
        
            
                
            
        

    About the Book
 

It began with a cow that just wouldn’t die. It would become an epidemic that transformed Britain’s livestock into sneezing, slavering, flesh-craving four-legged zombies.
 

And if that wasn’t bad enough, the fate of the nation seems to rest on the shoulders of three unlikely heroes: an abattoir worker whose love life is non-existent thanks to the stench of death that clings to him, a teenage vegan with eczema and a weird crush on his maths teacher, and an inept journalist who wouldn’t recognize a scoop if she tripped over one.
 

As the nation descends into chaos, can they pool their resources, unlock a cure, and save the world?
 

Three losers.

Overwhelming odds.

One outcome …
 

Yup, we’re screwed.
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Foreword
 

This novel is not just the joint winner of the inaugural Terry Pratchett Prize, but the joint winner of the inaugural Terry Pratchett Anywhere But Here, Anywhen But Now Prize. Which meant we were after stories set on Earth, but perhaps an Earth that might have been, or might yet be, one that had gone down a different leg of the famous trouser leg of time (see the illustration in almost every book about quantum theory).

We were looking for books set at any time, perhaps today, perhaps, we imagined, a today in a world where two thousand years ago, the crowd shouted for Jesus Christ to be spared, or where in 1962, John F. Kennedy’s game of chicken with the Russians went horribly wrong. We hadn’t considered the possibility of a world in which cows became ruthless, libidinous killers, but it is a tribute to Michael Logan’s imaginative powers that he was able to do so, and serendipitously, to come up with one of the best bovine puns in literary – or should that be cinematic? – history.

The key to creating an alternative world is that it has to be believable – on another variant of Earth, there might be some unusual goings-on, but you still recognize that it is Earth. The physics will be the same as ours: what goes up must come down, ants are ant-sized because if they were any bigger their legs wouldn’t carry them. Apocalypse Cow has stayed true to that – the world it portrays is so slightly removed from our own that it could almost be teetering on the crotch of time, threatening at any moment to change its mind and tip down our own trouser leg. Think about that the next time you tuck into a steak.
 

Terry Pratchett

March 2012
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The beginning of the rend
 

The man in the sharp blue suit stood atop a wooded hill, dangling an expensive pair of leather shoes from one hand, and watched grey smoke belch from the burning abattoir below. A dozen figures in white biohazard outfits ringed the grubby old building, flame-throwers and automatic weapons pointing casually at the ground. He dialled a number on his mobile as the report of cracking glass echoed across the small valley. A great tongue of flame licked from the freshly broken window to caress the underside of the abattoir’s gabled roof.

‘It’s dealt with,’ he said with no preamble.

‘Are you sure?’ a nervous voice asked in response.

The wind changed direction, carrying tendrils of smoke to the watching man’s nostrils. It stank of burning flesh. ‘I’m sure.’

‘If even a single one of those things escaped, we’re finished. And so is this country.’

‘Stop being such a worrywart. They’re all dead, and currently getting nice and crispy in the barbecue.’

‘What about the abattoir workers?’

‘All dead too, save for one lucky individual. We’re bringing him in.’

‘Any idea how the virus got out?’

‘Not yet.’

A heavy sigh flooded the mobile’s tiny speaker. ‘What a balls up. Just make sure you’re gone before the emergency services arrive.’

‘That won’t be a problem,’ the man in the suit replied.

He hung up and looked over the treetops below, to where the long abattoir approach road branched off from the main thoroughfare linking Glasgow with a spray of rural towns. Two fire engines and three ambulances were bunched together, lights flashing furiously, and fruitlessly, at the jackknifed lorry blocking their path.

‘Oh, I’m so good at this,’ he announced to the empty hillside.

He set off down the grassy slope to herd his clean-up team into the waiting Chinook helicopter that would ferry them the few miles back to the facility. Halfway down, his foot sank into something squelchy.

‘Shit,’ he stated, pulling his foot out of an enormous cow pat.

His first concern was for his H. Huntsman suit, which he hadn’t had time to change out of after the call came in from the monitoring team. Fortunately, his foot hadn’t gone in deep enough to taint the hem of the silk trousers, and he’d had the foresight to remove his shoes for the clamber up to the viewpoint. Only the sock was ruined. He could live with that.

Disaster averted, he considered the significance of the cow pat. Pools of dark blood slicked the surface of the generous dollop of dung, which the coated sole of his foot told him was still warm. He raised his head, and scanned the tree-line. The smoke was growing thicker and darker as the flames consumed flesh, plastic, wood and metal. It drifted between him and the wood, obscuring his view. He thought he saw a bulky body moving among the tree trunks, but when it melted away he dismissed it as a clump of smoke. Then he heard it: a long and shuddering moo, emanating from deep within the trees. The moo came again thirty seconds later, quieter this time. It was moving away, towards the rolling fields where thousands of dairy cows grazed in blissful ignorance, and the suburbs beyond.

‘Oops,’ he said, and hopped down the hill as fast as his unsullied foot could carry him.
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Of rice and Zen
 

Geldof Peters had never encountered a hemp plant. If he did he would kick, punch and stamp on it until it lay in a ruined pulp beneath his shoes, which were made of hemp. The ignominy of being beaten to death with a product made from the corpses of its brethren would escape the plant, but he would revel in it.

While an innocuous plant may seem undeserving of such vitriol, Geldof had good reason for his vendetta. For as long as he could remember, he had been dressed in hemp. His shirts, trousers and underwear were all made from the fibre, to which he was horrendously allergic. Every part of his body itched furiously and his neck and wrists, chafed by collar and cuffs, were ringed with a scabby rash.

He laid the blame at the door of his mother, who was upstairs pottering around as he sat on the sofa reading the latest Iain M. Banks sci-fi epic and trying not to claw himself raw. He had tried to convince her that the rash was hemp-induced. She refused to believe him. Instead of going to a doctor like a sensible parent, she had dragged him to her spiritual advisor – a wizened old man who had swapped the soaring mountains of Nepal for Cumbernauld, where the only thing soaring into the sky was the ugly 1960s concrete block of a shopping centre. The mystic had diagnosed a severe case of spiritual malaise and advised him to seek his true path in life. Geldof had been hoping for some kind of cream.

Non-hemp solutions were unacceptable to Fanny Peters, environmental campaigner and humongous pain in the arse. Leather and suede, by-products of the meat industry, were forbidden in the vegan household. Nylon was out because it was part of ‘humankind’s relentless march away from Mother Nature’ and denim was deemed too mainstream. Geldof was allowed Fairtrade cotton, but since Fanny had a deal on hemp clothing from one of her friends, he only owned a few cotton items – which had anyway become contaminated by hemp fibre and were almost as bad.

It was all right for her. She wasn’t called ‘Scabby Peters’ at school. She didn’t suffer the embarrassment of scratching her neck in class and having a large piece of skin fall off, only for Malcolm Alexander to spear it on a pencil and parade it around the squealing girls. She wasn’t the one who couldn’t get a partner in Scottish country dancing class and had to stumble around with Mrs Flaxton, the geography teacher-cum-dancing expert, who reeked of mothballs and gin.

While the rash was the main target of abuse at school, it wasn’t the only feature to provoke teasing. Geldof wore glasses, had been born with the curse of ginger hair, and was incredibly scrawny due to his habit of tipping half of his unpalatable vegan meals down the toilet when his mother wasn’t looking. These invitations to bullying negated the fact that the rest of his face was rather well put together: his eyes were a shade of blue that would be called ‘icy’ or ‘piercing’ if anybody actually bothered to look beyond the obvious, his nose was on the cute side of pug, and he sported dimples that had prompted unrestrained, and unwelcome, cheek-tugging by passing middle-aged ladies when he was younger.

Once you added in the fact he was English in a country of rabid English-haters, had been saddled with a ridiculous name and was in the habit of carrying around far more books on maths than strictly necessary, it was clear why Geldof was miserable, even by pubescent boy standards.

Life had its small consolations, though, and one of them was baiting Fanny at every opportunity. As his mother’s calves appeared at the top of the stairs, Geldof fell to his knees, clasped his hands and began to pray loudly with his eyes squeezed shut.

Fanny sighed when she stopped in front of her son. ‘Praying again. You know Christianity is responsible for the worst atrocities to disgrace this planet.’

Geldof broke off to say in a neutral tone, ‘I’m just trying to experience all religions to see which one fits. You told me I should stay open-minded about my spirituality.’

In the ensuing silence, he suppressed a grin. There was nothing more satisfying than throwing Fanny’s own words back at her, particularly when it justified his fake Christianity. He had even considered joining the priesthood, but thought committing himself to a lifetime of Mass, alcoholism and playing Snap! with nuns just to annoy his mother might be overkill. Plus the Catholic Church was fervently anti-masturbation, as his English teacher Sister Maria was fond of ramming home when she was supposed to be introducing them to literature. This policy clashed with his frantic rate of fiddling, which was only gathering pace as he approached his sixteenth birthday.

Only a few things could dampen Geldof’s libido. When he opened his eyes, one of the chief culprits was hovering six feet away: the jungle of black hair sprouting from between his mother’s legs, even more unruly than her dreadlocks. Two long hairs protruded from the thicket like the antennae of a Madagascar hissing cockroach. Even though her penchant for nakedness meant he had seen it all before, it was still an unnerving sight. He hopped back up onto the sofa.

‘You’re right, I’m sorry,’ Fanny replied eventually. ‘Please just pray quietly. I’m about to meditate.’

‘I’ll be quiet if you and Dad stop running around naked,’ Geldof muttered. ‘It’s embarrassing.’

‘I only want you to be comfortable with your body,’ Fanny said reasonably. ‘If you stop wearing clothes at home too, you won’t feel embarrassed.’

‘In the changing rooms last week, the PE teacher said I looked like a skeleton draped in tissue paper,’ he snapped. ‘Why would I want to put that on show?’

Maybe because you wouldn’t be as itchy, a little voice in his head told him. He ignored it. He would rather flake away to nothing than be naked in the same space as his parents. That was wrong in every way imaginable.

‘Your PE teacher is misguided,’ Fanny replied. ‘Your body is just as beautiful as anybody else’s.’

She reached for Geldof’s hand. He ignored the conciliatory gesture and pointedly reassumed the prayer position. Her drooping smile prompted a small pang of regret, which he quickly suppressed. She wheeled away, and within seconds of her disappearing upstairs, whale song kicked in, setting the Chinese lampshades dotted around the room vibrating. Geldof gritted his teeth. Fanny’s yodelling mantra began. If he had had anything else to grit it would have been firmly gritted.

He crossed to the mantelpiece and began stacking the statuettes of Buddha, Krishna and other gods into a pyramid. Like most of the knick-knacks around the house, the figurines came from the shop of new-age tat Fanny ran in Glasgow’s West End. Had she located it anywhere else, the business would have closed in a week. But the proximity to Glasgow University meant hordes of drink- and drug-addled students frequented the shop to blow their loans on dragon-shaped incense burners, ethnic jewellery and books on lucid dreaming.

When Geldof was satisfied the tableau would be sufficiently annoying, he stood at the window and ran a finger around the inside of his collar, trying to ease the nip. His father, James, was in the back garden, impervious to the misty spring rain drifting through the air to speckle the windowpanes. He was watching a squirrel shimmy across a rope towards a pillar with a transparent plastic tunnel fixed to the top. James virtually lived in the back garden, either in the shed, devising new obstacle courses for the squirrels and taking notes on their performance, or tending the vegetable garden that provided the ingredients for many of the family’s meals – all accompanied by continuous spliff-smoking.

James looked just like the animals he studied. His grey ponytail kinked up and down like a squirrel’s tail and his face looked as if somebody had grabbed the end of his nose and pulled his features forward a few inches. Even his eyebrows were grey and bushy, like squirrel fur. Only his slow movements, and the fact he was six foot and clad in cords, sandals and a parka, differentiated him from the twitching rodent scurrying through the tube towards a pile of mixed nuts. Geldof was convinced his father’s obsession with setting up assault courses derived from his army days, before he was reborn as a peace activist. Not that he had ever discussed the army with his father. James’s mind was always somewhere else – probably in the void, given the amount of Gold Seal he smoked each day.

