinction. Not that I advocate this predicament as an answer to social disharmony; I have no idea if this trio has been created by an uneasy necessity rather than some kind of ‘Kum-Ba-Yah’ lentil-loving vibe. Yet I find it odd that only in the most extreme situations do people appear to have a common purpose and forget their animosity. This is another massive piece of conjecture from me. I hope that some association with others will dilute this tendency I have to pointlessly philosophise.
 
It would appear that I am sat in a grey corridor, kind of like I’m waiting for a job interview for ASDA (“Are you a team player? Where do you see yourself in four years?”). It’s an endless space that stretches off into infinity and there are a number of locked doors along the space as it stretches off into forever. As I move slightly, the blond woman taps something onto a small tablet and holds it up to me.
 
“CHILL.” it says. What is this, 1995?
 
I can see a mumbled conversation between the three. After a few seconds, the woman taps something else into the tablet, a longer, more complicated text hopefully free from the world ‘Chill’.
 
“WE R NOT GONNA HARM YOU. YOU NEED TO GO TO ISOLATION. WE HAVE TO BE CAREFUL.”
 
I try to smile appreciatively but the apparatus around my face masks my intentions and the word ‘isolation’ is bopping around my head with slight concern.
 
“WE R GONNA GIVE YOU SOMETHING TO HELP YOU REST. BEST WAY.” the following message reads. I am greatly dubious about this and wonder if said ‘thing’ will render me unconscious while someone steals a kidney or something. I try to move from my seat, but I am held down by the burly gent I saw on losing the blindfold. His manner isn’t overly aggressive and his expression has mutated into a sympathetic grimace, but I don’t feel particularly comfortable with being knocked out like B.A. Baracus. My unease is clear from my movement and the person holding me needs to exert a bit more force. As this happens, a fourth person emerges from my blindside, grabs my arm, rolls up the sleeve and injects something harshly into the vein. I have become indignant in that English way as if someone has jumped the queue on a flight to Cyprus. However, the strength is leaving me and, very gradually, my head begins to spin and the images in front of me blur into…
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
I dream in that most damaged of ways. It’s a short burst of chaotic lunacy in my mind that appears to have been influenced by my unease and the drug in my system. I see and feel purples infecting my space and there’s the face of my grandfather in the foreground. A pulsating light is in the top left and I float above a row of crashed cars, above trees and a Rhino who is stomping on a blue fire to put it out. It engulfs his leg and he looks up and mumbles ‘It’s toast’ as I start to descend into an abyss that smells of raspberry Slush Puppies and Peter Frampton albums. France is no more, Switzerland is always ok. Canada has moved south and the Mexicans are vibrating. I can feel the pressure from the abyss as it crushes me and my skeleton is breaking free from the skin though I feel only the most modest burning sensation. Iron Man, Iron Man, where are you when we need you?*
 
*After I wake up and remember this I wonder to myself what Freud would’ve made of all of that. Then I remember my quiet distaste for dream interpretation and supposed ‘psychology’ and try to forget the whole thing.
 
 
 
 
 
V
 
 
I stumble towards being awake. It doesn’t make sense, but that’s the way it feels. My eyelids are stuck down by an accumulation of that horrendous gloop that follows a significant period of sleep and my body feels as if it is only just re-learning the most basic concepts of movement. I barely remember getting an injection though I deduce that whatever it was, it packed an almighty wallop and detached me from reality for quite a while. My mouth is dry as a monk’s laugh and my head feels as if someone has attempted to squeeze it into a matchbox. I gulp in that rudimentary way that people do when stranded in the desert in films and the swallowing motion feels like a cannonball bouncing down my larynx. It’s no longer Wednesday – that much I am sure of – but how long I have been in this state I am unaware.
 
Before I get my eyes unstuck, before the retinas get used to the world around me, I, just for a split-second, guess where I have ended up. Have I been stripped and ejected onto some waste ground? Was the human contact (in its barest form) just an illusion of civility and am I now rotating on a spit* over a fire ‘Return of the Jedi’ style? My nostrils are my first indication that my surroundings are not quite as sinister as imagined and the smell of hospitals and Ajax is something of a return to normality. It is quiet except for very subtle music being played a short distance away and I try to see if I can identify the song as if doing such would be some kind of private victory. Not possible. Just a hum of sound and nothing more.
 
 
*Once again I find this strange paranoia about cannibals coming to the front of my mind. I’m not sure there is a massive need for eating fellow humans at this point, but I guess I’m just a victim of low-rent fiction and the expectations it has given me (though I am thoroughly delighted that I haven’t met a collection of these alleged roamers of course).
 
I open my eyes with some effort and find myself looking directly up at a blank magnolia ceiling. I look around me and mentally piece together the parameters of a small square room with walls as unimaginative as the ceiling. It seems as if the walls have been added recently as they have that sturdy yet slightly depressing plasterboard look to them and the merest whiff of newly dried paint. Around my bed – furnished with a surprisingly pleasant mattress it must be noted – there is a bedside cabinet with a clock on it, a magazine (a copy of ‘Which?’ from 2006) and a very modest monitor has been mounted on the wall opposite me. This, it would seem from the most general of inspections, is a small room within a larger structure, perhaps an artificially created unit within the shopping centre. That last guess implies that I am getting back to some level of mental sharpness if indeed there was any, to begin with. It’s the kind of basic quarters that you can imagine being in when used as a guinea pig for some mysterious drug in a ‘Strange Behaviour’ style experiment. Remembering how that one turned out, I decide to change my line of thought and look on the floor around me for some indication of my environment. What does surprise me is that my arms and legs are free and I am not shackled to the bed; this fact is a pleasant reassurance that not everything that happens in the new world is part of a sinister plot. There is a pair of grey slippers poking from under my bed and it dawns on me that I have been robbed of my smart casual look and I am in one of those hospital gowns that leaves nothing to the imagination at the back. This suggests that someone has undressed me, a feeling that is a little unnerving, to say the least. I would imagine that, if the barbarism of the blood test was anything to go by, the deed wasn’t achieved with any grace and my coffee coloured skin is hiding some bruising from the antagonist’s blunt intrusion.
 
I manage to sit up, swivel around, dangle my legs over the bed, slide the slippers onto my bare feet (they’re about two sizes too big and make me look like the world’s most underwhelming clown) and stand up, a breeze of fresh air wafting over my exposed rump as I do so. The clock on the table next to me says 17:40 so I realise that I have been out of action for a day at the very least though the way I felt waking up makes me wonder if I’ll leave the building and face a band of Morlocks. Time is especially deceptive at this point. I stagger over to the door and try the handle, but it is locked and a really do not have the energy or compunction to give it a good kick. I, therefore, stretch my arm over to the monitor and switch it on, go back to the bed and sit patiently on the mattress. There is a message written on the screen in white on a blue background and I feel as if I’ve ended up in the least well-proportioned ‘Travelodge’ in civilisation.
 
“WELCOME TO PHOENIX ONE. WE ARE SURE YOU HAVE MANY QUESTIONS – SOMEONE WILL BE ALONG SHORTLY TO ANSWER THESE. IN THE MEANTIME, PLEASE SIT BACK AND LISTEN TO SOME RELAXING MUSIC.”
 
I just knew that some bright spark, probably a person who failed to get on ‘The Apprentice’, would use ‘Phoenix’ as the name of a collective. It’s utterly predictable but then who am I to be picking apart others’ attempts at branding? It does have a certain reassurance within it and implies that this is the part of a larger group of collectives – we are a franchisee if you like. And then, when I have reached a quiet calm, the ever ominous sound of pan-pipes plays on the television and scenes of birds of prey accompany it. I have a small issue with who, in the grand unfolding of time, decided that pan-pipes were the de facto sound of relaxation. It has the opposite effect on me and hearing ‘Day Tripper’ huffed and puffed through a set of wooden tubes is the kind of thing that pushes better men than me to jump out of windows. Thankfully there aren’t any windows in my room though the assumption that any song ever written should be played on pan-pipes makes me wish there was one. I don’t understand the birds of prey theme on the screen either. I moan too much. After ten minutes that have taken in some of the least enjoyable re-imaginings of popular songs I hear the door being unlocked. Just as my sanity is being tested to its limit, I am about to meet my hosts. I hope they do not have pan-pipes in their hand.



“We’re walking like in the dolce vita,
 This time
we got it right.”
 
 
 
I
 
 
So the door opens gingerly. Or should I say that someone opens the door gingerly. That person reveals themselves to be the slender black woman who I identified through my mask earlier. Without the distortion I can see how tall she is, how absurdly attractive her face is and how confident her stance is. She’s now wearing one of those long white coats that implies some knowledge of medicine but is just as readily used by 17 year old girls on work experience at Boots perfume counter. I imagine she will be the former though.
 
“Hello there, I’m Amii, A-M-I-I.” she has an accent that implies education and success.
 
“Sorry?” I reply in my typically bemused way.
 
“My name is Amii and I’ve come to see how you are.”
 
“Oh Amii. Like the ‘Knock On Wood’ woman?” I reply with allusions to late 70s Disco hits.
 
“Er, I’m not sure who that is I’m afraid.”
 
“Never mind, just my ramblings. How do you do Amii?” I say having lifted myself back to my feet and extending my arm out in a friendly manner. She shakes it with a grip of garage vice on a collection of cheap chipolatas.
 
“I’m good Mr…?”
 
“Buckaroo Banazi. Mr. Banzai.” I’m not sure why I give that as my name. A look of incredulity covers her face and I wonder if she has seen the cheery film that inspired my choice (I always wanted to be like Buckaroo Banzai).
 
“Your name is Buckaroo Banzai?”
 
“Well, er, yes, it is. My parents were fans of Peter Weller.” I lie. A pointless lie.
 
“Ok,” she says with a grin and that look of ‘who have we let in here’ “I’m here to see how you have been after your quarantine and just do some basic tests to see if you are ready to face the others.” she pulls out a stethoscope and attaches it to my chest with little delay.
 
“No problem Amii. How long was I out for? By the way, call me Buckaroo by all means”
 
“Would you mind if I don’t? Well, you were unconscious for about three days give or take a few hours.” she listens to my heartbeat after the comment and seems as impressed as someone can be with a heartbeat.
 
“Three days!” I struggle to comprehend it.
 
“Everyone takes to the sedative differently, some are up and raring to go after a day and some, like yourself, take a few days to come to life shall we say.” she says. I’m not greatly encouraged by my placing in the ‘Awakening From Sedative’ championships as it implies that I’m some kind of vaguely pathetic lightweight.
 
“Why was I given a sedative? I mean, I could understand what I thought was a blood test – though whoever did it had the touch of a war criminal -but why did you need to drug me?”
 
She smirks. At last a gentle frosting of the very formal demeanour.
 
“Yes, I apologise for my colleague’s zeal. I think Graham grew up on a farm near Somerset and he doesn’t seem to differentiate between heifers and humans.”
 
“Well, er, thank you, Apology accepted. And the drug thing?”
 
“Just a precaution. Actually, we find that it is a protection for you as much as anything else. Quarantine can be frightfully long and boring.”
 
I feel I am not getting a pertinent answer to my question here.
 
“It sounds more like you were taking precautions against me rather than trying to help time pass.” I assert. She finishes her examination which had deviated from checking my heart to a brief blood pressure test and a most uncomfortable yank of my eyelids to see what lay underneath.
 
“Oh, yes, I imagine it does.” Amii acts slightly surprised and ever so slightly disinterested. “The truth is that we cannot just let anyone in, we have to screen for carriers. We are mainly immune here, but a mutated version of the virus has been reported so we are especially careful about who we let in. I’m sure you understand, Mr. Banzai. We need time to perform a few basic tests hence the drug.”
 
“What kind of tests?” I add nervously as another breeze troubles my bare back.
 
“Oh, nothing drastic. Just blood tests, cellular reaction, brain response, the usual. Nothing invasive. Nothing you wouldn’t get in a normal hospital if such a thing still existed.” she says in a matter-of-fact tone.
 
“So you’re a doctor?” not my brightest moment, I confess.
 
“Nothing wrong with your mental powers I see.” a sarcastic tone that I’m not sure I deserved.
 
“And do I qualify as a member of society? Did all of the tests come back clear?”
 
“Yes, the tests were clear. You passed the incubation period where the virus usually makes itself apparent too so you should be out of here in no time at all.”
 
“Would you consider ‘now’ as ‘no time at all’?” I need clarification.
 
“We have to keep you here just a little bit longer. Security is just running some basic checks, looking at DNA analysis, the usual safety measures.”
 
It occurs to me that this is quite the slick operation surrounding me. It also occurs that I have to go through some ludicrous background check as if I am some jawbone-wielding berserker who is foaming at the mouth.
 
“I am very normal I can assure you. No threat to anyone but the person who put the pan-pipe music on the television.” I try to be disarming which is not a skill that comes naturally.
 
 
“Yes, of course you are. We just need to know that you have don’t have some dark past or ulterior motive for being here.”
 
I’m not sure that I have ever been so insulted. I almost certainly have of course, but at this moment I feel indignation that probably wont help my cause.
 
“I’ve never even had a parking ticket Amii.”
 
“We’re very sure that you are safe, but we have to think of the larger community here. We’re living in a world where people are not what they seem, where pasts are hidden and everyone has a skeleton in their closet.”
 
I can see the reasoning, especially as Buckaroo Banzai is clearly not my name. I’d like to think that if I had been a nefarious individual I would have picked a much more ordinary name though. Or one more threatening like ‘Slayer’.
 
“Just wait here and someone will be back to see you a little later. In the meantime, I’ll get some food brought up to you as I’m sure you are famished.” that click of education in her voice inevitably shines through.
 
“I’d very much appreciate that.” I want to ask a bit more about ‘Phoenix One’ but feel that asking a series of questions about my surroundings is unlikely to endear myself to Amii and her cohorts. I venture one quick question.
“So you guys have got a hazmat suit? I haven’t seen one of those for a while”
 
“Just the one. My one actually. From what we understand about the virus, good quality pandemic masks are all that’s needed. I think some of us like the reassurance of greeting new visitors in the full garb though.” Amii remarks.
 
The door closes and I get the sweetest hint of perfume. It becomes a mild tonic in a room of astringent smells and clinical order. I sit back on the bed, play with the television and find a channel that has a grey-haired news anchor sitting in a sparse television studio.
 
“We’re broadcasting throughout the day with news and advice on what to do and when to do it. Remember, if you are fully immune you are asked to make your way to one of the locations listed below as your help is of vital importance.”
 
The camera cuts to an Asian anchorwoman with a black bob.
 
“I’m Esha Mahmood and I will be interviewing Benjamin Stretton, health advisor for Order, asking him what we can expect in the next few months, our progress with the pandemic and further advice on what you can do to keep you and your family safe.” She turns to a smartly dressed male beside her. “So Mr. Stretton, can you first explain the aims of Order and assuage any fears about it taking over control.”
 
“Of course Esha. ‘Order’ is just the name for a team of people who are put in charge of things at their most extreme, a body of people made up of all political parties and persuasions who are tasked with getting us back to normality. Parliament was of course dissolved, the monarchy disappeared and international relations are tentative so a system was put into place to re-build the infrastructure and put together some semblance of ‘order’ if you like.” Benjamin explains in a soft Newcastle tone.
 
“An unelected body?” Esha suggests
 
“Only in the sense that there isn’t anyone to elect us. ‘Order’ is just a way of knitting together the great minds that we still have in this country and figuring a way forward.”
 
The interview continues along similar lines with Esha doing the usual ‘cynical journalist’ act that everyone post-Watergate seems to think is cool and this Stretton chap answering in a most benevolent tone. Once again it is the tendency of all of us to be suspicious of those above and look to some grand conspiracy behind the scenes. It gets a bit ‘Parallax View’ if you’re not careful. Stretton suggests that the fashion for wearing protective masks is no longer essential though every last person left is probably not keen to dispense with it yet.
 
“It can never hurt to use them of course,” he says “but the main thing is to keep contact with other people to a minimum. There’s nothing to suggest that the pandemic has saturated the air and it does require person-to-person contact to really spread. This is why we’re keen to emphasise that the best thing that a person can do I stay indoors.” he concludes. Esha makes a point that I am just about to say out loud – how many people have actually got enough supplies to wait indefinitely for a rescuer to come to them? He dances around the question like Nelly Melba. Personally, I’d rather take my chances in this new environment with a bunch of strangers than be restricted to sitting alone eating the last of the dangerously soft Ritz biscuits.
 
As promised a meal is brought to me and I have to say it isn’t half bad. One of those stir-in curry sauces perhaps, but nice fluffy rice and a pleasant naan alongside it means that I am a happy guy. I could get used to this. If they let me.
 
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
I switch to another channel to pass the time. ‘Last of the Summer Wine’ again. I wonder if the Roy Clarke sit-com has been suggested by psychologists as a great remedy for anxiety when society is on it’s knees. Compo has fallen off a wall. Nora Batty is opining her lot in life to Pearl. The Yorkshire dales look delightful as always. I recall a time when Sunday nights were the bastion of this comedy and my parents would inevitably watch this after ‘Bullseye’ and before ‘The Antiques Roadshow’ both of which seemed tedious to the young boy I was at the time. I liked ‘Bully’, but the general knowledge bit left me dry. It’s been an hour or so since I’ve finished my dinner and the plate is sat on my bedside table having been licked clean (three days out of action will do that to you). The small pot that I kicked when I was aimlessly swinging my legs a moment ago fulfils its intended function and, having relieved myself, I push it to the furthest corner of the room which isn’t actually that far away at all. I hope that I wont need to spend a night with the smell of worryingly dark green urine that’s been laced with Tikka Masala. It’s a stench that could knock over a buffalo. As I begin to resign myself to my fate, the door opens and a rather jolly and inevitably rotund gentleman appears in the doorway.
 
“Hello mate, I’m Doug.” he beams. He has a strong Liverpool accent and a portly frame that makes me wonder if Jan Molby has just walked in.
 
“Oh, hello Doug, I’m Buckaroo.” I say, keeping up the facade.
 
He chuckles and I can’t entirely blame him.
 
“Ah yes, I heard all about you from Amii. Buckaroo eh? Your parents into board games?”
 
“Only ones featuring plastic horses being loaded with objects.” I smile.
 
“Heh, we’ve got a card here!” he replies with a guffaw that rocks his frame. “Always good to have someone with a bit of life around mate.”
 
“Well, I try to please…”
 
“Great. So, I’ve been asked to come and get you and take you to the main hall, give you the guided tour, show you the sights. Are you ready to go mate?”
 
“Absolutely.” I assert this as I fumble to secure the back of the hospital gown that has come loose. I’m not sure if there’s ever existed a man who has been flexible enough to tie their own gown. As I stand up the clothing swishes in an immodest way and I feel like a low rent Marilyn Monroe in ‘The Seven Year Itch’.
 
“Careful mate, it’s not one of those kind of places!” he jests. I feel mildly idiotic.
 
“Sorry about that, thing keeps wafting in the slightest breeze.”
 
“No problem mate. Some things wont be contained eh?” he winks.
 
I cannot think of an answer to that so I concentrate on tying up the gown one last time and manage to get some system worked out.
 
“Oh, I almost forgot to give you these.” he throws a black bag on the floor. It contains underpants, socks, t-shirt, jeans, a pair of barely operational flip flops and a large tube of antibacterial gel. I’ve never been so glad to wear clothes. “I was so tempted to give you them later, y’know, get you to walk about in your gown, but Mrs. Quinn’s heart is barely ticking and the sight of you in the altogether would’ve pushed her over the edge.”
 
“Thank you for your consideration.” this is one of those guys who wears a cartoon tie to the office.
 
He turns around after I look at him with that ‘Do You Mind?’ gaze you need to fire at people who don’t realise how uncomfortable it might be to get dressed in front of a stranger (this isn’t Stockholm mate). I get dressed, affix the jelly blue flip flops to my feet and get ready to meet what I imagine will be a curious audience.
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
We leave the room and I wonder who is going to take away the bucket I used – should I have taken it with me? On second thoughts, meeting a new crowd of people with a pale of aqueos urea sloshing around is not the vibe I’m going for.
 
Doug takes me down a long corridor flanked by similar doors to the one I was behind and I feel vindicated in my initial guess that this is a bigger space that has been arranged into very basic accommodation for those being ‘screened’. The corridor itself is dark and imposing, veering left at various surprising points and my disorientation makes the whole experience somewhat challenging. If they were going for East German prison chic than they succeeded. Doug attempts to hum ‘Smoke On The Water’ and I do everything in my power not to join in.
 
As we enter the new areas, Doug – doing his very best impression of Columbo – turns and scratches his head.
 
“Eh, just remembered. Make sure you’re using plenty of the anti-bacterial stuff mate. Not sure if it works much but so of the people here get a bit obsessed about it.” his reminder nudges me to use it – it has that reassuring smell of cleanliness.
 
“It’s a bit of a maze as you can see. The corridors were made from artificial partitions – I put this one up. Very sturdy as you can tell.” Doug says with modest pride. I nod in acknowledgement but as he is slightly in front of me he doesn’t get the benefit of my action. “There’s air filters as well – I think a couple of the lads were probably into that doomsday prepping. Not sure if they’re any good, but hey, we’re still alive.” he adds that useful exposition.
 
“So, what’s everyone like? How many people are there?”
 
“Well,” Doug answers with a deeper, more thoughtful tone. “There’s about thirty people here, a few couples, some jealous single people, the odd OAP, some teenagers and a few kids.”
 
“Can I ask which bracket you’re in?”
 
“Not an OAP, definitely not a kid. I’m married, for my sins. The wife is from Thailand, but not like what you are probably thinking.” he asserts with more force than he has hitherto expressed. The words ‘mail order bride’ are bobbing around in my mind, but I realise how unfair such an assumption might be.
 
“She is younger than me by about twenty years and yes I did meet her in a club in Bangkok so I suppose people will jump to conclusions. But she’s me bezzie mate, has a body that makes you glad to be alive and we’ve been married for six years now. And I’m skint so she aint after me for the money.”
 
“That’s nice Doug.” I say, extending my arm to tap his elbow in a brotherly way. He turns around.
 
“Thanks ‘Buckaroo’.” he smirks. I might have to re-think this nom-de-plume. I’m thinking of going with Buck when I meet the others – I’ve decided to embrace the opportunity to be someone a bit different. I wont alter who I am or my history, but it can’t hurt to have a slighter snazzier name. That said, my name may already have been announced the waiting thirty and they’ll be expecting me to turn up in a tweed jacket and bow-tie (well, those who say the film which is probably not anyone here I reckon).
 
The air has that powdery texture that hints at recent building work and, as I navigate the increasingly narrow corridors which veer from one direction to the other with little logic, I find myself admiring the organisation need to put this little project together.
 
“So are you a builder then?” I make a reasonable assumption.
 
“Me? No mate. Why d’ya think that? Do I look like one or is it me accent?” he says in a oddly defensive tone.
 
“No, not at all. I just thought that maybe that was your previous profession after you said about putting these corridors up. You did a good job.”
 
“Nah, I was actually a salesman, but these days you’ve got to learn to be useful if you know what I mean. I was regional sales assistant of the year three years in a row, but no-one’s asked me to sell luxury kitchens here yet. I adapt.”
 
Is this the time to mention my nascent skills as a helicopter pilot? What else have I got in my arsenal to impress this people? Modestly athletic, vaguely attractive, fairly smart. It’s not the C.V. of someone who’s going to be head-hunted by all of the collectives in the country, but it should show me as capable if nothing else. I’ll leave the helicopter bit under my hat for the time being.
 
At the end of the corridor is a heavy door that is locked and Doug raps the frame with his knuckles to get attention. An old West Indian man opens the door and stands in his most official pose.
 
“This is Victor, he’s on security today.” Doug explains.
 
“Oh, hello Victor, pleased to meet you.” I extend my hand. He gradually accepts the gesture and smiles.
 
“Victor’s deaf but I think he can read lips a bit.”
 
“How did he hear your knock at the door?” I ask.
 
“Ah, he stands against the door and feels vibrations. Best security guy around here and Montego Bay dominoes champion in 1961.” my Scouse friend asserts.
 
A question comes up in my mind.
 
“I hope you wont mind me asking Doug, but what’s with all of the security?” another reasonable question I think.
 
“Not really my place to say mate. Let’s just say that we’ve had people come in here who don’t have the best of intentions.”
 
“Gangs?”
 
“Well, yes, there are those. But some of the infected ones have gone a bit, er, radical, a bit aggressive y’know.”
 
This is the first that I’ve heard of such a thing. I’m wondering if we’re heading towards ‘28 Days Later’ territory here.
 
“It’s not a big problem though mate so don’t start getting the jitters.” he says in a softened tone.
 
The small hallway where Victor is stationed is left behind and I suddenly find myself in a large open space that looks like the middle of the shopping centre. I look behind me and see the corridor from whence I came snaking into a converted ‘Sainsbury’s that seems to have been adopted as the quarantine area. I’m not sure what the shareholders would’ve thought of this. Too late to redeem my Nectar Points too.
 
“So, here we are. This is the centre of Phoenix One. Downstairs most of the shops have been stripped back, supplies stored in them etc. Upstairs there are living quarters, pretty nice actually. All the furnishings nabbed from Dunelm over there. Behind me we knocked a couple of coffee shops into one and we use it as a dining room and meeting room kind of thing. We’re encouraged to eat together, meant to be good for team spirit. Big kitchens are behind that – you’ll get to see those when you’re on the rota. It’s Alice’s turn today so expect some decent stuff.”
 
So, Amii, Doug, Victor and Alice.
 
“We’re trying to make up a cinema room upstairs too and there’s a bit of outside space that we’ve dug up and planted a big of fruit and veg.”
 
I am impressed and not just because they had plans to build a cinema room (the sure sign of a return to civilisation).
 
“So you’re all here for the long haul so to speak? No plans beyond this place?” I enquire.
 
“If there’s an all clear, if it’s safe to go home, yeah, I can see us all living. But in the meantime it could be a lot worse than here. Most of us get on and we’ve coped with threats pretty well. No reason to go elsewhere.” it is, of course, the middle of this statement that worries me a little. I still haven’t quite ascertained what ‘threats’ might allude to, but having been hunted and attacked by mutated kids from Degrassi Street, I can read between the lines. The ‘most of us get on’ is a mild alarm bell however. I’m realistic enough to understand that enforced habitation with people you have nothing in common with other than a mild immunity is going to lead to a bit of tension, a frisson in the air if you will. Yet the worry is that this is a massive understatement and I’m entering some society teetering on the brink of collapse.
 
And then I see my first two new residents since leaving Victor at his isolated post. Sat on an old bench are two elderly ladies, one with curly grey hair and rosy red cheeks and the other with Oriental features and black hair with the occasional fleck of silver. I’ve stepped into ‘Cocoon’!
 
“Ah, here are two of me favourite ladies.” Doug says cheerily. The women look around and smile.
 
“This is Rita Quinn” the white woman with the curled hair gives an appreciative smile and nods to me.
 
“Hello dear, how are you? We’ve heard all about you. Glad to see you up and about.” she says in a confident Yorkshire accent.
 
“The other one is called ‘trouble’.” he quips, receiving a half-hearted smile from her in the process. “No , seriously, this is Alice Chen though we do call her Mrs. Chen because we’re pretty well stocked with Alices as you’ll see.”
 
“Well I’m pleased to meet you both. I look forward to getting to know you all.”
 
“Has he met Jason yet?” Mrs Quinn asks Doug with an eyebrow raised. (I’ve elected to call her Mrs. Quinn from now on as I feel this to be a bit more respectful).
 
“Er, no Rita, he hasn’t had that privilege yet. We’re all meeting in the dining room in about ten minutes anyway so he’ll get to meet him then.” Doug says reassuringly.
 
“Ok dear. Make sure Jason and his friends have got their muzzles on.” she suggests and I can tell that she is only half-joking.
 
I turn to Doug and out of the corner of my mouth whisper.
 
“Is this Jason guy a bit scary then?”
 
“Well, er, not really. Actually mate, I suppose he is. You just know how to handle him. I get on fine with him, but not everyone here does.”
 
“So is he the leader?”
 
“No, he’s not a leader. Probably like to be, but that day hasn’t happened yet. We don’t really have a leader, I mean, we try and makes decisions all together kind of. But if there was one person who probably pulled us together properly it was Amii I suppose. Needless to say that Jason and his mates aren’t big fans of being ordered around by a woman.” he explains.
 
I have decided to put such information in the compartments of my mind and not allow it to interfere with my first meeting. I try to exercise some common sense here and, though the knowledge is good to forewarn, don’t want to instantly make my mind up before I’ve spoken to them. Who knows, maybe this Jason character is just wildly misunderstood and he’ll see me, identify a lonely kindred spirit and va-da-voom everything will be ok.
 
For the next few minutes Doug shows me the conversion of the shops, the supplies and a few of the living quarters. It seems that around fifty have been created with room for perhaps twenty more so I imagine that they are waiting to be deluged with interest. It does beg the question regarding what happens when there’s no more room. Hopefully, by then, Order will be back in charge of everything and we’ll go our separate ways, promising to write to one another or hold a ten year anniversary party after normality has been restored. The work done on the various shops has been nothing short of revolutionary and the only indication that the food store used to be a big ‘Boots’ is the sign above the door that is a little worse for wear. A greetings card shop has been gutted and turned into showers, Iceland continues its prowess in keeping food stuffs in a sub-zero condition, a Currys has been combined with a sporting goods shop next door to make a very generously apportioned gym, one that puts my £9.99 payment to FitnessFirst to shame somewhat. There’s a toy shop that has been made into a play area, a large discount clothing store that seems to go on forever and is still richly stock with garments and then there’s a mobile phone shop that has been reformed into some kind of incinerator room – an ironic conversion in my opinion. The only minor disappointment is that the large glass doors that should be letting in copious amounts of sunshine have been boarded up though there is a large ceiling of tinted glass that just about fills this need.
 
All in all it would appear that everything has been put together very nicely and I wonder how many others have driven past here without venturing in, missing the opportunity to be part of the collective. Like myself there are those who prefer to be on their own and having seen a fortified place prefer not to approach it lest they be attacked or, worse still, colonised. Though I can relate to this pioneer spirit and sense of independence I am glad that I’ve made the effort to come to somewhere like Phoenix One. As said earlier, I had found that the talking to myself while in the solitude of my home to be a minor cause for concern and though I miss the basic freedom I can definitely see how safety is in numbers especially as I still do not know how many people are out there or what their intentions are.
 
I am beginning to feel hungry again and have the modest hope that the whole ‘Meet & Greet’ thing in a few minutes might include some cooked food. Never before have I quite had such an overriding urge for a steak and mushroom pasty. There must be some around here.
 
Unseen by me, a variety of people have gathered at the main dining room that I had passed earlier when it was empty. Even the two older ladies on the bench have vanished and I assume their destination is at this main meeting place like the others.
 
“So that’s the tour. I think someone’s doin’ you a booklet of what the rules are and what rotas you’ll be on when you’ve settled in. Nothing fancy mind, just a few bits that Graham has put together on his Mac. I think you’ve met him already.”
 
“Was he the one who harpooned me?” I ask.
 
“Yes mate that’s him. He worked in the city but because he grew up in the countryside he aint exactly delicate with jabbing injections in people. He left me with a purple bruise for a week – guy couldn’t find a main vein if you gave him a SatNav”
 
I feel as if this will be like freshers week all over again. Awkward attempts to make that killer first impression. Observing those who might have similar manners and avoiding anyone who looks like they’ve killed kittens with their bare hands (admittedly I didn’t encounter any of the latter group at Uni).
 
“Oh, and I should just say that Amii wants you just to introduce yourself to the group. Y’know, name, age, likes, dislikes, what you had for breakfast, the usual stuff.” Doug concludes.
 
Definitely ‘Starting New School’ day today. As long as I don’t have to have a name badge on. I’m not a person who greatly looks forward to talking about themselves, but I understand that I’m playing by someone else’s rules now so have to try and be compliant, even if I do feel as if Tommy O’ Hanrahan is going to pop out of nowhere and extort my lunch money from me (I was sure I heard recently that he joined Sinn Fein not long ago as Gerry Adams’ official pencil sharpener or something of that ilk).
 
And so my public awaits. I shall not disappoint them.
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
I’m stood nervously in front of a small audience. I haven’t been formally introduced so I hover behind Amii who has positioned herself as chairperson of the meeting. I can already see that she has certain leadership qualities in abundance and I certainly think that a doctor kind of has a bit of a head start with regards to ruling the roost. You need them more than they need you. She seems pleasant, dedicated and as smart as a whip though I’m only judging her on three minutes and a bit of hearsay from Doug. Amii has the comportment of someone in control too and I can see her position at the head of this collective as being a source of encouragement to the others. She has the most divine, blemish free ebony skin and that firm Nubian skull that I recall my grandmother having on old sepia-tinted photographs. I am noticeably diffident in front of these strangers so I look at the floor rather sheepishly and rather than look at the crowd in front of me, sense their numbers by the excitable sounds coming from their throngs.
 