Geldof opened the patio door and stepped into the garden to escape the racket for a few minutes. The smell coming over the tall wooden fence Fanny had erected to keep the surrounding middle classes at bay captivated him instantly. He stood on a stone tiger and peeked over. Through the pulled-back flowery curtains of the next house, he spied Mary Alexander – his neighbour, maths teacher and love of his life – contemplating two steaming plates of mince and potatoes.

He closed his eyes and sucked in air through his nose. The glorious, forbidden meat smelled as divine as Mary looked. Her little paunch was pressed against the table top and her dark-framed glasses sat halfway down her nose as she twirled a lock of wavy hair, staring at the plates. Geldof could almost hear her massive brain whirring. She was probably calculating the forces of attraction between each globule of mince or pondering the mathematical complexities of the vortices of steam that rose from the food. She scooped up a lump of mince with her index finger, sucked it and ran her tongue the length of the digit to clean off the gravy. The blood in Geldof’s legs rushed off, urgently required elsewhere. He fell off the tiger.

Once he had recovered, Geldof stood up and headed for the gate. His mother had settled into her meditation, while James hadn’t even noticed him collapsing to the ground a few metres away. He didn’t intend to eat anything, as Fanny had a nose like a drug-squad dog. If she detected meat on his breath, his computer privileges, and thus access to the recreational maths websites and chat forums he frequented, would be withdrawn. That would be a punishment too horrible even to consider. He simply wanted to bathe in the rich aroma of the mince. The Alexanders didn’t mind him coming over, and the twins would be at football practice or lurking in the park smoking, so he wouldn’t get any grief from his chief tormentors.

Geldof crossed into his neighbours’ property and tapped on the door. A few seconds later, David Alexander threw it open.

‘Hello, son,’ he said. ‘The wails of the banshee driven you out, have they?’

With a non-committal shrug, he followed David into the living room just as Mary came through with the food. Geldof eyed the meals with the despairing look of a de-clawed, toothless cat tracking a fat mouse.

‘Want some?’ David asked, balancing a plate on his large stomach.

Geldof looked away guiltily.

‘Mum will be making dinner soon.’

‘What you having?’

‘Rice cakes in a tomato and red pepper sauce.’

‘Sounds fucking disgusting,’ David said, and spooned a large pile of mince into his mouth. Some of the meat clung to his beard, while more plopped onto his Led Zeppelin T-shirt, surrounding Robert Plant’s head like a beefy halo.

‘You sure?’ he asked between mouthfuls.

‘Stop torturing him,’ Mary said. ‘You know he doesn’t eat meat.’

‘Not by choice,’ David retorted.

Mary waved a dismissive hand at her husband and smiled at Geldof. ‘So, are you ready?’

Yes, take me now, Geldof thought. Alas, that was not what she meant.

‘Today I want the proof for the infinity of prime numbers,’ she said.

‘Easy!’ Geldof blurted out. ‘P is a prime number, and n is a number defined as one plus the product of all prime numbers less than or equal to p. So if n is prime then there is a prime greater than p.’

‘Are you even speaking English?’ David interrupted.

Mary shushed him and indicated Geldof should continue.

He rattled off a procession of acrobatic ns and qs and ps and rs even though Mary’s approving gaze left him feeling slightly flustered.

‘My head hurts,’ David complained once he fell silent.

When Mary ruffled Geldof’s hair, his heart lurched.

‘Correct again,’ Mary said. ‘One of these days I’ll catch you out.’

She turned to pick up her fork, and Geldof, so softly even an elephant with an ear trumpet would have struggled to hear him, whispered, ‘I love you.’

Mary began eating as David turned his attention to the tail end of Countdown on the Bang & Olufsen flat-screen TV that filled half of the far wall. David shouted out his own solutions to the word quizzes, which were mainly four letters and not likely to win any prizes for intelligence or originality.

Geldof could not fathom why Mary had married David. He was as loud and crude as she was quiet and refined. Until three years ago, when the Alexanders won the lottery and moved in next door, David had been a technical studies teacher renowned in school for his instability. Once he had clamped an unruly boy’s ponytail in a vice and left him there for a whole lesson, periodically hitting him on the head with a T-square. And then there was the time some youths on scooters broke a school window at break-time. In front of a playground packed with cheering pupils, David hurdled the fence and punched one of them clean off his ride, breaking his knuckles on the startled biker’s helmet. Geldof was pretty sure he would have been fired eventually had he not struck it rich and quit. And that was another thing: while David could not wait to dump teaching for a life of loafing in front of the television, Mary had stayed on despite her new-found wealth, displaying her love of mathematics. All the more reason to adore her.

The show ended, and David switched to the early-evening news. The screen showed a fleet of ambulances, police cars and fire engines parked outside a burning building.

‘That’s more like it,’ he said. ‘You can’t beat a bit of blood and guts.’

‘These were the scenes earlier today when tragedy struck at McTavish & Sons abattoir near Milngavie,’ the newsreader announced. ‘Preliminary reports indicate at least twenty-three people died in a fire and stampede.’

‘Christ, that’s only a few miles away,’ David pointed out.

The cameras cut to the fire chief. His face was reddened from the heat, and he had to raise his voice above the roar of the flames.

‘The police received a call around one p.m. from a hysterical employee who said the cows were attacking. We believe this means the fire provoked a stampede,’ he shouted. ‘Our units were hampered by an overturned lorry on the approach road. By the time we got here, the building was fully ablaze.’

‘Doesn’t your cousin Terry work in an abattoir?’ Mary asked.

‘He was working on the other side of town last time we spoke,’ David replied.

‘And when was that?’

He shrugged. ‘Dunno. Ages ago.’

Mary furrowed her brow and seemed about to say something. She was interrupted by a knock on the door. The chaotic images so entranced Geldof that it took him several seconds to register that the new voice, which was growing louder, belonged to his mother.

‘Oh fuck, it’s the dreadlocked crusader,’ David muttered.

‘I would just like you to keep the window closed when you’re cooking,’ Fanny was saying in a voice still a few steps down from full-on haranguing. ‘It’s hard to meditate when the smell of murdered flesh is—’

Fanny, thankfully clad in a silk kimono, broke off as she stepped into the living room and saw Geldof.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘I just wanted to … er … umm …’ he stuttered.

‘He wanted to ask me a question about quadratic equations,’ Mary chipped in.

Fanny ignored her. ‘Have you been eating meat?’

She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead she marched over and thrust her nose at Geldof’s mouth, taking several deep sniffs before coming away satisfied.

‘No. Well that’s something.’

She glared at the TV screen, which had cut to the building’s burnt-out carcass. ‘You know I don’t approve of you watching television.’

David snorted, sending Geldof catapulting off the sofa. His neighbour knew just the right buttons to push to send Fanny ballistic, and he delighted in ramming his big fingers at them at every opportunity. The only hope of stopping the coming argument was for Geldof to get his mum out of there. He was too late.

‘Come on, love, TV’s magic,’ David said, lighting the touch-paper with glee.

Fanny rounded on him. ‘Don’t call me love. TV fills people’s heads with the ideals of consumerist society and promotes violence.’

‘That’s hippie shite.’

‘Don’t start, David,’ interjected Mary, who was now attempting to herd Fanny from the room with fluttering hands.

‘She started it, coming over here to complain. Which is a bit fucking rich if you ask me,’ David continued, not taking his gaze off the screen. ‘She sticks her opinion down everyone’s throat, banging on doors and handing out leaflets. Even the Jehovah’s Witnesses won’t talk to her.’ He picked up his fork and brandished it. ‘And if I have to hear whale song one more time I’ll burst a fucking gasket.’

Fanny sidestepped Mary. ‘You have no right to complain. You cook meat for breakfast, lunch and dinner and I put up with the stench. Can’t you give up your filthy habit even occasionally?’

‘Humans are carnivores, love. A meal isn’t a meal unless it has meat in it. Christ, I’d eat you if lentils were the only alternative.’

Fanny ignored the remark. ‘It takes four kilos of grain, a hundred kilos of hay and a hundred thousand litres of water to produce one kilo of beef.’ She jabbed a finger at David’s empty dish. ‘The equivalent of what you’ve just eaten could have fed a family in Africa for weeks.’

‘Bollocks,’ David said sagely. ‘Look at that boy of yours. He looks like a starving Ethiopian, plus he has scurvy. He needs burgers, not grain and hay.’

Geldof, although irked his affliction had been used to illustrate David’s point, salivated at the thought of eating a burger, imagining biting into a thick, juicy lump of meat nestled within a crumbly bun.

‘He gets tofu burgers and is far healthier for it,’ Fanny said.

‘It’s not healthier. It’s a well-known fact vegetarians die young.’

‘Nonsense. Name me just one.’

‘Linda McCartney.’

‘She had breast cancer!’

David shrugged and replied, ‘She probably wouldn’t have got it if she ate meat. Heather Mills then.’

‘She isn’t dead.’

‘No, but she’s only got one leg.’

‘It didn’t fall off because she was a vegan. She got hit by a motorbike.’

‘Well, all that tofu must have affected her peripheral vision. If she’d eaten meat, she’d have seen it coming.’

Fanny harrumphed. ‘Do you have any real examples? Perhaps someone who wasn’t married to Paul McCartney?’

‘Gandhi!’ David exclaimed.

He folded his arms across his chest and nodded.

‘Gandhi?’ Fanny spluttered. ‘He was assassinated. When he was almost eighty.’

‘Well, my point still stands.’

Geldof thought David’s point wasn’t so much standing as lying curled up in a corner, rocking itself and drooling. But David was just winding Fanny up and she, as ever, was falling for it, almost choking on her outrage.

‘You’re talking nonsense,’ Fanny said. ‘We will never kill cows, will we, Geldof?’

He imagined himself in a field, knife in teeth, sneaking up behind an unsuspecting cow. Quick as a flash, he killed and butchered the animal and was soon roasting a huge hunk of meat over an open fire. He almost moaned with pleasure.

‘No, Mum,’ he responded dutifully.

David gestured at the TV. ‘They’ll do you in if they get the chance. Your precious bloody cows killed twenty-three people in that abattoir. Strike first, that’s what I say.’

Fanny looked at the screen as the camera zoomed in on a body bag being slid into the back of an ambulance. She listened to the newsreader recap the story, and then shook her head.

‘You are odious!’ she shouted. ‘How could it be the cows’ fault? Did you expect them to sit still and burn to death?’

‘I’m guessing “yes” would be the wrong answer,’ David said. ‘But that’s what I’m going for. Do I win a tenner?’

‘We’re leaving!’ Fanny announced.

Thank God, Geldof thought and scuttled off behind his mother.

‘Cheers for dropping by!’ David called after them. ‘Do come again.’

Mary followed them into the hallway and caught hold of Fanny’s sleeve.

‘Fanny, I promise we’ll keep the windows closed when we’re cooking from now on,’ she said quickly. ‘I respect your beliefs and I’ll try not to offend them. But if you keep the noise down it would be appreciated.’

Fanny was silent for a moment, then nodded.

‘I know we have our differences, but we should stick together,’ Mary continued. ‘You know what the rest of the snobs on the street call us: New-age and New-money.’

The sneakiness of Mary’s argument blew Geldof away. There was no better way to heal divisions than by uniting against the common enemy, in this case the staid middle classes who populated the suburb of Bearsden. It was common knowledge that the Peterses’ alternative lifestyle did not sit well with the neighbours, particularly the large and unsightly wind turbine on their roof, and the Alexanders would always be considered working-class oiks trying to rise above their station, no matter how large the house or shiny the car.

Fanny’s lips unpuckered. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have got so angry.’

‘It’s fine. If you have a problem in the future, please come to me.’

Fanny nodded again, her shoulders relaxing, and stepped out onto the path. Just before the door closed behind them, Geldof took one last lungful of the lingering meaty smell. His stomach unleashed a long rumble. The evening’s meal would not be able to tame the monstrous appetite now broiling within him.

‘I’m still disappointed in you,’ Fanny said, although her anger was now half-hearted. ‘I should send you to your room with no dinner.’

Geldof perked up. He would rather go hungry than force the tasteless rice down his throat with the memory of real food still prickling his taste buds. Disappointingly, when they got back into the house, Fanny decided since she had already prepared most of the ingredients it would be a waste if he didn’t eat.

It took over an hour before Geldof could flee to his room, where he planned to tug one off while imagining Mary was punishing him with a light, flirtatious spanking for getting the decimal point in the wrong place in his solution to a particularly hard calculation. Just as he conjured up Mary scribbling the problem on the blackboard, rising up on tiptoes to reveal her stocking tops, his parents’ grunts sounded through the wall – one set high, one set low, in an absurd harmony. Their tantric couplings usually lasted at least two hours, although since his father was fifty, a whole fourteen years older than Fanny, Geldof didn’t know how he had the stamina.

With his parents indulging noisily in the real thing, Geldof couldn’t get his fantasy going. He looked out of the window, hoping Mary would be in the kitchen. Instead he saw David raiding the saucepan and greedily cramming the last few morsels of mince into his mouth. It was not quite the erotic image he was searching for. He sat down heavily at his desk and switched on the computer. With his fantasy ruined, the only thing left was recreational maths. He logged on to one of his favourite websites and tried to lose himself in formulae as his parents’ bedstead knocked monotonously against the wall. It was going to be a long evening.
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Tip for twat
 

Lesley McBrien, journalist extraordinaire, if she did say so herself, laid her fingers on the keyboard and prepared to start typing.

The key to a good article, she thought, is a strong start that captures the reader’s imagination.

She hammered out, Colin Drummond is a twat.

She leaned back and admired her work. Short, sharp and to the point. But it didn’t tell the whole story. Lesley half stood and peered across the cubicle jungle of the Glasgow Tribune office, where Post-it notes clung to partition walls like vines, phones trilled like tropical birds and journalists hunched over their keyboards like the hairless monkeys they generally were. Colin sat in the office of Alexandra McMillan, the news editor, one leg slung casually over the arm of the chair. Alexandra said something and Colin threw his head back to let out a laugh so loud and brazen in its bum-lickery it resonated through the office window.

Colin Drummond is a smug, ingratiating, self-serving twat who should be strung up by his tiny little dick and left to twist gently in the breeze, Lesley typed.

She sighed and pressed delete before anybody saw she was writing rude, albeit true, things about the Glasgow Tribune’s star reporter. The jolly conversation in Alexandra’s office was no doubt linked to the big scoop Colin had been alluding to all morning. It was something to do with what happened at the abattoir yesterday not being what it seemed, but Colin was being infuriatingly coy about it.

Unfortunately there was no denying Colin was a talented twat, and she was jealous. Lesley had worked at the Tribune for three years, arriving straight from journalism school with visions of spending a few months at the bottom of the food chain before her talent shone through and propelled her to the top. Yet after three years of toil, not once had she made the front page. Not once had she interviewed a mysterious source in the halls of power. Not once had she taken a minister out to a trendy bar in order to tease out sensitive information and knock back as many bottles of Smirnoff Ice on expenses as physically possible.

No, Lesley was stuck asking the grieving relatives of car-crash victims how they felt in the immediate aftermath of their loss, and often getting an earful of abuse for her trouble. She was the one sent out to shiver on Sauchiehall Street’s pedestrian precinct on bleak winter mornings to pluck vox pop quotes from the scurrying stream of office workers and shoppers. Basically, she was the mug who did all the shitty jobs considered beneath her more senior colleagues.

Lesley blew a wisp of hair out of her eye. If only Colin would suffer an accident: just a little mishap that would render him unable to write and allow her to take over his juicy gigs. Perhaps if she tinkered with the shredder she could arrange for him to lose most of his fingers. That would do it. She closed her eyes and enjoyed a pleasant daydream, in which Colin staggered in a wobbly circle, spraying the Journalist of the Year award perched rather too prominently on his desk with blood from his stumps.

She was still immersed in her fantasy when a hand fell on her shoulder. An involuntary shriek escaped her lips and she opened her eyes to see Colin leaning over her, his fingers unfortunately all still attached.

‘Hard at work?’ he asked.

Lesley shrugged him off and leaned over her keyboard, silently thanking her lucky stars she had hit delete. ‘Just thinking about how to start my story.’

Colin looked at the blank screen. ‘I would help, but I’m going for a working lunch. I’ve forwarded my calls to you. Anything urgent comes in, give me a tinkle.’

‘I’m not your bloody secretary,’ she snapped.

‘That’s true,’ Colin replied. ‘You can’t type fast enough. Cheerio!’

He zipped off before Lesley could respond, his fifties-throwback quiff dangling before him.

Working lunch, my arse, Lesley thought. Colin was en route to the pub for a few beers and a game of pool with the features editor. She’d seen them hunched over the table on many occasions as she hurried round to Pret A Manger in the pissing rain for a sandwich to eat at her desk.

She was just about to go over to Colin’s desk and reverse his mouse controls in a petty act of revenge when her phone rang. She snatched it up, convinced it was for Colin. Nobody ever called her at work.

‘Sorry, the twat is out brown-nosing at the moment. Please leave a message and I’ll make sure it doesn’t get to him,’ she intoned in her politest telephone voice.

After a brief pause a digitized voice began to speak.

‘Mr Drummond, you may like to know at least part of the cock-and-bull story you are being fed is true,’ said the caller, who sounded a lot like Stephen Hawking. ‘A virus was let loose in that abattoir, turning those cows into killing machines, but terrorists are not responsible.’

Lesley froze. What was this? Virus? Terrorists? Killing-machine cows? This sounded like a tip-off and somehow the caller hadn’t realized she wasn’t Colin. She stayed perfectly still, not wanting even to breathe in case she gave away her identity.

‘Do not attempt to speak,’ the voice continued. ‘This is an automated recording, created and broadcast through a computer with a time delay. I am already on my way out of the country. Once I tell you what I know, you will understand why. If you have a recording device, I suggest you turn it on now.’

The voice paused. Lesley scrabbled in the desk drawer for her voice recorder, which was buried beneath half-empty boxes of cigarettes, tatty old business cards and a dusty framed picture of her and her father Charles standing outside the Glasgow Tribune offices. She got it out just in time and managed to press record on her third excited stab.

‘What you are about to hear is a conversation, recorded yesterday evening, between Professor Jonathan Martin, a renowned virologist, his colleague Professor Constance Jones, and the head of security at the facility where the leaked bio-weapon that caused the carnage was produced, one Alastair Brown,’ the voice explained before cutting off.

Almost immediately, a human voice crackled down the line.

‘What’s the latest, Alastair?’ the man Lesley assumed to be Professor Martin asked in a plummy, slightly lisping voice.

‘The good news is the fire destroyed most of the evidence,’ Brown responded. ‘The bad news is the paramedics spotted us taking off, and the fire services are already talking about arson. Normally that wouldn’t be a problem, as we can just pressure them to shut up. But one of them has already blabbed to Drummond at the Tribune about fishy goings-on. He’s sniffing around. My preference would be to kill him, although that might be a little obvious.’

No it wouldn’t, Lesley thought.

‘You’re saying the stampede story won’t hold?’

‘No, particularly when they see the bite marks on the bodies. But we’ve prepared a backup. We’re going to claim terrorists released a virus into the food chain. After the Glasgow Airport attack, it shouldn’t be a difficult sell. I’m sure I can scare up a suspected al-Qaeda member or two: there are plenty of Muslims to choose from. We’ll leak it to Drummond through a friendly politician later today.’

‘For God’s sake, if the virus is out there, we shouldn’t be worrying about a cover story, particularly one that accuses innocent civilians on the basis of their faith,’ an elderly female voice, presumably Professor Jones, chimed in. ‘We need to hope we’ve contained it, then work out how it got out so it doesn’t happen again.’

‘Alastair assures me we’ve nipped it in the bud,’ Martin said.

‘Yes, about that,’ Brown interjected. ‘I suspect one of the cows may have toddled off before we arrived.’

There was silence from the scientists.

‘Don’t worry,’ Brown continued. ‘I’ve got teams scouring the countryside looking for it.’

Jones was the first to recover from the bombshell. ‘And you haven’t found it yet? What is it, some kind of ninja cow?’

‘There are a lot of woodlands out there,’ Brown replied, sounding uncertain for the first time.

‘Sorry, my mistake. It’s Rambo cow. I suppose it has smeared itself in camouflage paint and is fashioning traps out of spiky logs for its pursuers as we speak.’

‘Sarcasm won’t get us anywhere, Constance,’ Martin chastised.

‘Pardon me for being upset. This is a disaster.’

‘She’s right,’ Brown broke in. ‘I deserve the criticism. It was unprofessional of me to let one escape. But believe me, I take a great deal of pride in my job, and I will do whatever it takes to make up for this mistake.’

‘I hope so,’ Jones said. ‘You know how virulent the virus is, what the infected animals can do. If that cow starts infecting other animals, I’m getting myself and my family on a plane.’

‘You can’t jump ship,’ Martin replied. ‘We need you to work on the vaccine.’

‘What use would that be? It isn’t even half-ready. By the time we got it together, it would be too late.’

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,’ Martin said. There was a brief silence. ‘What do we do with this abattoir worker – what’s his name?’

‘Terry Borders. We’re keeping him sedated for the moment. I’ll wake him for a chat when I get the chance,’ Brown explained. ‘If he remembers everything, his story would fit in with the terrorist angle. But it would be neater if he were to die from his injuries, so to speak.’

‘Let’s just hold off on that until we see what happens,’ Martin said.

‘My God!’ Jones exclaimed. ‘Neater? Hold off? This is a human life you’re talking about. We’re scientists, not murderers.’

Lesley could hear the coldness in Brown’s voice. ‘I’m sure many animal activists would call you a murderer, Constance. My job is to ensure the secrecy of this project, and I can only reiterate that I will do whatever it takes to meet that objective. Whatever it takes. Do you understand?’

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘Not at all. I’m merely reminding you of what I am tasked to do, and the importance of keeping cool heads at this critical juncture.’ There was the scrape of a chair being pushed back. ‘And now I’d better get back to that task. Enjoy your evening.’

A door closed. For a short while there was only the heavy breathing of the two scientists.

‘I knew I should have retired when I had the chance,’ Jones said in a small voice.

The hiss cut out, to be replaced by the computerized voice, which said, ‘The facility where this was recorded lies three miles west of the abattoir, masquerading as a vet school research centre into cow herpes. I suggest you visit it. Carefully.’

The line went dead immediately. Lesley sat there slack-jawed. While the caller hadn’t explicitly revealed that the government was involved, it must be. This was the kind of story that brought down leaders and made careers: a bio-engineered virus accidentally released into the food chain. She immediately googled the three people in the recording. Martin and Jones were real people, with plaudits as long as her arm in their respective fields. Brown’s name scored no hits. She hurried to the toilet and locked herself in a cubicle, where she listened to the conversation again, foot tapping against the tiles the whole way through. There was no way she was going to hand this over to the twat. She had started recording after his name was mentioned, and could claim the information came from her own contacts. Not that she had any.

As she left the cubicle, a voice in the back of her mind – way back, in a cobwebbed room with boards nailed over the door – whispered that what she was about to do was unscrupulous. She mentally hammered up a few more boards until the voice fell silent, and then rushed to Alexandra’s office.

In her excitement, she burst straight in. Alexandra jumped as the door thudded off the wall. ‘Bloody hell, Lesley, haven’t you heard of knocking?’

‘Sorry, but you’re going to love me when you find out what I’ve got for you.’

Lesley sat down with a flourish and waited expectantly. Alexandra shuffled some papers, glanced at her screen, scratched her chin, and then looked out of the window.

‘Lesley. Yes. I’ve been meaning to talk to you,’ she said, staring intently at the blank grey wall of the building on the other side of the alleyway.

Clearly she hadn’t listened to Lesley, which was a fairly normal state of affairs. This time she would have to pay attention.

Lesley was leaning across the desk, ready to relate the gist of the tip-off, when Alexandra turned to face her and blurted out, ‘We’re letting you go.’

‘What?’ Lesley asked, wondering how on earth the editor knew what she was about to ask. ‘You’re letting me go to the facility?’

Alexandra ignored the question and launched into what seemed like a well-rehearsed spiel. ‘You know the paper’s been having problems. Online news, bloggers, the global recession: they’ve all cut into our market. Circulation’s down and we’re haemorrhaging money. We need to cut costs. Unfortunately, you’ve been selected for redundancy.’

‘Oh. You’re letting me go.’

Lesley shook her head. This wasn’t supposed to be happening. This was her big moment, the scene where the plucky hack talks her boss into letting her do something foolhardy, not the scene where the superfluous loser gets the boot. Sure, she had known they were reviewing the paper’s operations, but the newsroom had been assured only support staff would be cut.

‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’ she asked.

Alexandra shook her head.