“So, hello everyone. We are delighted to welcome a new member to our collective.” Amii asserts. Applause. I’m not sure I’ve ever received applause before. “As is the tradition in Phoenix One, we would ask that you can introduce yourself and then our newcomer can get to put names to faces before introducing himself. From left to right perhaps.” she concludes.
 
I finally look up and see a variety of faces married to an intriguing range of expressions. It feels very much like the first day of school but with the added incentive of future survival hanging over my head, so I try to compose myself and try not to make the mistakes I did in 3B when my introduction soon had me labelled ‘Weirdest Kid in School’ (I’m not sure why, as an eleven year old, I thought it appropriate to yodel Hank Williams style, but I know that it took years to claw back some respectability from the others). From left to right then.
 
“Hello, I am Marta. I met you at the entrance. I am from Krakow, but moved here five years ago. I would like to go back to Poland and see what is left of my country.” says the woman furthest left, perched on the edge of a banquet chair that marks the edge of the invented crescent around me. In her forties I think. Brown hair to her shoulders.
 
“Well, you know me. I’ll hand over to the wife.” Doug follows.
 
“Hello, I am Piti, I think you already speak to Doug. I look forward to know you.” she says. As Doug has a certain bovine quality to his stature I can heartily agree that he punched above his weight with Piti who is a petite and devastatingly attractive woman of South East Asian heritage. Although I barely know them I feel a strange knot of pride within me as if his genuineness and her beauty have made a perfected couple and I am in some way responsible. They’re holding holds, his dwarfing her tiny little palms like a catcher’s mit over a baseball.
 
The introductions continue.
 
“I am Marcus, from Krakow too.” says a slender, scruffily attired man next to Piti who has crossed his arms so tightly it is as if he is trying to prevent a major artery from bursting. He does not want to be there. Ever the fool, I nod as I have done to the others and even attempt a little comment.
 
“Ok Marcus, so you’re from the same city as Marta, how fascinating. Had you ever met before?” I say ingenuously.
 
“She is my wife!” he replies.
 
“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise. It’s just that you’re not next to each other so…” I try a feeble defence. If ever two people looked rent in two it was Marta and Marcus. Marta shouts something back in Polish to Marcus who spins around and replies with what I imagine isn’t ‘I love you dear’. He glares at her. She stares at him and taps her foot on the floor with increased agitation. Out of the corner of my eye I can see Amii giving me a subtle shake of the head in a ‘Don’t Go There’ kind of way. Before the next person in the crescent can answer, Marcus takes centre stage once more.
 
“Ok, she is not wife now. We are a couple no more.” he finishes before reverting back to Polish and saying something to her which would appear to be the equivalent of ‘Happy?’. It’s good to see sarcasm crossing international borders.
 
“Right, we’re getting a bit side-tracked so let’s move on.” Amii wrestles back control of the floor and motions to the next person in seated to the right. A middle-aged woman with heavy mascara and dirty blond bouffant hair smiles at me.
 
“Hi sugar plum. I’m Sheryl Lee. I’m from here and there and everywhere in between.” she jokes. Her accent is the most unusual mix of the American Deep South and something intangible.
 
“Good evening!” says the man next to her with an excited bellow. “I am, as you may know, Leo Weller. I’m sure we’re going to get on great and I just want to say, as I do to everyone who comes in here, that I don’t want any special treatment. Really, I’m just a normal guy.” he says, motioning to his heart as he does it. He has black hair arranged in a most fashionable way that belies the predicament we are all in and a forehead as smooth as the back of a spoon. I have literally no idea who he is.
 
“Er, ok, thank you Leon.” I say.
 
“Leo. L-E-O.” he corrects me abruptly before his face softens somewhat. “Ah, we’ve got a kidder here. Can’t kid a kidder!” he chuckles. I am still none the wiser though I adopt that sage look that appears to deflect pressure from me. The pace begins to quicken and Amii conducts in the background.”
 
“Eric Westcoat, pleased to meet you sir. I look forward to showing you my veg.” says a cheery old boy with a silver head of hair arranged into the style of a Walnut Whip.
 
“I’m Mrs. Quinn, you met me earlier deer.” says one of the old ladies who frequented the bench. Next to her is the elderly woman of Chinese descent who smiles and motions for the introductions to continue by pointing to the person to her left. Said person is a strongly built woman with a face that says ‘hard-toil’ and ‘bulldog spirit’. She is probably in her late forties, but has that creased old expression of defiance that ages her by a decade more. I recognise her as one of the rather intimidating figures I had met during my strange induction to the area.
 
“Ali. Speak to you anon I’m sure.” she announces with the confident force of some estranged daughter of Brian Blessed. I am surprised to hear a slightly upmarket accent from a mouth that is contorted by mild cynicism; the dirty blonde hair I observed earlier has been tidied up and is perhaps more in keeping with her voice, but she is still moderately dishevelled. Earthy, for want of a better word.
 
“Eddie. Hi.” says a man in his late teens who rocks his chair on two legs and attempts to achieve a perfect balance while looking completely underwhelmed. The older Chinese lady motions to him. “Oh, and that’s my grandmother.” he adds.
 
“Emma Horner, BA in performing arts and therapeutic drama. Very pleased to have you here.” says a woman of about twenty who has the face of some kind of ancient depiction of Aphrodite. Her stunning face is complimented by a long tassel of blond hair that falls down her neck and perches on her shoulder. I can quite understand why Eddie would’ve wanted to sit himself next to her though I feel his chair balancing trick is not going to cut the mustard with her. Next to Emma – in fact behind her – are two tall athletic men who stand either side of her as if they are ready to take a bullet.
 
“Hi, I’m Che, psychology major, originally from Chicago, now in a British shopping mall.” says the first, a man of some stature who makes me suck my ample waistline in subconsciously and who is crowned with a mop of maple syrup-coloured, slightly curled hair. Imagine if those two had kids! But the person next to him is equally striking. A muscular black youth with the kind of chest muscles pumping through his t-shirt that would probably win awards somewhere.
 
“Good day, I am Adisa. I was also a student. I came from Ghana to study Business & Management.” he says and as he does so his hand very gently touches the cascading locks of Emma in a way that she doesn’t feel. I am, of course, thinking ‘Love Triangle’ here.
 
“Pete Gould. Very nice to finally meet you.” says the next person, a wheelchair-bound man in his forties who has a t-shirt with Led Zeppelin written on it and has the bearing of someone who actually knows who they were*
 
 
*I used to grow so tired of pop stars who were barely out of puberty wearing t-shirts with ‘Deep Purple’ or ‘Hawkwind’ written on it despite not knowing who they were. There was that 21st century feeling that simply having the logo of said band on a t-shirt gave the wearer a certain cachet that their own efforts couldn’t achieve.
 
“Ok, I am Rikesh Banarjee, this is my wife Mira and my son Alvin.” says the next person, a British Indian man in his forties who takes control of the situation. The boy, Alvin, is about eight years old and has the look of a child who might like to set fire to things. His mother – whose doting hand is placed on his knee – smiles genuinely while young Alvin gives the ‘I’m soooo bored look’ and desperately tries to reacquaint himself with the game on his phone as his parents shake their head at him.
 
 
So far, this is all very pleasant and rather awkward. There are some interesting narratives among these people that I am sure will make themselves apparent over the coming weeks. At the moment though, the forced introductions are a bit like a ropey gameshow.
 
“I’m Erin, I’m 34. I’m one of the newest people here so I’m glad someone else has arrived to take over the role of ‘awkward new person’.” a black-haired woman nervously explains. She has a most agreeable Yorkshire accent and a certain verbal diarrhoea that for some reason I associate with people from Leeds.
 
“I’m her bezzy mate Marie. We’ve known each other for, what is it, twenty years. We were in school together, worked in the same office. Where we go, trouble follows.” an olive-skinned woman next to her chortles as if ‘trouble’ would make itself apparent after a few ill-judged Jager bombs.
 
“Graham Prutton.. I worked in the city for a while. Divorced. Kids with wife in Australia. They’re fine I think. Would like to go over there and see them. Not sure when air travel would get back to normal of course.” the next man says. He is a chunky gentleman with lifeless eyes and a bald patch that has been awkwardly covered by a lick of dark hair. I still cannot detach the image of him forcing a needle into my arm with all of the grace of an out of control locomotive from the forefront of my mind.
 
At the edge of the crescent are a family of four, son and daughter around five and twelve respectively.
 
“We’re the Carmichaels. I’m Will, this is Carol and these are our kids Jack and Holly. Pleased to meet you. We look forward to getting to know you. Say hello kids.” says Will, a tall man with short hair, trying to coerce his children into a greeting. They nod after gentle persuasion. Carol is a meek woman with a shock of red hair and the tendency to look adoringly at Will. They’re in their early thirties I would guess.
 
It’s all very ‘Play Your Cards Right’ isn’t it? That’s why I can’t help but chuckle at the difficult nature of these forced introductions and the efforts we all put into them so as to appear ‘normal’. At the end of the crescent of chairs, some distance from the last one where Carol’s leg is regimented in line with her body, is a trio of men who stand with their arms crossed and impatient expressions dominating their faces.
 
“Jason.” says the first. This is the person Doug was referring to though his single word introduction makes it difficult to judge his character. He is a man in his early thirties, built like the Grand Union Canal and with fists that tense and relax in bizarre patterns. A tattoo of some kind of animal is poking through his t-shirt and there is a wildly coloured flame on one arm that indicates a man who probably doesn’t use scented soap.
 
“Serengeti. The desert and the film character.” the next man says in a strong Bristol accent. He looks slightly older than Jason but appears to know his place in the food chain and ambles behind his master. Serengeti – that cannot be his real name! - is equally as beefed up as Jason and appears to have a Stanley knife poking out of his trouser pocket that contravenes all kinds of health and safety laws. Though his chosen name implies rolling African countryside he does in fact have a mildew-coloured face and an expression of permanent distaste on his face.
 
“And finally, it’s me, Cruz. Can we go now?” says this Hispanic man who glares at Amii. He shares the bubbling antagonism of his two colleagues but adopts an enigmatic look that switches attention away from him.
 
Now it’s my time to go through this painful ordeal.
 
“Well I’m so glad to meet you all, I’m…” I start, partly thinking about shortening my new name to ‘Buck’ so that I don’t stick out too egregiously. Before I can announce myself to Phoenix One though a final person runs into the area. Roughly thirty with an auburn bob, she has the most benign expression I have ever seen on a woman and a pair of stylish yet self-consciously quirky black-rimmed glasses that hide a pair of striking brown eyes. She is wearing a pinny with ‘World’s Best Cook’ written on it and has a disposition of an adoring puppy let loose in a park for the first time. A pretty woman, but one that I reckon is completely unaware of the fact.
 
“So sorry I’m late. And for your first day, what must you think,” she says in a contrite tone. “I’ve been cooking your first meal with us all and I didn’t want it to burn so I was watching the pot like my life depended on it, saying ‘Don’t burn, don’t burn.’ and I lost track of time. Very sorry.” she continues to explain and I smile benevolently. She performs a very informal, slightly self-effacing curtsey. “I’m Alice and I will have to run back to the kitchen in a minute, but I was so desperate to see our new guest so I ran here, now I’m out of breath and I look a mess. I like cooking, reading, long walks… oh, I’m sorry, this is sounding like a match.com profile isn’t it? Anyway, I’ll get back to the food, speak to you soon, very pleased to meet you. Bye.” she exudes before running back to the kitchen.
 
“And that was Alice.” finishes Amii “So now to you.”
 
“I am Buck – please don’t say it wrong.” I joke though only a few of the audience smirk. Jason is massively unimpressed and continues to tense his fist dramatically. “I’ve been on my own for a while, but I think that the only way to get through this mess is to be a team and to meet such nice people as you all shows I made the right decision.” Mr Banarjee smiles at his wife. Serengeti rolls his eyes. “I’m sure you’ve all been through a lot and I hope that I don’t add to your worries! I am low maintenance and am happy to help in any possible way. Delighted to be here. Thank you.” I stop before I morph into ‘Best Supporting Actor’ mode and thank my mother, father and milkman.
 
As much as I hope that they have not made any striking conclusions about me from this very short meeting, I do feel myself fighting the same inclination to judge the people I’ve met and create narratives between them. I cannot ignore the furtive looks between a few of them and I am already charting how each person is connected to the other, what cliques there might be and who is genuine. To devote even a few seconds to this conjecture shows how hypocritical I can be and I try to adopt the daisy-chain optimism of a guileless hippy. I also appreciate that each one of these people has their own story to tell, their own tragedies to overcome and perhaps even a few moments in their past that they were thankful were brought down with the old order of things. This is going to be interesting.



What
a man, what a man, what a man
 What a
mighty good man
 
 
 
I
 
 
I feel that I must start this part by apologising, an action that is never easy for a puffed-up wannabe author.
Firstly, my description of the people I met in the last chapter.
 
I appreciate that the detail of all of the group was overly clunky and functional and I should really have conjured up more evocative images for you the reader. Yet I struggle to go much beyond what I wrote, my first impressions of the people around me, their appearance, what they wore etc. I tried to find a way to break up the exposition of course, yet I just needed to get the basics on the screen first as I truly believe that having just met them, any great statements about them beyond the obvious would be harsh. As I mentioned before, I am trying not to stereotype people though the inevitable effect of the world around me tends to shape my opinions more than I would like.
 
In addition to this, I fully understand how arrogant the start of this chapter might appear; ‘What a Man’ by Salt N’ Peppa and En Vogue, a song which was certainly not written with me in mind. I am not claiming to be anything special. Yet this was the song that drifted through my head as I was confronted by this disparate group of strangers, a clarion call if you will to be brave and adopt a bit of a self-confident swagger while inside I’m shaking with trepidation. It seemed to work too as I think I presented myself in a mostly laid-back manner that should have said ‘I’m approachable’ to the people I’ve met. Anyway, the point is that I am not quite as conceited as you might be thinking and though I doubt that anyone is singing this song in my honour, I received a pleasant lift from its sentiments.
 
I had a satisfying dinner of Spaghetti Bolognese, garlic bread and Tiramisu with my new friends. We were sat in a large communal dining area that had been made to look like a fine dining restaurant with crushed velvet dining chairs and exotic drapes on the walls. One of the team clearly spent considerable time tapping into their interior designer within though I, of course, know so little about them all still that one of their number could well be a professional. The tables have been arranged in a long line so that everyone is encouraged to eat together and interact as if they were Leicester City circa 2016 (and look how that turned out). It appears to work though there are a few noticeable cliques that have formed over time: Jason, Serengeti and Cruz all sit at one end and keep themselves very much to themselves – their lack of interaction with the others doesn’t appear to be a terrible loss for the majority. Jason’s mild aggression even permeates the way he eats and a good dollop of the sauce hits the dining table, a fact that nobody seems too eager to point out. Jason occasionally looks towards Alice who, in turn, has been looking at me which then of course means that he concludes by staring at me. Alice smiles sweetly at me throughout the meal and would almost certainly be engaging me in conversation if it were not for the Banarjees between us. Young Alvin Banarjee picks at the food as if he is working on a crime scene and eventually creates a defiant border between sauce and spaghetti; his mother smirks at his efforts and eventually the father whispers something to him and all of a sudden the pasta/bolognese divide is ended and the two mingle freely, Alvin taking sloppy bites of the union shortly after. Next to me is Doug and his wife.
 
“You can’t beat a good bolognese can you. I mean Alice does a cracking feed anyway, but her Italian food is somethin’ I always look forward to.” he says to me as an offensive silence threatens to break out.
 
“Yes, it’s very nice. I can’t remember the last time that I sat with others and enjoyed such a good meal.” I concur.
 
“Eh, Alice, d’ya hear that?” Doug shouts across the table. “He thinks you’re a bit special.” he bellows, completely overplaying my comments.
 
“I’m so glad you like it, Buck. I got a special recipe for it when I was in Bologna and I just knew it would be a good first meal for you.” she shouts back, her voice just about rising above the other conversations that are percolating.
 
 
I do wonder, just briefly, how old the mince in the sauce really is or what kind of meat it might be; the post-apocalyptic diet requires that everything is bulked out with whatever stored meat can be found.
I smile back at her and raise my glass as appreciatively and she blushes, emits a most enthusiastic glow and devotes her stare at the food in front of her. I’m not quite sure why I have made an impression on her so early on, but I can tell from Jason’s stabbing actions towards his spaghetti, cutting the strands like an explorer in the Amazon hacking through low-hanging vines, that the fact hasn’t gone unnoticed. It’s my intention to keep everyone onside and hopefully I can extricate myself from Alice’s attention and have a man-to-man conversation with Jason about something suitably Alpha Male like hunting or stoking a barbeque.
 
“Did you meet any others?” Piti asks, leaning forward to make eye contact with me.
 
“Well I kept myself alone for quite a while and it was only recently that I thought it would be a good idea to, y’know, venture out into the wide world and see what was happening. The emergency services weren’t saying anything anymore so I did eventually decide to hit the road but I didn’t meet anyone before I got here. Well, I tell a lie, I was almost killed by some Robin Hood enthusiasts who were firing arrows at me for no particular reason. And then there were those kids on the bridges.”
 
“Ah, you bumped into the kindergarten from hell did you?” jokes Will from the other side of me.
 
“Yes, I did have the privilege of having bits of masonry dropped on me by all of these scary youths. It felt like Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome.” I explain.
 
“Too true Buck. I think we’ve all had a run-in with them before getting here. We were driving along in a people carrier and all of a sudden there was a big thump on the roof, I swerved and we crashed on the verge. Very scary.” Will adds.
 
“They hate adults or anyone who can remember VHS.” jokes Doug.
 
“I tried to talk to them, but it just seemed to make things worse.” I further reason, getting a few sympathetic nods in the process.
 
“No discipline, that’s the problem.” says Mr Banarjee, irony appearing to float above his head.
 
“Yeah, and where are they gonna get discipline from now?” remarks Pete who has wheeled himself nearer to the conversation that has taken over the middle of the table.
 
“No Pete, you don’t understand, all I’m saying…”
 
“I know what you’re saying, but think about it this way: who messed the world up for them? Who started the wars and probably even created that virus? It was us! Why should they trust us or listen to us? We don’t even know what we’re doing so how can we be so stupid as to think they should listen to our crap?” Pete interjects. It’s clearly a subject that he feels passionate about. The scene of Pete v. Mr Banarjee is like watching a Daily Mail reader and Guardian reader debate immigration whilst stuck in a room with walls that are slowly closing in. With big, nefarious spikes sticking out too. I decide to divert the conversation away from said children.
 
“So do you have someone monitoring communications, the internet and that kind of thing?”
 
“Certainly. The internet doesn’t have much real news on it, just lots of rumours.” Will replies.
 
“And do you think that you might move to one of the locations that Order has mentioned?” I further ask, sounding mildly informed as I do so.
 
“I’ll tell you something,” Pete interjects “I wouldn’t trust them as far as I could moonwalk. I mean, who are they? Which party do they represent? Who put them in charge.”
 
“They are there to help society to get back to normal.” Mr Banarjee reasons.
 
“And they’re made up of surviving politicians and leaders who know what they’re doing.” Carol joins the conversation, interrupting her brief moment cutting Holly’s spaghetti into manageable strands.
 
“But are they? Nobody knows where the virus came from, nobody knows how the wars started or if they even stopped. And we want to trust these lot?” Pete adds in a tone that would make Billy Bragg proud.
 
“I think you’re being a bit paranoid.” says Mrs Banarjee who has also concluded the ceremonial ‘cutting of spaghetti’ for her own offspring.
 
“I’m being realistic. I don’t buy this ‘let’s all build a new world’ crap.” Pete fires back.
 
“So what are you doing here with us then? Might we also be ‘secretly plotting’.” Mrs Banarjee replies with a heavy dose a sarcasm. Pete, sarcasm detection on full beam, drops his fork and abruptly wheels himself away from the table.
 
“I wonder the same thing.” he shouts as he goes.
 
Mrs Banarjee straightens herself in her chair and just for a moment, there is the descent of a smog of tension on the diners. Said tension is stronger at the epicentre, more intense where I am sitting, but the mood stalks down the table and brings with it an uncomfortable silence. Alice, noting the atmosphere, leans forward and, with her face beaming effervescently, catches my eye. Still a considerable distance apart, she bridges the gap between my part of the table and hers with a loud question that belies the sweet tone I have become acclimatised to.
 
“So tell us more about yourself, Buck. You’re the guest of honour and you haven’t told us anything about what you do, your family, your girlfriend or wife.”
 
I have never been one to make an instant impression on a woman other than indifference so I am perplexed as to why Alice seems to visibly float when she speaks to me. At least I think she does; I might just be misinterpreting things. Or she could have received a blow to the head that makes her especially gregarious. Or she may have been confined alongside these people for so long that the first new blood in the mix has a certain novelty value. It’ll wear off.
 
“Well,” I start, noting how the attention of most of those on the table has turned to me. “There’s not much to say really. I used to be a proofreader for a publishing company,” start with the killer line eh?
 
I hear a greatly exaggerated snort from the direction of Jason who receives a stern look from Alice as a reward.
 
“Well, as I say, I was a proofreader. A great skill to have now as you can imagine.” there’s a few chuckles, a few blank faces and Alice titters enthusiastically as if I have told a Bob Hope zinger. “So I lived about thirty miles from here, had an apartment that I knocked through to next door when everyone moved out.”
 
“And you’re a partial-immune?” Mrs Banarjee adds.
 
“Yes, I believe so. I had tests done when the virus first started appearing and that’s what I was told. So it meant that I didn’t have contact with anyone for a while. I got used to being on my own.”
 
“Did your girlfriend visit?” Alice asks with eyebrows at a hopeful tilt.
 
“Er, well, no. She had gone to Europe with her parents after Britain was under the cosh so to speak. I haven’t spoken to her since. Not sure where she is.”
 
“Ahhh, that is so sad. If you ever want to talk about it…” Alice responds empathetically.
 
“That’s very kind of you, I’ll bear it in mind. Anyway, everyone has lost something or someone so I think I got off quite lightly.” I reason.
 
“That’s a lovely attitude. She must have been very lucky.” Alice beams back. The other participants in the discussion have gone remarkably passive and I begin to feel awkward. I resist my helicopter pilot line despite my diffidence. “So what about everyone else? How about you?” I say to the Banarjees in an attempt to widen the scope of the dialogue.
 
“I ran a computer software company. I employed about one hundred people. Very nice portfolio I had built up, just finishing a deal with Microsoft when everything went,” Mr Banarjee motions with a thumb in a downward fashion.
 
I have to confess that due to sheer tiredness and the unnerving feeling of being the centre of attention, I failed to take in much of what anyone else said. It’s not that I wasn’t interested, but after a while, the narratives started merging into one another and I decide to retire to my quarters. I assume I have quarters.
 
“Perhaps you would like Doug to show you where you will be sleeping.” says Amii who has by this time adopted an upright stance at the side of the table.
 
“Oh, yes that would be great. And once again I can’t thank you all enough for welcoming me so warmly.”
 
There are a couple of nods, two or three ‘goodnights’, a ‘Get some rest dear.’ from Mrs Chen and an array of disinterested mumbles as news of my exit passes along the table.
 
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
I have to admit to being moderately impressed. Doug takes me on a five-minute walk to a large Zara shop that has been refitted with a few rooms partitioned by surprisingly sturdy walls. My room is a nicely arranged place that looks like an Ibis I once stayed in near Rhyl – not sure if that was the look they were going for. The bed is big, mattress topped with memory foam and ivory cotton sheets have been fitted around its dimensions. The walls are blank apart from a large sepia-tinted photograph of Rome and a flat panel television screwed into a bracket on it. I don’t feel the inclination to go through the channels though I expect the same three of four emergency broadcasts and old episodes of Dallas are still playing in a loop on each channel.
 
 
“Not bad is it mate?” Doug suggests.
 
“It’s more than not bad, it’s really nice. So you all put this together?”
 
“Well, it started as a very basic room for us each when we thought the authorities were coming to save us and it kind of got a bit snazzier as the weeks went by.”
 
“I’m very impressed and very grateful,” I reply.
 
“Ah, no problem mate. Over there you’ve got a little shower room and bathroom and all that. There’s food and drink in the cupboard just here and we put all the bits in your backpack away over there. When you settle in I’m sure you’ll wanna personalise it.”
 
I start shaking Doug’s hand over-zealously.
 
“Don’t thank me mate. All part of the perks of being here. Anyway, she’ll have you working it all back for the community.” Doug suggests, extrapolating his hand from my own in the process.
 
“By the way, I forgot to ask where Victor was for our little meet and greet.”
 
“Ah yes, Victor is, well, he is…stubborn I think you might say. Claims he can’t stand the noise.”
 
“But isn’t he…”
 
“Yes, deaf as a rock mate. But I think he feels the vibrations of all the noise and nonsense and gets agitated. He quite likes his stint on security in the quarantine area even though there’s no one in there since you’ve come out. To be honest, we leave him to do his own thing and take his food to him. He’s a stubborn old boy, doesn’t say much, nothing about his family. I reckon he’s on his last legs to be honest – don’t say anything, though. Course, the way things are he could outlive us all. That’s the way things are isn’t it?”” Doug concludes.
“Anyway, I’ll let you get on. Breakfast is usually 8.00am and the duties start slightly after. Just something we agreed between ourselves though not everyone can be bothered.”
 
Having come from a world where my routine was flexible and self-determined, the thought of being at the mercy of a rota is something that fills me with dread. I can imagine the military precision and the coloured stickers next to my name to denote guard duty or toilet cleaning responsibilities. It was one thing that I would struggle to resolve when I used to consider the benefits of joining a community; it wasn’t that I was particularly attached to the hermit life, but it soon became second nature and the thought of someone else dictating what I should and shouldn’t do sent a shiver down my spine. Yet I have come to appreciate that the only chance we have as survivors of building society back up is if we all do things that we wouldn’t necessarily want to, a kind of post-apocalyptic altruism but with a slither of self-interest within.
 
As Doug leaves I wonder if my fortune could actually have been much worse. My first impression is of a team of disparate individuals who seem to be getting along and making things work despite the world around them still in turmoil. I imagine what personal tragedies they too might have had to conquer to be here. I try to remember faces and recall if there was an expression on them that gave some indication of their personality or history. Eventually I realise – and quite properly I think – that only time spent with the various people here will give me an insight into their lives. I imagine that some here will be friends, some will be mere acquaintances – I return to that thought of the first day of school where you try to understand your place in a bigger structure. Whatever happens – I think to myself with a smirk that I am not happy to emit – I can always return to my apartment (I have concluded that this sounds much better than ‘flat’) and be on my own once again. I wonder if I should have mentioned ‘Quiet Cool’ in more detail than just the inference that I drove here; would the skills I had shown putting it together have impressed some or would it be prodded by people with far greater technical knowledge than my own and be made to look the work of an inept buffoon.
I start drifting off with these meandering thoughts, I can feel myself slip into unconsciousness and then an abrupt knock at the door brings me back to the moment. I take a sudden gulp of air as if I have just been rescued from drowning and open the door – it has a modest lock on it that I instinctively secured when Doug left as if I was still expecting the marauding hordes that might exist. The figure at the door is the man I think is called Leon. Or Leo.
 
“Hi there, sorry I didn’t get the chance to have a proper powwow with you earlier. Thought I’d come up and say, y’know, if there is anything you need I am literally the next room to yours.” he says, moving himself into the space as he does so.
 
“That’s very kind of you.” Is it Leo or Leon? Should I just pronounce the part I am confident with and just tail away the sound with an inaudible mumble. “I’m fine at the moment. Just very tired. A lot to take in.” I say having taken the safe option regarding identifying the visitor. I perform one of those exaggerated yawns that people do when dinner party guests are showing holiday pictures of their time in the Algarve and you invariably find your sanity under threat. The hint drifts harmlessly away. Leo(n) sits himself on my bed in that ‘We need to talk’ manner that has the ominous promise of extended discourse to come.
 
“A think people wonder what I am doing here. I think that they hear about these large communities of celebrities living in gated areas, distanced from the pandemic and the fighting and they think ‘Why isn’t he there with his own kind?’” he begins.
 
I have that feeling of mild annoyance that comes from being blocked from laying down and resting. I also have to contend with that subtle gnawing of knowing that this person in front of me is vaguely familiar and yet my mind has not apportioned enough importance to them for their identity to become known. I should know who this is…was he in ‘Eastenders’? Was he on MTV? Was he one of the antiques experts of ‘Bargain Hunt’? I try to look for clues within his demeanour. I try to think just how narcissistic he might be, is his botoxed forehead and plucked eyebrows and indication of where he fits into the entertainment world. Big Brother? Do I really want to share my existence with some tirelessly self-promoting former reality star?
 
“Of course I could have done. David Tennant wanted me to join him in the States, ‘I’ll take care of everything’, y’know, that kind of thing. But I thought no. My country needs me to be here putting together the blocks of a new world. I think those of us in the public eye have that extra responsibility to show our fans just how we need to muck in when things are at their worst. Spirit of the Blitz kind of thing.” he continues.
 
“Well, that’s very admirable Le…o…” I say despite the fact that my commendation is not needed or acknowledged.
 
“No, people like me have to be here and show that, underneath all of the fame, we are just as normal as the rest of you. I shopped at Lidl. I bought a Lotto scratch-card. I’ve done all of the things you would have done. So why shouldn’t I be here when I’m needed the most. I said to Sophie Ellis-Bextor once – she’s such a flirt, I tell you! - I said ‘Sophie, all I can see is a world that is falling apart, a world where the politicians have failed the people, a world where science hasn’t got an answer and where religion is, well, of no use at all…”
I wonder if I should question these assertions but I let the flow of self-importance continue unabated.
“…and I think of what will encourage the man on the street – or woman of course – and I remember just what us artists can give to society. We, in some ways, are the last hope’. So here I am.” he finishes.
 
“Yes, here you are. Hollywood’s loss is our gain.” I say in the most benign tone I can muster.
 
“I might still go to L.A. of course, but I’ll stay with you guys, for the time being, get the wheels in motion again if you like.”
 
“That’s really appreciated.”
 
“Good, good. Marie and Erin are always hovering around me, but I’m kind of used to that. Anyway, I just thought I would explain to you why I was here as I could see in your face that you were thinking ‘Hello what’s Leo Weller doing here?’”
 
Leo. L-E-O.
 
“I did indeed Leo.” I say, fashioning a reply to him if only to utter his name again and get it firmly planted in my mind.
 
“I’ll let you get on.” Leo finally says. It is the sweetest sentence I have heard for some time.
 
Leo leaves having selflessly explained what a megastar is doing associating with the proles. I start to feel my eyelids flicker and I begin to undress and get under the crisp sheets that have been laid out for me. Then another knock at the door interrupts my passage to R.E.M. I scramble my trousers back on and rush to the door.
 
“Who is it?” I inquire.
 
“It’s Ali.” comes a booming voice that just about stays feminine.
 
I open the door once again though this time with even less enthusiasm. I briefly wonder if this is some kind of absurd initiation to the group, a period of sleep deprivation to test whether a newcomer has the wherewithal to react positively at their lowest ebb. I imagine that the older members of Phoenix One were spared this S.A.S induction though perhaps they had to wrestle wild dogs as a recompense.
 
“Hi Ali, what can I do for you?” I say as I rub my eyes as a subtle hint.
 
“I just thought that I would come and say hello. I was shoved away on the ‘naughty step’ so I didn’t get the chance to properly say my piece. And I make no secret of the fact that I want to size you up, see what the wind has brought in.” she says like a jaunty though no less intimidating matron in a ‘Carry On’ film. Judging from her ironclad frame and the resolute stance I conclude that not many in the group are keen to disagree with her.
 
“So how do I seem? Do you want the wind the bundle me out again yet?”
 
My remark is light and undemanding but she moves to the side of me and examines me in the style of a pathologist being gifted a bloated cadaver.
 
“A useful specimen, that’s what I deduce. A bit of intelligence and you look like you can carry your weight,” she says before leaning forward. “Because some of my esteemed colleagues are about as interesting as a bowel movement.”
 
Though I understand my place as the newcomer, I still take modest umbrage with this withering assessment. Her manner is that of a public school P.E. teacher taking issue with a group of adolescent girls who have inconsiderately collapsed after a twenty-mile run.
 
“Well, I haven’t found that so far. Everyone seems to bring something different to the team.” I suggest.
 
“We have the usual array of men infused with machismo, giggling girlies and pretty things who don’t want to break a nail.” she adds, completely ignoring my retort.
 