Lesley’s lips, which only seconds before had been tingling with the anticipation of revealing her big break, flapped numbly as she croaked, ‘Who else are you letting go?’

Alexandra coughed. ‘Well, three in accounts, five from distribution—’

Lesley cut her off. ‘How many journalists?’

The editor once more studied the side of the building, which had not become any less featureless in the past few minutes and seemed undeserving of such close attention. ‘Just you.’

To call the resulting silence uncomfortable would be like saying having your eyeballs prised out with a spork stung a little. The numbness that had started in Lesley’s lips spread down her neck.

‘Just me? Shouldn’t it be last in, first out? You could fire Stephen.’ She waved at a skinny youth who just happened to be hurrying past the window. ‘He’s only been here a year.’

‘It doesn’t work that way.’

‘Why me?’ Lesley asked, unable to keep the plaintive tone out of her voice and hating herself for it.

Alexandra blew out her cheeks and cast a last longing glance at the wall before meeting Lesley’s gaze. ‘To be honest – and I’m telling you this because I think it will be good for you long-term – you’re not very good. You only got this job because your old man called in a favour with the managing editor.’ She shrugged. ‘I wanted to hire someone else.’

There it was. The truth – as naked as a fat German naturist and just as welcome in the small room. Lesley kept her face expressionless.

Alexandra must have thought she was holding back an emotional outburst, for she babbled on in an attempt to mitigate the blow. ‘Not that I’m saying you’re a bad journalist, just not a very good one. At least, not good enough for the Tribune, which has exceptionally high standards. I’m sure you would fit in well on a free paper. Or maybe a lifestyle magazine.’

What Alexandra didn’t realize was that when Lesley showed no emotion, she was usually holding back a desire to inflict bodily harm, rather than tears. Being made redundant was one thing, and it had certainly throttled the life out of her excitement. Being told she was a bad journalist was something else entirely. Lesley closed her fist around the voice recorder and wondered if she would have the speed and strength to whip down Alexandra’s trousers and jam it up her bum before her colleagues intervened. Lifestyle magazine. Cheeky cow.

Then she remembered the revelation on the voice recorder and smiled. It was perfect. Alexandra had never given her a fair crack of the whip. Now she was letting the biggest story in the rag’s history slip through her fingers.

You’re going to regret this, Lesley thought. You’ll be like the record executive who rejected The Beatles or the editor who decided not to buy the Harry Potter books. She relaxed her fist, allowing blood to flow back into her fingers, and slipped the voice recorder into her trouser pocket. ‘You’re right, Alexandra. I don’t belong here.’

Alexandra smiled back uncertainly. ‘You don’t?’

‘No. You’re doing absolutely the right thing.’ Lesley’s smile broadened.

‘Well, I’m glad you agree,’ Alexandra said, clearly discomfited by the unexpected turn in the conversation. ‘Let’s keep this between us for the moment, until the details are finalized, OK?’

‘No problem,’ Lesley said, climbing to her feet.

She hurried back to her desk, feeling Alexandra’s bemused gaze on her back. Over the following half-hour she planned her next steps. The first move would be to organize a stakeout – the very word generated a thrilling shiver – and ask residents near the facility if they had seen or heard anything odd. She would also have to establish a link between the abattoir and the facility and find out how the virus got out. Then she would make a few calls to other newspapers – The Times or the Guardian probably – with her exclusive.

She was looking at the facility’s website, noting down its exact location, when Colin returned, his cheeks flushed and pupils dilated.

‘How was the lunch meet?’ she asked as he strolled over to her cubicle.

‘Oh, you know,’ Colin replied vaguely. Lesley caught a strong whiff of mints with an undercurrent of lager. ‘Any calls while I was out?’

The question seemed casual enough, but something about the way he asked it gave Lesley pause. Suddenly it occurred to her the tip might be a sick joke Colin was playing on her. After all, the call did come in suspiciously soon after he’d left the office. He probably already knew she was for the chop. The swine knew everything. It would be just like him to put the boot in when she was down. She searched his face for any hint he was up to something. His lip was curled up at one side, although it could have been just everyday smugness.

‘No calls,’ she said, picking up a pen and twirling it. ‘None whatsoever. Not a single one. Zip. Nada. Zilch.’

‘Are you sure?’ he asked, frowning.

That was it. While he often transferred his calls to Lesley, he had never questioned her if there weren’t any. He was probing, which meant he was trying to figure out if she had got the call. She should have known better. A virus that turned cows into killers, what an idiotic idea. And she had almost swallowed it. All of her dreams fell away, and she was left with a vision of morosely shuffling along with other undesirables to sign on at the dole office.

‘I suppose you think it’s funny,’ she hissed. ‘One last joke at my expense.’

Colin’s frown deepened. ‘I’m not sure what you’re talking about.’

‘Well, I’m not falling for it, Knob-end.’ Lesley jabbed her pen towards Colin’s groin. He skipped back into the narrow corridor between the cubicle walls. ‘You’ve got five seconds to piss off back to your own desk, otherwise this pen and your left ball will enjoy the same relationship as a pickled onion and a cocktail stick.’

Colin threw up his hands. ‘Fine, I’m going. You’re losing it, Lesley, you know that?’

He sauntered back to his desk, casting glances over his shoulder as he went. Lesley stuck two fingers up at him. Once he was out of sight, she dropped her head to the desk and banged it a few times experimentally, just to see how much it would hurt if she really went for it.

Too much, she thought, and slid open the drawer to retrieve a packet of cigarettes.

She was greeted by her father’s image.

‘Just what I need,’ she said. ‘Your ugly mug.’

To the casual observer, the picture would look like a typical family shot: a proud father with an arm slung around his daughter, a slim young woman with poker-straight brown hair dressed up in a brand-new business suit for her first day at work. A closer study revealed the cracks in the image of family unity: the daylight between their bodies; the way his hand was hovering above her shoulder rather than resting on it; the fixed grin on her face, so wide and false it pushed her large green eyes into slits and revealed every tooth, including the slightly brown incisor she had never got fixed after being hit in the face with a hockey stick at university.

They had been forced to pose by Lesley’s mother, who was delighted her daughter was following in Charles’s illustrious footsteps. When her mother dropped the picture off at the office a week later, Lesley had dumped it straight into the drawer. She didn’t want anyone to think she was trading on her father’s reputation. She had known he’d put in a word for her, but had been determined to show she deserved the chance. Now she had blown it, he would try to bail her out. As soon as the news of her redundancy reached the old sod in his retirement villa on the Kenyan coast, he would be on the phone to his cronies. Not because he cared about her; the famous McBrien name, renowned through generations of journalism, must not be besmirched in such a way. She didn’t want him to save her. If she was going to make it, she wanted to do it herself. And if she was going to fail, which at the moment appeared the more likely scenario, she wanted to do so with dignity.

Lesley closed the drawer and headed out for a smoke. Colin’s ridiculously phallic quiff protruded over the top of his cubicle as she walked past. She briefly considered setting fire to it – with the amount of hairspray he employed it would go up like a torch – but decided a few months in jail was not a price worth paying for the brief burst of savage pleasure she would derive from watching him run to stick his flaming head under the water cooler. All the same, she could not resist aiming a slap at the mound of hair, prompting an ‘Oi!’ in protest.

‘Urgent newsflash: You’re a wanker!’ she told Colin, who had stood up to glower at her.

‘Seriously, Lesley, what the hell’s up with you today?’ he asked, readjusting his hair.

‘Like you don’t know.’

‘Look, whatever paranoid fantasy you’ve cooked up, leave me out of it,’ Colin responded.

The apparently genuine confusion on Colin’s face gave her pause. What if the story was real and she didn’t look into it because she thought she was being mocked? That would be far worse than taking a ribbing. She turned away from her nemesis and thumped downstairs. What she did know was her head was buzzing and she was in no condition to make a decision. She needed time to think, and to listen to the recording a few more times. Then she would decide whether to chase the story or make good on her threat to skewer Colin’s nuts.
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In the belly of the beast
 

Terry fought his way out from the deep morass of unconsciousness that kept trying to suck him back down into its murky depths. When he hauled open his eyelids, a sterile white ceiling greeted him. He vaguely wondered if he had overindulged, which would explain the stinking headache, and ended up getting lucky. He groped around for a warm body, and found he was alone in a single bed. Despite the unfamiliar surroundings, his first feeling was one of relief. While he desperately needed to end his eighteen-month spell marooned in the love desert, he didn’t want it to be through a one-night stand – particularly given his disastrous last two flings before the barren patch began.

After the first of those one-nighters, he’d woken to the morning sunlight glinting off the facial fuzz of a snoring heavyset woman with a tattoo of Pocahontas on her shoulder. He had a horrible memory of cuddling up to her in a corner booth at Clatty Pats nightclub, where such characters were ten a penny, while she explained she had changed her name to reflect her love of the Disney character, and an even worse memory of being pissed enough to find it endearing. He’d tiptoed out of the bedroom, trying to ignore the accusing button eyes of the crude home-made Pocahontas dolls littered across the room.

The aftermath of the next fling was worse. He’d woken next to a pretty young thing, all silky skin and long legs. Elated, he’d kissed her neck, hoping to kick-start some more rumpy-pumpy. She’d arched her back deliciously and then wrinkled her nose, which was no longer drink-addled and thus able to inform her brain she had slept with someone who smelled like a hunk of rancid beef, not a hunk of love. She was then the one to make the quick exit, claiming she had to work. On a Sunday. Terry was left disconsolate, the stink of the abattoir strong even to his nostrils, amidst his rumpled sheets.

For the first seven years of his life as an abattoir worker, there had been no appreciable smell of death on his skin. His ex-fiancée Kirsteen was the first to notice it. At first, she simply insisted he take numerous showers. Then sex became less frequent. After that, it was separate beds. Terry began job-hunting, hoping to save the relationship, but his very specific skills of killing and body disposal only qualified him as abattoir worker or assassin. There weren’t many adverts for contract killers down at the job centre. Going on the dole wasn’t an option, as they were saving to get married. Kirsteen wanted the big wedding: white dress, hundreds of guests and a towering cake. They had been saving for a long time.

Three months after the stench was first detected, Kirsteen turned vegetarian. Two weeks later, she announced she couldn’t live with a murderer and ran off with the animal rights activist she had been shagging behind Terry’s back for six months. She left him with the apartment and ten thousand pounds in the bank. He stopped the futile search for another job and settled down into a smelly existence.

Terry saw her in the paper a year later, pictured in handcuffs after a failed attempt to free brain-damaged primates from a university psychology lab. On her clenched fist, held aloft in defiance, was a wedding ring. In a fit of rage, Terry donated the savings, which he had held on to in case she came back, to AIDS researchers, who Jimmy down the pub assured him carried out nasty experiments on monkeys.

The stench got steadily worse. He tried to counter it with incessant showers and a commensurate increase in the application of deodorant and aftershave, to no avail. The one-nighter with the girl who fled marked the moment the stink of death became so strong that no woman, no matter how drunk, could overlook it. His latest doomed crush was on Dorota, the Polish barmaid in his local. No matter how hard he scrubbed with scented soap or how much Old Spice he slathered on, she kept her distance, only darting in long enough to serve him, her nose twitching all the while.

It wasn’t as if he was ugly. He was a healthy 33-year-old, sheathed in muscles developed by physical labour rather than moulded by long hours in the sweaty embrace of gym machines. He had a square jaw – well, the kind of square a toddler armed with a crayon would draw – faded blue eyes surrounded by just enough crow’s feet to lend him an air of experience, and a crop of brown hair that required only minimal creative combing to look as though it covered his head fully. He had broken his nose one night while drunkenly chasing the last bus home. That was OK, though: lots of women liked the rough look. When asked what happened, he would hint at some mysterious, heroic past rather than admit he had taken a headlong drunken dive.

But good looks counted for nothing when you smelled like intestines.

He longed for the day he would meet an intelligent, funny and beautiful woman whose nostrils had been seared closed in a curling tong accident. He wasn’t holding out much hope and, truth be told, he had become so used to waking up alone he didn’t really mind it any more. Provided, of course, he woke up alone in his own bed or in one where he could remember going to sleep the previous evening.

Terry looked around, squinting against the headache. The bed sat in a small room, bare except for a table with a glass of water on it and a single door, firmly closed. In the corner, the red light on a security camera blinked in sync with his throbbing head. There was no bleeping equipment, no IV drip, and no nurses bustling in and out of the room. Clearly he wasn’t in hospital.

When he tried to sit up, a bout of dizziness forced him back onto the hard pillow. His stomach flipped over and he retched. Nothing came out: the bacon and egg sandwich he had eaten for lunch was already plastered over the floor of the abattoir.

The abattoir, he thought. Something happened in the abattoir.

He touched his head and, beneath a thin layer of bandages, encountered a lump. The snapping teeth, rivers of blood and screams of the dying rushed back. His heart thudded in his chest and, now uncaring where he was, he began to scream.
 

Apocalypse Cow, as the media would later dub the beast that heralded Britain’s descent into ruin and infamy, pitched up in Terry’s stunning pen just after lunch. The animal was the first in a batch of worn-out dairy cows, whose udders dangled like sopping wet socks. These cows usually looked so exhausted Terry felt he was carrying out euthanasia rather than depriving an animal in its prime of many more carefree days chewing the regurgitated contents of its own stomach – as was the case with animals bred purely for their flesh. After a lifetime of having their teats pummelled red-raw by insatiable mechanical suction cups, Terry figured the old moos were probably grateful to be heading to the big McDonald’s in the sky.

This cow was the exact opposite of grateful.

Terry had seen a lot of cattle during his ten years in slaughter houses, but he had never come across a mad cow. He had never even met a slightly miffed cow. Generally, their big, slow faces displayed only docility, fear or panic. Even Steven Seagal had a wider range of facial expressions. When Terry looked into this cow’s rolling, twitching eye, he understood it wasn’t just mad; it was crazy apeshit bonkers. As Terry stood agape, the cow gnashed its jaws, sending its lower incisors repeatedly plunging into its upper dental pad, which was already a bloody mess. Despite further shredding its maw, the beast appeared oblivious to the pain.

Terry overcame his shocked inertia, stepped back smartly and hung the bolt gun back up on its hook just as the cow sneezed. A long rope of red-tinged snot smacked him in the face like a boisterously flicked wet towel. It hung there, still connected to the nostril from which it had been fired, and quivered as the beast whipped its head around. He swiped at the mucus, only succeeding in transferring most of it to his hand.

‘That’s nasty,’ he said, keeping a careful eye on the animal as it let out a deep, shuddering moo.

Up until then, it had been just another day of monotonous slaughter. The first three truckloads of cows had shuffled in through the holding pens, unaware that up ahead lay a future bristling with razor-sharp knives, circular saws and other implements of bovine doom. Only when an animal emerged into the stunning pen and saw the carcasses strung up ahead did it suspect it might have grazed its last. Before it could do more than let out a single pleading moo, Terry would have hammered a bolt against its forehead, chained it up by the ankles and sent it along to the next station to have its throat cut.

Terry was always happy to be placed on stunning duty, as it was the least gory job in the abattoir. In the short spans he served there, the smell of death always faded slightly. The stunning job still had blood-splattered moments: when he accidentally took out an eye or pulverized a nose, leaving the poor cow in ululating agony until he managed to stun it properly. And there had been times when an animal he’d thought he’d rendered senseless proved conscious enough to feel the knife. When that happened, Terry could only stare mutely as it died, a meaty, thrashing bauble spurting out blood in spiralling arcs.

Heart-rending as such incidents were, they were still not enough to give Terry nightmares, or at least none he could remember. Sure, sometimes he woke sweating and panting in his small flat in the southern Glasgow district of Cardonald, although he could never recall what had disturbed him. A vigorous wash under a hot shower always scrubbed away the unease – although not the smell, which was strangely more pungent on such mornings.

For most of his career, the lack of nightmares had not been an issue. In Terry’s experience, most abattoir workers considered suffering psychological trauma from the job to be as appropriate as a tofu stall at a butchers’ convention. They were of the opinion that a nice steak hit the spot, so until scientists invented a beef tree, poor old Daisy was for the chop. In one slaughterhouse up north, the brawny highlanders even held an annual Punch-Out-A-Cow contest (which usually resulted in little more than bruised knuckles and a bemused cow). That had all changed last year, when Terry took up his current job with McTavish & Sons.

McTavish & Sons was tucked away among the trees in the suburbs so Glasgow’s meat-eaters need not have their consciences pricked by the wild screams of the pigs, which unlike cattle were smart enough to know what was coming and feisty enough to put up a fight. Somehow, Mr McTavish had performed the improbable feat of rounding up every one of the few bleeding hearts in the business and putting them to work in his abattoir. Each morning at tea-break, Terry’s workmates would relate their nightmares in wavering voices: cow eyes blinking accusingly from the middle of a stew; half-skinned lambs that morphed into their own children and began to plead for mercy; arriving beyond the pearly gates to discover that God was in fact a giant pig with an Old Testament thirst for vengeance against the men responsible for turning his children into bacon and pork sausages.

At first, Terry had been nonplussed by the soul-searching. Yet before too long, an urgent need to share bubbled up inside him as his peers doled out consoling pats with blood-streaked hands. His back remained unpatted, however, for when he trawled the depths of his mind for some buried manifestation of his own guilt, he met only an insistent blankness. He began to feel his lack of night terrors revealed a gaping hole where his conscience should be, so to prove to himself he wasn’t completely heartless, he had developed the habit of furtively feeding every animal a sugar cube before popping it in the head.

But there was no way he was going anywhere near the crazed cow with the sugar cube he had pulled out of his pocket a few minutes before. It looked as if it would rather snack on his fingers, rubber gloves and all.

Terry turned to his workmate Peter, who had a vivid recurring dream that come the day of the cow revolution he would be the first to be strung up by the ankles and gutted. ‘Come here a sec.’

Peter, his navy-blue apron streaked with dark bloodstains, turned from the twitching body of the cow whose throat he had just slit.

‘You’ve got snot on you,’ he said helpfully.

‘No, it’s hair gel. Want some?’

Peter warded off Terry’s extended hand with his bloody knife. ‘Come near me and I’ll cut your knob off and pack it with the chipolatas. It’s about the right size.’

Terry flicked the blob of snot at Peter. The gooey missile sailed over Peter’s shoulder, and with magnificently bad timing plopped onto the apron of Mr McTavish, who liked to roam the floor of his family business to keep everyone on their toes.

‘Sorry, Mr McTavish,’ Terry mumbled, his face reddening. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

The boss strode forward, running a palm across his apron. He stopped beside Terry and slapped him on the back, returning the reddish slime to its rightful owner. Terry forced a smile.

‘No worries,’ Mr McTavish said, the massive jowls created by overindulgence in his own produce wobbling. ‘Snot a lot you can do about it now.’ He paused. ‘Get it?’

The cow rattled its head off both sides of the narrow steel pen like a clapper in a bell, and let loose a cracked bellow.

‘Even the cow knows that was a shit joke,’ said Peter, who had more than once indicated he would love to be fired just so he could get a good night’s sleep.

Mr McTavish ignored him. ‘So what’s up with this bugger?’

‘I think it might have cow flu,’ Terry replied. ‘It’s acting funny.’

As Terry spoke, he realized the weirdness didn’t stop with the cow that had just decorated him like a snotty Christmas tree. The abattoir was always a noisy place – the whine of bone saws, the clanking of the overhead pulley and the constant moos created a hellish racket – so it was no wonder he hadn’t noticed. Now he listened, the din coming from the animals waiting their turn for the chop didn’t have the usual confused, aimless timbre. The moos, punctuated by sneezes, sounded angry.

‘Maybe we should call the vet,’ Peter suggested.

‘Don’t be daft,’ Mr McTavish said. ‘Bird flu, swine flu, fine. But there’s no such thing as cow flu.’

‘I’m just saying it’s possible,’ Terry responded. ‘There wasn’t any such thing as swine flu a few years ago.’

Mr McTavish sighed. ‘Look, another four lorryloads just pulled up outside. You’re holding up the line. Stun it and get it up on the pulley.’

Terry took two steps towards the bolt gun, wondering if he was fast enough to snatch it up and pop the cow like a gunslinger of old. The animal had other ideas. As soon as Terry lifted his arm, it craned its neck forward and chomped its jaw closed, spraying bloody foam up into the air. Terry scuttled backwards. No job was worth losing fingers for.

‘I vote we wait for it to starve to death,’ he said.

Mr McTavish, who was himself two feet further back than he had been a few seconds before, squared his shoulders and marched towards the cow, which had lifted its chin up onto the metal rim of the pen and was still snapping in Terry’s direction.

‘I’ll bloody do it,’ he barked.

Before the animal could redirect its ire, the boss grabbed the bolt gun, jammed it against the cow’s forehead and pulled the trigger, sending the metal bolt designed to render the animal unconscious hammering against its skull. The cow wobbled and dropped.

‘Job done, you big pansy,’ he told Terry. ‘Now get on with it.’

Mr McTavish opened the side of the pen. The cow flopped out. Authority asserted, he spun on his heel and prepared to re commence the patrol of his dominion. The cow, which was down but definitely not out, lashed out a hoof with apparent intent, and caught the abattoir owner flush on his right shin. There was a loud crack. Mr McTavish looked down at the odd shape protruding from his leg, and then crumpled to the floor in a dead faint.

Peter ran towards the stricken man. Terry didn’t move. He was too busy staring at the cow, which had lifted its head and was looking at Mr McTavish’s leg, its nose twitching as if it smelled something tasty, which for cows normally meant dandelions, not open wounds.

‘Jesus. It’s snapped like a twig. Ring an ambulance,’ said Peter, who was bent over his prone boss with his back to the cow.

When no answer came, Peter looked up. Terry, his vocal cords paralysed by the improbability of what he was witnessing, pointed to where, tottering on all four legs, loomed the cow. It did not look stunned, even though Mr McTavish’s aim had been true. If anything, it looked more furious. Peter had no time to get up. The cow lurched forward, crushing him against the side of the pen. His eyes bulged as he beat his hands ineffectually on the hulking beast’s broad back. The cow lowered its mouth and, as though it were grazing in a sunny field, began to worry at the wound on Mr McTavish’s leg.

‘Please tell me that cow is not eating my boss,’ Terry said, and then shouted, ‘I need some help over here!’

Terry didn’t wait for the cavalry to arrive. His primary concern wasn’t for Mr McTavish, since it would probably take some time for the cow to do any real damage with its herbivore incisors. He was more worried about Peter, whose lips were turning blue as the cow’s meaty body squeezed the air from his lungs. Terry grabbed the largest knife within reach and hacked at the cow’s flank. It remained immobile, focused on tearing at the leg.

Terry was half up on the animal’s back, trying to get close enough to stab it somewhere more vital without endangering himself, when Mr McTavish came to. His eyes were barely open before he began to scream, sounding just like one of the thousands of pigs he had sent to their deaths. He tried to haul himself away, but the cow’s hold on his leg was firmer than Terry thought possible. While man and beast were engaged in a tug of war, Terry jammed the knife as far down as he could into the back of the animal’s neck. It paid no attention, instead following the squealing Mr McTavish, who had managed to pull his leg free.

What signalled bad news for the abattoir owner, who could not outrun the cow on his bum, brought relief for Peter. With the crushing weight gone, he fell to his knees and took a rasping breath.

‘It’s happening,’ he said. ‘They’ve come for me.’

‘Get a knife and help me kill this bloody thing,’ Terry bawled at Peter, who was already scrabbling away on his hands and knees, casting bug-eyed glances behind him.

‘You’re not getting me up on that hook,’ he told the cow, then got to his feet and ran.

Peter’s belief that his bad dream had come to pass prompted Terry to wonder if he was finally having a nightmare of his own. He felt a brief happy jolt. As his workmates arrived, jostling past and launching themselves at the cow with knives, chains and crowbars, their solid physicality snapped him out of his stupor. The reinforcements hammered and slashed until the cow took notice. It bellowed and lashed out, dashing one of the new arrivals against the wall. Another slipped under the enraged animal, which put its hooves to work on his head. Terry saw his moment and sank his knife into the cow’s throat.

The cow staggered to the side, spouting arterial spray across the two animals hanging at the next station, and then fell to its knees in the middle of the semicircle of panting men. A flicker of movement at the next station caught Terry’s attention. He spat out a mouthful of blood, walked over and stood before the two dead cows. A series of twitches had seized the first animal. The chain securing its feet began to sway as the intensity of the quivering picked up. Suddenly the cow fell still. Its eye rolled in its socket and it looked at Terry.