“Obviously I can’t comment as I’ve only just arrived but it all seems to work no matter what the differences between the people are. I think Amii seems to be doing a good job of leading…”
 
“Let’s get one thing straight, Amii is not our leader.” Ali barks. “She is useful as a doctor of course, but she cannot make the tough decisions. I was a lecturer in psychology at De Monfort. I know what characteristics denote a ‘good leader.” she concludes.
 
Psychologists are famously spiky when you question their divine knowledge and Ali is no exception to this unusual quirk. It is getting late, my bones are aching and I am having an argument with someone I’ve only just met. Time, I think, to divert the conversation away from the pointless critique of a group of people I barely know.
 
“Anyway, whoever is in charge, I am happy to work as part of the team.” I reason.
 
Ali snorts rather abruptly.
 
“So you’re not one of these men who are so monumentally insecure about themselves that they cannot take orders from a ‘mere’ woman?” Where is this discussion going? Is this really an appropriate topic for bedtime? Shouldn’t we be discussing calmer ideas and letting our minds drift away?
 
“No, I haven’t got a problem with taking orders from a woman. I haven’t got problems with taking a problem from someone black, white, tall, thin, male, female, an 80-year-old bag lady or the Duke of Westminster. As long as we are working as a team, as long as we all agree and there isn’t a tyrannical monster standing over me, I really have no problem with authority. Anyway, my understanding is that this is a democratic arrangement and that we can come and go as we please.”
 
Ali gives me a somewhat dismissive look.
 
“Well, of course, that is all good. Let’s see how things turn out. I just thought that I would warn you that it isn’t all happy campers here. You take the advice any way you wish. I hope you have a good nights sleep.” she has that ‘Don’t Blame Me If You Get Shot In The Face’ tone. I could dissect her words, but I am just glad that she has sought this opportunity to fashion a suitably dramatic exit. As I see her walk down the beige hallway my heart sinks as I see another figure approaching. Has anyone heard of personal space here?
 
The person coming ever closer and nodding to Ali as he passes her in the corridor is the man I believe is called Graham. He has a grey, deathly, smog-like demeanour that seems to dilute the colour of the already bland beige walls as he passes them.
 
“Very glad you’re still up,” he says, trying to be chirpy yet failing to escape the monotone of his voice. He is an inoffensive character and I feel slightly awkward about the assertions I have made about him.
 
“Yes, still up. Can’t seem to settle.” I smirk.
 
“I used to sleep two or three hours a night when I worked in the city. I’d go to bed at 3 am having concluded a deal with Tokyo, shut my eyes until 6 am and then I was already on my first espresso. My wife left around that time.” he explains. How do you answer that? “Still, onwards and upwards.” he sighs.
 
If I am to get any rest – and I have an inkling that tomorrow will be a stressful day that will need all of my batteries recharged – I need to worm my way out of this before he starts showing me pictures of his children. Too late. Although we are still outside of my room, he opens his wallet and brings out a photograph of his three children. I am loathed to push him away as he appears deeply upset about the way things have worked out. I grab his arm in a way that I hope is comforting.
 
“They look smashing. Once it all settles down, I’m sure you’ll be back with them and maybe what’s been going on will put things in perspective for your ex-wife.”
 
“Ugh, I don’t want her back!” he rumbles. “I think of the kids and how they are of course, but I wouldn’t much care if my ex is pushing up daisies at the moment.” Once again I feel that old rejoinder of ‘Too Much Information’ forcing its way to my lips. “Anyway,” he adds “myself and Sheryl Lee are more than good friends.” he winks in a particularly clumsy way.
 
“That’s good to hear Graham. Anyway, I must get to bed…”
 
“It seems that Alice has her eye on you. Pretty little thing isn’t she? Shame she wears glasses.” he finishes.
 
I’m baffled by that last statement. From what I observed – and please understand that I haven’t joined this collective to be part of some kind of Moonie mass wedding thing – the black-rimmed glasses broadcast her intensely dark and appreciative eyes even more.
 
“Well, I’m not looking for…” I reply.
 
Graham, with more vitality than I’ve previously seen in him, jumps straight in.
 
“Oh, you know what women are like. They get their claws into you and drag you down. Alice seems like a decent girl, though, one of those left-on-the-shelf types who will follow you to the ends of the earth.” I am beginning to see that old professional conceitedness in him and I am also realising why his wife went to the furthest point of the world to be away from him. “Of course you have to watch it around Jason. He’ll be fuming if he thinks a newcomer has wafted in and stolen the girl he’s been grooming for all this time. She thinks he’s creepy, though. Yes, our Mr Vorhees is determined to get her.” he finishes.
 
JASON VORHEES? Is this guy on medication?
 
“Sorry, Jason’s surname is Vorhees. So he’s Jason Vorhees like the Friday the 13th guy?” I chuckle.
 
“Friday the 13th? What happened then?” a bewildered Graham asks.
 
“Nothing, it was the name of a series of films. This big guy used to kill teenagers, didn’t speak. You must have seen it!”
 
Graham continues to look puzzled. Although I feel the need to educate him on horror films of the 80s, the nagging pain within my frame draws me back to bed.
 
“He doesn’t have a hockey mask does he?” I mumble. “Well, thanks for the heads-up Graham. It was nice meeting you and no doubt I’ll chat to you tomorrow. Good night.” I adopt a most abrupt manner so desperate is my situation. Graham nods and walks away. I get back to my room, lock the door and – as ludicrous as it seems – even wedge a chair under the handle. There are intermittent knocks over the next ten minutes and I decide to do some exaggerated snoring just in case the locked down hasn’t offered its message successfully.
 
As I fall asleep I wonder what kind of man would, having been given the chance of a new identity, take on the name of a famous cinematic mass murderer and be proud of it. I can only hope that his temperament is somewhat more docile.
 
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
I slept well last night. That is not a significant statement in itself, but it should show that, despite modest reservations, I feel reasonably settled in my surroundings. As soon as I wake up from said slumber I look at the walls around me – they need a touch of decoration, a poster here or there, a useful shelf perhaps. I am unsure of how long I will be here, but while Phoenix One is my home then it seems advisable to personalise my surroundings.
 
Although nothing has been explicitly said about my attendance at the breakfast meeting I understand that this will be a suitably good time to show my eagerness to help. To this end, I propel myself from the mattress (which retains a hand-print from my efforts that gradually disappears from the memory foam), put on my ‘Out To Impress In A Semi-Formal Setting’ shirt, having a quick shave and get ready to face the world. I scrub up reasonably well and by the end of my modest grooming ritual, I look in the mirror with a confidence that I can contribute something to the collective I have found myself in.
 
I get lost in the short journey from my room to the communal dining area. The walls of the corridor are so generic that I take a wrong turn that subsequently leads me into the back of the shopping centre and nearly back outside. Eventually, after getting back to my room and trying the opposite direction, I get back on a path of minor familiarity and soon go past the large calendar of Cliff Richard that denotes the beginning of the living quarters. I try to guess who is the staunch Cliff Richard fan among our number and who had taken it upon themselves to decorate the men’s living area in such a way, but ultimately I find the choice inoffensive. Perhaps there might even be some reassurance in seeing Cliff on rollerskates, ‘Wired For Sound’ now becoming a tuneful if involuntary hum on my lips. I have the strangest feeling that, somewhere in the United Kingdom, beneath all of the debris and turmoil, Cliff is singing for a small group of supporters as if it’s Wimbledon all over again. I often wonder what certain famous people would be doing now and of what use they might be in a desperate situation. I then recall the urgent need that even a minor celebrity like Leo has to be noticed and realise that they may be more vexation than their worth.
 
Although the manner of my walk is slightly clumsy and in no quiet enough to go unnoticed, I am surprised not to see a single person emerging from their room or passing me in the hallway. There is an eerie lack of activity around me and I almost find myself exaggerating my more indelicate steps in the hope that the noise might awaken one of the others. This minor goal fails and I do not encounter anyone until I get to the dining area where I sat yesterday. Roughly three-quarters of the collective are there. Amii appears to be absent from the meeting and it is, therefore, left to Marcus to take the lead even though there is no evidence that he is officially the second-in-command. Marta sits near him but is tapping her pen wildly on the arm of her chair and not paying attention to what is being said. I find a seat next to her and the monotonous tap of the plastic shaft of the pen hitting the chrome of the chair arm begins to achieve an unexpectedly soothing tempo.
 
“Hey, d’ya mind not doin’ that luv.” says Erin in her forthright Yorkshire twang. “Flippin’ doin’ me head in, that tap, tap, tap,” she adds.
 
“Why don’t you sit over there then?” Marta suggests, clearly enjoying an obstreperous mood that refuses to empathise with the alleged victim.
 
“Yeah, I could do. Course I could. Or I could get that pen and shove it…” she reaches a crescendo.
 
Saved by the loud interjection of Marcus.
 
“So, we are now needing to see what everyone is doing today.” he says in his most authoritative voice.
 
Marta, having renounced her musical ambitions for fear of where her pen might end up, gives a greater portion of her interest to Marcus.
 
He continues. “So, I thinking that most of you are knowing what you are doing. I think it was on rota perhaps. Today Adisa and Emma are going out for searching in the city to the north and Che and Eddie go south.” he concludes.
 
“Yo, why is Adisa going with Emma?” Che asserts.
 
“Just what is on rota I thinking.” Marcus’ accent becomes more fractured as his authority is challenged.
 
“Well, and this is no offence to Adisa – you know you’re my bro’!” Che motions to the Ghanaian who is sat opposite. “But it seems those two are always going off and doing their own thing.”
 
“Meaning what?” Emma says resolutely.
 
“Meaning nothing. Just sayin’” Che replies in the tone of someone who has been wronged.
 
“Easy – you and Adisa work together and I’ll team up with Eddie,” she suggests. Eddie’s eyes light up instantly and his whole frame visibly lifts from its lazy pose draped on a chair. Adisa and Che look at each other with friendly scorn.
 
“No, it’s not good. It say on rota this thing and this is what we must doing.” Marcus barks back.
 
“Hey, hey, this isn’t an autocracy.” Ali joins in the discussion. “If the pretty kids want to go offer on their little picnic then let them. We can manage.” Ali adds motioning to Serengeti who has been partnered with her today.
 
“Y’know Ali, I’m so done with your little snide remarks.” Emma fires back at Ali.
 
“Well it just seems that you and the boys are more interested in some kind of menage-a-trois than actually finding survivors,” Ali says with her arms crossed and her posture stretched out from the confines of her chair.
 
“We are friends. I’m sure you must remember what that must have been like once Ali. You can’t always have been a ball-breaker sweety.” Emma retorts. The men are wisely keeping out of the crossfire though I find myself impelled to act as some kind of unwelcome peace-keeper.
 
“Good morning everyone,” I announce. Those who hadn’t notice me place myself next to Marta suddenly turn around. “I’m more than happy to go out on the search work with someone. I’ve done it before. I think I might be useful. Perhaps.” that last word comes out when I see how thoroughly underwhelmed the people in front of me are.
 
“Ok,” Marcus tries to re-assert his self-appointed authority though Marta looks indifferent. “Who can be working with, er, um…”
 
“Buck.”
 
“Yes, er, Buck.” Marcus nods.
 
“He can come with me and Alvin if he wants,” says Rikesh. Alvin looks even less impressed than the others.
 
“Er, I am thinking that maybe it too dangerous for little Alvin.” Marcus reasons.
 
“Nonsense, he’s a big boy.” Rikesh replies.
 
“Yeah, well we ain't talking about his waistline mate.” mumbles Serengeti. It’s a cruel remark that I hear, but thankfully others do not.
 
“I want to play Xbox…” Alvin adds in a simpering tone.
 
“Ahh, Alvin, you don’t want to fight the bad guys with daddy?” Rikesh asks in a tone that even a child must find patronising.
 
“No, I want Xbox.”
 
“There you go, let the kid play ‘Call Of Duty’. Probably more exciting than looking through abandoned buildings.” Che insists. Rikesh seems perturbed by the parental advice.
 
I could carefully detail this discussion for you, but you get the general idea. Suffice to say that ‘little Alvin’ got his morning on the Xbox (though I wonder why he isn’t being home schooled – day off perhaps), myself and Rikesh have been paired together and the others are reminded of their duties. It’s implied that those not present here are working in the kitchen or doing the laundry though I cannot imagine this Jason Voorhees character ironing Eric’s y-fronts.
 
As I get my things in a rucksack and get ready to meet Rikesh outside, Amii walks past me with a folder clasped to her chest.
 
“Good morning Buck, how are you today?” she says cheerfully.
 
“I’m just going out with Rikesh, you know, see the lay of the land.”
 
“Ah, that’s good. Nice guy is Rikesh. Well, I have a busy day on the communications front. We are trying to get in contact with the nearest authorities, find out where this ‘Order’ team are. Pete is, of course, dubious.”
 
“Well, all the best Amii.” I say. All very genial. “Do we come back for dinner then?” I add.
 
“Yes, we do usually try to meet up for dinner at six. Alice is cooking again. I think she’s making you a cake by the way. She’s just finding eggs to be difficult to get hold of at the moment.”
 
“Oh, she needn’t bother…”
 
“I think it might be a bit too late for that Buck. She’s a girl with real gumption – if she says she’s making you a cake then I doubt a force on earth will stop her. She seems to have taken to you very quickly.”
 
“I’m sure she’s just being friendly. Anyway, I think Jason might have something to say about that.” I suggest.
 
“Er, yes. Watch yourself Buck. I think Jason is one of those Alpha Males who doesn’t take kindly to others taking his ‘property’. Alice is far too intelligent for him of course.” Amii whispers.
 
“But he seems quite an integral part of the group here.” I reason.
 
“Well, my philosophy regarding Jason and his friends is that it is better having them in the tent spitting out rather than outside spitting in if you see what I mean. I wouldn’t go as far as saying I trust them, though. Just be careful and there shouldn’t be any ructions.” she finishes and pats me on the arm as a point of punctuation.
 
As she walks away – and she saunters along with some authority and confidence – she smiles back at me. I wonder, for just a second or so, about Jason and his questionable temperament. I don’t have any plans on a relationship of any kind; I think that the priority needs to be some return to normality, some answers as to what has happened and who let it happen. Nevertheless, I heed Amii’s advice and as I walk towards my meeting with Rikesh I sub-consciously puff my frame out slightly as if to show to the world (though nobody is looking) that I can handle myself.
 
We are all issued with those cool looking pandemic masks from what I understand is a copious supply. They are sturdy enough to imply that no airborne nasties are getting in but thin enough to allow us to talk to one another even though our tone is slightly raised. The trick is to remember when one isn’t wearing one so that ordinary conversations don’t become like bellowing Shakespearean plays. However, from herein one can assume that all of us have perfected a certain Brian Blessed style boom that makes us heard in the most muffled of conditions. I briefly wonder if I imagined seeing a public information film when the pandemic began that featured an actor showing how such masks are worn and how communication is possible – I think he read out a poem to Keats to show that day-to-day life doesn’t have to halt just because you have a wedge of filtered plastic over your gob. Was there even an episode of ‘Coronation Street’ where everyone had these masks on and still argued about not very much? Reality and fevered dreams have a habit of merging recently so I cannot be sure of that last statement. I do remember shops enforcing the wearing of them when you entered – ordering a latte in Costa was given an extra layer of difficulty.
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
It’s a pleasant day outside. Sunny, gentle breeze – you get the picture. I’m not sure if it is a real phenomenon but the air has a crisper, sweeter and more refreshing effect now that there are fewer people breathing it. That is, of course, a very small consolation and I do not mean the glib statement to imply that virulent pandemics are something to applaud; there are those who see events as being some return to natural order, a ‘survival of the fittest’ philosophy that people spout when they haven’t themselves been affected by personal loss. These are the ones who watched events from the safety of total immunity and patted themselves on the back for supposedly having a superior gene pool. They probably have Dawkins posters on their wall.
 
Though this has been about as grave a tragedy as could strike the earth, it should be noted that I am not so naïve as to think that some of those who perished are, shall we say, not missed. There seems to be much less of the old ‘isms’ these days because survivors have realised that they cannot be so stupidly choosy about who they rely on. It’s helped adjust some mindsets and focus people on the human quandary rather than childish ‘My skin/nation/gender is better than yours!’.
 
Having said all of this, I can clearly see the possibility of us settling into our reliable old prejudices and dislikes before too long. The vague undercurrent – and I do state that it is just the merest impression of one at the moment – is that the unlikely alliance of Phoenix One could easily slip into some factional disagreement somewhere along the line. I don’t want to be the eternal pessimist that experience has made me but I cannot help thinking that something might be fermenting away awaiting a suitable moment to burst open. It is as well that Order is beginning to take control of the fractured structure of the country and our cohabitation is therefore not seen as a long-term solution.
 
Rikesh is alongside me. He has armed himself with a cudgel. It sticks out of his backpack with quiet intimidation. He continues to opine the absence of his son as it seems that he wanted to blood the brat as some kind of post-apocalyptic warrior today. We take two bikes with us though initially, we push them alongside us like busy district nurses.
 
“Of course, they haven’t got kids.” he says in response to those who doubted the effectiveness of taking an eight-year-old on a perilous journey.
 
“So,” I start, hoping to nudge the conversation in a different direction. “How did you end up at Phoenix One? I mean, how did this collective all start?”
 
“Well, we left Leicester in a hurry, took my X3 and a trailer behind, and kind of bumped into it.”
 
“Why did you leave Leicester? Wasn’t that a safe place to be?” I’m getting slightly Paxman now.
 
“You didn’t hear? It all fell apart there. The infected started attacking the immune. It became a class thing, a race thing in some places. We had a lovely four bedroom detached house on the outskirts of the city and we were, you know, stocking up with food, awaiting the authorities and the evacuation. Then the mobs started descending on us, rocks were thrown and I think even bullets were fired. When it quietened down one night we made a break for it. It was difficult interrupting Alvin’s schooling of course – the teachers said he was a borderline genius before this all happened. We started home-schooling him fairly early on.”
 
“That must have been stressful,” I say superfluously.
 
“Yes, it was Bick.”
 
“Buck.”
 
“Yes, sorry, ‘Buck’. We tried to get my extended family out but of course my father was as stubborn as a mule. He was a semi-immune but very weak so he didn’t last long.”
 
As I observe the exterior of the shopping centre I realise that I do not fully understand what we will be doing.
 
“So we…?” I ask.
 
“Yes, we are heading out in this direction. Should be able to do eight miles or so. We detail everything we see and if we meet someone we ask if they want to join us at the shopping centre. Obviously we’re not the only ones ‘recruiting’ if you like…”
 
This statement alerts me.
 
“Recruiting?”
 
“Man, have you been living in a cave? Ohh, there’s other little groups out there and they’re not always friendly. Some have enlisted people forcibly, want them to join their ‘fight’”
 
“Fight against?”
 
“Everyone else. Those who are taking their resources, those in authority. Not really many around that I’ve seen, but, oh yes, they’re out there. Why do you think we have someone like Jason around, for his dazzling conversation perhaps.”
 
I feel like a newborn lamb crossing a rush hour motorway. I was aware of dangers around the country, maybe even a few skirmishes. But I was clearly isolated. Apart from being fired at last week and a few very minor tussles over supplies, I was fortunate to exist in my own little bubble. As long as I got my Cup-A-Soup from an abandoned supermarket, I was happy, content with a Minestrone reassurance.
 
“So, the way we usually do it is that we use this app on the tablet,” he explains, disturbing me temporarily from my wandering thoughts. “and we catalogue what we see, people we meet. Obviously, we’ve got maps, GPS and the usual stuff, but they don’t really tell you how things have changed. It’s up to us to get the information and then we go over it in the evening. Follow me.”
 
Rikesh mounts his bike and slowly peddles down a dingy alleyway. I follow with the trust of a spaniel pup. Through the alley we cycle, through a few quiet side-streets that are furnished by houses that have been stripped of every useful object and left rotting away.
 
“When we last did this bit we didn’t go over there.” he motions to me. “It’s worth trying because I reckon the scavengers only go so far then get a bit bored. And they tend to stick to the better areas, places with nice cars, jewellery, TVs, iPods.”
 
 
“Have any of you met anyone yet?”
 
“Well we’ve seen people in the distance, we’ve heard whispers, even laughter. There was this one guy who called himself ‘The Vindicator’ who wore a crash helmet and leathers. If we’re out too long we’re bound to meet him.”
 
“Not willing to join the cause I suppose?”
 
“A nutter. Shouted all of this stuff at us, ‘I Am The judge of the New World’ kind of stuff. Fired a gun at us and we didn’t need a second excuse to leave.” he explains. I note that, when not talking about his own family, Rikesh has a pragmatic tone in his voice. I can imagine him saying ‘Let Them Eat Cake’ as some French peasants die nearby. “To be completely honest, I’m not sure why we bother doing this. I mean, do we want to find anybody? I think we’ve got enough people anyway, certainly enough to keep us going until the authorities turn up. Inviting more people in is just eating up our resources.”
 
Although his words are not necessarily directed at me, I feel an awkward sense of relevance to the topic. I remain quiet and nodding in an understanding manner.
 
“And of course there’s always the chance that we let in some real weirdos. The more invite in, the more chance we have of it happening.” he looks at me, sees my uncomfortable look, and changes the subject. “There used to be a theatre there. Took the wife to see Hedda Gabler. That’s two hours of my life I won't get back. And they charged £6 for a rum and coke!”
 
The area we negotiate with our silky cycling skills is almost a carbon copy of the one before and I wonder if we are getting lost in some suburban labyrinth that we’ll be stuck in forever.
 
“You know how to get back I suppose?”
 
“No problem. It’s not hard to miss a great big shopping centre. And if we do get lost we wait for the night and follow the lights. Anyway, we’ve got walkie-talkies in the rucksack so we’re never really lost. I sometimes wonder how, in a world where the mobile phone network has been destroyed and all of the big companies have disappeared, Vodafone can still be taking out £50 a month for my iPhone contract.”
 
“I suppose it’s kind of reassuring to know that, somewhere, someone has got the banking system sorted out and is still collecting direct debits. Makes you feel like it’ll all be fine in the end.” I quip.
 
After cycling down one street and up the next, stopping occasionally to check in on the walkie-talkies and have a snack as we wait for a response, we finally traverse every area that Rikesh had considered familiar and now we are in an exciting ‘Parts Unknown’. Marked by a Spar that still proudly proclaims ‘Ribena, 2 for £3’ on a big sign outside. I don’t quite feel like Livingstone – it is hard to be proud of your bravery when you see a Kenco billboard dominating the landscape – yet it seems as if we have happened upon somewhere new. Rikesh raises his eyebrows thoughtfully, scans the area nearby and then motions for us the stop. Despite a few damaged windows, the Spar looks quite inviting and the neat small houses around it imply that there is some normality in this pocket. Someone has spray-painted ‘Eaz-ee Beatz’ on one of the brickwork of one house, but all of the others seem to have been preserved in time as if they are exhibits in a museum based on the 21st century.
 
“This is going to be worth looking around. We’ll split up, you take that side of the road and I’ll take this.” Rikesh asserts.
 
“Whoah there.” I fire back – I’m not sure where I agreed to get ordered around quite so brazenly. “I’ve seen enough horror films to know that splitting up is never a good idea. ‘Let’s just split up and go into this dark house’ they say and the next thing you know they’re hanging from a meat-hook.”
 
“Scared?” Rikesh jeers.
 
“No, just cautious. I can handle myself if I need to but I just think it's sensible to keep together.”
 
“We’ll cover much more on our own.” he adds.
 
“Yeah, I remember that line from the Halloween films mate. Look how that turned out.” I say. I worry that I am slowly beginning to sound craven and pessimistic like a mixed-race Tony Hancock. My dour expression doesn’t do justice to the genuine lack of fear I feel and gives the outward appearance of someone who wants to pull their bed sheets over their head and will the world away. Yet, having survived on my own for long enough, I cannot understand the benefit in dividing up almost as soon as you team up with others. I remain resolute.
 
“Oh, ok, we’ll go together.” he concedes, mumbling something about Alvin being more of a man than me which I ignore. That obsession with being ‘a man’ again. Well I pee standing up so that qualifies me for something don’t you think?
 
Our first port of call is Spar and we approach the glass doors tentatively. As they are electronic doors jammed shut by the lack of power, Rikesh takes a crowbar from his bag and prises them open. I can see a certain pride in the action he performs and he slides through the gap he has created without including me in the equation. Making my own way in, I catch up with Rikesh who has by this time started to note all of the tinned food.
 
“If we find large deposits of food we come back with one of the vans and pick it up. Assuming, of course, that we can get access.” he explains.
 
His manner has gone from being cautious to being cavalier and he saunters down the aisle with barely concealed self-satisfaction. I, however, follow a few steps behind, looking in every direction possible as I advance. As Rikesh leads the way I notice a small piece of wire across the end of the aisle, ankle height and slightly exposed by a ray of sunlight that has followed our entrance.
 
“Watch out,” I say though Rikesh doesn’t listen and connects with the wire. I manage to run forward and push him out of the way. A gun fires between us and my heart barely remains in my body. I think I saved his life! The powerful blast from the unseen gun has caught Rikesh on the shoulder though I reflect on how much worse it could have been. He shouts in pain, but I muffle his screams with the nearest thing at hand which proves to be a roll of cling film still in its cardboard box.
 
“Whttdnnn?” he exclaims through the box. I assume it means ‘What are you doing’ but with a more salty vocabulary.
 
“What I’m doing,” I whisper to him as I drag him to a darkened fire exit. “is saving your life. And probably mine.”
 
“Ughnouvhcg?” he adds and this seems to be a shriek of pain from being pulled unceremoniously to the side by me despite his bleeding wound and a ‘what?’ which I imagine is incredulity at the situation. That’s the thanks I get.
 
“Well, I don’t know much about Spar’s security system, but I’m pretty sure it never included booby traps. I think that might mean that this lovely place is a trap.” once again logic has overcome a tendency to blunder in unprepared.
 
We sit perfectly still (well, as still as someone can when they’ve had a glancing blow from a bullet) and wait to see if the insidious trick is going to alert its inventor. A few minutes pass, but there is no sign of anyone else.
 
“Could be a leftover trap. Might have been there for ages. Why do people need to do that? I mean, what kind of world are we in when we feel we have to set traps for each other and fight over a few tins of sweetcorn?”
 
Rikesh mumbles an answer that I am thankful is absorbed by the cling film box.
 
“I’ll find something to put on your wound and then we’ll get out of here,” I say with great authority. It’s getting very ‘Bravo Two Zero’ now and I’m not sure I approve of the change of mood.
 
Crawling away, I find an area with tea-towels and sticky tape. I gather these together in my left arm and then scurry back. It is when I am nearly back, not more than a few metres away from Rikesh, that I hear a few pairs of footsteps entering the shop. They are heavy, purposeful and accompanied by the most guttural voices I have ever heard. The language is not English. It doesn’t sound like anything I’ve ever heard before.



“I
throw caution to the wind and it comes flying back
at me.”
 
 
I
 
 
My first encounter with the virus was sitting near to a man on the Tube to Edgware Road. It was one of those drizzly Tuesdays that invariably become a visit to Edgware Road and this particular ‘carrier’ (as he would be known as though I find the term a little divisive) was coughing with such intensity that you feared he was going to slip a disc. Every throat-shaker contorted his whole body and he was visibly weak from his excursions. And he was a shade of angry, Fiorentina purple/violet that I was convinced was the work of theatrical make-up; it’s intensity seemed to belong to an am-dram production of ‘Dr Jekyll & Mr Hyde’. As this is Britain and everyone prides themselves on keeping silent on a matter despite the clear discomfort on their faces, the whole carriage tried to inch further away from said cougher who by this time was gently shaking the row of seats he sat on. I had that classic quandary – do I move away from Mr Typhoid or do I stay in the precious seat I thought I had somehow earned. Despite the selfishness of being out among the populace, I also felt a degree of sympathy for his discomfort and thought joining the rest of the people in their subtle exit would appear needlessly rude. The classic British dilemma indeed.
 
He left the carriage at Edgware Road along with me and I even craned an arm around him to support his frame. Others looked on with mild discomfort while I navigated him through the barriers and out into the wider world. Just one short sentence was uttered and it was by me.
 
“Wherever you might have been going it can’t be as important as getting home right now,” I said, presuming that he was travelling to work as his pinstripe suit indicated more than a casual day out in the capital. He nodded, patted me on the back and trundled off into the distance still shaking from his bubonic body-popping. I shook my head, continued in the opposite direction to my meeting and thought nothing more of the incident.
 
The next morning – in fact, very late that night if I am being precise – I felt as if my whole body had been broken into pieces with some kind of crude cudgel. If a biscuit, having fallen on the floor and its shape destroyed, had feelings, this was what I imagine it felt. Every bone ached to the marrow. I looked around the room for the gorilla that I assume had just jumped up and down on me but to no avail. There was a nascent fever, a feeling of density in my skull akin to the pressure of a black hole and I began to shake. I had, unknowingly, reached the phase of the condition that was known on social media as ‘The Shakes’.
 
#TheShakes OMG, I feel like I’ve been beaten up. So not right.
#TheShakes doctor says ‘flu, I say ‘flu never made me feel like jumping out of the window
#TheShakes Cough, splurt, more fever than John Travolta
#TheShakes Heated Robinson’s Barley Water with a shot of Jagermeister – works every time.
 
I was absent from work the next day and discovered that I had joined a most unwelcome club that was sweeping the nation and becoming the topic of nearly every programme from ‘This Morning’ (Schofield looking none too good himself) to ‘Big Brother’ (I was delirious – this is my only defence for watching!). As the virus continued unabated throughout the country and the Beachams sold out and every other connected product was found to be mostly ineffective, the government issued one of those health advice leaflets about symptoms, remedies, when to see a doctor and when to write your will (actually, I think I imagined that last bit in one of my febrile fits). The fact that the wording was so vague showed how little the ‘Powers That Be’ actually knew about what was happening and how this was far more advanced that the ‘Man ‘Flu’ that I was accused of having by Lorelei at work. People started dying, mainly the older and infirm first, there was a ‘Dispatches’ on Channel Four about the NHS lack of preparedness, then there was a sobering ‘Panorama’ that looked at the pandemic in a way only the BBC can (I had to watch series two of ‘Porridge’ to cheer myself up afterwards) and every news story suggested that another part of the world had been infected. There were reassuring documentaries, a special ‘Songs of Praise’, ‘Big Brother’ was cancelled when a few of the feckless inmates collapsed and some perceptive soul realised that this wasn’t just a publicity stunt and a general air of panic started to creep over the globe. It was at this time that I realised that in a world of the most complicated social network and communications options, how utterly solitary nearly everyone was. This, of course, meant that the virus didn’t spread ‘Black Death’ style, but it still touched every life and you soon felt as if your only connection to the outside world was to ‘like’ someone’s witty line on ‘Twitter’ – that was 21st century friendship and community in a nut-shell. Jen left the country and contact with her was lost. Then, at my lowest ebb, I suddenly got better.
 
It was a Friday morning when I woke up and felt as near to normal as I could remember. I’d had a prawn Madras the previous evening from my favourite takeaway and I felt the mixture of garlic and chilli and become a kind of panacea; my limbs moved without aching, the fever had burnt out and my general parlour had returned to normal. The curative powers of a good curry, I hear you cry. As I found out, the truth behind my return to good health was a little more complicated than that and I felt rather premature advertising the benefits of a prawn Madras to the ill of the world. This was confirmation that I was a ‘semi-immune’, a ‘dicer’ as some of the hipsters called it. It was a feeling of relief and unworthiness. There were those who were completely untouched by the virus though I felt that even at my most desperate I was fortunate to have this partial protection against the worst. The internet – that most rational of places – became a hive of conspiracy theories about biological warfare and depending on whether you read The Guardian or The Daily Mail, watched CNN or Fox, you blamed the CIA or mass immigration. There was civil disobedience (which invariably means that someone is looking to upgrade their home entertainment system) marches, occasional riots and a rather inventive mix of national skirmishes that did the job of population control a little quicker than the virus.
 
In one fleeting second all of this information comes back to me. It’s an out-of-body experience where I feel myself floating above the situation I’m in (crouched in darkened corridor, injured man laying next to me, weird gargling sounds nearby), observing the set-up and thinking about what has placed me in this peculiar scenario. It’s as if the events of the past year have been perfectly distilled into a pure shot of a few seconds that somehow conveys all of the emotion whilst cutting out the vast swathes of boring bits life usually inserts between gaps in any drama. It might be the sense of impending danger, the discordant language that I can hear or the cans of supermarket own brand baked beans that are being aggressively felled nearby in a clear act of intimidation; what brings me this total recall is unclear, but the feeling of mild catatonia seems to be taking hold.
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
It is at times like this that I wish I was cornered in some American hardware store. I can imagine scrabbling around for a weapon, getting a nail gun or something more fruity and feeling rather pleased with myself. My intention would never be to shoot the weapon but I imagine the threat of having a high-velocity nail between the eyes would deter most antagonists from pushing me to that point. I am, however, in a British supermarket and while I would usually be massively thankful for this fact, it does mean that finding something to defend myself with is a depressing venture. Even heavy tin cans are on the other aisle and I am surrounded by feminine hygiene products that are unlikely to be much defence against gunshot despite what Proctor & Gamble might claim. Finally, I extend my arm and find something that I can use as a weapon though that word is something of a stretch of the term. A Vileda mop, bright blue retractable head and red pole handle. I’ve become the ‘Toxic Avenger’. Nevertheless, one carefully aimed blow to the encroaching enemy and it’ll become something a little more ‘Conan The Barbarian’. The dialogue is continuing between the persons creeping through the aisles of the supermarket though I continue to struggle in my attempts to reconcile the sound with anything I have ever heard before. There is the occasional tone that seems very slightly familiar and I scan my memory of watching ‘Das Boot’ to see if it could be German. Almost certainly not. I leave Rikesh safe in the unlit corridor, covered by darkness and I climb to my feet with the help of my new Excalibur. There appears to be one assailant approaching while the two (I think) other persons are scanning other parts of the supermarket. Who knew mini-marts could provide so much excitement? The shadow of the antagonist is closing in and I notice that despite the distortion, the owner of it is a large stout person and then there is a smell of Lynx ‘Dark Temptation’ that implies that they are male or a very unfussy female. The figure is about to turn into my aisle so I firm my grip on the pole of the mop and get ready to smear to finest Vileda sponge on whatever aggressive bonce it comes into contact with. My palms are beginning to sweat and I have to re-affirm my grip. I swing the mop back like Babe Ruth or Mike Gatting if you prefer. Zim Bim Zowie! I connect perfectly and the large human object falls back with a thump and the crossbow (?) he is holding fires a bolt into the ceiling. I’m not sure what it is about end-of-the-world situations that mean people need to adopt these archaic weapons. It’s the sad influence of ‘Game of Thrones’ I presume. The felled figure is indeed male – I can confirm this resolutely now – and they are adorned in a most bizarre attire and crowned with a long trail of black hair that protrudes from a forehead that has unusual canyons across its width. I scan through my memory to try and find where this image might have appeared in the past and, with vague uneasiness, I recall a certain sci-fi show that has been popular since the dawn of colour television. Folks, I have just thwacked a Klingon. Now I am aware that such beasts are fictional and that the one currently flat on his back is just an over-zealous fan who has adopted the look, but I still find the whole thing unsettling. Am I being hunted by Klingons? Is that what the unfamiliar, guttural tones belong to?
 
I have little time to enjoy my moment of success nor do I contemplate how far fantasy lives have come for me to be in this situation. The others have heard the thud of the body on the floor and my vague knowledge of ‘Star Trek’ reminds me that the Klingons are a warmongering people; if obsessive individuals have chosen the post-apocalypse to take on the Klingon mantle I imagine they are fully embracing all of the delightful quirks of the race. I feel a certain indignity at being stalked through a supermarket by fictional characters and there is a sense of overwhelming resolution not to be shot by someone furnished with a plastic corrugated forehead and painted brown. The others, on hearing my aggressive defence, babble something to one another and meet just around the corner from me. Rikesh lets out a groan of pain from his darkened rest, the two Klingons round the corner and I swing the mop once more, this time making contact with a shoulder of a prodigiously tall female. Before I can swing back and try and hit the other person – a smaller, middle-aged woman with a club of some description – I am given a kick in that place that every man dreads. The pain is, as male readers will know, like electric eels slowly entering one’s intestines. I drop the mop and the two Klingon women, striking a blow for intergalactic feminism, stand over me.
 
“Argg Rasvhnn (whatever!)”. Says the smaller of the two. The taller woman, noticeably younger and holding her injured shoulder, moves closer to me. If this is some kind of judgement day I simply refuse to play it out as a Stark Trek cosplay.
 
“Look, I appeal to my strong Klingon warrioresses,” I say, babbling as I feel pain emerging through my guts. They look at each other, then back at me. The smaller one says something in that strange dialect that I assume is Klingon. I notice that even their viral protection masks have been painted to give that intergalactic warrior race look all good Klingon needs.
 
“Can I just ask that we all speak English? I mean, is that too much to ask?” I inquire.
 
Another Klingon phrase follows.
 
“I’m very sorry if we’ve invaded your supermarket – I’m sure that’s a big no on your planet,” I smile, trying to lighten the mood. “But can we just remember where we are. Can we just rewind to when we were all normal people.”
 
“Are you sayin’ we’re not ‘normal’?” says the smaller in a strong East London accent that befits her beautifully. At last, English. It’s remarkable that even people who skulk through buildings dressed as bellicose characters, booby-trapped surroundings, weapons in hand, can have their feelings hurt. The taller of the two comes closer to me and gives me a firm kick in the shin.
 
“Not at all. Nothing against Trekkies…” I reason.
 
“Well, that’s just it isn’t it. We’re not ‘Trekkies’. That’s the kind of prejudice we still face. That is why I’m kicking you.” she says and gives me another kick in the shin. The smaller of the two is waving her club around and aims a playful hit just to the side of my head. It’s like a flirtatious barbarism.
 
“Hey, the world’s gone mad. Why shouldn’t we be Klingons?” she asserts before announcing something in her adopted tongue. Her colleague chuckles and kicks the mop away from my reach.
 
“Fair point. But we haven’t come here for trouble. We just stumbled into the supermarket for supplies. We’ll happily stumble out again.” I suggest.
 
“That is easier said than done. You’ve lumped Bobby to the floor, hurt her shoulder and there has to be some kind of payback. Perhaps we’ll just break a leg if you let us know where you’ve come from.”
 
“I’m just a random nomad. No home, no abode so to speak.”
 
“Go and find the other one.” says the thinner one to the more portly. “Well, I just can’t believe that. Our fellow Klingons are out there anyway, looking through the streets, picking up sacrifices. You’d just be preventing me from breaking into a sweat right now.” she says. The sheer absurdism of this conversation is quelled by two thoughts in my head: How many of these ‘fellow Klingons’ are there?; how seriously should I take the word ‘sacrifice’?
 
“I’m very much a lone wolf. Well, a lone wolf with another wolf. A mostly lone wolf.” I babble.
 
She smiles quite unexpectedly and shouts to her friend who is searching for Rikesh.
 
“Hey, Calli, maybe we can keep this one. He’s kind of funny.”
 
“Ahjk Ahrr.” is the reply.
 
“I also do Bar-Mitzvahs…” I smile. I’m still nervous but my bumbling Englishman routine seems to have diffused the situation a bit. Just as I try to move to my feet my legs are swept away from under me by this unusually tall Klingon maiden.
 
“Now I didn’t say get up did I?” she says, reasserting her authority. I’m getting mixed signals here.
 
“I’m sorry but Calli doesn’t find you cute.” she adds.
 
“Maybe she just needs to get to know me,” I suggest. She lands a kick to my gut which is already reverberating from the kick earlier.
 
“Can you stop kicking me?” I ask, quite reasonably. She seems to be treating the whole thing as a game though my position and Rikesh’s injury suggest otherwise. “Look, I’m very much for using one’s imagination and re-inventing oneself, but perhaps, just perhaps, this whole Klingon thing is a bit, er, over the top.” I have grown tired of being kicked however playfully it might be intended.
 
A yelp in a far corner indicates that Rikesh has been discovered and his impressive wound has been given a gentle flick judging by the pitch he reaches.
 
“I think the only way to get through the world we’re stuck in now is teamwork don’t you agree,” I suggest in the hope that a bit of Stockholm Syndrome psychology might work. It seems clear that the tall slender woman doesn’t have the devotion to sadism that our friend appears to excel in.
 
“Typical man. Nothing changes. Control the situation, that’s all you know.” she unexpectedly grumbles. Despite my friendly nature in this situation I can sense that events are moving out of my control especially when I perceive a bit of gentle misandry from my adversary. I see a sliver of opportunity and very carefully get to my feet, using a shelf as a support and putting my other palm out in front of me in a benign gesture.
 
“I’m very much a feminist. I saw P J Harvey in concert once.” my slim reasoning. “I have no interest in doing anything else but ambling out of here with my friend.”
 
“And so we come back to that question of where you’re from.” she replies.
 
As I have reached a standing position while maintaining a tenuous peace with a female Klingon, I feel the handle of the mop at my foot. It’s strange what things go through your mind when you are in a post-cataclysm world confronted by some pretend sci-fi villains with a chip on their shoulder and knowing your colleague has a wound that needs attention. What goes through my mind is a neat little Jackie Chan move whereby the object on the floor is flicked between one’s feet and is forcefully propelled towards a target. It’s one of those unusual moves that shouldn’t work and yet does, the Vileda mop is therefore flung at my inquisitor and knocks her clean over. Should I ever bump into Mr Chan – let’s face it, he’s far too cool to have been felled by the pandemic – I shall thank him for his crazy inventiveness. Seeing a chance to conclude matters with minimal fuss I grab a pair of tights from the shelf next to me and, in a swift movement that would’ve made my local butcher proud, tie her hands behind her back. It’s one of those moments that you wish you had a video camera and access to Youtube as it is so brilliantly executed that I can imagine millions around the world showing it to their dozy work colleagues. She shouts out in what I continue to assume is Klingon and I decide to find her friend before Rikesh is dragged off to some weird alien barbeque pit and smothered with hickory sauce.
 
I spin around the corner, avoid the slippery pink peach shower gel slick that has been created by all of this turmoil and emerge directly behind the remaining Klingon. Having occupied herself with Rikesh she doesn’t notice my dainty steps towards her and I pull the supermarket shelf next to her on top of her. It isn’t quite as aggressive as it sounds and it is mainly cotton buds and Vicks Vapour rub that rains down on her, but the shelf is of sufficient weight to trap her against the adjacent racking. Rikesh, having observed this with no small admiration, nods appreciatively.
 
“Nice moves Buck. Where did that come from?”
 
“No idea. Anyway, let’s talk about how great I was somewhere else.” I request. One Klingon unconscious, one tied up and another trapped means victory for the humans and a small window of opportunity to make our escape. I try to help Rikesh to his feet, but every movement causes him noticeable discomfort.
 
“Here, take these,” I say, throwing him a pack of Nurofen that I am sure has never been tested for effectiveness on victims with bullet wounds.
 
“On an empty stomach?” Rikesh whines.
 
“Rikesh, you have a gunshot wound. I’ll bake you a souffle or something later, but in the mean time can you just get these down you so that we can get out of here. Would that be ok?” I start to get impatient and the angst is clear in my tone.
 
“Yeah, no problem.” he says in a defensive manner that suggests that he might gradually be beginning to appreciate the delicate nature of the scenario.
 
“Good. They keep talking about others so we don’t want to be here when they show themselves. Use this too.” I use the mop to prop him up and indicate to him that it might serve as a perfectly adequate crutch for the time being. He swallows a handful of Nurofen, we get to the doorway and I pull another shelf down behind us as we exit. Whatever my worth to the group before, I think I have gone up a few levels from barely conscious bottom-feeder to semi-intelligent homo sapien warrior.
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Rikesh is slightly off-colour thanks to his enormous pain and injudicious consumption of pills. That said, he does allow himself to be bundled into a shopping trolley in a most clumsy way and my makeshift stretcher achieves its purpose. I decide against perching him on one of the bikes and cycling away as I don’t fancy the stability of the arrangement and the last thing a bullet wound victim probably wants is to fall off a moving Raleigh. I move our bicycles to the side and hide them in a very rudimentary way and then I suddenly realise that this isn’t the time to get too hung up about possessions. I push the trolley - awkward wheels and all – with enough momentum to go down the hill at an impressive rate and I jump on the back like an over-active four-year-old on Smarties. Rikesh, noting the lack of control I now have, looks up at me with utter confusion and perhaps even an element of very modest distrust for the guy who just plucked him from danger – a lack of appreciation for having your life saved I suggest, but there you go.
 
When we reach the bottom of the hill and the trolley has slowed down enough for me to hop off the back and take control again, I notice Rikesh’s groans of pain that indicate that this form of transport isn’t the most ideal for those with gunshot wounds. Having never had to do this before, I hope he will cut me some slack – there was no way I was going to carry him on my back to safety ‘Platoon’ style so I’ve had to improvise to the best of my ability. As I have taken a route in the opposite direction to ‘home’ (the trolley simply will not negotiate the path we used to get here) I elect to find a circuitous way to get back to full safety. It is potentially quixotic given that on my first day out exploring I’ve encountered quite the weirdest trio of people yet and have an idea that far more stranger ones a lurking around here, but with my injured comrade yelling with pain and my rudimentary field dressing falling apart every few minutes, I am trying to go through the flatter, less precarious streets that seem to make up the horizon.
 
“Hang in there mate,” I say. It’s one of those things you say as if silence is luring the grim reaper to your patient’s side. He gurgles a response. I imagine it is some allusion to the pain he’s in and how unhelpful the ‘hang in there mate’ line is as a piece of medical advice. I have tried the walkie-talkie a few times since leaving the scene of the drama, yet each time there has been a crackle here and there and nothing more. I try to combine walkie-talkie operating and shopping trolley pushing, but the result does neither task any favours.
 
“Soon be back.” another useless line of communication. I think of singing a song to keep spirits up though I know that everyone responds to such prodding differently and I also fail to think of a song to lighten the mood that I actually know the words to.
 
“So tell me about life before the virus,” I ask thinking I have found a solid topic to distract Rikesh from the pain.
 
“It…was…good. No bulllletttt wwwwounnddss.” he slurs.
 
“Yes, that’s definitely something I remember fondly, the lack of shoot-outs.” I chuckle in agreement.
 
“My brother. My brother…he, he died of the virus right at the…” he continues. “Lost nephews too, then parents. Maybe. Maybe that’s why Alvin is, is, a little spoilt. Compensation.” he says getting more lucid as he recalls the upsets of the past.
 
We pass through more nondescript avenues lined with yet more houses that have been aggressively looted. I resolve to stop at the most appealing looking property if I do not reach the others by walkie-talkie soon though I am concerned as to what oddballs might be waiting inside. I think the meeting with the Klingons has re-aligned what I think of as normality.
 
There is something very sobering about seeing a child’s tricycle abandoned on a pavement. I see a few of them as I go along and it is a reminder of the potential victims that have been swept along in this madness. Perhaps I shouldn’t resent having bricks thrown down on me by the ‘Here Comes The Double-Deckers’ gang a few days ago; I do wonder what they might have had to face or what objectionable people might have tried to do with them before their teaming. It is a reminder to me of how utterly random and ludicrous the past few years have been and how unprejudiced the plague has been in picking its victims. So many good people have made way for a surviving band that is sure to include those who would want their past erased. Such contemplation does make me think about the surprises that might still be among my colleagues at Phoenix One. One would hope that whatever we all might have been, circumstance and disaster has helped us change for the better and consign the past to its rightful place. Then again, I am hopelessly naïve.
 
“I know this might be uncomfortable, but could you keep trying the walkie-talkie while I’m going along. There has to be a sweet spot somewhere around here.” I say placing the device in Rikesh’s shaking hand. He manfully tries to push the button with his remaining strength and couple it with a ‘Mayday, Mayday’ that is croaking, but effective. I am going along ‘Primrose Drive’ in the hope that I will eventually find a road jutting left or right that will point back in what I think is the right direction to the shopping centre.
 
“Where…are…” comes a very weak yet encouraging sound on the walkie-talkie. I stop the shopping trolley to see if we can get a clearer signal. I take the device from Rikesh who is visibly weakening and yell down its gun metal grey microphone.
 
“We are on Primrose Drive, over. Rikesh is hurt and we need your help, over.” I say a few times. It is at this moment that I wonder what the point of this ‘over’ lark is when one speaks on walkie-talkies and if its usefulness is just some bizarre urban myth. With very little information to go on I decide that if it worked in ‘BJ and the Bear’ it must be ok.
 
The line goes dead. I walk a ten-metre diameter around Rikesh and try at opportune angles. Finally, after a few minutes of trying, I get the indistinct voice again.
 
“Prim…” it says.
 
“Primrose Drive, over. We will stop at number 42, over.”
 
“42. We’re…” comes the reply. I hope it means ‘We’re on our way’, but I repeat the information another three times to make sure.
 
“…soon as…can.” the voice adds.
 
I noted that number 42 Primrose Drive appeared to be as untouched as I had any right to expect. The key is to avoid anything too run down or too well maintained; the former suggests there is nothing worthy of acquiring and the latter makes one wonder why a particular property has avoided the attention of gangs when those either side of it haven’t. 42 has a smashed window that is now covered by polyethene and has a collection of garden gnomes in the front garden that seem admirably resolute despite events. The fact that the gnomes have been placed in such a methodical manner implies upkeep by someone and the knowledge that marauding gangs rarely appreciate garden ornaments makes me hopeful that there might be someone there and, more importantly, that they might be sane. Much as garden gnomes used to indicate otherwise.
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42 Primrose Drive. It has an old oak door with a big boot mark on the front, a little wooden sign with ‘Friends Show Their Love In Times Of Trouble, Not Times Of Happiness’ etched on it and a hanging basket that looks suspiciously well maintained. It appears to be the perfect stopover for what shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes as the others rush to our rescue. At worst I can attend to the wound that is now seeping blood and some viridian-coloured gunk that I’m not sure of. As the house is the only one in the street that is mildly presentable, it is with mild trepidation that I approach the door and go to knock on it.
 
“What, what are you doing?” Rikesh says looking through the grills of the shopping trolley.
 
“Common courtesy,” I reply firmly.
 
“Have you looked around you? This is pretty much hell. You’re expecting someone to come to the door?” he reasons. I have to confess that logic is on his side, but I am on auto-pilot now and firmly rap the door with my knuckle.
 
“And…” Rikesh adds struggling but fortified by his disbelieve at my misplaced etiquette. “if there is someone there do you think it’s going to be Mr Kipling?” he concludes.
 
I look at him, roll my eyes and return attention to the door of number 42. Despite a very sceptical look on my comrade’s face – and even to my surprise it must be said – I hear someone walking down the hallway. A cheerful voice says ‘Just a minute’ and I wonder if I’m about to get a shotgun blast through the chest. It’s times like this that I wish I didn’t always behave like one of the first characters to get offed in a poor slasher film. Yet when the door opens, stood in the doorway, is an old lady, perhaps late seventies and crowned with an impressive blue rinse perm. She doesn’t wear anything even approaching a protective mask; it’s almost as if she is being defiant ‘Spirit of the Blitz’ style.
 
“Hello dear,” she says. I’ve seen enough films to know that you cannot instantly trust the little old lady. If there’s a smell of almonds in the tea then I’m off.
 
“I come in peace. I’m Buck, my friend over there is Rikesh and we wondered if we could come in for a minute. We were ambushed about a mile up the road and he’s got a nasty looking gunshot wound. We’re unarmed.”
 
“Oh, of course, dear. Please come in. Oh, your poor friend looks dreadful. Let’s get him inside and see what we can do.” she says sweetly.
 
Despite a fearful look on the face of Rikesh – who by this time is probably delirious and expecting Rabid Grannies to be lying in wait – I wheel him in and go through the hallway. It has a musty smell that combines age, old pot purri and over-polished wooden surfaces. On the wall are pictures of who I assume to be family members but could just as well be the filling in some nefarious pie she’s concocting (must stop thinking about cannibalism!). She looks at me and scans me stopping at my shoes.
 
“If you could dear.” she says with clear inference.
 
“Oh, of course. My apologies.” I reply taking off my shoes as I say so.
 
It occurs to me that she has asked very little of me and I wonder why she would trust to dishevelled strangers so readily.
 
“Not that I’m not grateful, but why did you let us in? Didn’t you think we could be thugs or looters?”
 
She looks at me benignly.
 
“Oh no, my dear. I checked the spy hole and you looked quite presentable,” she says. Hardly a criterion for trust one would think. “Besides, had you been in any way suspicious I would have asked Bernard to release the oil. ‘Release the oil Bernard!’ and he would’ve dropped two litres of bubbling hot Crisp N’ Dry on you.” she calmly explains.
 
I am taken aback by this medieval defence system and its relative barbarity though I am of course keen to see who Bernard is.
 
“Is Bernard your husband?” I ask, seeking to move away from the issue of hot fat melting human skin.
 
“Yes dear, of course he is. I’m Dotty and he’s Bernard. That’s the way it is. Bernard!,” she shouts. “no need for the oil. Can you bring my cardy down please?” she finishes.
 
She places an old bed sheet on the antiquated sofa – springs long since having perished – and I ease Rikesh out of the trolley and ease him onto the sheet. His colour continues to be a cause for concern though I give him with the ‘Hey, It’s Gonna’ Be Alright!’ smile.
 
“Right, where did I put my spectacles,” she asks rhetorically. She finds them on the coffee table in front of her, perched atop a year's worth of old editions of ‘The Radio Times’. “I know what to do dear. Can you put the kettle on and I’ll get the kit. Bernard!” she shouts again “Can you bring the morphine dear. We’ve got a bleeder here.”
 
Although beggars cannot be choosers and I would never seek to question the logic of that statement, I do worry about someone I barely know performing any kind of surgery on Rikesh.
 
“Hold on, you’re going to shoot him up with morphine? And take the bullet out?”
 
“Yes, of course, dear. That is unless you preferred it to stay in his shoulder.” she answers with impeccable calm.
 
“I think what I’m really saying is, er,” I try to find a subtle way of asking. “do you know what to do?”
 
“Probably. No-one has died of a gunshot wound in this house yet dear,” she remarks.
 
As I look to question her yet more, the aforementioned Bernard arrives. A generic older gentleman with a brown cardigan carrying a medical box with him.
 
“How do?” he says doffing an imaginary hat to me like we’re in ‘Downton Abbey’.
 
“Oh Bernard, what are you like. You’ve brought the morphine and left the cardigan upstairs,” she says shaking her head. Bernard shrugs. I look at Rikesh.
 
“Do you want her to do this? I mean, are you comfortable with her performing major surgery on you?” I whisper as not to offend our host.
 
“Just give me something for the pain. If she wants to take the bullet out, let her. You’re the one whose keen on manners and trust.” he asserts.
 
With a measure of worry, I go to the kitchen and boil some water. I assume it’s to sterilise the instruments though I haven’t actually seen them so it could just be for a mug of tea. The kitchen is a long galley-style arrangement that is further made awkward by a shelf with ever knick-knack and curio the English seaside could offer. There’s a poster saying ‘Welcome To Ilfracombe’ stuck haphazardly on the back of the kitchen door, a collection of heavy copper saucepans precariously towered on the side and one of those whistling gas kettles that I thought only existed in movies. I fill it up with water from one of the many bottles of Highland Spring that are wedged under the counter and I place it on the immaculate gas stove that is attached to a large red LPG bottle. As I scrabble around looking for matches to light the flame I notice a pair of eyes peering at me from the other end of the kitchen. Stood by the door to the garden is a girl, about thirteen, short brown hair arranged in a messy clump and with a stance that seems to speak of a resolve to be a tomboy. More worryingly – even more than the faded denim dungarees that she wears in fact – is the solid oak cricket bat that she has resting on her shoulders like a mix of Harley Quinn and Geoff Boycott.
 
“Wot you doin’ ‘ere?” she says, dropping more letters than a Scrabble player with St. Vitus’ Dance.
 
“Me and my friend have just come for help…” I reason, placing the kettle on the work service less it be deemed an offensive weapon by the pre-pubescent Lara Croft who glares at me suspiciously.
 
“Liar.” she snaps and runs towards me swinging the bat like William Wallace at The Oval. I stick out my hands with that benign gesture that didn’t work so well last time, but I find my energy diverted to avoiding a thump from a piece of fine English oak. I get hit on the arm though a few deft moves from myself means that the more weighty blows strike the shelf with the ornaments on it. Goodbye miniature porcelain cottage with ‘Cotswolds’ written on it. Adios framed pastel drawing of Cromer. The pieces from the smashed items are scattered to the four winds as she continues to make wild swatting motions with the bat. My words of explanation have been engulfed by the hideous racket created. Is everyone I meet, no matter how young and spotty, likely to be a latent psychopath who sees the End Of The World as a chance to release their inner Norman Bates?
 
I get another blow, this time to the shoulder. Before another can land, and as I feel around for one of the copper saucepans that I had admired moments earlier, the door behind me is squeezed open and the wrinkled face of Bernard pokes through the gap.
 
“Calm down love, he’s with us. Look what you’ve done to gran’s ornaments!” he says with a tone that goes from warm to slightly peeved within milliseconds.
 
The girl, huffing and puffing from the effort of pummelling a complete stranger, stops. Her nose is running, her chest rocks with excessive panting and her eyes remain resolutely fixed on me.
 
“Hi, I’m Buck.” I ignore the bruises I’ve acquired and extend my hand out. She looks at it as if it’s a leprous limb being wafted in her face. She walks up to me, pushes me aside – she has quite the aggressive shunt in her – and squeezes through the door behind me and into Bernard’s arms. Her eyes fill up with tears and he gives me an avuncular look.
 
“She’s been through a lot I’m afraid. Thought you were a looter or one of those roaming nutters.”
 
I decide it is best not to joke about exactly who the nutter is.
 
“I understand,” I reply as she turns her head to glare at me and leaves a residue of tears and mucus on Bernard’s cardigan. “I’ll carry on boiling the water,” I add.
 
“Yes, time for a cuppa I think. You’ll find the matches on top of the cooker hood. I’ll just take her into the living room, help her calm down a tad.” Bernard concludes.
 
 
 
 
 
V
 
 
I’m not entirely sure what has happened to our relief party. We’ve waited, had a fortifying cup of tea, a few custard creams that were going dangerously soft and Rikesh has had a bullet taken out. Still no sign of our Phoenix One colleagues. This leads me to believe one of two things: either our location isn’t as straightforward to find as we had thought or there is an obstacle preventing them reaching us.
 
Rikesh is dazed from the morphine and his wound is dressed. I’m not an expert in medical procedures, but this one seems to have been carried out remarkably well. The girl who nearly separated my head from my shoulders is called Jacey though she is quite particular that this should be shortened to Jac, pronounced ‘Jack’. As suspected, she is the granddaughter of Bernard and Dotty and, along with the boiling hot oil technique of domestic defence, is a guardian for the property. I dare not ask who she has clouted with the cricket bat in the past though I do note how unflustered she appears to be about nearly concussing a stranger, and a benign looking one at that. Though I remain cautious around her and she continues to glare at me with suspicion as her grandfather strokes her hair, I find it hard not to be moved by her plight. It seems that her parents have both died from the virus and her older brother, well I’ll let Dotty explain…
 
“Tim was such a pleasant lad. Very protective of us. Loved his sister. Then, about three months ago, he disappeared. He had been warding off this gang that was trying to get into the house. Fired a few blasts of his shotgun and scared the devils off. Then, next day, he goes out to look for the authorities – oh boy did he have a thing about ‘the authorities’ coming to help even though we hadn’t heard a peep from anyone – and he never came back. We’ve tried, to the best of our ability to go and look for him, but there’s only so far we can go – no transport you see. Very dangerous out there. Well, your friend can vouch for that I reckon.”
 
“The gang who attacked, were they, er, Klingons?” I ask tentatively.
 
“Oh no dear, definitely British.” she answers without a hint of sarcasm.
 
“Sorry, I mean were they – this will sound odd – but were they dressed up in kind of battle gear? Did they have brown crumpled foreheads?” I can’t quite believe I’m asking this.
 
“Oh, nothing like that. They were quite smart actually. There was about ten of them, four strapping men, one slim looking chap and five or six women. They were all very polite at first, all please and thank yous when we first saw them. Then they starting going for our supplies. Well, we don’t mind sharing with anyone, it’s what you do, isn’t it? But they were getting very aggressive. If it hadn’t been for Tim I’m not sure what would have happened. We’ve been waiting for them to come back, but, touch wood, haven’t seen them since.”
 
I hit upon an idea, albeit one that I am not in a position to make.
 
“Why don’t you come with us? We’ve got a very decent set-up, plenty of food and adequate shelter.”
 
“Leave here?” she asks in an almost indignant tone. “Leave the home we’ve lived in for forty-three years? Let someone come in here? Why should we have to leave?”
 
I note the annoyance in her voice.
 
“Of course you shouldn’t have to leave. But I don’t think hot oil and cricket bats will protect you for long if that gang comes back. And with more people around you, we could start searching for your grandson. I’m sure he’s still out there.”
 
Dotty, colour evacuated from her face, stands up.
 
“I’m going to make some more tea if anyone wants it.” she asserts.
 
I look around at the memories invested in the walls. Pictures of happier times hang on every wall. A half-finished jigsaw puzzle of Windsor castle remains on the coffee table. Sepia-tinted wedding photos are mixed in with old calendars. It occurs to me that it was only a change in circumstances that nudged me towards leaving my own dwelling – had supplies been sufficient and threats nil, I’m sure I would still be there. Now I very presumptuously ask this old couple to move from everything they know and leave behind an anchor to the old life, not once do I contemplate the emotional weight of the suggestion. Obviously, the benefits are abundant, yet there is a strange power to staying in your bubble however likely it seems that it will soon burst.
 
During the longest interlude to make tea in the history of the art, the walkie-talkie buzzes and a voice comes through on the other end.
 
“Hello guys?” says a female voice that is slightly distorted but has the same tone as that of Amii.
 
“Hello, over.” I rush to the device.
 
“Are you all ok?”
 
“Yes, we’re good. Met a very nice family and Rikesh has been looked after. Bullet gone, morphine administered, over.” I’m still going with the ‘over’ thing.
 
“We’re sorry that we haven’t got to you yet. There’s been some trouble – will explain later. Anyway, as its dark now we were wondering if it might be best if you hole up where you are and we’ll come and get you at first light.” Amii suggests, adopting all of the correct terminology.
 
“Er, ok. No chance of coming back now then?” I ask whimsically.
 
“Not a good idea. There are a few problems so if you’ve got a safe place, please stay there and we’ll come in the morning. Turn your lights off!” Amii concludes.
 
My first thought is of course tied up with the words ‘trouble’ and ‘problem’. Both are uttered in the calmest medical manner by Amii who seems to have experience in the matter. They have that ‘We found a lump’ matter-of-factness that, when you read between the lines, is less reassuring than ‘We think your arms will fall off.’ I cannot quite reconcile ‘trouble’ of the kind that makes a doctor talk in hushed tones with a group of people who took Star Trek fandom too far and like to adopt Klingon etiquette. Instead, I imagine there to be something more sobering afoot, and that is quite a statement to make with my colleague lying nearby with a gunshot wound. I look at Rikesh who is by this time fast asleep and realise that moving him now would be risky even if there weren’t potential marauders in the vicinity. I take an executive decision and rather than wake him to ask, I decide to stay. I go to ask Dotty who I presume is personally picking the tea leaves for the brew herself. Bernard sleeps in an old armchair while Jac curls at his feet like a faithful Border Collie.
 
“Dotty, I’m very sorry about earlier. Just wondered, if we could stay here tonight. Just for tonight, we won't get in the way.” I say as I open the kitchen door.
 
“That’s fine.” says a feeble voice. Dotty has her back to me but I’ve seen enough dramas to know that she is speaking through intermittent sobs. Quite unexpectedly, and against my better judgement, I go up to her and put my arms around her. She responds positively and looks up at me.
 
“I think you’re a good man Buck dear.” she says.
 
“I’m all right. I have my moments. Not sure I’ve got anywhere near the gumption that you and Bernard have got, though.”
 
“We felt a bit blessed to chug along without getting the virus. Every extra day is a bonus. But we’ve seen so much that it’s hard not to feel, well, fed up.”
 
“Very understandable. Go in there, I’ll finish the tea and with your permission scramble some eggs for us all.” I say.
 
“Ok dear. Bernard made some bread, but it’s probably more useful as a weapon. There’s some Utterly Butterly in the fridge – ignore the Best Before date.”
 
“The way the world is now,” I begin cheerfully “I take less and less notice of those dates. Go in there and I’ll see if I can turn Bernard’s bread from meteorite to means of sustenance.” A man on the edge!
 
Dotty smiles, wipes the tears away and goes back to the living room. I find a few eggs that look remarkably fresh (probably someone keeping chickens nearby) and a piece of ham that has only the merest mould on its edge. We all eat the food – even Rikesh manages a few mouthfuls – and I am guided to the spare room which looks out over the back gardens. The lights are all off. I look into the darkness outside and see movement far away and just for a moment I have one of those ‘I Am Legend’ feelings in my gut that show just how far fiction has informed my thinking.