‘I don’t believe this,’ he said.

The animal began to rock again, more violently. Then the next supposedly dead cow joined in. Their heads knocked together as they swung to and fro on the chains. From behind Terry, there came a collective gasp. He turned and saw the cow, which should have been well past standing, breathing or doing anything vaguely cowlike apart from being eaten, regain its feet. It took one staggering step, and then fell for the last time. Its hindquarters thumped against the button that opened the hatch to the holding pens.

‘Holy shit!’ Terry shouted as the rest of the cows burst out.

A brown, white and black tsunami ploughed into the workers. Those not affected by whatever madness had seized the first beast thundered past. Others stayed behind. Hooves stamped, teeth ripped and knives slashed in the maelstrom. More blood flew, splattering those animals caught behind the battle.

Terry, who had bought himself some room with his move to the next station, had spotted the pattern and decided not to wait for those cows now being treated to a shower of blood to change from placid grass-munchers into flesh-crazed lunatics. He clambered onto the gate and hauled himself up a chain. He was just far enough away from the suspended cows to avoid their snapping jaws, which were starting to slow down as the animals seemed to lose their brief lease of new life. He climbed to the catwalk, pausing to survey the carnage and chanting a disbelieving mantra (This can’t be happening, this can’t be happening, this can’t be happening).

Fewer of the cows streaming from the hatch were joining the panicked exodus. Either they chose to stay and enter the fray, or they slipped in the red lake that was forming beneath the swirling mass of bodies. Out of the corner of his eye, Terry saw Peter on the telephone, babbling into the mouthpiece. Blood was streaming from his nostrils.

As Terry crawled towards the exit on his hands and knees, the sound of tearing flesh, cries of agony and, worst of all, the contented smack of cow lips followed him. He sprawled face down and let the vomit pour through the iron grille of the catwalk and into the empty holding pens.

The walkway ended ten feet away, near enough for Terry to make a run for it. He stood, intending to slide down the ladder and sprint out of the abattoir. His foot landed on the vomit-slimed section of walkway and he fell sideways, smacking his head first on the handrail then on the grille itself. The last thing he saw before he passed out was a despairing hand reach out of the boiling mass of cows, then slide downwards. Then all was black.
 

It didn’t take long for someone to come running down the corridor in answer to Terry’s screams. He pulled back the covers, vaguely registering that he was clad in a flimsy robe and had been scrubbed clean of gore, and staggered towards the door. Before he got there, he heard a key turn in the lock. Two burly men dressed in black trousers and green T-shirts stepped in. Terry gaped at them.

‘Cows,’ he shouted. ‘Big crazy cows.’

His legs turned to jelly, and he would have flopped to the floor had the newcomers not grabbed his arms.

‘Take it easy,’ the man on his right said.

Terry let them lay him down, and closed his eyes until the dizziness passed. When he opened them again, the men flanked the bed. The one who had spoken had a long, jagged scar running down his face from hairline to chin. His left eye was dead, clearly glass, the real eye probably gouged out by whatever weapon had caused the facial wound. His companion, by contrast, had an angelic little-boy face perched incongruously atop a muscled chest that made Arnold Schwarzenegger’s pecs look like burst balloons. Even in his agitated state, Terry noticed they had assumed a casually alert, almost military pose.

‘Where am I?’ he asked.

‘Somewhere safe,’ Baby-face replied.

‘Who are you?’

‘Nurses,’ Scar-face answered. ‘Want a bed bath?’

Baby-face let out a snorting laugh.

A short, middle-aged man entered the room. He wore a navy-blue suit, with a handkerchief teased into a perfect triangle poking out of the top pocket. He was completely hairless, revealing a skull that rose up to a sharp ridge along the middle. Behind wire-rimmed glasses, he had the eyes of a man who would strangle his own mother in order to get his hands on the inheritance early. Had Terry met him under different circumstances, he would have assumed he was a banker.

The corners of the newcomer’s mouth ratcheted up in jerky stages, rather like a sail being hoisted. Only when the process was complete did it become apparent he was attempting to smile.

‘Good afternoon,’ he said. ‘How are we feeling today?’

Terry’s heart rate was slowly returning to normal. As the adrenalin rush of his freak-out faded, a deep unease settled over him.

‘Who are you people?’ Terry asked.

The smile fell from the bespectacled man’s face with far more ease than it had been plastered up there.

‘You can call me Mr Brown. Think of me as someone with your best interests at heart. I need to ask you a few questions about what happened yesterday.’

‘Yesterday? You mean I’ve been out for a whole day?’

‘We sedated you.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, we had all these spare drugs approaching their sell-by date,’ Brown explained. ‘We thought we’d better use them.’

‘Really?’ Terry asked, his befuddled mind trying to make sense of the surreal situation.

‘No, not really. It was for your own good. You seemed rather agitated when we found you.’

Terry had a brief recollection of lying on the catwalk, surrounded by white rubber boots. Below, white-clad figures with tanks on their backs were firing out whooshing jets of flame from long nozzles. There was a smell of burning flesh. Somebody was gibbering obscenities in a high-pitched voice rather like his own.

‘What about the others?’ Terry asked.

The man in the suit rearranged his features – he was probably aiming for sympathy but achieved constipation – before saying, ‘I’m afraid all of your colleagues passed away in the stampede.’

He patted Terry’s shoulder, bare above the robe, and drew his fingertips lightly across the skin, exhaling softly as he did so. Another wave of nausea gripped Terry and he leaned over the bed to retch dryly. When his stomach had once again realized it was empty, Terry flopped back onto the pillow.

‘There wasn’t a stampede,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Those cows just went for us. Biting, stamping, ripping. They meant to kill us.’

The three men exchanged significant looks.

‘So you remember,’ Brown said.

Terry found the strength to sit up. These men did not seem the slightest bit surprised by his bizarre assertion, as they should have been. Terry was even doubting the memory himself. Something was very wrong here.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked. ‘You’re not a doctor. Why am I not in hospital? Are you police?’

Brown leaned in so his nose almost brushed Terry’s.

‘You could say I’m a kind of policeman,’ he disclosed amiably, pushing Terry back to the bed with a surprising strength. His sidekicks grabbed Terry’s arms while he picked off a piece of fluff from Terry’s chest. ‘I’m the kind of policeman it doesn’t pay to shout at. Why don’t you lie there like a good boy and tell me what you saw.’

He held the fluff at Terry’s eye level and blew it towards him. The certainty he was in some kind of deep trouble gripped Terry. He related the whole story in a monotone, flinching from time to time as gruesome flashes popped up into his mind.

When he was finished, Brown, who had been sitting on the side of the bed, casually dangling one leg, raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m afraid you were unlucky enough to have been at the epicentre of a new wave of terrorist attacks in Britain.’

‘The cows are terrorists?’

All three men laughed. Brown seemed particularly tickled, dabbing at his eyes with the handkerchief.

‘I wish I’d thought of that one,’ he said mysteriously. ‘No, Mr Borders. The cows were not staging an insurgency. They were merely the tools of terrorists opposed to our way of life. We’re talking viral warfare.’

Brown stood up suddenly and gave a nod. Baby-face and Scar-face released Terry’s arms. His first instinct was to leap up and make a mad dash to safety, but even the thought of running made him feel dizzy. Murderous cows, terror attacks, viral warfare. It was like the plot from a B-movie, and far too much for Terry to take in. He was again beginning to feel the insistent pull of the drug-induced sleep from which he had emerged, its offer of refuge from the insanity.

‘When can I go home?’ he asked, fighting to keep his eyes open.

‘Oh, don’t worry about that. You need to recover here in our lovely health facility,’ Brown said, adjusting his handkerchief before training his gaze on Terry. ‘You can stay as long as you want. Maybe even indefinitely.’

Brown turned abruptly and swept out of the room. His two underlings followed without a word. The key turned in the lock with an ominous clunk.

Terry tried to sit up. His muscles refused to cooperate and his tongue felt thick and furred. Images of the carnage seeped into his mind as his thoughts unfurled. To ward off the horror, he tried to conjure up Dorota leaning over the bar to hand him a view of her lush Eastern European cleavage, a cool pint of lager and a big smacker on the lips. He couldn’t hold her together, and she mixed in with the dark memories crowding his dwindling consciousness. Her breasts became swinging udders, her face elongated and her skin turned a mottled brown. The beer fell from her hand, which had turned into a hoof, and her mouth, which had been moist and welcoming, morphed into a gnashing maw that followed him down into a reprise of his drug-induced stupor.
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Udder madness
 

Geldof, Nadeem and Stewart, the founding, and only, members of Maths Club, sat quietly in the corner of the playground, as far away from the seething mass of football-playing, hair-pulling and gum-chewing kids as they could. Geldof took a bite from his falafel wrap and ran a hand over the shiny hard cover of the new edition of Maths Puzzles for Geniuses, which had required two months of saving to purchase.

That he had any pocket money to save was solely because Fanny had been forced to abandon her attempts to institute a barter system in Glasgow the year before, after an irate teller in John Lewis called the police and asked her to remove the massive sack of dirty carrots she had dumped on the till and to return the bra and knickers she had tried to purchase with said carrots, and had then pulled on over her clothes in protest when she was informed money was the preferred currency in the store. Chalk up yet another great memory for Geldof, who had stared at his shoes, hoping Buchanan Galleries would collapse and bury them all under a pile of glass, steel and concrete.

There was something special about the moment when you cracked the spine on a new book. Geldof didn’t want to rush it, even though Nadeem and Stewart were crowding forward, licking their lips in anticipation. He imagined it was like taking a young maiden’s virginity, although he was a bit hazy on whether the noises would be similar. He took hold of the front cover with thumb and forefinger and teased it open. There was a collective sigh as the spine crackled and the book fell open.

‘What is the first rule of Maths Club?’ Geldof asked portentously.

‘You do not talk about Maths Club,’ the others intoned.

Yes, Geldof thought, because our heads would be down the toilet quicker than the 1.29 seconds it takes light to travel to earth from the moon if we did.

He inspected his friends, who looked like they were trying to outdo each other in the scrawny and spotty stakes, and nodded. ‘Then we are ready to begin.’

As he bent his head to the book, a shadow obscured the weak light trickling through a break in the grey clouds. Nadeem and Stewart squeaked in unison. Geldof looked over his shoulder to see the Alexander twins standing above him, their stocky arms crossed over their equally stocky chests.

Yegads! thought Geldof, who was experimenting with medieval swear words to see if they made him any cooler.

While the twins had swaggered forth from the same cursed egg and had identical massive brown eyes – which they used to disarm teachers when caught in acts of playground brutality – slug-like lips and jutting chins, their robust lifestyles had led to some differences. Malcolm’s nose had been flattened when he picked a fight with a small kid from another school who turned out to be a karate black belt. Geldof had witnessed this fight, or rather massacre, and had enjoyed it immensely, although Maths Club and other assorted nerds had had to endure a tough few months as Malcolm embarked on a campaign of unprecedented brutality to win back his lost credibility. Tony was identifiable by the cauliflower ear, germinated by frequent exposure to sweaty thighs during rugby scrums.

Tony snatched the book away and tossed it to one side without looking at it. ‘What are you geeks doing here?’

‘The first rule of—’ Stewart began.

Nadeem clamped a hand over his mouth.

‘You two, piss off,’ Malcolm growled at Nadeem and Stewart. They complied instantly, shooting apologetic glances at Geldof.

‘I suppose you’re happy, Gandalf,’ Tony said once they had gone.

The twins always called him Gandalf, thinking it a horrendous insult. Geldof actually preferred the moniker. He would much rather be named after the great white wizard than some scraggly old Irish bloke who spent his time banging on about starving Africans and thinking up even more ludicrous names for his own kids. When he turned sixteen, in two months, Geldof was going to change his name by Deed Poll to something solid and sensible, like Geoffrey or Brian.

‘Happy about what?’ Geldof asked, placing his wrap behind him to avoid the possibility of it being kicked after the book.

‘Don’t act innocent, cow-lover,’ Malcolm said. ‘My dad’s cousin Terry is dead because of people like you.’

‘Dead? I’m sorry for your loss, but I’m not following you.’

Tony kicked the sole of Geldof’s shoe. He drew his legs up to his chest to make himself as small a target as possible.