“The
word is out,
 You are the one
 That is causing
all the friction”
 
 
 
I
 
 
I sleep surprisingly well. There are unusual noises from the distance and my mind briefly cogitates over their origin, but sheer tiredness helps me drift off before any real distraction can set in. As always, I dream about the old world and, in particular, myself and Jen on a roller coaster for some reason – I’m sure amateur psychologists would have a number of questionable interpretations for this. Dreams begin to mythologise the past and images of Jen have become an amalgam of her and probably a hundred other women that I might have met or seen on television. It’s a reminder of how unreliable memory becomes after traumas become commonplace and when I wake up I try to recall exactly how Jen really did look in an attempt to get back a semblance of control. I just about manage a vague outline of her face, the cut of her hair and her glorious eyes. In addition, I remember a few of the silly in-jokes that we shared.
 
At six o’clock there is a knock at the door and as I am already fully dressed and in a position to answer it, I go downstairs and peer through the spyhole. I see four figures there: Eddie Chen, who has a rifle on his shoulder (not sure I would trust him with it, but there you go); Che who has taken the opportunity to dress in one of those muscle tops that only the supremely confident man can pull off; Adisa, also with rifle over shoulder and looking infinitely comfortable with it; Emma who has her hair tied back in ‘I Mean Business’ plaits and has a small cudgel in one hand. The cavalry has arrived! I open the door hurriedly.
 
“Well am I glad to see you four!” I say in that croaking voice that sounds embarrassingly like I’m welling up with tears (which I am not).
 
“Yep, here we are.” says Che who steps to the front as de facto lead of the quartet.
 
“How is Rikesh?” asks Emma
 
“Not too bad. I’m not sure what would have happened if we hadn’t met these lovely people.”
 
“So who attacked you?” she adds.
 
“Well, er, difficult to describe. We were in the supermarket that’s about half a mile away and this booby-trap goes off and poor old Rikesh gets a blast in the shoulder. Turns out that it was, well, er, Klingons.”
 
“Whoah, Klingons you said. Did you mean Ukrainians?” Che suggests very unhelpfully.
 
“No, Klingons as in Star Trek. Well, obviously they were women dressed as Klingons. And a man. Very aggressive.”
 
“Yes, I can, er, see how that might be intimidating,” says Che barely containing his laughter. “Did you set your phasers to stun?”
 
“Yes, I know it sounds odd, but they weren’t some lovable Trekkies just wanting a picture of Patrick Stewart. These were people who had every intention of killing us. Well, either that or take us as hostages.” I reason.
 
 
“Well, we’re here now and we will get you back home. Rikesh’s wife is very worried of course.” Adisa adds reassuringly, gaining a smile from Emma in the process. Che notices the furtive looks between the two and regains his footing in the dialogue.
 
“Yes, let’s get you all home, clean up the wound and get you back on your feet,” he says confidently. “How did you get him here?”
 
By this time the quartet has been seated inside and I ask that our American friend lowers his volume lest we wake up the others.
 
“Er, a shopping trolley.” Could it sound any more pathetic?
 
“Told you Adi, my man. You owe me one hundred dollars.” Che says to Adisa in a self-congratulatory tone. “We’ll get him back in the trolley and Eddie will push him back while we protect the cart.”
 
“Why am I doing the pushing?” Eddie says indignantly.
 
“Errr, because you’re the cart-pusher. Remember that we said that you could carry a gun if you helped out? And we’ve only got a little way to go before we get to the ambulance.”
 
“Yeah,” Eddie says reluctantly.
 
“Well if you push the cart back maybe next time we’ll put bullets in it,” Adisa says, getting a high-five from Che in the process. Mates before dates once more.
 
“What? You mean this isn’t loaded?”
 
“Ed, you have to earn bullets,” Che adds jokingly.
 
Eddie throws the gun down and crosses his arms petulantly.
 
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
Any attempt to get on the road quickly diminish soon after Dotty and Bernard awaken and insist on all of us having breakfast together. Everyone is introduced in a typically long-winded fashion and Jac looks at Eddie as if he might be considered ‘cute’, an award that makes him even more awkward than before. He tries to get closer to Emma as if to re-assert his masculinity, but our resident tomboy moves nearer to him and tries to start a conversation about music which is greeted with teenage grunts and mumbles.
 
“So you guys have a pretty good number here.” Che says.
 
“It’s not too bad dear. As I said to your friend, it’s been our home for forty years and we don’t have any intention of leaving it. Actually, dear,” she says to me. “could I have a word with you in the kitchen.”
 
And so to the kitchen which still looks the worst for wear after Jac’s unrestrained anger. The one prominent thing I notice that has survived her pre-pubescent anger is a Countdown teapot.
 
“Oh wow, I didn’t realise you were on Countdown,” I say with genuine admiration.
 
“That, er, yes dear. I was daily champ for a whole week. Anyway…”
 
“A whole week? And you got the dictionaries etcetera?”
 
“Er, yes, I think they’re in the loft. Anyway, getting back to what I really wanted to bring you out here for…”
 
“Yes of course. Excuse my prattle. Just me being very impressed!” I say contritely.
 
“You mentioned yesterday about your little team, Phoenix something wasn’t it?”
 
“Yes, Phoenix One. Are you having second thoughts about coming with us? I mean, it’s not my decision, but I can’t see the others objecting.” I say, reminding myself that I am of, course, a newcomer to the collective myself.
 
“Me and Bernard? Oh no, dear. We’re fine here. But I’m thinking of Jac. She needs to be with people her own age, people who can protect her, give her a chance to get through this.” Dotty explains.
 
“But she seems very happy here and I doubt she’ll want to leave without you. In fact, I know that she won't leave without you.”
 
“She must, though. You see dear, she is a partial-immune and, well, Bernard and I are beginning to feel very off-colour recently. I heard on the public information broadcast that the virus might be mutating and I’m very much wondering if we are losing a battle against it.”
 
“I’m so sorry Dotty. But it might just be a common cold…”
 
“No dear, it isn’t a common anything. Very early stages, not contagious yet I reckon. You’ve got to take Jac with you before she gets anything from us. We’ll be ok here until…you know.” she says in an incongruously chirpy way.
 
“But Order are getting things back together. And they’re working on a cure for partials like ourselves. Infrastructure should be pieced together. Chunks of the internet are back.” I reply and I would suggest that this is a very logical piece of reasoning on my part.
 
“I’m not sure about this Order bunch. I was in Buenos Aires in 76, as a nurse helping out the Red Cross. I’ve seen what these people who are ‘changing things for the better’ are capable of.” she says firmly. In my mind, she has drifted off into Soylent Green mode her and a tinge of paranoia is taking over.
 
“That’s nonsense Dotty. They’re not an armed fascist state or something. They’re just a combination of leaders put in place for the time being.” I should be writing political blurbs!
 
“Let’s not argue about this dear. We’re not going anywhere. We’ve got food shelter and a George Formby box-set to get through so we’ll be fine. Jac though, she needs to be living life. You have to persuade her it's for the best. Make something up.”
 
“You sound very determined Dotty. We’ll do it, but on one condition.” I negotiate.
 
“Yes, dear?”
 
“If we leave you a walkie-talkie you must promise to get in contact if you have any problems. The range on these is good though you get a bit of interference, but they’ll be fine for you if you need us. And it’ll be nice for you to keep in contact with Jac.”
 
“Ok,” she says with reservations. “But the fact we have this walkie-talkie is just between us. Jac musnt’t know. We have to keep away from contact with her or she’ll never move on. And see if you can find Tim.” she concludes.
 
There are gaps in this reasoning, yet I cannot bring myself to argue with this determined woman who knows exactly what must be done. I feel a sense of sadness and admiration, both emotions surprising me as I have only known this elderly Amazonian for less than a day.
 
“Agreed. But if I don’t hear from you regularly, I’ll be back to check on you no matter what dangers might be around.”
 
It’s an uneasy agreement, but I cannot see another option. I do not relish spending hours with a moody pre-teen though after hearing her story, knowing that her grandparents might never see her again and acknowledging that she is still only a kid with a whole life to lead, I put aside my selfish thoughts.
 
The journey back to our beloved shopping centre (or ‘mall’ as Che will insist on calling it) is strangely uneventful given the circumstances of our being stranded. We managed to persuade Jac to come with us on the basis that her grandparents would follow shortly even though we are all certain this will not be the case. As we left I gave Dotty the said walkie-talkie, there was lots of generous hugs and the elderly couple retained that stiff upper lip that you kind of expected them to have. Had they started blubbering – and goodness knows they probably had the licence to given their knowledge of the situation – I would have been surprised, perhaps even a little disappointed. There’s something about the Mrs Miniver stoicism that you kind of expect from the older generation and Dotty is in full Greer Garson mode as she waves Jac away without a single tear tumbling down her cheek. I’m well aware that it’s rather unfair to expect such behaviour given how lachrymose my own generation has become, but there just seems to be something ‘right’ about the dignified response to adversity. I think I had consumed so many idiotic reality shows where vague approximations of humans bawl their eyes out and bemoan the end of their world over the slightest little set back that I was eager to see how strong-minded people coped with real drama. It was touching – Adisa and Emma held each other’s hand for a brief moment as tears welled in their eyes as the moment occurred – but it didn’t outstay its welcome.
 
As stated, the journey back to safety was quiet and gave no indication of the drama of the past day. The Klingons had returned to their starship, the gangs had taken the day off and we made it through the back allies with exceptional ease. Eddie – who was pushing the trolley that contained our fallen comrade – was distracted by the attention of our new pre-teen member and regularly bumped into things, causing Rikesh a great deal of comfort.
 
“Can you keep your eyes on the road?” Che demanded as Rikesh shouted out in pain.
 
We had furnished the trolley with a few old bed sheets found nearby and a superfluous cushion or two from Dotty – older people always seem to have an abundance of soft furnishings. Yet, despite our attempts to turn a trolley with a wonky wheel into a glorious palanquin, we were glad when we got past all of the obstacles and difficult paths and found our way to the main road.
 
When I had heard the word ‘ambulance’ I must confess that I had unnecessarily grandiose ideas of what it might be. Big, aggressive siren. Exciting paintwork. Word ‘Ambulance’ written forwards and backwards all over the sides and back. What I was actually confronted with was a large white van that probably played a part in someone’s window cleaning round in the past.
 
“That’s the, er, ‘ambulance’?” I asked, resisting the temptation to add quotation marks with my fingers that would surely have enforced the view that I was a pompous prig.
 
“Er, yes. Were you expecting Knight Rider or something?” Che answered. His joke simply didn’t work of course.
 
“No, no, it’s fine. Just glad to see it, to be honest.” I said diplomatically.
 
In the driver’s seat of the ‘ambulance’ (and I find myself struggling to use the word without parentheses) is Ali who seems flustered by our apparent lateness.
 
“Dear oh dear. Where was he, in Guatemala?” she says sarcastically.
 
“That’s not helpful Ali.” adds Emma who glares at the unwelcome comedian.
 
“Well, I thought the idea was to get in and out so that we avoided any trouble.” Ali replies frostily. “And who is this?” she continues, motioning to Jac who has found herself pushing the trolley on Eddie’s behalf,
 
“Hello Ali, this is Jac. It’s a long story, but she’s coming to stay with us. She’ll be a great addition to our team.” I say with the optimism I feel the situation needs.
 
“Yes, yes, I suppose so. Kids are so useful aren’t they?” Ali says under her breath. Jac hears enough to make a decision on Ali and I feel that the two won't be holding a pyjama party anytime soon.
 
Rikesh is lifted into the van and placed on an unusual collection of beanbags that have been used to support his weight and ensure he doesn’t move around on the short journey back. There’s room for our rucksacks, I get volunteered to stay there with Rikesh and I have Jac, Eddie and Adisa with me. Che seizes the opportunity to sit at the front with Emma and I foresee him utilising the drive to get back into her affections and wean her off her supposed weakness for our African friend. I can see why they would fight over her – she is a very attractive woman with real positivity and gumption – though it’s all a bit Beverly Hills 90210 for me. Emma is already laughing out loud at Che’s jokes and I can sense that Ali’s driving is becoming increasingly erratic from the flirting going on next to her. Adisa sits next to me and, despite losing ground in opinion polls, focuses on introducing himself to Jac and giving Rikesh words of encouragement. I sit nearby, rucksack hump invested into my spine throughout, and try to engage Eddie in conversation which proves to be like getting a mollusc to breakdance.
 
“We’re going around the houses a bit to avoid trouble,” Ali shouts back.
 
This word ‘trouble’ again.
 
Adisa explains the quarantine procedure to Jac who, despite her youthful years, understands perfectly. Obviously, the fact that she is travelling with us for such a period of time renders this whole quarantine business as somewhat farcical, but I remain tight-lipped. After a period of quiet, Adisa starts to sing a popular Ghanaian hit that never quite reached European shores like the dreaded Lambada did. It’s certainly a catchier tune than that South American affront to music and I feel guilty about thinking ‘Lambada’ as he sings it.
 
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
When the virus officially became a pandemic and rumours of worldwide disorder followed, a strange occurrence made one question humanity. For every story of despair, a new celebrity coupling or suggestive photograph appeared as if intended as an antidote. There were images that ‘Broke The Internet’ or female celebrities who looked almost other-worldly, fascination with the couplings in the entertainment world and continued speculation about baby names. It all seemed clumsily orchestrated by some unseen power though however heavy-handed I might have thought it, it succeeded in focusing people of the utterly banal. Now, as an Aston Villa fan, I appreciate that some might consider me a hypocrite here; football isn’t quite life and death and I do understand that Aston Villa might appear banal to some poor souls, possibly West Brom fans. Yet there was always and understanding of perspective and how their 0-0 to Leyton Orient in the Cup was not the collapse of civilisation. The ‘Hollywood Infection’ – as I used to call it – was far more insidious and all consuming though and people were completely overtaken by what happened to people who existed in a different cosmos to themselves. I would see a news headline about a village being decimated by the disease somewhere in the world and gratuitous shots of victims laying in the street, but the real public emotion would be expended on whether A and B were having a boy or girl and what B had for breakfast to keep her figure so alluring. It was a turning point to me and the first indication that things might not be returning to normal anytime soon.
 
Again, I do state that this was not designed by some greater mind, at least I don’t think it was. And while billions obsessed about these distractions there were millions who considered themselves about such things and yet argued about politics or philosophy. It was as if a murky war in some far-flung country was seen as directly affecting the pandemic and therefore need our full concentration. The Right blamed the immigrants and the Left kept calling everyone who disagreed with them either racist or homophobic – both sides were reassuringly intransigent. Some respected scientists claimed that the pandemic was an evolutionary process of population control despite a shred of evidence or hint of emotion. I often wondered if the said scientists, on burying another loved one who had been killed by the virus, just shrugged and opined “That’s evolutionary population control for you folks!”
 
I find that I’ve once more digressed so I must point out why I have brought up this potted history. When I get back to Phoenix One, nobody wants to talk about ‘trouble’ or ‘problems’ and instead silly arguments are breaking out all over the place. Marta and Marcus – who were going through a period of relative calm – were having a fiery Polish ‘discussion’ that stemmed from the latter’s jealousy. Eric had bemoaned having the smallest piece of cod at lunchtime and asked a few others if he was being ‘eased out’. Ali and Emma continued their confab from earlier and harsh words were exchanged. I seemed to be the only one keen to ask about the ‘trouble’ that had been said in hushed tones by all including Amii who pointed to the night’s meeting as the right place for the talk to be had. People were distracted by nothing in particular.
 
I received a slap and then a hug directly afterwards from Mira. I was startled as you can imagine. She said that the slap was for putting her husband in danger (which I didn’t) and the hug was for saving him. She sat by his bedside in a very touching manner and his spirits were noticeably lifted as the day progressed. He even managed to get some sympathy from Alvin though I cannot be entirely sure it wasn’t indigestion. I received a second, more lingering hug from Alice who, hearing I was back, left her kitchen duties and ran up to me. Her adoration earnest adoration was like a wife welcoming home a husband from the Great War and I wasn’t sure I either deserved such sympathy nor necessarily wanted it. Still, I was very grateful that the embrace came sans slap before it.
 
“Oh Buck, I was so worried about you.” she said.
 
“That’s very kind of you Alice, really very sweet. But we were gone less than a day…” I reason.
 
“It doesn’t take long for bad things to happen Buck. That’s why we need to appreciate every moment.”
 
I wasn’t aware there was a ‘we’ yet, but I assumed it might be aimed at the ‘we’ of the whole collective.
 
Jac befriended Marie and Erin and it was decided that a simple few tests would suffice rather than a lengthy quarantine period.
 
“If she’s carrying something I think we’d all have it by now.” Amii reasoned. “Not very careful, but I think the few basic tests we do should tell us all we need.” I wish she was so phlegmatic when I first entered!
 
Leo started reading my work so far.
 
“Bit stuffy isn’t it? Why the Roman numerals? Is it a Rocky film?” he joked.
 
“No, just thought they looked good like that.”
 
“And the font?” ‘Is that really important?’ I thought to myself.
 
“Not much excitement.” he continued his deconstruction of my work.
 
“Well, it’s a journal, a true story if you like. I can’t simply put ninjas in it for the sake of it. Obviously, that’s not to say that we might not yet meet ninjas.” I say and, remarkably, he takes me seriously.
 
After his critique is given he hands me over a tablet that has his own literary work on it.
 
“This is THE screenplay. When Hollywood comes back – and that’ll be soon I reckon – this’ll tear it up. Tarantino will be shaking in his boots. I’ll be more than just ‘the guy off the tv.” he says.
 
For the sake of concluding this section I thought I would mention Leo’s screenplay. It’s called ‘Kill The Turmoil’ and is a kind of action thriller with lines like “I’m gonna’ mess you up. Then, I’m finishing my Jack Daniels.” said by a character who is described as ‘think ‘The Rock’’ in the brackets next to his introduction. I look forward to tonight’s meeting more than ever before.
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
I used to hate team-building exercises. Not that I encountered many as a proofreader of course; I managed to choose an occupation where solitude was allowed and even encouraged. Yet, in my younger years I did do a stint in a supermarket stacking shelves and sweeping floors. A rudimentary task you might think, but no, even this most basic level of skill required team meetings and ‘inspirational’ talks by those outside the company. The usual ‘There is no ‘I’ in team’ stuff that was uttered without irony by motivational speakers on £30k a year while the rest of us were barely taking home the minimum wage. I was never the kind of shop-floor nobody who would fight for better pay or start using words like ‘exploitation’, but the fact that it was thought that my kind could be pacified by inane slogans bristled with me somewhat.
 
The reason for my ramble is my current environment. It’s 7.30pm, I’m sat in the meeting room of ‘Phoenix One’ and Will Carmichael, pleasant young fellow that he admittedly is, tries to ignite some excitement in the audience.
 
“‘Coming together is a beginning. Keeping together is progress. Working together is success.’ Do you know who said that? Henry Ford.” he says in an enthusiastic tone. I briefly reflect on how Mr Ford treated his factory-floor workers and how appropriate his quote was. “The reason I say this is to remind you that great things can be achieved by people with vision, but it can only be realised by a team, a family if you like. We are, for want of a better word, a family and despite the adversity we might face we need to think about the person next to us and how that, no matter what, they have our backs.” it’s meant to encourage but of course I can only feel the unnerving trepidation of not quite knowing what this ‘adversity’ might be.
 
I look around the room. Most seem to have been quietly affected by Will and his words and his dear wife is throwing her support behind every statement by zealously waving her clenched fists in the air. Alice, sitting next to me and sweetly scented by a mixture of Chanel No. 5 and detergent (she was on washing duty today), nudges me.
 
“I’ll take a bullet for you.” she half-jokingly whispers.
 
“Very kind of you Alice though I think Rikesh got there first.” I joke back. Jason Vorhees continues to stare at me as has become his want. This time he combines it with the strange action of tapping the thick black sole on his steel toe-capped safety boots.
 
Eventually, and with Will having expended every last iota of his rah-rah teamwork speech, Amii goes to the front and Pete wheels himself alongside her.
 
“So, for those of you who aren’t aware, we had a bit of an altercation yesterday and we have to decide, as a group, how to deal with it.” she begins and the hairs on my neck stand up in worrisome anticipation coupled with relief at finding out what had happened.
“A gang of about ten people tried to force their way in via the back door. Two managed to get to some medical supplies, fill their bags and run off. The others did considerable damage to our security and, as you may be away, left Victor in a terrible state. He was knocked to the ground, kicked in the head and we’re now wondering if we have the resources here to look after him.” Amii says in a melancholic tone.
 
As Victor is very much his own man and occupies his own quiet corner of the habitation it was to my eternal shame that I didn’t notice him missing.
 
“The cretins that tried to get in were a split between male and female, youngest probably fifteen, oldest late fifties,” Pete adds. “It seems that they waited for our search parties to leave and then they attacked so I’d imagine they had been keeping an eye on us for a while.”
 
“So, where was security?” Jason shouts.
 
“Piti was on security and unfortunately didn’t notice their movements until it was too late. She raised the alarm, but by then they were through the fences and past the cars.” Amii reasons.
 
“Never send a woman to do a man’s job,” Jason replies smirking at Piti who by this time has tears welling in her eyes.
 
“You’re a jerk mate,” Doug shouts back as he consoles his wife.
 
“Hey, no offence. I just think that women can be useful in other areas.” Jason answers with a wink.
 
“That’s not helping Jason. Piti feels terrible about what happened and she did everything she could.” Amii adds
 
“Yeah, that’s just it, she did ‘all she could’. These little ones are good for massages but not much else.” Serengeti says, starting loudly and reaching a mumble under his breath as the content becomes more offensive. Doug jumps up with barely concealed disgust and it takes the intervention of myself and Will to stop the situation escalating further.
 
“So we get through an apocalypse and you’re what we’re left with? Thank you, Mother Nature.” I retort to Serengeti. As expected, he too gets up and heads towards me. I’m not sure whether my ad-lib witticism (not one of my finest I admit) went over his head or not, but he reacts with the kind of vitriol I imagine he felt when he found out that women had the vote. Jason pulls him back with one arm and makes the suggestion that he sit back down.
 
“Let him go. Probably thinks sucking up to them will get him some action.” Jason says.
 
It takes a minute or so for the noise to subside and the warring parties place themselves back in their seats reluctantly. Serengeti kicks the chair in front of him out of the way and sends it crashing into a few others beside it.
 
“Come on, this is getting out of hand. Arguing isn’t going to help. The real issue is what do we do about it.” Amii asks in her most conciliatory tone.
 
“We’ll go out, find where they’re camped and sort this out.” Serengeti insists pointing to his aggressive comrades as he does so. “Survival of the fittest dudes.”
 
“First decent thing you’ve said,” Doug adds. “I’m coming too.”
 
“Count us in,” says Marie speaking for herself and Erin. “Should’ve seen us in our younger days, we once got into a brawl with the cops after a night out and…”
 
Amii raises her hands.
 
“Come on, please. Do we really think the only option is violence? Haven’t we learnt anything?” she shouts.
 
“Yeah, because these other guys are coming for hugs and kisses,” Serengeti replies.
 
“Maybe not, but are we really saying that this needs to turn into a war. Haven’t we all seen enough of that.” I add. I feel like one of those tweed-wearing Performing Arts teachers who were still thoroughly invested in the optimism of the 1960s. I am, as you will know by now, as a person with a cynical edge and I do not subscribe to view that we should welcome potentially hostile outsiders to come and break bread with us. Yet what hope is there for us, for them, for humanity itself if the first way we find to deal with things is yet more violence. I am so fed up with this desire to seek this as a first recourse without discussing other options.
 
“For the time being, we’re doubling security so I’m afraid it’ll mean longer shifts,” Pete says. “We’ll be putting up a new makeshift perimeter fence tomorrow and we’re still going to have to explore the area to see if we can find somewhere a bit more secure for the future. The fact is, we reckon they or someone like them will be back.” he wheels himself to centre stage with the gravitas of Professor X. “This morning we managed to contact a collective that must be about fifty miles away holed up in some old school. Very secure, loads of provisions, farm land nearby - I think we have to see that as our ultimate goal.”
 
“What about Order? They’ve been saying that they’ll be going through the country collecting survivors. Why not wait for them?” Graham says in a more animated way than usual.
 
“Don’t trust ‘em,” Pete replies.
 
“But you trust this bunch you’ve just contacted on the radio I suppose?” Graham says, not unreasonably it has to be said.
 
“The plan is – if we all agree to it and you know nothing happens without us all voting – that we’ll send a small party to them to see the situation. We won't say there are others to follow, we’ll just go there, see if it’s sustainable and if we’re welcomed and…” Amii explains.
 
“And say “We love it here, can we bring our other forty mates along?”’ Erin quips. It causes a cathartic wave of laughter to break out among all in attendance.
 
“Hey, we’ll offer them Ali as a present.” Doug adds.
 
“Kiss my…” Ali mouths very sarcastically.
 
The evening ends with a vote in favour of Amii and Pete’s suggestion. Jason looks moderately disappointed that he won't be able to inflict pain on someone and his two monkeys hover around him with similar regret. As we all peel off to our respective rooms, Serengeti approaches me.
 
“Watch yourself.” he says, invading my personal space as he does so.
 
“It was just a joke earlier mate, we were all a bit on edge.” I reason.
 
“You’re on the edge Bucky old pal. Don’t think Jason likes you trying it on with his bird. And me, well let’s just say I’d be fine with you giving Victor some company.”
 
“It’s Buck and, for the record, there isn’t anything between me and Alice nor do I think she is his ‘bird’ as you so beautifully put it. I’m just keeping myself to myself, trying to get on with everyone.”
 
“Yeah, you keep yourself to yourself Bucky.” he concludes, giving me one of those gentle taps on the side of the face that idiots tend to use as a form of intimidation.
 
He goes one way, I go the other. I don’t know Alice well, but she’s the kind of feisty, intelligent and sprightly woman who scrapes more worthwhile stuff off her shoes than Jason and his ilk. I wonder if his parents were related?



“Don’t feel sorry for
loverboy,
 You know he wants the world to love him,

Then he goes and spoils it all.”
 
 
 
 
I
 
 
So, not much to report over the next day or so. Myself, Adisa, Che, Cruz and Piti (who feels like she needs to make recompense for her mistake) are given the task of shoring up the defences and we achieve this by taking all of the high tensile steel wire fencing from the hardware shop and slowly working around the perimeter of our beloved shopping centre. Doug and the Carmichaels start re-enforcing the doors while we dig trenches for the fence and I can’t help thinking I’ve got a raw deal here especially as Cruz is navigating himself into the position of leader of the operation – a role that didn’t need to be filled I hasten to add. Jason and his pet monkey Serengeti are on top of the building keeping watch with binoculars and you can tell from their stance that they’re enjoying every minute of their faux military actions. They’re the kind of people who I imagine used to play ‘Call Of Duty’ obsessively, hurled abuse at female games players via the safety of their headsets and were a little bit disappointed that this world gone mad hasn’t escalated into a turkey shoot.
 
I must admit that I have avoided contact with Alice since my little altercation with Serengeti. That may imply cowardice on my part and perhaps that does play some very small part in my decision especially as Jason seems eager to gut someone or something soon. I only hope that he finds a wild rabbit to take his primordial rage out on before emotions get too out of hand. I will say though that my pirouette away from Alice is also because I simply don’t want to be part of a soap opera and I don’t have the intention of staying in camp for too long. I’d like to pretend that I’m a ‘free spirit’, but the truth is that I just get used to my own company and am unsure of how a companion would appreciate my Taiwanese Kung-Fu Film Nights where I watch Lee Tso Nam films until dawn. It’s a sad little existence you might think and of course you would be right. There’s also the history between Jason and Alice, a narrative I am not fully aware of and cannot really be bothered to pry into. It gives me a certain aloof swagger that is wholly unintentional though Alice is a lovely woman who I hope isn’t going to be dragged away by Jason caveman-fashion and taken as some de facto wife.
 
It is odd that today I find myself writing so much about relationships. Not that I am completely stoic or do not appreciate their importance, but I do wonder if my journals will start heading off into ‘Gossip Girl’ territory if I don’t keeper a tighter rein on things. It would, however, be remiss of me not to mention a few of the couplings that I seem to be more aware of.
 
MAGDA & MARCUS – The Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton of Polish apocalypse survivors. They have one of those feverish relationships that you see in French art films. At times they can barely look at each other and some even suspect that both might be coming to blows physically, then at other junctures they’re all cuddles and night-time security duty shifts turned romantic interludes. Much of Marcus’ frustration is his desire to be the new Stasiuk, a writer who he keeps referring to despite the utter bemusement of those around him. Marta is a feisty artist type herself and their arguments about politics and literature can clear a room in ten seconds flat. Marcus clearly wants to return to Poland at the first opportunity to become the new master of Slavic literature and I just hope that for his own sanity this happens soon. I pacify him with occasional discussions about Zbigniew Boniek, but his tortured artist role is one that he is unwilling to shake off for long.
 
“The woman, she is the handcuff on the great mind.” he cheerfully opines.
 
 
LEO & MARIE & ERIN – The love triangle literally nobody is talking about! Actually, I’m being unfair here as the subject has been raised in hushed tones at dinner. Leo adores the minor flirtation between the three and smooches with one of the women before changing his mind the next day like the celebrity he thinks he is. I’m still not sure what makes him a celebrity and what he was in, but like a real Brit I decide not to be so impolite as to ask and I nod in agreement with whatever is said. Marie is the more eager of the two paramours and there is the inevitable tension between the trio at times. I don’t see why they can’t flip a coin or play a round of rock, paper, scissors – not very Jane Austen, but it might sort things out. Obviously, the fact of the matter is that there aren’t so many survivors roaming around that you can be picky about who you fall for and there is an appreciation for the lack of options should things not work out. Apparently, the ratio of women to men is massively in the former’s favour though this might be concentrated in pockets of the world I suppose.
 
“I’ve always been able to have pretty much any woman I wanted.” Leo boasts to me. “Even when I was working with models – and we’re talking the Brazilian ones here not the Littlewoods catalogue ones – I just couldn’t fail to score if you know what I mean.”
 
“Well, you haven’t lost the magic.” I say with a modicum of sarcasm. He’s quite an agreeable looking chap, maintains his eyebrows like he’s still on the cover of ‘Heat’, but he can be tiresome company after too long.
 
AMII & PETE – You kind of expect that the two who lean most assuredly on the left of the political scale should have some affection for each other and so it is gradually proving to be. It’s nothing more than a friendship at the moment as Amii is far too focused on the goals of the collective to be bothered with anything else. Yet, after her morning run around the shopping centre and into the car park, I often see Amii being applauded by Pete as she returns through the main entrance after her six-mile circuit.
 
GRAHAM & SHERYL LEE – The most incongruous couple you can imagine but circumstance has pushed them together. She gets him to dance to country and western music and he regales her with stories that would bore many to tears. It’s the strangest, yet most endearing coupling of recent times.
 
Naturally there are other storylines being played out in front of me, namely Eric and Mrs Quinn and the increasingly complicated triumvirate of Adisa, Che and Emma (Che seems to have regained the lead, but with plenty of time to go it’s all to play for folks) not to mention Jac’s adoring eyes at a frankly embarrassed Eddie. It’s insignificant you might think, but there is something encouraging about seeing a return to the mundane stresses of ‘Does He/She Like Me?’ and a subtle sign of this small slice of society moving on. It is juxtaposed with the hard work of us further protecting our dwelling and planning our visit to the rumoured school fifty miles away yet it is the focus of so many minds and a distraction from recent stresses.
 
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
The fence is up and there has been relatively little movement outside the perimeter. It’s decided that we put signs at various junctures throughout the fencing that says the following:
 
“We are Phoneix One, a collective of all creeds, colours and ages. It is with regret that we have to further secure our property, but we ask that if you are seeking refuge, if you come in peace, if you want to add to our society, you contact us on this walkie-talkie.”
 
As you can guess from this laminated sign, there is a walkie-talkie in a plastic case next to it set to the frequency we commonly use.
 
“Isn’t there two ‘p’s in property?” Ali asks quite insistently as we about to go from the site. She has an over-confidence in everything she says and does that endows her with an absurd power over those who aren’t concentrating kind of like Jim Jones in the body of a ‘Carry On Camping’ Joan Sims.
 
“Of course not,” says Will. “It’s p-r-o-p-e-r-t-y. Where would you be putting that extra p?”
 
“Are you sure? I have a feeling that yours is the American spelling,” she adds with some force.
 
“What American spelling?” I suggest. “Isn’t it spelt like that everywhere? You must have seen signs saying ‘Private Property’, one p.”
 
Ali contemplates the idea for one moment and, refusing to give any indication that she may be wrong, shakes her head and mumbles. “I think you’ll find that p-r-o-p-e-r-t-y has two ‘p’s.”
 
“It does, but they’re not close together.”
 
“So I was right,” Ali concludes walking away. There is no way of discussing matters with someone of that nature as even matters of simple spelling become wars of attrition that leave you wondering why you bothered involving yourself in them. She is a woman who has the mistaken belief that being vaguely unpleasant and conceited makes her a ‘strong woman’ (that Holy Grail of the 21st century) though it actually makes simple exchanges with her moments of energy-sapping tedium. The fact that the considerably more sagacious Amii has been appointed the leader over us makes her top lip quiver like a gelatinous dessert in a hurricane.
 
 
The small matter of immigration has reared its head here shortly after our completion of the tasks. Some, expecting most who seek shelter to be inherently dangerous and probably cannibalistic (Jason, Cruz, Rikesh, Mira and surprisingly Adisa) are keen for us to beat away any who try to enter, citing recent incursions as a sign that times have changed. They have adopted a very pessimistic view of humanity and one wonders how they expect us to seek out the other collectives if they are not particularly welcoming themselves. Meanwhile, the pro-refugee camp (Pete, Piti, Amii and Emma) cite the necessity to provide for those in need.
 
“Remember the migration crisis a few years ago?” Pete says as he starts up his favourite portion of rhetoric. “Well, how many died because we in the privileged West wouldn’t open our borders to them?” he can barely contain his vitriol. “I feel uneasy with a fence keeping those in dire need out, but that’s what we voted for so I have to reluctantly go along with it. But I don’t want this collective to turn into some Tory extension.”
 
“Again with the politics!” Rikesh, now mostly recovered from his wounds, shouts back.
 
“Life is politics Rikesh. And if we were so strict with who came would you and your family be here? If we only needed ‘useful’ people would I be here in this thing?” he rocks his wheelchair as he finishes his statement.
 
“We don’t have enough room for anyone else. Where would they sleep? What food will they eat?” Rikesh answers.
 
“We’ve heard that before and look at what happened to the world. We have enough room to accommodate many more and with more hands to the pump, we can source more food, bring in more skills and make the whole much more powerful than the parts.” Pete suggests. He has a fiery, Khrushchev-esque look in his eyes when he starts a political discourse and I can imagine him being quite the charismatic spokesman in the world before.
 
“And what if the only ones who come in are criminals? Paedophiles? Lazy?” Mira says as she dovetails with her husband’s argument. Nice to see the lazy put alongside paedophiles on the threat list.
 
“So, what do you suggest, a process of profiling? A probation? The fact is that nobody here knows much about anyone else. We are all basing our society here on trust, trust that you’re not a murderer, that your husband isn’t a rapist, that I’m not a terrorist. At what point do we start judging people based on our hunches?”
 
“Typical over-the-top lefty.” Mira adds.
 
 
As someone listening in to the discussion – and refusing to comment despite furtive looks from both sides as a means of recruitment – this is all rather tiresome. It’s so very human too. And what happened to that pre 21st century idea of ‘Middle Ground’, the idea that the truth might be somewhere in the middle of both febrile opinions? Personally, I sit on the fence on this issue and I can see, in their minds, the thought of ‘coward’ coming up when they think of me. I’m not bothered. I feel like one of the few who has learned from past events and who is determined to strike a balance between the theories. In the end, Amii makes the suggestion already stated and neither side is especially happy with the decision. Us fence-sitters though, we see a certain logic in trying to find this elusive harmony though it must be noted that a good portion of us are not in the least bit interested. Leo continues to cast a most obnoxious spell over Erin and Marie, their relationship now fermenting into one of those dreadful reality shows that I thought had been destroyed by the pandemic (and that must be appreciated as a definite upside for global catastrophe!). Alice, who sit and listens on occasion very awkwardly hovers next to me while I eat one of the last bacon butties I will probably encounter for a while.
 
“Buck, are you, er, avoiding me?” she simpers quite powerfully. I turn and see her hopeful face.
 
“No, not at all Alice.” Lie number one.
 
“I know I can be over-the-top and all that…”
 
“Alice, you are lovely. You have made me feel so welcome here and I thank you for that. I’ve just been very busy.”
 
Her eyes are beaming now.
 
“Really? That’s so nice to hear. By the way, do you prefer me with glasses or contact lenses?”
 
“Not really thought about it. You’re fine either way.” I say in my most non-committal tone.
 
“Would you ever…?” she begins before the words float away.
 
“Would I ever?”
 
“Nothing. I’m so glad you’ve come along Buck.” she says. I’m feeling uncomfortable and my faux stoicism is being unravelled by her sincerity.
 
“I’m not sure Jason and his gang share your view.” I suggest.
 
“Jason? He’s a waste of two kidneys, don’t worry about what he thinks. If you were in his little band of merry men then I would be really worried. I kind of want to leave here when I see how he behaves.”
 
“I thought you might have once been a couple or something?”
 
“Me and him? Absolutely not. I prefer my men without hairy knuckles and a ‘Me Tarzan, you Jane.’ idea of a relationship. I’m not even sure he can tie his own shoelaces you know.”
 
“Yeah, he does seem like a velcro kind of guy. Probably thinks tying laces is some threat to his manhood.”
 
“Oh, by the way, Buck, would you join a few of us tonight for a drink and a little game of Monopoly? I bet that’s the best proposition you’ve had for a while.” Alice smiles sweetly.
 
“Well, I’m not sure…”
 
“You can be the top hat if you want.”
 
I pause. I think of Jason’s face. He and his two buddies have disappeared to go on a ‘Breaking Bad’ binge with some dubious tobacco and a bottle of cheap vodka. The older contingent of the group has started a knitting circle (well, more of a crescent to be fair) though Eric attends just so that he can look longingly at the object of his desire as she unfurls a few rolls of pink wool that will eventually make a very odd jumper for some unfortunate soul. Adisa, Che, Emma, Leo, Erin and Marie take to one of the empty shops to try and recall the heady days of Ibiza pre-disaster. Leo claims to have known Calvin Harris. The music is annoyingly loud. The two families are spending some time together and everyone else is occupied. Alice looks at me with those dark eyes and upturns her mouth downwards as I consider the invitation.
 
“Well, ok. If I’m going to be the top hat. Is it just…?” I ask. I don’t want this to be a way of being inveigled into strip Monopoly.
 
“Don’t worry my shy little flower, Amii will be there, Sheryl-Lee, a few others. We just open a bottle of wine and chat about silly things. Not exactly ‘living on the edge’ I know Buck…”
 
I look at that adoring face, hear her utter these words in an apologetic tone.
 
“Y’know, living on the edge is overrated. Count me in.”
 
Alice gives a little victory punch in the air and we amble over to one of the large meeting rooms that once house team meetings for people who drive Audis and use the term ‘Blue Sky Thinking’ a lot. Sat there are Amii – who has immediately taken the little metallic sports car for herself – Doug, Piti, Ali and Pete (who looks visibly uncomfortable playing a game of unbridled capitalism).
 
Some things do not change even after world-shaking events: Monopoly is still a frustrating game where, after an hour or so, two players control everything while the others rely on modest properties and handouts. It’s a remarkable metaphor for life, I think to myself as I hope that someone lands on my pathetic house on Old Kent Road. Doug has control of the exciting portions of the board, Piti has melted into his arms and half-hearted rolls the dice for her turns and Amii dominates the yellow and orange properties. Alice, noting my position, slips me a sympathetic £100 note from her pile when I encounter Doug’s Park Lane hotel and offers a little wink with it.
 
The wine has flowed copiously and, despite my prayer that a card from the Chance pile will say ‘THE GAME IS FINISHED – EVERYONE WINS’, I have enjoyed the opportunity to get to know the others a little better.
 
“You know, I never wanted to go into medicine.” Amii announces.
 
“Really? What did you want to do?” I ask as I start on a glass of the red.
 
“I wanted to be…” she says as she gets to her feet “a ballerina.” she concludes with a little pirouette.
 
“So how do you go from that to cutting people up?” Doug says, very slightly slurring his words as he does so.
 
“A proud Nigerian dad that’s how. ‘You’ve got to work doubly hard as a Black Woman in a White world’, that’s what he said to me when I was about ten. Ten! I was still into ‘Bratz’ and he was already lining me up for the best university.”
 
“Well,” I suggest as Amii looks wistfully at Fenchurch Street “I can honestly say that I’m glad you went into medicine rather than ballet. Much as I would’ve enjoyed you doing ‘The Nutcracker’ for us…”
 
Amii snorts into her glass.
 
“Why can’t I be both?” she laughs.
 
“Yeah, a ballet-dancing doctor!” Pete says.
 
“I could wear the tutu into surgery!” Amii adds.
 
“Swan Lake Open Heart Surgery.” Alice concludes.
 
“So Alice,” I start. “What did you used to do? I know you were a P.A weren’t you.?”
 
Alice giggles and a few of the bubbles of her sparkling wine drift up her nose.
 
“Oh yes! Did you ever see ‘Devil Wears Prada’?” she asks as she places her glass on the floor next to her. “Well, the woman I was a personal assistant to, well she made Meryl Streep look like Thora Hird. I tell you, she was this really bitchy woman who ran this chain of high-end boutique stores. She was always dressed so well, but she had this expression on her face, y’know.”
 
“What expression?” Amii asks.
 
“Like everyone around her had a smell of rotting flesh. Y’know…” she answers with a beautiful demonstration of what this must look like. “When the virus came I think she must have thought she was too important to get it. She ended up obsessively washing her hands. In the end, she wouldn’t shake hands or leave her place in Windsor.”
 
“So did you want to be a ballerina?” Doug asks.
 
“Me? Oh no. I think I just wanted the usual. My parents were such a close couple and I always thought that it must be the most wonderful thing to be like that. I miss them so much. And my sister.” tears begin to emerge in her eyes. “She was so silly! Always dancing and singing – not that she did either very well. If I was down she’d sing me a silly little song and I’d be giggling like an idiot in no time.”
 
Amii cranes her arm around Alice.
 
“I’m sorry Alice.” she says.
 
Interest in Monopoly has subsided considerably now as you can imagine.
 
“I never really had much time for family. You can have mine if they turn up!” Doug suggests. “I’m sure me dad is out there somewhere scrounging from someone. The guy always said he was too sick to work yet I bet he’s immune to the virus.”
 
“So did he meet Piti?” I enquire.
 
“Once. And he called me over, all fatherly like, put his arm around me, I was expecting some big statement, something like ‘I’m proud of you mate’. And you know what he says? You know what his big line was after barely being around?”
 
Everyone shakes their head. His increased tone implies that this story isn’t going to have a happy ending.
 
“He says ‘Why d’ya marry a Chink?’”
 
“Sounds a class act.” Pete retorts.
 
“Yeah mate, real one-in-a-million.” he looks down at Piti who has slowly drifted off to sleep.
 
The evening ends with a few more heartfelt phrases, a slightly tipsy dance from Alice who has resolved not to think about the past and Amii doing an equally tipsy impression of Jason. We laugh, knocking the remaining wine all over the Community Chest of the board, then leave. It’s been a few hours of glorious catharsis and I feel that these people are actually friends rather than just people who have been thrown towards me by unpleasant circumstance.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two things happen later that night.
 
Firstly, it is with great sadness that we find out that Victor has died. The beating he took at the boot of the attackers a few weeks ago has proven to be the final straw for his already delicate constitution. Amii announces the news to us in groups, copious tears are shed and hugs offered to one and all. Piti and Doug sandwich me in an emotional hug and between their collective strength, I can feel the air being squeezed out of my body.
 
“So sad.” Piti says.
 
Doug appears contemplative. After our choreographed hug, he wanders off with a determined look in his eyes.
 
“Where are you going?” Piti says shakily.
 
“I’m going to have a word with Jason. Something needs to be done.”
 
“Stay here, please. I feel so bad that it was my mistake.” Piti implores.
 
Doug combs his hand through her jet black hair.
 
“Don’t say that dear, don’t even think it. Only one lot responsible and I think the time has come to sort them out.”
 
I listen intently and this new found Scouse vitriol worries me.
 
“Doug, don’t go mate. You’ll put yourself in danger, you’ll start something you might not finish and how do you even know what these guys look like? There could be a few groups out there and as you didn’t see the attack are you just going to go in all guns blazing?” I reason. My hand has inexplicably grabbed his arm.
 
“But we have to do something. Me and Jason, a few others, we can sort it out.”
 
“Listen, Doug,” I say with the sternest eye contact I can muster. “Do you really want to be going along with Jason and his mates? You’ve seen the temper they’ve got. You’re not that man nor should you be. Jason’s a weasel, well, a demented bear at least.” I add having thought about Mr Vorhees’ build and how un-weasel like it is. “He names himself after the killer in the Friday the 13th films, doesn’t that tell you something?”
 
“It’s just that…” Doug’s resolve is weakening.
 
“We’re all upset, but we need to do things properly. We need to discuss it as a group, see how we can preserve our safety. Victor didn’t want World War III.” I conclude though I admit to not actually knowing what our late West Indian friend’s thoughts were on the matter. Nevertheless, with my nuanced ‘hostage negotiator’ voice in full effect, I manage to calm Doug down and he comforts Piti in the way that I should.
 
 
 
The second incident happened when I was walking around the centre in the early hours. The lights are very low so as not to attract too much attention and my steps through the walkways are especially careful. Then what little light there was disappears completely. It seems as if a bag is placed over my head and I suddenly feel a series of blows to the body that knock the wind out of me. Nothing hits me face, just my body though the intensity and strength of the strikes leave me collapsed on the floor. A few pairs of feet are heard to move away quickly following my thud to the floor and though I take the bag off my head as quickly as possible, I realise I am not late to identify the attackers. I lay on the floor in a foetal position, holding my chest and stomach, trying to stop an unwelcome bit of snot from coming out of my nose and I look at the patterned mezzanine below me. A couple of mighty coughs move my body in aggressive contortions and I struggle to push my body up from below so as to stand and survey the scene. This concludes a twenty-four hour period of hellish proportions and as I succeed in getting to my feet after one great effort, I stumble forward in a hunched and pitiful way. Erin, who is starting her night duties, finds me and just as I collapse she raises the alarm and the rest of the events become nothing more than a blur of a barely believable incident. My last thoughts before fading out are about who did this and I imagine you don’t need a Scout’s badge in junior detective work to guess who that might be.
 
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
I’m in a bed that is unnervingly similar to the one I first occupied on entering Phoenix One. Same smell, same sheets, same bedside table, same small screen television attached to the wall. I imagine that there was a desire to create a certain uniformity in the sick bay area. My face hurts, my left eye is swollen around the socket and I’m not entirely sure that someone hasn’t tried to remove my spine with a spoon while I’ve been asleep. I contemplate things as I lay here.
 
I recall that, not longer before the first rumblings of something going wrong in the world, there was an American television series about a pandemic and survivors of the aftermath. As it was an American television series there were criteria that had to be satisfied:
 
	The performers involved are photogenic.
	There is lots of hysteria and people running around.
	There are guns.
	There is a lot of shouting.

 
 
I am often quite content with the very British style of cataclysm that I’ve experienced; there’s something oddly civilised and logical about how society crumbled bit by bit without any screaming or wild scenes in the streets. Instead, it was a Brexit style feeling of ‘Huh?’ and numerous Twitter feeds divided between people saying ‘It’s all right!’ and those typing ‘We’re Doomed!’ in scary fonts. Being an Aston Villa fan gives you an advance look into the abyss so I was not especially flustered.
 
Then it occurs to me that, despite a lack of fighting off hordes of zombies or running around with an Uzi, I am still prostrate on a bed with a moderately bruised face and a feeling as if I’ve given birth to a Triceratops. And instead of achieving this bruises in the line of duty or in the act of saving someone from oppressive forces, I sustained all of these aches and pains because of the thoroughly Jeremy Kyle-esque actions of a love rival. It is a depressing thought not least because I wasn’t aware I was a love rival until I got my first threat. Oh how much better it would have been to be stretched out on these clean white sheets having just rescued a dopey moppet from a house fire!
 
Now, I know you might be thinking that I am jumping the gun a bit here and that whatever evidence I might have is prejudiced at best. Yet this is the conclusion I reach as I look at the ceiling and await my first visitor. It’s not long after I’ve woken that Doug, Amii and Alice knock on the door and on hearing my affirmative response squeeze themselves into my room. Alice gasps, Amii shakes her head and Doug utters something that I’d prefer not to type.
 
“Oh, poor Buck, what a state you’re in.” Alice says and she slides over to me and begins to mop my brow with a flannel she has found on the side. “Let me look after you.”
 
“It looks worse than it is.” I suggest.
 
“I doubt it.” Doug replies.
 
“I can’t believe they got in again.” Amii says.
 
“Er, got in? Who got in?” I enquire with a sense of incredulity in my voice.
 
“Well whoever got in last time. They cut a hole through the perimeter and smashed an entry point through the side of the building. There must have been about three of four of them.” Doug replies in a voice of barely concealed contempt.
 
“I don’t want to rain on anyone’s parade of course, but I think this is all the handiwork of Jason and Cannon & Ball.” Blindingly obvious.
 
“Jason wouldn’t do something like this. He’s hot-tempered, but he wouldn’t beat up his own. It doesn’t make sense. And there were supplies missing. And all of the damage was done from the outside.” Amii reasons. I’m not sure I can believe what I am hearing.
 
“Sorry, you all think that this was a bunch of outsiders? You don’t suspect that Jason and his cronies, having already threatened me, gave me a good kicking?”
 
“I know you don’t get on with him – hey, even I don’t get on with him! - but the idea that he would destroy the security here for…for what?” Amii says.
 
“Well,” I remark as I push myself to a seated position in the bed. “he seems to think Alice is his sole property…”
 
“Absolutely not. I’m not anyone’s property.” she demands.
 
“Of course, but he’s quite fond of you and probably saw us laughing together and thought ‘Let’s warn the competition’ in no uncertain terms.”
 
“And is that what you are Buck, competition?” Alice changes countenance from indignant feminist to coquettish schoolgirl.
 
“Well no, I mean I don’t know. The fact is that we’re all meant to be pulling together to protect ourselves from a threat outside and I get a royal smacking from those in my own team.”
 
“Look, we’ll speak to Jason about this. If there is even a suspicion that he had anything to do with this then we’ll deal with it appropriately. Just rest up now and we’ll sort this out.” Amii insists.
 
“I suppose castrating him is out of the question?” I mutter. Amii gives me a disapproving look.
 
“Buck, I don’t want you to worry. I’m going to look after you. I’m going to make you my grandmother’s chicken soup – it’s been known to bring back the dead. I won't let anything happen to you.” Alice says as she continues to mop my brow in a superfluous way. “I can stay here with you for as long as you want Buck.” she concludes. Her deep, dark brown eyes are hypnotic at close quarters and I have to break off the connection with her gaze soon after establishing it.
 
“No, Alice, I’ll be fine. I’m going to get some rest, watch some television, read some books. I’ll be back in the common population before too long.”
 
“Ok, well I’ll make the soup and come and see you later.” tears form in her eyes as she finishes and this surprises me. I’ve never been able to read these ‘signs’ that women allegedly emit when they are vaguely interested in you though even I, with all my male myopia regarding the fabled ‘signs’, get the impression that Alice has fallen for me. It strikes me as odd given how little she knows about me and I wonder if she has reached a point of desperation or I really have resonated with her. Pain in my jaw helps me to avoid contemplating this for too long and I lay back down as Doug and Amii leave with an emotional Amii.
 
It is incredibly naïve to think that a man who names himself after a hockey mask wearing, machete carrying serial killer of cinematic lore who is also over furnished with a burning jealousy that makes his nostrils flare dramatically should be considered too lightweight for the attack. I think this is a reminder of the desperate belief that Amii has in humanity and it almost appears as if she is trying to persuade herself lest her carefully built society should crumble away.
 
I miss Victor’s service (carried out by Eric I believe) and Jac’s mild rebellion at the realisation that her grandparents may not be arriving anytime soon. She smashed a few internal windows, daubed paint on the walls and had to be restrained by Emma (who has greatly gone up in my estimation recently). The better news is that Order have begun to restore areas of the internet, servers have been rebooted and a further boost has given the creaky National Grid a bit more of a reach over the nation. We are little less reliant on our own generator and even though Pete remains massively suspicious he applauds the action. Order have also increased the quality of the communication on the television and I’ve even enjoyed a few episodes of ‘Rising Damp’ that have found their way onto the schedule. There’s even a chance to relieve the 1966 world Cup for the umpteenth time and I can imagine that whichever people are influential in Order probably concluded that seeing Bobby Charlton’s goal against Mexico will somehow knit the nation back together.
 
Jason, Cruz and Serengeti visit that evening and the tension is palpable. They bring me the cheapest cider that can be acquired outside of contravening the old EU regulations (who remembers those days?) and sit on the end of my bed giving me very little room for my own legs.
 
“Wow, you really got beaten up badly Bucky.” says Serengeti who has adopted the Salacious B. Crumb role to Jason’s Jabba The Hut.
 
“Yeah, there’s some real brainless, slobbering, idiotic, inbred, illiterate morons out there.” I say pointedly. Serengeti shakes his head.
 
“You said it Bucky.” Serengeti says. Life has become one of those low budget Italian Mafia films from the 70s where people swagger around and exchange searing looks that say much more than the words between them.
 
“Don’t worry Buck. We’ve secured the building once again. No-one’s coming in. I wonder if you put the fence up properly, maybe that was how they managed to get in.” Jason adds in a very unbecoming and half-hearted way.
 
They leave having shared their primate-brained witticisms. Cruz is much less prone to idiotic statements and merely observes things while the others prattle on, a characteristic that makes him a far less obvious threat. He has that intense look in his eyes of someone who may – and I do say ‘may’ – have done something unspeakable to get this far.
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
The aches and pains have subsided and I’ve been put on light duties. The first of these was cooking and I managed to whip up an impressive curry with limited resources at hand. I thought about putting anti-freeze in Jason’s but of course decided against it. I feel oddly magnanimous about the whole thing and I certainly do not fear Monkeyboy or his capriciousness; on a day where I didn’t have a bag placed over my head, I’m confident that I would have left him with a few body blows to think about. Yet I don’t like thinking about fighting or ‘what if’ as I feel this is the beginning of all of the problems the world had before its end. Kill him with kindness as my dear mother used to say, even though her suggestion of taking school bully Curtis Grant some flowers after he beat me up very nearly cost me my life – I don’t think a fourteen- year-old boy should be either giving or receiving flowers and my pocket money could only stretch to daffodils. My mother was an optimistic 60s semi-liberal who thought that unexpected generosity and love could dampen even the greatest hatreds; I often wonder what she would have made of the world we live in now and I’m sure that she would have insisted that I took some pot plants for our feckless Klingon friends from a few weeks before.
 
The fence has stood up to subtle proddings and abrasions from outside. This gives me two thoughts : one, there are still faceless masses attempting an ‘Assault On Precinct 13’ style break in and that we should be formulating a plan B should they break through the barrier. Two, the idea that someone created a hole in the perimeter, sneaked into the centre, beat me up and skipped out again singing ‘Zip-a-Dee-Do-Dah’ is even less likely. I think most of my colleagues probably share the latter sentiment, but would rather block it from their minds and pretend that the real enemy is outside. I do conclude that it is time to try and fix ‘Quiet Cool’ with the help of the others and this is quite the task in itself. ‘Quiet Cool’ (and how many times did I have to explain to the others where the name comes from and that it’s a film with the guy from ‘The Warriors’ in it, another film they’ve never heard of – time to get my film nights re-started here) was well hidden enough to have escaped attention and though it is difficult to locate it the first time my team and I venture out, we find a suitably discreet path that circumnavigates all of the known trouble zones. That said, whenever myself and resident Mr Fix-It Doug venture out we are always protected by a party of weapon-wielding colleagues who seem to enjoy the break from normal duties.
 
With intermittent contact made with another collective around fifty miles away, a decision is made to send a few people on motorbikes to the said area and get a better idea of the proposition. The voice on the other end of the line indicates that they have their own impressive little society there and that their resources are plentiful enough for us to join them. Some of the others say that they would prefer to wait for ‘Order’ to come into the area, but Pete – with his ‘Watergate’ hat on – insists that we wait until more is known about this unusual structure of governance before rushing over to them and tying daisies into their hair.
 
“Unelected potential fascists.” is his popular mantra. Pete has recently opened up to me and revealed his past as a university lecturer which, given his left-leaning sensibilities and use of the word ‘fascist’ for just about anything he doesn’t trust comes as no surprise whatsoever. Apparently, he was confined to a wheelchair after a rock climbing accident ten years ago, he briefly toured with ‘The Fall’ and is divorced from a feminist writer who he says wrote a book called ‘The Eternal Patriarchy’ which went down well in America.
 
Jac has been learning archery from Che and has even killed our Bunny supper on occasion (obviously she killed it and then it became or supper, not the other way around). There’s rifle practice organised by Jason though for obvious reasons I have avoided this – I can just imagine getting a bullet in the back from him and an insistence from the others that it was ‘an outsider’ immediately after. Piti has emerged as a markswoman of incredible talent and even her instructor seems to watch his language around her lest he gets a stray slug in his impossibly dense cranium. There have also been a few health scares that I would attribute to the ongoing rumours on the internet regarding a virus mutation that has started sweeping down from the North. Alvin has coughed and spluttered a few times, an action that has sent his doting parents into the most wild fits of worry and consternation despite reassurances from the others. I know for a fact that Alvin gulped down a family-size Sara Lee chocolate gateau the other day so I’m not going to read his last rites just yet. Alice has exchanged sly smiles with me though she clearly believes the story behind my beating and therefore remains subtle enough to avoid the attention of the others. She had a heated argument with Cruz the other day regarding this strange idea that she was betrothed to Jason in some kind of medieval way that is massively incongruous now. Cruz stroked her arm in a manner that feigned reassurance but was infinitely creepier than anything his adopted master would do. Serengeti, desperate to reassert his own masculinity, has started to flirt with Emma, Amii and indeed anything vaguely female in the camp like Ali – naturally, the problem is that said women are far too smart for him and he adopts this seething awkwardness when his unsubtle double entendres fail to register.
 
“What do you think of my tool?” he says to Amii as he wields a long iron bar that has been used to kill the odd stray rat.
 
“Er, yes Serengeti, very impressive. I’m sure you’ll make a wonderful couple.” she concludes. He just stands there, mouth agape, iron bar scratching the floor and frustration etched on his pasty features. To say that he is not the sharpest knife in the cutlery draw is to do knives and cutlery drawers a massive disservice.
 
 
As a group-building exercise, we decide to have a few entertainment evenings. Here are my brief reviews should they be of any interest or should the persons involved become famous and others want to see what they did before the world got back on its feet.
 
Marcus gave us a one-man play that he had performed in Poznan and was now ready for its English-language debut. Marcus is a big fan of Berthold Brecht so to say that his play, ‘Ballads For Wolves’, is not easy viewing is to put it mildly. We’re all encouraged to be there though ten or so are missing on account of being ‘busy’. From what I can deduce, ‘Ballads For Wolves’ is a critique of apathy and injustice and features shouting, crying and even a nude scene which is thankfully cut from this version. Jac proclaims that the play is the most boring ninety minutes she has ever spent, Alvin plays Angry Birds throughout despite nudges from his parents (who seem to think that he is invested with some remarkable intellect that requires such cultural nourishment), Marta falls in love with her estranged husband all over again, Pete applauds it excitedly and talks about collaborating with Marcus on something else and Alice passes me an amusing note with ‘Should I show my appendix scar to everyone for ninety minutes tomorrow and say it’s a political play?’.
The older generation complains about the volume and interrupts Marcus in his most passionate speech to ask him to ‘Speak up dear’.
 
Rita recites some poetry that she had put written before, during and after the troubles. She manages to rhyme Jason with stonemason but comes unstuck trying to think of something for Rikesh. It’s a sweet Pam Ayres inspired half an hour or so.
 
Alice teaches us to bake which given the meagre resources at hand is quite an achievement. Even Jason participates and his rock cakes live up to the first part of their name – they will be useful weapons should we be invaded by orcs. Rita and Alice Chen have a most uncharacteristic argument about imperial versus metric, Erin makes suggestive, ‘Are You Being Served?’ comments about her apple strudel and Amii ends the evening with a song, a conclusion I absolutely did not see coming. Alice brushes against me as she instructs me on how to make puff pastry though I move her away slightly with my elbow in a kind of ‘Not the time or place’ kind of way.
 
Of course, there has to be a kid’s night. Alvin performs some magic tricks and uses his mother as his enthusiastic assistant. As he is just a boy – albeit an annoying one – we all have to pretend that we can’t see the card in his sleeve and Rikesh starts welling up with pride by the end of his son’s set. Jac, who is now fully settled, plays the guitar and when she mentions that her brother taught her it is hard not to feel a lump in the throat. The Carmichael kids show everyone their artwork which consists of three parts Jackson Pollock and one part stick figures fighting various imaginary creatures.
 
When it comes to my turn I decide to construct a cinema room from the items in the shopping centre, go through the films on the supermarket shelf and write a little Moviedrome style introduction. I come across as a pretentious idiot.
 
“The film we’re about to watch was directed by the great Sergio Leone. Note the extraordinary use of sound and tension in the famous opening scene.” begins my introduction to ‘Once Upon A Time In The West’.
By the end of one of the finest productions in cinematic history, Alvin, Rita and Mrs. Chen are asleep, Eddie is looking at his phone, Jac is looking at Eddie, Adisa and Che are trying to impress Emma in their usual manner and the rest are, I believe, quietly impressed with the film. I am happy with this success rate. If my role in creating a better world is bringing great cinema to the remaining masses than it is a task I accept whole-heartedly. I definitely come across as a pompous moron don’t I?



“What’s there to live for?
 Who needs the Peace Corps?”
 
 
 
I
 
 
It seems as if Pete has befriended a gentleman named Jacob who resides in that tantalising collective we keep hearing about. His trust is such that even his most ardent desire to find a conspiracy within the idea has subsided and it is agreed that when ‘Quiet Cool’ is running well it will be time to go. We’ll draw lots as to who goes and who, for the time being, stays though with supplies running low and a fear of what might be trying to get into our compound, the latter appears to be the more favourable option.
 
The connection between Pete and Jacob is intellectual and ideological. When he contacts this mysterious voice in the ether, Pete starts chatting to it about his days in a punk group that he claims was sabotaged by a jealous Johnny Rotten, pre-P.I.L.
 
“We were called ‘FutureGuts’ and we played on the same bill as ‘Sham 69’ a couple of times.” he boasts. It seems that Jacob is a fellow ageing punk and part-time anarchist and the two talk politics about as much as they talk music.
 
Leo listens in.
 
“Doesn’t he go on about what he supposedly did before?” he whispers to me as we are stood outside the communications room. “You’d think he was in ‘The Clash’ the way he goes on. I’m not sure I’m keen on sharing a habitation with another version of him. Politics this, politics that, every day, every night. Get a room already!” Leo concludes with a look of annoyance that indicates his shallowness. He sports a pair of eyebrows that are almost always perfectly groomed and in a post-apocalyptic wasteland, I happen to consider that suspicious. As I get to spend more time with him – and as I continue to avoid talking about his previous fame despite his hints – I begin to realise that I know him from one of these reality shows where all of the participants talk drivel and have smooth foreheads you can bounce a fifty pence piece off.
 
I have become an old curmudgeon about thirty years early.
 
 
On this particular morning, with preparations for our journey being finalised and protection being added to ‘Quiet Cool’ on my request, the group is shaken by the sudden disappearance of Jac. Eventually we find a note scrawled on a noticeboard near the front doors.
 
“Sorry. Have to see if my grandparents
are still there. Even if there’s a chance, I
have to take it. I will be back soon – don’t worry about me, I can handle myself!”
 
Of course the fact that it says ‘Don’t Worry’ has the opposite effect on the group and there is a mixture of worry and barely concealed rage at her youthful stupidity. That, my friends, is what you get when you feed pre-teens on ‘The Hunger Games’ and its ilk; every girl thinks they are a weapon-wielding Katniss ready to taken on the adult world. I should think that my own apology for writing, should it ever see the light of day, would inspire mild nausea rather than a spirit of rebellion, but I’m happy enough with that.
 
To add to the worry is a public broadcast that appears on the old BBC One. In it, a team of government scientists host a question and answer meeting with a blank looking crowd about the illness and rumours of its mutation.
“I’m not sure if it is helpful to use terms like Immune and Semi-Immune.” says a female scientist with a strong Irish accent. “The fact is that we are recommending ALL to stay where they are now as there is some evidence that the pandemic has evolved aggressively and the certainties of the past are no longer there. We advise people to keep contact with the outside world to a minimum, quarantine anyone with flu-like symptoms immediately and report any incident to this email address. We are doing everything in our power to map the movement of the mutation and it would appear that it is spreading South from the first reported case in Dundee.”
 