‘That thing in the abattoir yesterday. He was there,’ Tony snarled, his face contorting so much his pug nose seemed to be sucked into his chubby cheeks. ‘My dad says it was probably animal rights people like your mum trying to set the cows free that caused it. And you’re going to pay.’

Geldof was bewildered. As far as he knew, the abattoir deaths had been caused by a stampede. But David wasn’t the kind of man to let facts get in the way of his crazy ideas, and he had infected the twins with his paranoid fantasy. The problem was, the inaccuracy of their beliefs wouldn’t change how much his nuts would smart after coming into contact with an enthusiastically swung boot. He knew from bitter experience that reasoning with the twins was no use (‘I hear you called me a prick,’ Tony had said to him once. ‘No, of course not,’ a petrified Geldof responded. ‘Are you calling me a liar?’ Tony retorted). But he had to try.

‘I hate my mum and I hate cows,’ Geldof blurted out. ‘In fact, my mum is a cow, so that means I hate her twice as much.’

Malcolm laughed as Tony bent over and grabbed Geldof’s tie. ‘Don’t give me that shite. You don’t eat meat, which means you love cows. And I know you’re a mummy’s boy. She dresses you like a retard.’

Geldof cowered against the wall, staring wildly through Tony’s spread legs in the vain hope a teacher would appear. All he saw were two Year 9s sharing a sneaky cigarette.

‘No, really. I hate cows. They’re big and smelly and … and …’ Geldof cast about for an adjective that would adequately demonstrate his hatred ‘… the only thing they’re good for is burgers.’

Tony sneered. ‘So why don’t you eat burgers, then?’

Touché, thought Geldof, and desperately scrambled for a valid reason.

‘I hate them so much I can’t even stand to eat them,’ he said, unable to avoid injecting a querulous note at the end of the sentence.

Even as he said it, he knew the lame excuse failed miserably to convey how much he supposedly didn’t like cows. Tony drew back a fist, and Geldof screwed up his eyes in expectation of the blow to come. It didn’t land. He chanced a quick peek with one eye. Malcolm was holding his brother’s arm.

‘Hold up,’ Malcolm said. ‘Let’s make him prove he hates cows.’

Tony shook his hand free and stared balefully at his brother. ‘How?’

‘Have you heard of cow tipping?’

Tony shook his head.

‘You sneak up to a sleeping cow and push it over. It says on the internet you can totally kill them. I say we go out tonight and tip some cows.’

Tony’s lips curled up into a cruel grin. ‘Yeah, that’s a magic idea. Let’s get our own back on the fuckers.’

They both looked down at Geldof, who gave them a wan smile. ‘Normally I’d love to join you, but I’ve got some homework to—’

His last word turned into a squeal as Tony twisted his ear. ‘Sorry? I didn’t hear that.’

‘I said I’d be delighted to come,’ he yelped. Tony released his ear.

Geldof rubbed the side of his head and looked up at his torturers.

‘We’ll meet you at the chippie at nine,’ Tony said. ‘Be there, or else.’

He reached behind Geldof, picked up the wrap and took a huge bite. He balled his face up in disgust and spat the mouthful at the wall beside Geldof. ‘Tastes like frigging cardboard.’

The two of them walked off, Malcolm grabbing the cigarette from one of the small boys as he walked past.

‘God’s blood, truly you are scullions,’ Geldof declared once he was sure they were out of earshot. ‘Verily shall I trounce thee.’

Who am I kidding? he thought, and stared forlornly at the puzzle book, which had landed face down in a puddle.
 

Geldof paused at the top of the fence and peered into the field. The half-moon’s pallid white light barely illuminated the line of trees at the crest of the hill. The rest of the grassy expanse was a dark blank, into which the twins had already disappeared. He considered turning around and heading back down the hill towards home, but knew fleeing would only make it worse when the twins caught up with him the next day.

‘Wait a minute,’ he called and jumped down from his perch, hoping he wouldn’t land in a ditch.

His right ankle rolled as he landed and his knee pitched into a sucking patch of mud left over from the late-afternoon rain shower he had hoped would extend into a downpour and force the evening’s events to be cancelled. For once, the Scottish weather didn’t cooperate.

‘That’s all I need,’ Geldof muttered as he rose to his feet and shambled off in pursuit of the twins, his groping hands held out before him. It was bad enough he had come on this idiotic venture; now he would have to sneakily wash his trousers so Fanny wouldn’t suspect he had lied about going to study group with Nadeem. He almost had a heart attack as a huge shape loomed up out of the gloom before him. It was one of the twins. In the dim light it was impossible to tell which one.

‘Get a move on,’ Tony/Malcolm ordered, grabbing Geldof’s thin arm with a meaty fist and yanking him forward. ‘Are you up for this or not?’

‘Oh, I’m thrilled at the prospect.’

‘Good,’ the twin replied, his teeth forming a white crescent in the dark. ‘Because the targets are ahead.’

They hurried on with an apparent disregard for the lumpy terrain. Stumbling over a hillock Geldof seized the opportunity to rub the foul-smelling mud on Tony/Malcolm.

‘Watch where you’re going,’ Tony/Malcolm said, and scuffed a slap across Geldof’s forehead.

Somewhere up ahead a cow lowed. Geldof’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness. The other twin had stopped just ahead, around ten metres from a clump of dark objects lurking in the middle of the field. When Geldof arrived beside him, he made out the cauliflower ear.

‘Right,’ Tony said. ‘You first, Gandalf. Pick one.’

Geldof stayed where he was. The cows’ combined deep breathing sighed ominously across the field.

‘How do I know they aren’t bulls?’ Geldof asked.

‘Because they don’t keep bulls together in one field, fuckwit,’ Malcolm hissed. ‘They’d be fighting all the time. Get over there and do it before I belt you.’

Geldof took a tentative step towards the animals, which were so tightly packed that if he tried to shove one over it would just bump into its neighbour. That would suit him fine. As much as being a vegetarian annoyed him, he didn’t want an innocent animal’s death on his conscience. It would not satisfy the twins, though.

As he drew closer, he noticed a shadow off to the right of the group. He veered away and crept towards it. It was a lone cow. Why it was standing on its own he didn’t know. Perhaps it had been exiled for chewing another cow’s cud or for failing to meet its dung-production quota. Geldof didn’t care. It was isolated from the herd and would do the job.

He sneaked up on the animal from behind. As far as he could tell from the lack of movement, it was fast asleep. When he was ten feet away, a noxious odour crept up his nostrils. It wasn’t the normal smell of cow plop. This was sweet and cloying and left an almost physical sticky residue at the back of the throat. Perhaps that was why it was on its own, although Geldof had never heard of a cow with personal hygiene poor enough to offend its peers.

He circled round to its flank, and jumped as a loud rumble rent the chilly night air. Geldof gagged as the air around him thickened. He held a hand over his mouth until the smell had died down, and glanced back. He fancied he could see four red points of light hovering in the air: the twins’ demonic eyes urging him on to murder.

He turned his attention back to the cow, which was unaware it was about to face a frightening and possibly fatal shove. Geldof took a deep breath and held his hands out in front of him. He closed his eyes, counted to three under his breath, and then ran at the animal as fast as he could. His hands contacted skin, and he felt something give beneath them. The cow stayed upright. Geldof became aware of wetness on his hands. The give had not been the cow’s body moving with the blow. It was the skin parting. His hands had sunk into the cow’s body.

Geldof felt the tell-tale signs of a lung-bursting yell building up. It didn’t get the chance to come out, though, for as he stared at the spot where his arms seemed to end abruptly above the wrists, something moved in the corner of his eye. He looked in the direction of the movement, and locked gazes with the cow. He was no expert on the facial expressions of cattle, but he didn’t need to be with this one. It made its feelings clear with a grating moo that vibrated up Geldof’s arms.

The animal stretched its head towards him and snapped its teeth. Luckily, he was out of biting range. It tried to turn, and Geldof, with his hands still buried in its flank, moved with it. The cow kept turning, snapping all the while. Geldof kept shuffling. Long ropes of muscles clenched and relaxed beneath his fingers as he and the cow jigged in a tight circle. He almost lost his footing, and lurched towards the cow’s clashing jaws. Somehow he managed to stay upright. He felt a distinct loosening in his bowel area.

‘Help!’ he yelled.

The twins did not reply. Geldof’s shout seemed to further enrage the cow, which began to move faster, like a dog chasing its tail. Geldof had never seen a dog actually catch its tail, and he didn’t want to hang around to find out if cows were better at that task. He jumped back, his hands popping free with a squelch. The cow bellowed. He turned around and pelted into the blackness. After the revolving dance, he had no idea which way he was going. Behind him, hooves thudded.

He only realized he was running back towards the fence when he saw the herd of cows on his right-hand side. They too were moving, towards him. Geldof, not renowned for his athleticism, found reserves of speed he never knew he had. His legs skipped effortlessly over the rough grass and he flew past the twins.

‘Run!’ he screamed, not waiting to find out if they were following his instructions.

Behind him, moos and bellows joined in a bovine chorus. The road shone silver ahead of him in the moonlight. When he got to the fence there was nothing tentative about his climbing. He leapt to the top, ignoring the barbed wire that ripped into his leg, and threw himself over to land in a crumpled heap on the other side.

He pulled himself up onto his buttocks and turned to face the way he had come. A high-pitched squeal came from the field, growing louder like a kettle coming to the boil. Seconds later, the twins thumped to the ground beside him. Then the fence shuddered with numerous impacts. One of the cows thrust its head through. The barbed wire caught its eye, popping it open like a grape. It acted as though nothing had happened, and continued to push. More cows joined in, jaws snapping and eyes bulging. The wooden posts supporting the fence began to buckle.

Geldof scrambled to his feet. He ran to where they had left their bikes, hauled his up and leapt on. He had to turn around and go past where the cows were threatening to breach the fence. The pedals moved with difficulty at first as he fought the resistance of his dynamo, and his headlight flickered on and off. The light illuminated the scene before him in nightmarish flashes. Cows strained at the fence as far as he could see, like an animated display of mounted heads in a hunter’s living room, their powerful necks squirming as they tried to push through. Many of them had open wounds, some old, some freshly ripped by the barbed wire. Dark blood seeped out like treacle. Their lips were pulled back. One cow bit off its own tongue, which fell to the ground with an audible plop.

Geldof focused on the road, which dipped below him, as he gained speed. Soon he had left behind the line-up of raging cows. Even so, he didn’t stop pedalling until he reached the comforting sodium glow of a lit road on the outskirts of Bearsden. In the near distance, the wind turbine on the roof of his house was silhouetted against the moonlit sky. For the first time he was glad to see it.

Only then did he chance a look back. Tony and Malcolm were maybe seven metres behind him. There was no sign of the cows. He coasted downhill, casting regular backward glances. His heart hammered in his chest as if he had just finished a stage in the Tour de France. The twins caught up with him, their faces pale under the street lights. Their normal tough-guy sneers were gone. They looked like small boys in need of their mother to tuck them up in bed.

The three of them pulled up outside the gate at the Alexanders’ house. Geldof threw his bike to the ground, unmindful of the noise it made, and held his hands up to the light. They were streaked with blood and small lumps of flesh.

‘My hands went inside it,’ he said.

The twins clambered off their mounts and backed away. Tony looked over his shoulder at the hill and then back at Geldof. His lower lip trembled.

‘I’m going to bed,’ he said in a flat voice, and wheeled his bike up the path.

Malcolm stayed a few seconds longer, staring at Geldof’s hands, and then wordlessly followed his brother into the house.

While Geldof’s legs burned from the exertion of pedalling, it wasn’t fatigue that made his gait unsteady as he pushed his bike towards the shed. His mind kept replaying the events: the mad dash across the field, the leap over the fence, the row of cows attempting to batter their way through.

When the bike was locked up, he tiptoed inside. His parents were otherwise engaged in the bedroom, so he went straight to the bathroom. Under the bright strip light, the crimson streaks on his hands contrasted harshly with his pale skin. He scrubbed furiously, continuing long after the water had ceased to run red. When he had finally finished, some colour had returned to his cheeks. He removed his trousers, scraped off the caked mud as best he could, and inspected the wound from the barbed wire. It was little more than a scratch and the hole in his trousers was repairable. Geldof went to the kitchen and stuffed the damaged trousers into the washing machine, adding more clothes from the laundry pile on top.