More miserable news. You can’t help but feel sorry for the Scots – it seems that they get every bit of unpleasantness before we do, whether it be winter snow, unemployment or cholesterol.
 
“It’s even more imperative that we find Jac,” says Amii.
 
“Hey, she’s chosen her path…” Cruz says.
 
“You’re not serious are you?” Doug shouts in disgust.
 
“Well I have to agree with Cruz, I mean, who knows what she might have picked up out there. Can we really risk her coming back and infecting everyone?” suggests Ali who aggressively eats a pork pie as she makes her somewhat heartless point.
 
“She’s a kid! We’re not letting a kid stay out there with all of this and the small matter of the nutters that seem to be accumulating out there.” an indignant Alice roars. Her Patton-esque call to arms is at odds with her flowery hair slide, but her passion about the subject is contagious and I feel a compulsion to speak.
 
“Alice is absolutely right. She can’t have been gone more than a few hours. Besides, myself and Rikesh know where she is heading. We can get there quickly and bring her back before the day is out.”
 
Rikesh, being nudged by his Mira, coughs as a way of interrupting.
 
“Actually, I think I would rather stay here with Alvin. After last time I cannot risk leaving my family.”
 
“I thought the idea was that we were ALL family now? Isn’t Jac part of ours?” I reply heatedly.
 
“No offence Buck, but you don’t have children. You don’t know what it’s like.” Rikesh replies in a tone that cannot be anything other than patronising despite his best intentions to control it.
 
“That’s up to you and I respect that you want to protect those you love, but surely the rest of us aren’t going to leave her out there. We’ve all seen the lights out there at night, all heard the commotion. We all know that things are changing out there, getting more dangerous all of the time.” I have a touch of the Churchill coming over me (the leader not the insurance dog). Ali, feeling remorse about her earlier comment, waves a fist in the air in a sign of solidarity which is, of course, good as she knows the way.
 
“I’m with you, Buck!” Alice shouts. She looks at me as if we should consider this death-defying mission as a date. With the mild apathy around me at the moment and much as I wouldn’t want to put her in harm’s way, her support is welcome.
 
“Let’s get it done,” says Jason. I am torn between a feeling of disappointment at his assertion and thankfulness that some brute strength will be coming along with us. It’s unclear to me why Jason has suddenly found a measure of compassion but I can do with every bit of muscle-headed intransigence that I can get. As Cruz and Serengeti add their names to the list I realise the benefits of having three large human shields around me and Alice. By the end of the discussion – and after spending much more time than was necessary on the subject – our team are ready to go. Myself, Alice, Jason and Serengeti load ourselves into one vehicle (what delightful conversation I have to look forward to!) and we arm ourselves with weapons for protection – Jason takes a shotgun, Alice a garden fork (?), Serengeti has a crossbow that he has recently fallen in love with and I go back to my trusty cricket bat. In another car, also furnished with an eclectic mix of weaponry will be Cruz, Doug, Ali and Sheryl Lee who seems to have found her inner Frontiers Woman and has been further galvanised by a maternal instinct that she is only now revealing.
 
“Let’s kick some butt.” Sheryl Lee says in her awkward approximation of the voice of a Southern Belle.
 
“Well, there’ll be no butt-kicking.” I reason. “We find her and bring her back – we don’t look for trouble. ‘In and Out Like The Wind’.” I say hoping someone gets the reference.
 
“We’ll see,” says Jason as he loads cartridges into the gun. I have a horrible feeling that this is what his life has been leading up to.
 
And so, with the morning turning into the afternoon, the two parties set out on a familiar road with Adisa and Che shoring up the defences behind us as we chug away. Although ‘Phoenix One’ is as secure as it is ever likely to be there is extra vigilance in the air and most of those remaining behind take a position around the perimeter and wait for instructions from the walkie-talkie around their necks. The kids are with our septuagenarian contingent and the two groups try and encourage the other to sing a song of encouragement with them despite the fact that the age gap makes the catalogue of choices impossible to comprehend for either.
 
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
Memory is indeed a strange thing. As we drive towards Jac’s grandparents’ house – the place we assume she has fled to – I think to myself about how murky things were as the pandemic reached its nadir. I never thought too much about it and I feel my solitude allowed me to create an alternative reality where I only had myself to consider. Now, as a member of a collective, I find that thoughts previously either repressed or not fully understood come flooding back. I remember people coughing and spluttering, bodies in the street when the government had reached its breaking point. Yet, at the time, sympathetic as I was, I managed to deaden myself to the events, I managed to get a hardened survival mentality. It’s not that I wasn’t shocked by events, but television news had done such a sterling job of desensitising me over the years that I wasn’t sure how to react when I saw my first body in the street. I made an emergency phone call – as if a paramedic could bring the dead back to life. I waited. Nobody came. I buried the body and left a marker for future reference should the person’s family appear. After a few days and a few more bodies buried, I decided that this was a losing battle and that keeping myself away from the worst of the pandemic was the wisest course.
 
These thoughts go through my head as I see litter-strewn streets that we travel along. The black bin liners were suitably dour motifs of the apocalypse, but now these have been disturbed by animals or the typical English weather. This melancholia that I am labouring under comes from a quite unwelcome feeling of worry and trepidation for Jac who, against my better judgements, was becoming a younger sister to me. With the others around me also trying to build their family units and with Alice doting on me, I feel myself being drawn into a post-modern version of suburbia and the movement towards it is uncomfortable. Yet, as I sit in the van, Alice opposite me, smiling sweetly despite the fact we are heading into the unknown, I wonder if there are worse places to be. That things are not quite so simple is emphasised when Jason, sitting next to Alice, spots her adoring look towards me.
 
“So Alice, when we get Jac back maybe we can get together. Hook up, y’know.” he says to Alice. His hand is moving towards her knee but she swats it away.
 
“I’m sorry Jason, I’m just not interested. Let’s just concentrate on getting Jac back shall we.” she insists.
 
“But I suppose you’ll celebrate with that,” Jason whispers to her as he motions towards me. I hear the words quite clearly as his undertone is a brutal dirge that doesn’t have a ‘low level’. I wonder if I should make my displeasure at being called ‘that’ known, but I don’t fancy my chances with Jason and his hellions in such a confined space. Once Jac is safe and sound I can approach the matter with El Jerko separately and hope that a reasoned manner will not result in another stealthy beating.
 
“Jason, what er, what is your story? I mean, I’ve never actually asked you about how you came to be at Phoenix One have I?” I ask in my most optimistic tone, hoping to fashion some kind of bond between us in a Stockholm Syndrome kind of way.
 
“Why do you need to know?”
 
“I don’t need to know, just thought that while we have a few minutes I could get to know you better.”
 
Silence.
 
“I mean, what about your family?”
 
Silence. Alice gives me a look that says ‘Awkward!’. Jason looks straight ahead as if reading the label on my t-shirt.
 
“What did you do for work?”
 
Silence. I can feel that I am pushing my luck so I start whistling in a way that only nervous people ever do.
 
“If you don’t stop whistling I’m gonna…” he starts saying. At last, a conversation! Thankfully, before he can conclude his sentence with what I imagine is unlikely to be ‘…give you a big hug’, a voice from the front takes charge.
 
“We’re here. Good directions Bucky!” says Serengeti in a mildly psychotic tone.
 
 
The two vehicles pull up just around the corner from the house. I had advised that we should park out of sight as I wasn’t sure what kind of persons might be loitering in the vicinity. Although Serengeti has a blood and thunder approach that almost courts trouble, on this occasion my suggestion is accepted and we ease the vehicles into the messy side-street. As I step out of the van I put my foot in a freshly chewed ball of gum that, as is the case with gum, oozes into the treads of my shoes. It is mildly depressing that even in a world teetering on the brink of collapse someone cannot put their gum with the other rubbish but I keep my pedantry quiet lest I get accused of not quite getting the right perspective on things.
 
“Er, folks,” I say, recalling Jason and Serengeti back from the forthright walk ahead. They turn their heads but say nothing. “I’ve just stepped in a fresh ball of gum,” I add.
 
“And?” Serengeti queries.
 
“Well, that means one of two things. Either Hubba Bubba has opened a new factory here or, and perhaps more likely, Jac has been here.”
 
“What makes you think it was Jac?” Alice adds with a fearful tone.
 
“Fair point.”
 
We gather our group together and split into two teams, myself Doug and Alice taking on the role of landing party while the others take up various vantage points in the area to protect our advance, The thought of being protected by Jason, Serengeti and Cruz is as reassuring as being operated on by The Krankies. Hopefully, Sheryl Lee’s strange approximation of Deep South America will assuage them and I won't get a half-hearted ‘Sorry’ from one of the gorillas when a stray bullet ends up in my back.
 
 
As we approach the house that Jac once called home I find myself emboldened by the trust that Doug and Alice have placed in me. Doug gives me a playful punch on the arm, Alice pokes in the side and smiles and we advance to the front door.
 
“Dotty, Bernard, it’s Buck. Are you there?” I say through the letterbox as Doug knocks the door with typical Scouse vigour. “Jac, are you there? Hello?”
 
I look through the letterbox to try and look for movement but see nothing but darkness.
 
“Hey guys, the door is open,” Alice says nudging it with her garden fork.
 
“Well, let’s go in then I suppose,” Doug says nervously.
 
Alice pushes the door with her fork and despite it slightly sticking to the frame, it creaks open in that way that feels like a cliché. The hallway is full of smashed articles, torn papers and discarded clothes.
 
“My word, what happened here?” Alice says as she adjusts her glasses.
 
“Jac, don’t be scared, it’s us,” I shout out again.
 
“Should we be making so much noise? I mean, if there was a disturbance isn’t there a chance that the, er, ‘disturbers’ might be hovering around.” Alice whispers to us.
 
“Let’s proceed to the front room with caution,” I conclude. “We’re armed and dangerous,” I say out loud. We all look at each other, me at Alice’s Homebase garden fork, Doug at my cricket bat and Alice at the sword that Doug had acquired from an antique shop during the first pangs of the global misery. We make for quite an absurd trio. As we move towards the front room, Doug starts waving his sword around and moves towards the stairs to check that no hordes are likely to rush down. With his injudicious movements of the blade, he comes across as a Liverpudlian Highlander albeit a clumsy one who nearly takes my ear off.
 
“Soz mate.” he says.
 
“Keep the Scaramouche movements to a minimum Doug,” I say. “In and out like the wind, remember?”
 
The door to the living room is ajar and as we push it further open I have dreadful feelings about booby traps borrowed from the Viet Cong. It opens. There are no sudden boards with nails in popping up nor is there a swinging Edgar Allen Poe style axe moving in front. There is just silence. Silence and the clear signs of a disturbance. Scrawled on the wall is a message:
 
“Sorry, you’re
too late, Jac has come to party with us. If
we come to your place to play, maybe we can
swap her for your medical supplies and food. Make sure
she gets to see her teen years. No negotiation. See
you at 10 pm.” It has today’s date underneath it and a very unsettling lock of what we must assume is Jac’s hair pinned to the wall with a knife.
 
“Someone’s got her. I can’t believe it.” Alice says with panic in her voice.
 
“Should we be looking for her?” Doug asks.
 
“Where would you suggest we start mate?” I reply. “I think we need to get back to base and wait for them. We’ll get back and discuss it with the others.”
 
“Poor Jac, is she going to be ok? She’s only a kid.” Alice starts getting upset.
 
“Don’t worry Alice, they won't do anything while we have what they want. They won't harm a hair on her head. Well, apart from that hair over there.” I say with the intention of being encouraging only to veer off into the unintentionally macabre. Noting my lack of success I stroke Alice’s arm in a reassuring way and motion to Doug that it is time to leave.
 
We get back to our colleagues and discuss what has happened. Jason fires into the air like a cretin.
 
“Yeah that’s a good idea mate, let’s make the kidnappers nervy,” I say sarcastically. Seeing the look of disapproval from the others, Jason accepts my cutting remark.
 
I walk into the centre of the street and look around to try and spot someone. Eventually, just as the vehicles start, I decide to leave the enemy with our thoughts should they be listening.
 
“Listen,” I shout with my most powerful delivery. “if you harm her in any way, you’ll have an army to deal with. We have weapons and a lack of patience with people who would hurt a child.” I conclude. Just before I get back to the others – and as they motion for me to hurry up – I shout out one last thing. “And would it have killed you to have told us this by walkie-talkie? I mean, you can speak to us at the centre, this is the 21st century. No need for all of these theatrics.” I finish in a very indignant tone that doesn’t quite fit the triviality of the latter error. Nevertheless, I cannot help but feel as annoyed by the lack of logical communication as by the heinous act itself. Go figure, as our American friends would say.
 
 
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
We get back to Phoenix One and the mood is quickly made bleak by the fact that we have returned empty handed and we might be getting some interesting visitors later.
 
“Can’t we fight them?” Rikesh says, buoyed by a strange waft of machismo.
 
“Er, fight who?” I suggest. “We don’t know who these people are, how serious they are and, most importantly, where they are.”
 
“They can’t be too far I reckon. We can get to them before they get to us.” Pete says in a rare moment where logic has detached itself from his anger.
 
“Let’s be realistic. We’ve combed the nearby area over the past six months and we haven’t found anything whatsoever. It’s been slow, painfully slow and we’re still no wiser. Why do you think I prefer to be in the kitchen? It’s not just to dazzle you all with my pastries y’know.” Alice says with such pragmatism that Pete instantly wheels himself out of the foreground to contemplate the flaws in his suggestion.
 
“Alice is right.” I second.
 
“Ahh, thank you, dear,” she says, squeezing my arm. I cough nervously like a mixed-race Hugh Grant.
“Yes, er, well., anyway, the point is that we’re up the proverbial creek.” I splutter.
 
Marta and Marcus look slightly bemused.
 
“What you say about ‘creek’?” Marta says.
 
“Sorry, it’s an English idiom. Basically, it means that we haven’t got a choice.” I explain.
 
“Why you not say ‘we are in the…” Marcus frowns. It is one of those days that the fiery couple appeared to have unified and become protective of each other. They’re also as flirtatious with each other as a couple of teenagers dizzy from Jager bombs, but that’s not for here.
 
“Ok, this isn’t important Marcus. What is important is that we will be expecting a legion of potentially psychotic visitors tonight and we are massively ill-prepared.”
 
“But you said that you don’t know the number and yet you’re talking about a legion,” Ali adds. This is the reality of communal living. It’s not the rationing of resources, the knowledge that fuel is running out or that the pandemic could return more potent than ever that wears you down. It’s the games of pedantry you play with each other, followed by the unending conversation about nothing in particular. There are heroic acts in our day-to-day lives of course, yet ultimately the most courageous thing is not shooting yourself after spending three hours discussing whether the ‘u’ in colour is necessary (you can tell by my inclusion of it where I stand).
 
“Worst case scenario. Who knows, they could just be an octogenarian sewing circle with a wicked sense of humour…” I add.
 
“There’s no need for sarcasm Buck,” Ali replies in her surly way, tilting her head away from the group as she says so. It’s a mannerism of displeasure that she should copyright.
 
“That’s true and I apologise. But if we don’t have some kind of plan before tonight we could well find ourselves hanging from a pole somewhere. I know it sounds sensationalist, but we have to assume that their intentions are not pleasant.”
 
“So, we give them what they want and that’ll be that then,” Graham interjects.
 
“Not quite.” Che joins the debate. “We don’t know if they’ll honour the deal, whether they’ll try and take over the whole place. Hell, we don’t even know if the kid is alive.” It is a sober piece of rationalism that dampens the mood further and Mrs Chen starts to cry. Eddie reluctantly edges closer to her and puts his arm around her shoulders, an act that comforts her but is clearly a Herculean effort on his part. I can’t help thinking that Eddie would probably be able to relate to everyone better if we were all pixilated characters in ‘Assassin’s Creed’ or the like.
 
“Hey, don’t worry, we didn’t come this far to give in so easily.” Amii begins. “We’ve worked hard to build up a working community here and we’ve turned a group of strangers into a tightly-knit family. We don’t leave our home until we’re ready and no-one breaks up what we’ve put together,” she concludes in a most impressive way, almost as if she had scripted this moment hours before. There’s applause, nods of agreement and people gently punching each other in the arm the way they do when they want to say ‘hey, we’re all in this together!’
 
“Can I suggest that we look at what we’ve got, check the inventory or whatever it is, see what we can spare and in the meantime, put our ‘siege mentality’ hats on?” Alice rouses the collective.
 
I notice Jason nod to The Dynamic Duo and they wink back in that most suspiciously self-conscious way. The former is still fused to his shotgun and carries it casually over his shoulder as if the posture was something entirely natural to him.
 
“You guys better get some weapons,” Cruz suggests.
 
“No use greeting the guests with a firm handshake and that’s all.” Serengeti quips.
 
“Ok,” Amii replies. “that might not be a bad idea. Only for defence, I must stress.”
 
“Yeah, well, I guess we’ll see how things plan out Amii.” Jason fires back, looking pleased with himself as his two acolytes smirk beside him. Despite protests from the others, the three leave the meeting area together, their swagger (which verges on self-parody in my eyes) getting more pronounced as they exit. I can tell that Amii senses that her words have fallen on deaf ears and that a potential skirmish might be just what Jason has been building himself up for.
 
“We need to keep an eye on those three.” she whispers to me.
 
“Absolutely.”
 
“They don’t think I know that they’ve got quite an arsenal stashed away somewhere. I know they’ve got handguns in their room and of course, Jason seems surgically attached to that shotgun. I’ve dealt with bullet wounds before and they’re much less tomato ketchup and amateur dramatics than today’s generation seems to think. I don’t want things to escalate.”
 
“I’ll try and shadow them Amii, but they’re not exactly paid up members of my fan club you know,” I say with a certain matter-of-factness.
 
“Oh, yes, you and Alice. Lovely girl.”
 
“There’s no ‘me and Alice’. But I do care about her. I care about all of us, I hasten to add.”
 
“You can resist those big puppy eyes looking at you Buck? I don’t think she’ll let you go that easily.” she smiles.
 
It’s the strange symptom of the human condition that we can go from talking about life-threatening situations to contemplating – rather embarrassingly I might add – the nascent love life of others. It’s the beauty of being human; however arduous things get, there is always a distracting minutia to bring us back to the sheer ordinariness of our lives. I remember, as the pandemic began its deathly rise, how the sight of casualties from around the world was juxtaposed with stories about a footballer or a pop star. It was never done in a cynical way as if to pacify the masses before their upcoming trauma. No, it was worse than that. It was an assumption by us that the two distinct stories had an equal weight in the news and it wasn’t a surprise that the masses took that point to heart. I recall seeing a scene of utter carnage in Algiers on one of those rolling news channels that us insomniacs used to inadvertently watch at three in the morning. The pandemic had hit the area, the W.H.O. had rolled in and all of a sudden, as if there wasn’t quite enough drama, an assortment of radicals decided to attack the government. There was this glorious stupidity of seeing Islamist fighters proclaiming the disease as a punishment from Allah only to also find their numbers massively dwindled by the virus. You would think that such a fact would help focus their minds on what the people needed right then, but no, on they continued, attacking the government and helping their absurd conflict spill over into surrounding nations. It became so surreal when the sight of the leftovers of the rebels and the government continued to manfully fight over absolutely nothing. You had to admire the flint-headed intransigence of both sides and pity the short-sightedness of letting conflict spread the diseases further. Refugees, as is their right, went to look for a better life and the virus spread exponentially.
 
Yet, despite a feeling of smugness in the West – and a conclusion that ‘it couldn’t happen to us’ - towards the speed in which people far away can fight over the slightest thing, we found our own ridiculous realities to fret over. It was at that time that the first celebrity died of the pandemic and all of a sudden there were those reverent images and hushed tones on the news about one person who did very little of consequence for the greater good. The simple fact that they were famous made their death far more significant than the millions that had already fallen and I even remember a charity single including the usual suspects of music being released to promote ‘awareness’.
 
I try not to think about the past too much (I allow myself one wallow in self-pity a day) and as I stand there talking about negotiating with an unknown enemy I realise that this is going to be the pattern evermore. I hate feeling myself getting too Billy Bragg about things as experience has taught me that both sides – if indeed there are only two – can comfortably outdo the other when it comes to meat-headed wilfulness. Seeing Rikesh and Pete arguing over such things is a distillation of this, a ludicrous drama acted out as if to represent the never-ending debate.
 
Right, I sense I have fallen into my own trap and become slightly too pompous. I feel I must address this with a piece of news that should bring colour back to the readers’ cheeks. It turns out that Graham and Sheryl-Lee are no longer just ‘an item’ (that sounds very ‘American Graffiti’ to me – I fear someone using the term ‘going steady’) and have plans to marry. Very strange. The Home Counties Dolly Parton and a man who people turn too when watching paint dry becomes too much of a pulse-quickener. That sounds remarkably bitter from me and I should just enjoy the chance to revel in such a celebration – Erin is practically foaming at the mouth about the whole thing and has found a stash of old copies of ‘Brides Magazine’ that she is using to help her role as ‘uncalled for Wedding Planner’. The sheer normality of it is welcome I suppose and when we have negotiated the little matter of an invasion tonight, and to use the last resources before we leave, we will have a wedding that will make Grace Kelly’s look like a shotgun wedding in Alabama. Or so I’m told.
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
(Still unsure about the Roman Numerals – Doug reckons it makes things look ‘poncey’)
 
The whole of Phoenix One is busy securing the grounds; so efficiently is this achieved that I reckon a fly would need a basic level of contortion to get in. We have addressed the need for weapons and, as expected, the discussion is split between the daffodil-waving pacifists and the knuckle-dragging brutalists (some of whom are creating a record of their endeavours tonight – selfies with a machete anyone?!). For the record, I am with the former camp though when I am furnished with a makeshift spear I do not refuse it. I do what all men do when given something so wonderfully primal and begin swinging it around like I’m in a Ti Lung film.
 
“You could have someone’s eye out with that dear,” says Rita. Yes, that is kind of the point!
 
I desist from the Wu Shu display and begin to carry it like a noble pikeman though I am vaguely intimidated when I see Cruz showing off a gun holster to Marie who has come across all girly around such implied violence. She’s playing with her hair as if she’s playing footsie with George Clooney and Cruz is lapping up the attention. He takes his semi-automatic out (see, I’m getting used to the jargon) and points it playfully at me. Marie gasps in appreciation as if the idiot has just discovered Penicillin.
 
“Do you mind not pointing that at me mate,” I say with my spear by my side.
 
“What’s the matter Bucky, don’t you trust me? I’m a perfect shot. If I intend to target someone then…” he says in that most harrowing tone, motioning a bullet to the forehead as he does so.
 
“Maybe I’m just in touch with my feminine side, but I’m not a big fan of all of this macho gun waving,” I remark. Just as I expect Cruz to spit back a response, Marie steps in.
 
“Are you saying shooting guns is only for blokes? If there’s a spare gun, I’ll be packing, you can be sure of it.” Great, another idiot has joined the arms race. “If one of those lot come in here I won't hesitate.”
 
Noting that this conversation is veering towards ‘My Dad’s stronger than your Dad.’ territory, I take my leave and walk away.
 
“See you, Buck. Hope you find your balls soon!” Marie shouts to me as I go. Despite being mildly insulted by that I have to confess that I laughed a bit at that line. Not a belly laugh you understand, more a semi-impressed guffaw.
 
We have another meeting. Eric struggles along as if to prove to prove that he is still around and promises to protect Rita at all costs. Without boring you with the details, we all agree to the following (and my macaroni cheese gets cold in the meantime):
 
	We will try and negotiate as a first option. We will need proof that Jac has been completely unharmed and then we will discuss how we can split what we have. Doug and Piti are currently doing an inventory of what we have – this seems a perfect excuse to miss yet another meeting.
	Should they become violent, warning shots will be fired above their heads.
	If they out-number us and try to enter the compound, we will shoot to wound (I say shoot, but most of us will be just throwing projectiles to warn them off).
	If anyone on the other side is injured, we will look after them – it becomes our responsibility.
	We will try to broker a peace between the two parties either by friendly discussion or the much less salubrious means mentioned earlier.
	We will not share our fuel resources fifty-fifty – they do not need to know how much we have.
	The children, the older ones and the vulnerable (Leo is keen to put himself in the last camp, but is persuaded otherwise by our disappointed looks) will be kept indoors, behind the re-enforced doors of the security office in Clark’s Shoes.
	Spotlights will be used to highlight the positions of the ‘enemy’. The duration of their use will depend on how much energy we have built up in reserve.
	We are a team – nobody looks after Number One. Nobody leaves until the issue is resolved.

 
 
 
Call my next move a wise, pragmatic idea or mild paranoia about the evening's events, but I decide to show Doug the nuances of operating ‘Quiet Cool’. After a short time has it working well and so I move onto Amii who accepts the knowledge with Thulsa Doom-like glee. Then onto Marcus and Marta who bicker in Polish as I go through the operation. I think they’re going through one of their ‘cannot stand to be in the same cosmos’ phases. Eventually, with a stern look and a słuchać I have found in the back of my subconscious (I think I picked up from an old Polish colleague called Ivana), I get their full attention and conclude the lesson.
 
 
Jason, Cruz and Serenghetti are getting intimate with their small arsenal and appear to lap up the attention from a few people impressed with their firepower. Cruz lets Marie hold his handgun which for him must be a sign of true love – as she’s pointing it at inanimate objects he is wedged behind her and places one of his arms around her waist. Jason looks on approvingly while Serengeti looks jealous of the female attention. Thankfully for him, Erin – distracted from her wedding planning for just a moment - eases next to him and starts talking about the rifle broken over his shoulder. At the other end of the main hall, Adisa and Che take turns with a punch bag while Emma – sporting a natty catsuit that distracts them momentarily – reveals her past as a Tae-Kwon-Do practitioner and launches a few sobering kicks at the target. She puts them to shame, flicks her hair back and wanders off as the two Alpha Males look at each other aghast.
 
As I am enjoying a quiet moment to myself, Pete wheels himself over. He has a distracting residue of fried egg yolk on his chin that I immediately notice though I do admire his trust in the dairy provisions we have left. The last egg that I cracked seeped out of the shell like tar and had a smell akin to an explosion at a stink bomb factory.
 
“So how is it going?”
 
“Not too bad my friend.” I reply as I put my book (“Middlemarch” - not sure why) down beside me. It is one of those interruptions that you can tell is intended to lead to a more productive conversation and so I prepare myself to engage in that much-overrated thing called ‘serious conversation’.
 
“You know, I kind of think we’re alike in many ways.” he suggests.
 
“Oh, that’s, er, very nice to hear.” I’m not sure what the correct response to his statement was or if indeed it was actually a compliment. There are worse people here to be compared to than our militant socialist Pete though I am still unsure of where this might be heading.
 
“I think we both want answers. The others are happy to muddle through and that’s great, but people like us want to know how we got here and where we’re going.”
 
“Yes, I can see your point,” I reply in the hope that it sounds as if such deep and meaningful thoughts were commonly swimming through my mind.
 
“The whole pandemic, its aftermath, the rise of a new undemocratically elected government, it all stinks. And that’s not to mention the social engineering: did you know that the chances of recovering from the virus among the poorest level of society were a sixteenth of what the upper middles had.”
 
“I suppose people with money tend to have more space, they tend to be less likely to have to be in close contact with a lot of people. They have access to more expensive drugs of course.” I reason – not illogically I might add.
 
“Yeah, of course. But the way it spread worldwide and the lack of clear-cut answers as to what it was…something is dodgy there. You heard of Porton Down? It’s this country’s biological weapons developing area. Is it unreasonable to think that places like that were working on something to cull the masses? Population control worldwide? It’s not the first time it’s happened. You realise that there are less blue collar jobs in the West than ever before and the ones who can’t work are becoming ‘a drain on resources’?”
 
“That’s quite a wild theory, Pete. I can’t see how that would be executed.”
 
“Perhaps, but it does give me a reason to wonder what ‘Order’ is. I mean, how are they governed and who’s deciding what happens next. Have you heard from anyone who has gone to one of their camps?”
 
“Well, to be fair, I haven’t heard from anyone. I’m not sure that this is the golden age of communication.” I suggest in my ‘chairing ‘Question Time’ voice.
 
“All I’m saying is that we’ve got to be careful who we trust. Now I’m not saying I want to spend the rest of my life with people like a self-hating second generation Indian like Rikesh or his wife…”
 
“A think self-hating is a bit strong. He might be another Tory to you, but I don’t think that is a reason to get all worked up. I know enough about the situation to see that there’s not a lot of difference between the lefts and the rights. You all just have different prejudices.” It’s a line I didn’t expect to come out of my mouth, but with all of the upcoming drama, with all of the worry about resources and what the future holds, I cannot believe that as always it comes down to politics. I would have thought that sitting in an abandoned shopping centre should focus our minds on how far that debate got us before.
 
“Well anyway, I’m just saying, whoever we have here, I’d rather be with them than see who’s pulling the strings of ‘Order’.”
 
“You might be right. I’m always a bit suspicious of an organisation that picks such a stringent word for their name. It doesn’t even have the definite article before it. It is a little bit ‘Matrix-y’ if you think about it.”
 
“I’m not talking about sci-fi Buck, I’m talking about a real way of cherry-picking who lives and who dies. It’s what governments have always dreamed about only they’ve nudged the supposed terrorists to do it in the past. Now, maybe they’ve found a way to edit society. Do you think that the great and the good, the rich and the beautiful, you think they’re struggling to feed themselves or are besieged in Boots wait to play war games with some other losers.”
 
“So why are there survivors, perhaps quite a few?” I ask.
 
“Well they need someone to do the dirty work. Who’s gonna’ be pumping the oil and farming the land? Say the treatment against the virus is dependent on our compliance – you get your pills every day after putting a shift in and as soon as you start to question it you’re left to your own devices.”
 
“I can see what you’re saying but…”
 
“But just think about it, Buck. It’ll be a return to feudalism and serfdom. When that financial crisis happened years ago, it was all the fault of financial institutions. They brought the world to its knees. But who was affected? Who got the blame? Who were the ones that were ‘draining resources’, leaving the light on for too long, not recycling enough, too obese, too sick, too lazy? It was the ordinary person. And that’s all that I’m saying.” Pete concludes and wheels himself away shortly after.
 
Though I’m not sure I buy the whole conspiracy theory, Pete has given me food for thought. Unwanted food for thought I might add. Just as I was trying to lift my spirits and try to ignore what could happen tonight, Pete leaves me with a nice wedge of not entirely implausible (though not necessarily plausible) theories on what the future might hold. Thank you Pete, I am now suitably depressed.



“The armies of the night are comin’, they’re comin’,
 life will be a scream for you and
for me.”
 
 
 
I
 
 
A few traps have been set à la ‘Death Wish 3’. I must add to this statement as I myself were very vocal in my opposition to using unnecessary force – no spring up boards with rusty nails in them from me. I acknowledge the need for protection and the means to stop potential threats, but I was very keen for this not to turn into some low-rent Vietnam War movie where people are being felled by the most sadistic means. If a trap could merely dissuade the enemy for getting into the shopping centre or, if this does not succeed, in not getting much further within, I would call this a success.
 
“We need to send a warning out,” Jason says and his words are chillingly effective at gaining popular support.
 
“Warning? What, are we talking napalm, dirty bombs, Chinese burns?” I ask.
 
“No, I’m talking about tripwires, smashed glass falling from above, hot sugar from the top of the building. I know a way to booby trap the automatic doors – kind of a horizontal guillotine.” Jason adds, getting noticeable enthused by his ideas.
 
“I’m with Jay on this,” says Marie. “We’ve no guarantees that they’ll just drop Jac off, take what they need and skip hand-in-hand into the moonlight.”
 
“Yes, of course. But we don’t want this turning into a war.” I insist.
 
“Booby traps? What does that say about us if we are seriously injuring others? Aren’t they just people driven to extreme lengths to get what they need?” Alice adds with a warm, empathetic tone that gets a few nods of approval from the others.
 
“Look sweetie, this lot aren’t coming to give neck rubs,” Cruz says with optimum sarcasm.
 
“Don’t call me ‘sweetie’ turnip head.” she spits back.
 
“Judging by the tone of the note,” says Ali who inserts herself in the conversation “I would say that there is some indication of sociopathy among the group. The mixture of dark humour and that very definite sense of resisting a structure that’s been created…” I phase out at this point and I’m sure I’m not the only one.
 
 
Before this escalates away from a question of morality to petty insults (though I admit to smirking at Alice’s little retort), Doug and Piti run in and announce something with all of the grim intonation we used to get when we watched the news and a famous actor had just died (“The actor…has died. He was 82” - picture of said actor in top left of screen, anchor’s voice descending a few octaves in reverence).
 
“Not sure how to say this but, er, the stuff…”
 
“What ‘stuff’?” Amii asks. “Just breathe in slowly and tell us what’s happened,” she says patiently as she moves attention away from a map of the shopping centre.
 
“The medicine, the drugs…all gone,” Piti interjects as her husband hyperventilates in the background.
 
“What do you mean, ‘gone’?” Jason snaps.
 
“It’s not in the storage room we use. I mean, has anyone moved it? Have any of you hidden it somewhere?” Doug enters the conversation again.
 
“No, of course not. We all agreed in the meeting…” Amii reasons.
 
“Well, agreed or not, it’s not where it should be. When was the last time that someone used it? Is the key on the wall?” I ask, hoping to sound significant. Too much Jessica Fletcher.
 
“Err, I think it was the old dears,” Doug says. “Paracetamol and bandages or something. Mrs Chen had been coughing like a navvy and I…”
 
“Sorry, you didn’t think to tell us that she was coughing? You didn’t think that this might be a concern for us? What with a virus and all of that?” Cruz says aggressively and as he does so he marches up to Doug and gives him a firm shove in the shoulder. Doug concedes in full contrition. “Between you and her, we’ve lost most of our supplies over the last month or so. I mean, are you retarded? And we’ve got a potential carrier in here.” Cruz adds.
 
“C’mon, this isn’t helping. Enough of the personal insults. We need to finish our preparation sharpish and call a meeting.” Words I never thought would exit my mouth. These tedious meetings are anathema to me – they invariably feature voting over the most absurdly pointless things and tend to last a good hour too long. These ‘democratic’ meetings are meat and potatoes to Pete and a few others, but I always feel as if very little is achieved after endless discussions about things like toilet cleaning rotas and the correct storage of fuel. I was impressed with the speed at which we had decided to arm ourselves; perhaps the urgency of the matter moved us away from pontificating too much. Yet, here I am requesting a meeting – is this a sign that my sanity is on the wane?
 
Amii – wearing the protection suit that greeted me when I first came here – inspects Mrs Chen. She concludes that her self-imposed quarantine means that any potential mutation of our beloved virus is unlikely to have spread, especially considering the lack of symptoms among us all. For safety she is put into quarantine proper – Rita refuses to leaves her side and says things like “At my age each day is a bonus”. After much wrangling and a few tears from Eric (who is sporting a most incongruous Trilby), the two ladies are put into quarantine. Eddie, usually affixed to his phone as if it's a conjoined twin, stirs himself to action and resolves to wait outside the quarantine area and tend his grandmother’s every whim. She mentions he needs a haircut (through distant splurts) and he agrees, going with a most severe short back and sides. I am impressed and saddened by what it takes many of us to focus on – and I dread using this term so please forgive me – ‘The Bigger Picture’.
 
I will not bore you with the details of the meeting but suffice to say the conclusion is reached that what our enemy doesn’t know can’t hurt us. They assume we have a large store of drugs. In a futile effort to equip ourselves, everyone brings the minor drugs and dressings they have ferreted away in their room and put them in a large cardboard box that we hope will impress the kidnappers. A few half-finished boxes of Paracetamol, Junior Disprin, a few plasters, three packets of Lockets, heat rub and sanitary towels are about all we can muster. It’s hardly going to get our enemy doing cartwheels of joy, but there you go.
 
Now there is the small matter of how our plentiful supplies disappeared. I am keen to piece this together and find a suspect. The majority of the others, however, prefer the ‘let’s deal with it tomorrow’ philosophy.
 
“There’s no time for recriminations. We have about three or four hours before our guests arrive and they need to be the priority.” Amii asserts.
 
“So we just do nothing?” Graham says as Sheryl-Lee squeezes his arm affectionately, her Patsy Cline bouffant swaying slightly.
 
“Not at all. But this isn’t the time to investigate. This is the time to ensure that we have a future. We have no idea what we’ll be facing. We have no idea how many there might be or even if Jac is alive. But we do know that we can only overcome these things together. Without each other, we haven’t got anything.” Amii says in a rousing speech that appears to have been rehearsed despite assertions to the contrary. It is a clarion call of remarkable power, inspiring Marcus to stand up and clap and soon everyone follows suit. Reluctantly I applaud – not that I disagree, but it’s all a bit ‘Independence Day’ for my liking. Someone adds an unnecessary whoop – probably Che who doesn’t seem to understand that this isn’t some talk show in Atlanta – and Adisa adds a strange little shimmy to the mix. Confidence is fusing through the place and the small matter of who took our supplies and what their plan is gets swept aside for twenty-four hours; if we’re all still alive I expect we will have another meeting about it.
 
 
 
 
 
II
 
 
It’s rapidly approaching ten o’clock and the tension is palpable. There’s another interview with ‘Order’ on the television and another discussion of practical ways to keep safe. More than one station is back in action now so there is a bit more choice for those of us who don’t want to hear more empty promises. On what I assume was BBC2 is ‘Rio Grande’ with John Wayne. I’m not sure who chooses the films or indeed what there is to choose from; is there a set post-apocalyptic list that television bigwigs have for such occasion? Watching the television now, appreciating the merest hint of ‘choice’, makes me recall the days when we all had fibre broadband and satellite and could pick any one of a thousand films at the touch of a button. I briefly remember certain films that I left on my old hard drive in the hope of watching them later. It never happened. There’s a warning there somewhere. Watch the stuff you record before a global pandemic makes it impossible.
 
It’s now ten o’clock. Everyone is in their position. Doug and Amii have nominated themselves to go and meet the visitors and we have fashioned stab-proof vests for them from a delightful pattern I once saw online. We’ve saved our electricity during the day so that now we can fully power the big spotlights that are around the exterior of the car-park. The generator makes a most unwelcome noise as it strains to push out the power. On the roof – and with a sniper’s rifle and sight that emits one of those delicious red laser dots – is Jason. We have no choice but to hope that he doesn’t get trigger happy and start popping bullets in people’s foreheads willy-nilly. Cruz takes up another vantage point and has similar worries about his injudicious use of bullets, especially as he is safely concealed on the roof. Serengeti leans on the boot of an old Corsa and points his shotgun at the source of every slight sound. Pete, in the interests of political correctness perhaps, is behind our makeshift ambulance with a flare gun; it’s not quite the look of shock and awe that we need, but he manfully points it as if he means business. Erin and Marie have been entrusted with pistols of their own by keen collector of offensive weapons, Cruz. The rest of us, utilising some basic tactics that we stole from ‘Art Of War’, are positioned in a range of astute spots around the exterior and interior of our beloved home. I chose a bow and arrow as it seems appropriate in a mock ‘Hunger Games’ kind of way. Magda and Marcus have been put in charge of the two large spotlights that are fitted to the roof of the complex – although they run on electricity, our Polish contingent prefer to awkwardly tilt them around manually. They try to point out various areas outside of the gates but we quickly realise that the lights aren’t quite as powerful as we’d hoped.
 
Full respect to our adversaries – they arrive at 22:01. Well, a small group of about six people do. Ignore the ‘about’ – it is six. I wasn’t sure what to expect but they look, how can I say, ‘ordinary’. The one I wrongly imagine to be the leader of the group is a tall black man who looks like he would’ve been into his weird-coloured protein shakes once upon a time – it’s late night and he’s wearing a black muscle top as if to say ‘Hey, I’m the Daddy now!’ Next to him are a mixed-race girl of about thirty (invested with a mean frown that could curdle milk), a small rotund woman with a large handgun (not sure if it’s real, but not keen to find out either), an aggressive looking teen with a feral look that would have fitted in very nicely with our bridge-dwelling friends, a large oak tree of a man who has an eyepatch (clearly thinking that gives him an ominous air – and it does) and an Asian woman with flecks of grey hair in among her long black locks. She is the one who advances towards the fortified front entrance.
 
“So, are you going to let me in?” she says confidently.
 
“Alone. Tell the others to get back and we’ll open the gate.” Amii insists.
 
The woman motions the others to move back. Amii, satisfied with the action, motions behind her. The electric gate is opened, the fortified barb wire greeting moved to aside and she enters our property. Everything moves back into place immediately afterwards.
 
“Now this is a nice place, a really nice place. And so good to see another woman in control. ‘Sisters are doing it all themselves’.” she sings the last bit and it adds an eerie note of mockery to the situation.
 
“Let’s dispense with the chit-chat.”
 
“As you wish. Do you have our stuff?”
 
“Yes. Where is Jac? We need to see her and make sure she’s safe before we go any further.” Amii says cautiously, knowing that the ‘stuff’ is not quite the rich bounty that our guest might be expecting.
 
In one of the scenes that you often see in films and then cannot believe are happening right in front of you now, the two sides bring their part of the deal out. Jac has her head covered with a black sack though this is unceremoniously discarded and she is pushed out of the distant shadows by a seventh person. Our spotlights try to keep up with the exterior movement again though they only pick up Jac and her kidnappers when they are almost at the entrance. Jac looks tired, scared and there is a chunk of hair missing from her head that corresponds with the ‘evidence’ left behind earlier. The tension has become suffocating and my grip on my weapon loosens slightly. Our box of supplies – including as much food as we could spare – is wheeled out to the front and Jac looks towards us hopefully.
 
“Is that it?” the woman says.
 
“Yes. We haven’t quite got the amount of supplies you were expecting.”
 
“That’s my fault, completely my fault,” Doug says apologetically. “It’s genuinely all we’ve got so please let the kid go.”
 
“You said there’d be more than this.” the woman shouts behind her to an unnamed recipient.
 
I’ve had surprises in my life, some good, some bad. The next one sits firmly in the latter category.
 
“But we have got more, I know it,” Jac replies as she is pushed ever forward.
 
“Wait, you mean you’re in this together?” Doug says, shaking with anger.
 
“No, it’s not like that. They know where my brother is and said they’d help if I told them about Phoenix One. I didn’t think it would get this far, I promise. I’m so sorry.” Jac bursts into tears. We remain unmoved and are merely trying to process the shock of the betrayal.
 
“You stupid little…” Doug begins.
 
“Doug, that’s not helping. Give us Jac and we’ll give you what we have.” Amii asserts.
 
I can hear voices behind me saying ‘Why do we want a traitor back?’.
 
“Let one of your guys come in here with her and then you can take the supplies with you. Jac, we understand. We know about your brother, how much he means to you. And you know where he is?” Amii asks the woman who seems to be enjoying the subterfuge a bit too much.
 
“Maybe.”
 
“Look, I don’t care where he is, I’m just sorry to have let you all down. Please…” Jac sobs.
 
“You dozy…you trusted this bunch of idiots,” Doug responds.
 
“Careful my dear, that kind of language won't help.” the woman says. In the background, her team look agitated by Doug’s invective and try to rush the fence. Will Carmichael exposes his position as a way of intimidating the attack.
 
“Let’s all calm down. Look, you bring her in, we give you what you need and that’s it, done,” says Amii.
 
Once again, the gate is opened after the mob outside are moved back. Jac is walked in with the muscular black man who crushes her wrist as he drags her along. She yelps in discomfort. The box is inspected, the woman shrugs her shoulders and between her and her assistant, the supplies are carried out. Jac rushes over to Amii who reluctantly hugs her. Doug shakes his head in disbelief.
 
“Cannot believe you girl. We’ve done everything for you and this is what we get. You know we’ve got pretty much nothing left now don’t you?” he shouts at her as she sobs ever more dramatically.
 
“How can we trust her?” a voice asks from the back.
 
“Let them keep her.” adds another.
 
Amii turns around and looks in the direction of the mysterious objectors.
 
“She’s done something stupid. But she’s one of us. Anyone who has a problem with that can speak to me about it.” Jac’s tears begin to stain Amii’s dark blue coat.
 
“This place is a joke,” Doug mutters to himself.
 
Our guests huddle in front of the gate and discuss their spoils. They look unimpressed by their acquisitions and inspect the contents a few times under the spotlight. The seventh person, a stout young man with a shock of red hair, raises his voice and starts swinging his arms around.
 
“Something’s not right here,” I say in my walkie-talkie to anyone who cares to listen. “Get back to the centre!” I shout out.
 
Amii, still gripping an inconsolable Jac in her arms, looks in my direction and then signals for Doug to carry out my request. And then, just as an unpleasant silence starts to dominate, a bullet is fired. Doug slumps down, looks straight ahead with his eyes fixed on an undefined point and collapses fully onto the ground. I hear a scream from Piti. Another bullet is fired. This one hits a car near me. Yet another is shot. This one hits Amii in an indiscernible place. She still has enough movement to escape subsequent shots. Jac grabs her arm, puts it over her own shoulder and walks Amii back to some form of safety. In my peripheral vision, I see three figures using a ladder to scale the protective walls and aggressive barbed wire in their way. A small explosion goes off about a fifty feet away. The seven at the front have now dispersed and others have arrived in their place, their aim to get over the fences. Jason fires as his little red dot struggles to keep up with a moving target. Erin, Marie and Cruz take up positions around our base as noise and fury seem to invade from all directions. It is chaos, utter chaos.
 
 
 
 
 
III
 
 
As always, chaos encroaching on my little pocket of reality, I find myself weirdly phlegmatic. Such a feeling expresses itself as a remarkable calm, a serenity that seems completely odds with the situation. I felt it during the initial outbreak, there were hints of it when I was confronted with battle-hardened kids and Home Counties Klingons and now it takes full hold. I spin around my barricade and quite uncharacteristically fire three or four arrows in quick succession towards the three intruders; the first arrow hits the leader of the party in the thigh and they (their scream giving little indication of gender) tumble down the ladder and onto the two below. While other arrows do not have the same success their accuracy is enough to unsettle the trio two of which return to the shadows leaving the injured third on the ground in discomfort.
 
“He, he, he…You shot me in the leg!” says a resolutely male voice in some anguish, its volume just about finding its way above the noise around it. I’m not even sure how to answer that.
 
Jason and Cruz have found their vocation and pepper the front of the fence with bullets. It’s yet another time when I hear a gun fired and realise how pitiful and empty the sound is – there isn’t that manly boom that you were used to hearing in films, it’s a rather pathetic tone of cheap fireworks from a dodgy newsagent. Jason’s shots into the darkness seem to quell the uprising for a moment even though there isn’t any discernible evidence that anyone has been hit. With a window of opportunity and memories of ‘Platoon’ in my head, I crawl over to Doug who is laid out flat on the ground with his glazed eyes looking heavenward.
He is dead. Just making that statement doesn’t quite do justice to the finality of it when one is confronted by it so bleakly. I grab his jacket and try to pull him back behind one of the wrecked cars that were being used as cover. In the background, Emma has prevented Piti from coming outside to inspect the tragedy. There is a good chance that once she has seen the sad situation she will move towards Jac with violent intent so Adisa tries to talk to her as Emma continues her consoling blockade. Cruz zealously fires more bullets into the darkness and, when this finally strikes him as futile, he fires one into the side of the injured man who is still negotiating my arrow out of his thigh.
 
“What are you doing?” Pete shouts.
 
“It’s war. One of theirs for one of ours.” Cruz replies coldly.
 
I start signalling up to our snipers to stop firing, to prevent this ridiculous situation from escalating any further, but now Serengeti runs out to the front and throws what looks like an antique grenade into the darkness. Nothing happens.
 
“EBAY!!!” he screams in annoyance. Well, if you will buy illegal weapons off an auction site.
 
His lack of success making prehistoric fire ends the first bout of noise and fury. Piti escapes from Emma’s clutches and rushes out to Doug. She cradles his sizeable frame into her arms and just looks at the stare it projects into space.
 
“C’mon, we all need to get inside. I think this is just the calm before the storm.” I say. With Piti reluctant to leave I decide to help her with the body of her husband and, with some effort, we get him through the main doors which are quickly locked shortly after. Jac is moved to the corner by Leo who has found a measure of responsibility knowing that Piti will soon turn her rage to the person she deems responsible. Serengeti is still outside, still waiting for a bit of the action that he appears to have promised himself; he flatly rejects our motions to get indoors. He ghosts around the cars outside and points his shotgun into thin air at various junctures. His manner implies that he is less upset about Doug than he is the £50 he wasted on a fake grenade. His febrile actions are of increasing concern though he might be better out there than in here with us.
 
 
Near the front doors, where the bakery once occupied, is a makeshift emergency area. Amii is put onto a long metal table traditionally used by artisan bakers and now utilised by people with the vaguest knowledge of how to deal with the situation. Alice steps up and assumes command, drawing on her months of training with Amii before.
 
“Right, for the time being, we need to give her a field dressing, something just to keep her ok for the time being.”
 
Sheryl-Lee, another student of Amii though a far less conscientious one it must be stated, runs to the scene to help.
 
“You just tell me what to do, sugar pie.” she says in that drawl. She calls Graham over. His assistance is that of pacing up and down next to the patient as if he were an expectant father and Alice shouts at him to get the items she needs to complete her task.
 
“We haven’t got much left so we’ll have to do something with this.” she says after receiving the supplies from Graham.
 
As the field dressing is applied the others begin to swarm to the front to see what is happening.
 
“Everyone, get back to your posts!” I shout with Patton-esque vim. “They’ll be back soon. We need to protect this place. Get back to your posts.” they finally heed my command and even I am surprised by this.
 
“You did that well.” Alice smiles at me.
 
“Thanks. How’s Amii looking?”
 
“She’s going to be all right I reckon. I think she’s had our last lot of Junior Dispirin.”
 
“Is that good for pain relief?” I ask.
 
“Well, if you’re a five-year-old with mumps maybe. We haven’t really got a choice though.”
 
“As soon as you’ve dressed the wound can you and a few of the others get her into the main meeting area. It’s a reinforced wall and I reckon it might be the safest place for you to be.” I suggest.
 
“Oh Buck, you are delicious!” she says. I’m not sure how to take that.
 
With everyone back in their correct positions and Amii moved to our meeting room, there are a tense few minutes waiting for something to happen. Myself, Adisa and Will – much to his wife’s protestations – slide the front door open and gingerly peer out. I crawl – and I must say I’m getting pretty good at that part of it all – to a nearby Volvo. Adisa copies my action and takes the left side of the building while Will takes the right. Both are armed with Molotov Cocktails in their rucksacks; we’re not sure if Own Brand Vodka will do the job, but we’ve put a bit of lighter fluid in there to pep things up a bit.
 
As I scramble along the side of said Volvo, I see an old copy of ‘The Times’ on the back seat. It’s a wholly illogical time to read, faceless hordes just heaving outside the gate, but the headline distracts me.
 
“Britain Faces Oblivion
– Citizens Told To ‘Prepare For Trouble’.
 
It’s a grim headline and sends a shiver down my spine. It’s almost as if this life and death struggle I am awaiting is just an extension of some game that I’d played before. It doesn’t seem real enough to shake me the way that one line in an old newspaper does. Underneath the bold lettering is an incongruous nod to the fashion supplement included within; that week they were looking at fashionable beach wear apparently. I smile to myself – this is the absurdity of the human condition. I’m crawling outside an abandoned shopping centre awaiting an attack by people who may once have been helping me to apply for my mortgage or service my car. I don’t like having these deep and meaningful thoughts about society at night; it tends to prevent me sleeping and I wake up anxious and displaced. Yet there is something about the crackle of a stray fire near me, the image of Serengeti doing his full Michael Berryman nearby, a dead friend in the confines of my adopted home that makes me think that I shall sleep well tonight. If I don’t get shot of course.
 
You can be reassured that I am living long enough to report these strange events now. If that situation changes, please fill in the blanks.
 
Just outside the side entrance, near where three persons had tried to enter not too long before, I can just about make out some kind of moving vehicle. It’s still a distance away from the perimeter but is gaining in speed, engine revving aggressively as it approaches. Our spotlights try to illuminate it further, but a bullet from the darkness hits the bulb of one of them and grazes Marcus thereafter. He shouts in Polish, waves his hand to us as if to say ‘Just a flesh wound’ and Magda drops control of her own light to be at his side. As the vehicle gets closer I can see that it is some kind of mobile home, the kind that people called Keith would’ve holidayed in a few summers ago. Yet this one has been embellished by ugly bits of metal that have been hammered onto the exterior and as it approaches I lose the image of it sitting in a holiday park in Prestatyn (it’s always Prestatyn) and replace this with one of a slightly croaky looking battle truck that shows a certain level of intent. I’m not the only one to spot the vehicle and Jason fires a shot at it which hits the DIY armour with absolute futility.
 
As it bursts through the wall of scrap metal and barb wire that we had so doggedly put together, bits of debris are flung into the air. The wallop it creates as it makes initial contact is deafening as is it’s onward advance to the side entrance of the shopping centre. Adisa throws a Molotov Cocktail at it and though the fire explodes over its exterior it quickly dies and does little to nothing to halt the vehicle’s progress. When the inevitable happens and the intruder smashes into the wall of our beloved shopping centre neither party comes out of it too well. The wall isn’t totally breached and puts up a last defence while the former mobile home is concertinaed. The door of the wrecked vehicle is kicked open, smoke billows out and two or three rather damaged looking individuals stagger out. I am close enough to notice that one of the persons is the middle-aged spinster who used to work at my local library – Denise I think she was called. It really does take all sorts to form an angry mob though I hope her ability to work within their confines beats her shoddy efforts organising the ‘Modern History’ part at the library. I wonder what hellish name she has adopted. Something to distance herself from a past worked in a place that frowned on coughing. Denise is dressed in the kind of biking leathers I never thought I would see her in and as she sees me she gives a look of vague recognition before turning and running for cover. There seem to be more of us furtively hidden behind abandoned cars than actually inside Phoenix One now. Jason is continuing to shoot towards anything that has escaped the now burning mobile home and hits one straggler in the back. I see Denise wince nearby.
 
The large hole that has been created by the crude battering ram leaves our defences completely open and it isn’t too long before we see a group of around twenty or so crawling through the holes and dodging the wayward shotgun blasts of Serengeti who is at last happy to be involved. Adisa throws another Molotov Cocktail at their feet as a warning while I fire arrows into the crowd, carefully aiming for the legs as I do so. I run out of arrows and the invaders’ thighs are noticeably free of arrows sticking in them. From the roof of the building, Ali is throwing small projectiles towards the advancing strangers, thump here, thump there. Most hit a fleshy target and while a few hit nearby car bonnets and bounce harmlessly away. Eventually, she runs out of ammunition too and her focus turns to Che and Emma who still have a few Molotov Cocktails to administer.
Che points to the hole that has been created in the wall and together they throw their respective load into the target, creating a wall of fire. It’s a wise tactic that should protect us in the short-term. Che gives Emma and thumbs up and they crouch down back into relative darkness.
 
 
 
 
 
 
IV
 
 
I seize the initiative.
 
“Plan B everyone,” I say on the walkie-talkie.
 
“Who made you the leader?” says Cruz.
 
“Circumstance,” I say sternly like John McClane. It’s one of those lines that I’ll look back on with a measure of pride if my heart is still beating by dawn. “The fire won't hold them back for too long and I can see another band of about ten or so on their way.”
 
“What’s Plan B?” Will asks.
 
“Didn’t we agree on a Plan B?” I reply. “The last meeting we had.”
 
“Er, must have missed that bit mate.”
 
“Ok, well Plan B is to load everyone into Quiet Cool and get out of here immediately.”
 
“‘Quiet Cool’?” says Mira. I can’t believe we’re having this discussion now!
 
“The bus, my bus. The one in the delivery bay at the back. Get the older ones on it immediately and we’ll try and provide some cover. Alice, you know how to drive it so get there as soon as possible.”
 
“And you sweetie?” she says in a most perturbed tone.
 
“I’ll be there shortly. Just getting things moving.”
 
I can hear commotion within the shopping centre as I try to throw heavy objects at the invaders to create a further distraction.
 
“Everything ok?” I ask on the walkie-talkie.
 
“Yes, we’d already started getting the older ones and children on ‘Quiet Cool’ apparently. Amii’s last welcome bit of wisdom for the moment. We’re carrying her there now too.” Leo replies. Our celebrity is starting to throw himself into the situation with a remarkable calm that most wouldn’t have foreseen. All those scrums in a celebrity nightspot on Saturday nights must’ve helped; he often tells us over fighting past an adoring public while squeezing into a club in Soho with a singer from a now defunct girl group. Despite the terrible twist that the night has taken, I am boosted by the fortitude shown by those around me. It makes me even more determined to create a suitable distraction to allow my friends to escape.
 
As the roof empties of people and those of us behind cars begin to scramble towards the front doors, our rivals begin to experience a second wave of confidence. Waiting for the ten or so who I could see in the background to reach them, the now swelled ranks of the Barbarians (for that is what I’m calling them) begin to approach with steely intent. Jason and Cruz have disappeared and I assume our ammunition is now used – Serengeti has loaded and fired his last shots towards the invaders just a few minutes ago and has also disappeared (he missed each shot – so much for all those hours on ‘Halo’!). The front doors open and everyone except for my good self squeezes through them. My attention is unfortunately taken by a tubby assailant with too much gel in his hair. I’m not a fighter so I am unprepared for the first few strikes that hit me in the stomach. He seems young, perhaps mid-teens and I wonder if it is my destiny to be constantly assaulted by people who barely know how to shave. I can see the evacuation taking place behind me as this figure lands another punch to my gut. Thankfully he punches like an elderly Mother Superior so the pain is minimal. The lad smells of desperation and makes these unwelcome heavy-breathing noises as he expends so much effort into beating me. Then, as I notice my comrades disappearing into the distance, I manage to get a shopping basket from nearby and I crown the young assailant with it. The force is just enough to knocking him away and he gives me a ‘You hit me?’ look that completely ignores the past few minutes of action. Although I had thought that everyone had made the move towards the loading bay, I see Adisa near the doors. I am slumped nearby. He has beaten another aggressor aside with one full swing of his mighty black fist. The person falls on a collection of wet cardboard boxes that we had long intended to get rid of – it breaks their fall nicely and Adisa looks encouraged by his own response and the lack of collateral damage.
 
“Lock the doors. I’ll meet you at the loading bay.” I shout to him. A burst of adrenalin has made me feel unnecessarily heroic and although he ignores my initial order he complies to it when I repeat it with a more, shall we say, passionate tone.
 
The loading bay is around the back of the shopping centre and is dark and dingy enough to put off prospective intruders. As the lights there are smashed I reason that the invaders are unlikely to have seen this as an opportunity to enter and the long service road that leads up to it should put off all but the most curious. I get back to my feet and move stealthily to the side of the shopping centre. I can see about thirty people of all shapes and sizes approaching. Just then, the lights go off and we are in complete darkness save for the small fires that are still occupying nearby areas. It seems as if someone has remembered Plan B! It wasn’t a figment of my imagination after all. This gives me a significant advantage and the clearly seen faces of a raging mob are turned back to disturbed movements in the darkness. I feel along the wall to get a sense of direction, smashing my shin on some unnamed item as I do so.
 
“He’s over there!” says a heavily-accented voice.
 
I can hear that a group of an indefinable number are trying to wedge open the front doors and are now resorting to kicks against the reinforced glass. Near me are another few shadows who seemed to have turned their attention to me though my knowledge of the site means that I know exactly when to crouch silently and when to move. My shin is throbbing though I consider this less important than the probable outcome of meeting these rather zealous hunters. Just as I near the loading bay, a grey Ford Transit comes hurtling past me and has such momentum that it obliterates the rubbish in its path.
 
“Come back!” says a figure running behind. It’s Graham. He gesticulates wildly and then resorts to throwing pieces of brick at the van. As the van passes me, I see Jason and two or three other figures squeezed into the front. My face is illuminated by the headlights and Jason smirks at me. I guess that his fellow passengers are Cruz, Serengeti, Erin. There might be one or two in the back. One of Graham’s projectiles hits the back door and moves it ajar; as the van diverts around a few roadblocks and away from the last bullets our enemy can muster, I notice the cargo. The mystery of the disappearing medicine is solved. The back of the van is full of such items and also seems to house another one or two persons who are yet to be defined. I’m not sure why Graham has been left out of the gang but right now his attention is being occupied by five or six people who have spotted him. He turns and runs in the opposite direction.
 
As I piece together how Jason might have concealed his gradual plundering of our stock and kept his means of transport equally hidden, I dodge a projectile thrown at me. Even with a bruised shin, I am moving with some grace though nobody is there to congratulate me.
 
“Alice, is everyone in ‘Quiet Cool’?” I whisper on the walkie-talkie.
 
“Yes, but Jason’s…”
 
“Yeah, I saw his exit.”
 
“He tried to get me to go just now…”
 
“Well, I’m glad you stayed. Even being shot at doesn’t make me envy sharing a van with those cretins.”
“Absolutely.” Alice chuckles. “Where are you? You’ve got to get here quickly. We’re all on board but I think they’re finding their way to us now.”
 
“Start it up and I’ll be there.”
 
“You better be, Buck. I give mean wedgies to those who let me down.”
 
“I’ll bear that in mind. If I’m not there in two minutes, please go. You have to go.”
 
“Not happening, mister,” Alice shouts back.
 
“It has to. Please get it started and I’ll meet you at the exit if I can. Folks, no matter what happens, make sure Alice doesn’t wait for me.” Adrenalin pumping intently now.
 
I am at the service entrance that leads to the loading bay and I see headlights in the distance. As I make my way towards it I feel an arm grab me around the waist and another reach around my head. I scramble free briefly but am quickly back in these most unwelcome restraints. ‘Quiet Cool’ races up the road and pauses at the end of the exit, engine running impatiently. While I reach my arm out to alert them I see a quartet of figures approaching waving large pieces of metal piping and the like. As the arms around me continue to squeeze, I let out one last line to my friends.
 
“Get out of here now! I’ll meet you where we agreed!” I shout with all of my remaining might. I see Alice being restrained and Will at the wheel. Other indefinable faces are pushed up against the windows watching my fate. It seems full so everyone bar the small gang of traitors should be on board. I’m not sure why I’m still worrying about them at this point – the passion of the moment perhaps. ‘Quiet Cool’ hurtles towards the gap in the fence that had been so crudely created earlier and causes a few prospective assailants to leap out of the way. It turns sharply, tilts very slightly and continues while repelling numerous objects thrown towards it. I feel fearful and proud. Most of all, though, I feel pain. That pain can be directly attributed to the sharp knock to the head I have just received. Everything is blurring, just like in the films and sound is just a painful dirge in my ears.
 
 
The first sense that returns is that of smell. The aroma of melting plastic alerts awakens me from my enforced sleep. My eyes open very gradually and I see early morning sunlight. As it pours into my eyes the pain in my head intensifies and my eyelids close for just a moment. I hear voices. I feel some kind of restraint around my wrists though I wonder if such an item is really worth it as I can barely move a muscle anyway. Time to try opening my eyes once more. I force them open. Although it takes a few seconds for the images to register, I soon identify a group of about thirty or so figures around me. Nearest my sight is the large black man I had seen earlier, the one who looked so proud of his athletic build that he had to show it off it public – I’m sure his mother would be proud. His face is contorted by anger and he is pointing a gun at me. I’m not sure if it’s loaded though I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt.
 
“So,” a soft growl says. “is there a good reason why we shouldn’t put a bullet in you?”
 
I think for just a second though the pressure of the situation makes the time feel especially extended. I try to make out faces among the people around me, try to focus on a sympathetic face that might be my ticket to safety. I see an overweight man with burnished olive skin, the woman with soft Oriental skin and grey flecks in her black hair, a tall youth with crumbling teeth and an NYC baseball cap perched on his miserable head, two women in their thirties, one with a matchstick in her teeth like ‘Cobra’. Then there’s a vaguely psychotic thirtysomething with a shaved head and a most discouraging scar across his cheek, there’s a pretty young couple next to him who are holding hands (not the time for romance you would think), a heavily set Nordic looking guy with the kind of beard that could obfuscate a cliff face and countless others that have begun the blend into one another. A group just as multi-cultural as mine united in a spot of self-serving madness.
 
“Well,” I mutter, failing to find a pair of eyes that doesn’t look like they belong to a potential executioner. I feel a completely misplaced sense of calm, the kind you hear people talk about on this television shows where someone talks about getting kidnapped while backpacking in Colombia.
 
“Yes?” says another female voice.
 
“Perhaps…” I croak, searching my mind for some reason that I might be useful.
 
“Better hurry up mate.” says the black guy with the itchy finger.
 
Then it hits me (metaphorically this time).
 
“Wouldn’t you all be a little bit crazy to kill the last remaining helicopter pilot in the area?”
 
There are a few nods. I smirk to myself, perhaps even squeeze out a pained laugh that comes from the absurdity of life, my aching head and the sight of cynical faces softening.
 
As opening gambits go, that wasn’t a bad one…
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