Finally, he retreated to his room and turned on the computer. He quickly found a story about the abattoir on the Glasgow Tribune website. It was a very different account from the previous day’s news report. The newspaper, quoting a ‘high-ranking government source’, was claiming al-Qaeda operatives had unleashed a bio-weapon that turned animals berserk, with the intention of disrupting Britain’s food chain.

Geldof scanned other websites and discovered the tabloids had picked up on the story in sensationalist fashion. ‘Zombie Cows!’ screamed one. The headline gave him chills. For once the tabloids were right. The cows in the field had looked and behaved exactly like zombies – the more modern, speedy type rather than old-school shufflers. When he had devoured every single word in cyberspace, Geldof leaned back in his chair and ran his hands through his hair. Each article claimed the virus had been contained. Clearly it hadn’t.

He considered going to his parents’ room and telling them the whole story, but he didn’t want to have to face his mother coming to the door naked and smell the pungent fruits of her lovemaking. Besides, she would never believe him. Instead he pulled on a fresh pair of hemp trousers, immediately prompting a bout of scratching, and descended to the living room. His fingers shook as he dialled 999 and asked for the police.

A tinny female voice greeted him. Geldof paused, suddenly aware of the ridiculousness of what he was about to say.

‘I just got chased by a herd of zombie cows,’ he declared.

The operator said nothing for a while. When she spoke her voice was frosty. ‘Do you know how serious it is to make prank calls? This is an emergency line. You could be stopping somebody in real need from getting through.’

‘This isn’t a prank,’ Geldof said. ‘I wish it was. Didn’t you read the papers?’

‘Yes, I read that nonsense. So did a lot of other people, apparently. This is the tenth call I’ve had this evening about it,’ the woman said, her voice rising in pitch. ‘I’ve had zombie cows, zombie sheep, zombie horses. I’ve had it with zombies.’

Geldof tried to butt in and assure her he was quite serious. She cut him off. ‘I’m hanging up now. You can consider yourself lucky I’m not sending the police out to your house to give you a stern talking to.’

The line went dead. Geldof stared at the receiver, and then trudged up to his room. His parents’ room had gone silent, so he threw himself down onto the duvet and drifted into an uneasy sleep.

He dreamed he was perched on a high red stool in Burger King, facing an enormous triple-decker burger dripping with mayonnaise, tomato sauce and melted cheese. Fanny was there too, but she was outside the restaurant, her face pressed against the window. She began to pound on the glass as Geldof reached for the burger. He merely grinned.

This was a recurring dream, and at this point in the proceedings he normally took a massive bite and chewed theatrically as Fanny slid down the glass, her mouth open in a silent scream. This time, just as he was about to grasp the burger and cram it into his mouth, it began to twist and writhe. He recoiled, the action causing him to over balance, and flew off the back of his stool. The burger appeared over the rim of the table, staring down at him with a pair of glowing red eyes.

He got up and ran across the restaurant, skipping over the bodies of customers being savaged by their lunches, but when he reached the front door it was locked. His mother stood on the other side with the key in her hand. Now it was his turn to beat the glass. Fanny swallowed the key.

‘You reap what you sow, Geldof,’ she said, her smile sad.

Geldof turned and did his own slow-motion slide down the glass, his back squeaking on the panes. Twenty burgers, each one teetering on four tiny hooved legs, formed an ever-closing semicircle around him. Ketchup, mingled with blood, dripped from sharp teeth that had grown on the top and bottom halves of the buns. The first burger, the one he had been so keen to eat, reached him and, with a wink, sank its teeth into his ankle.

He woke with his own scream echoing in his ears, and lay on the bed until his heart rate had slowed down. All thought of sleep gone, he swung his legs off the bed and stared past the orange street lights strung up the road to the dark hills just beyond the end of the suburbs. Somewhere out there, the cows were waiting. And they were hungry.
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In the doghouse
 

Lesley slouched at her desk, sluggishly typing up a story on road accident figures. It was the kind of dull piece she would normally churn out in an hour, but she had spent three on it. Even if the previous day had brought only redundancy, her motivation level would have been so low a cockroach would struggle to squeeze under it. But the tip-off was also pulling her mind away from the task at hand.

She had played the recording at least ten times, constantly changing her mind about its authenticity. On the first listen, she heard chuckling in the background. On the second, the chuckles became rustling paper. On the third, she became convinced Professor Martin was Colin affecting an accent. And so on. She had to resort to quaffing a bottle of red wine to quell her buzzing mind and get some sleep.

Colin’s scoop about the abattoir attack being a virus released by al-Qaeda had gone up on the website the previous evening, and was splashed all over the front page this morning. On the one hand, she could take the story as a sign the tip-off was real, since it matched the supposed fake information Colin was being fed. Then again, he could easily have slipped the terrorist angle into a fake tip-off to make her pursue the story.

On top of that, al-Qaeda actually had claimed responsibility through an audio message on a renowned Islamist website. And the police had raided two mosques in the Shawlands district of Glasgow, arresting sixteen people. But al-Qaeda could just be opportunistically attaching its name to the incident to spread fear without having to go to the trouble of doing anything, and the government could just be looking for scapegoats, as Brown had intimated they would.

It didn’t help that she and Colin had been exchanging looks all morning. Either he was looking at her to see if she had taken the bait, or he was looking at her because she was looking at him to see if he was looking at her to see if she had taken the bait.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she said. ‘Just make a decision.’

She walloped the full-stop key, and then rose to go outside for a cigarette.

‘PMT?’ Colin asked as she stomped past his desk.

‘Go stick your cock in a blender.’

‘I’ll take that as a “yes” then,’ he called after her.

Lesley lit up in the alley, blew out a long stream of smoke and watched a stray tabby rake through the bin bags. The cat had unearthed three tins of Tennent’s Super Lager, a used condom and a jumble of shredded paper, but it wasn’t satisfied with its haul. It stuck its head deep between the bags. There was a squeak, and Lesley expected to see the little hunter emerge with a mouse between its teeth. Instead, the cat squirmed out and streaked down the alley. A rat the size of a rabbit burst from the rubbish, scattering the beer cans with a flick of its fat pink tail. It had cat fur stuck between its protruding front teeth. Lesley yelped and pressed herself against the wall as the rat raced off after the yowling cat.

‘I hate this city,’ she said, and took a long, mournful drag on her cigarette.

Smoking usually helped her think, but the two packets she had puffed away in a nervous frenzy since the previous afternoon had only left her throat raw. She took another drag and let it out in a sigh that ended in a hacking cough. In her position, Charles McBrien wouldn’t have been smoking furtively in a seedy alleyway and worrying about whether he was having the piss taken out of him. He would have bagged the story or kicked Colin in the balls. Probably both. She imagined her father in his study full of journalism awards, which he had the maid from the slums of Mombasa polish each day so they gleamed, like his reputation, with a phone stuck to his ear and his lips kinked downward in disappointment.

To hell with it, she thought. Let’s do it.

Lesley threw her cigarette to the ground with the intention of grinding it out purposefully. It rolled away from her. In her hurry to stamp it out, she brought her foot squelching down on the condom, which she then had to scrape off on the step before hurrying back into the office.

Alexandra stuck her head out of her sanctum as she passed. ‘Lesley, do you have a second? I’ve got an assignment for you.’

‘I’m just about to head out to chase up on something,’ Lesley said.

‘Really? What exactly?’

Lesley didn’t reply.

Alexandra sighed. ‘Let’s not make this more awkward than it has to be.’

‘Fine. What do you want me to do?’

‘A puppy attacked a wee girl at a cat and dog home near Bearsden.’

‘A puppy?’

‘A poodle puppy, no less. The pound’s only a few miles away from the abattoir, so I need you to check it out in case it’s linked. I emailed you the address. Oh, and go to the Western Infirmary as well. The girl was taken there. If there isn’t an abattoir connection, we can run it as a curiosity piece.’

While this was exactly the kind of shitty job that normally drove Lesley into alternating fits of despair and apoplexy, she was grateful for the task. It gave her the chance to check out the facility without having to cook up an excuse. Maybe things were starting to go her way. Alexandra withdrew into her office, leaving Lesley to return to her desk for the address and to collect her camera and other paraphernalia.

‘Make sure you get some good quotes from the poodle,’ Colin called as she headed for the exit.

She held a single digit aloft over her shoulder and marched out of the door.
 

Lesley heard the pound before she saw it. The building was tucked behind a run-down and largely disused industrial estate, but the barking and yelping carried as far as the two oddly grandiose stone columns that flanked the estate’s entrance. The combined smell of piss, shit and wet dog hit her when she parked. She lit a cigarette and sat in the car for a few minutes, steeling herself for the coming olfactory assault.

At least the visit with the little girl had been short. She was all blonde curls and big brown eyes, although her cuteness was reduced somewhat by the teeth marks in her swollen nose. Once Lesley had finished asking a few desultory questions and taking some pictures, the girl asked her to make sure the poodle wasn’t put down. Lesley had promised to do what she could, thinking she would happily kick every yappy dog in Scotland to death.

Once the cigarette was reduced to a lonely filter, Lesley headed over to the metal gate leading into the pound and rang the bell. The chorus of barks grew louder.

A thin young man with bedraggled hair and bad teeth opened the gate.

‘You from animal health?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she lied brazenly, extending her hand. ‘Agnes.’

‘Carlo.’

‘What exactly is the problem?’ she asked quickly, moving the conversation on in case he asked for ID. ‘The poodle thing seems pretty minor.’

‘There’s more to it. Let me show you.’

He ushered Lesley in, and then stood aside to let her precede him through an internal door into chaos. Metal cages flanked the walkway that stretched out before her, each one containing a howling, snapping dog. A sausage dog in the first cage flung itself at the metal grille, only to bounce off. It growled then relaunched, blood spraying from its snout as it hit. Lesley went down on her haunches with the camera, keeping a safe distance from the fence. The dog’s eyes were bloodshot and it had sores on its haunches. The smell was putrid.

‘They’re all like that,’ Carlo shouted above the din.

He led her past the cages. From German shepherds to chihuahuas, they hurled themselves at the grilles or stood on their hind legs to hump the metal wire. Many of them sneezed, making the walk along the passageway like proceeding through a car wash that spat out mucus instead of soapy water. By the time they had cleared the cages, Lesley’s matt black tights had taken on a foul gloss. She tried not to look down.

‘When did this start?’ Lesley asked.

‘This morning, a few hours after some new dogs came in.’

‘You didn’t notice anything unusual with them?’

‘Well, they were aggressive, but that’s not uncommon with strays.’

Carlo led Lesley into a small concrete room, where a tiny white poodle yapped away in a cage in the corner. Its muzzle was stained with blood.

‘I want to give it a lethal injection. It keeps biting me any time I go near it with the needle,’ the attendant said, holding up his hand to display plasters that hung from his fingers like leaves.

Lesley approached the cage. The poodle growled, revealing little red-tinged teeth.

Carlo bit his lip. ‘So what should I do?’

Lesley indicated a half-empty glass bottle of Irn Bru sitting on the desk. ‘Maybe you could club it to death with that.’

Carlo frowned. ‘You’re not from animal health, are you?’

Ah well, Lesley thought. My cover’s blown.

‘No, I’m a journalist,’ she admitted.

‘Why did you lie? I would have talked to you anyway.’

‘Sorry, force of habit,’ she replied, trying to sound blasé and experienced.

The two of them stood together and watched the poodle, which now had its teeth locked onto the gate of its prison and was trying to pull it open.

‘Can you take a picture of me with the poodle?’ Carlo asked.

‘Sure,’ Lesley said, and captured a few shots of Carlo standing by the cage with mock horror on his face.

‘Make sure you spell my name right in the article,’ Carlo requested. ‘And mention I’m single, just in case.’

What, just in case there’s a woman out there who gets all moist at the thought of shagging a boy who smells of dog piss? That’s likely, she thought.

‘Call me if anything else odd happens,’ she said, handing over one of her business cards.

‘Maybe I’ll just call you,’ Carlo replied, eyeing the card with glee.

Lesley ignored an urge to snatch the card back and left, running the gauntlet of dogs again. Once outside, she rubbed down her tights with a hanky as best she could before driving off. When she had travelled fifty metres, another car came down the narrow driveway. The driver, a middle-aged man in a dapper suit wearing wire-rimmed glasses, gave her an appraising stare. In the back seat, two men, one of them rather cute if a little too muscled for her tastes, stared straight ahead.

Probably the real animal health people, she thought, rounding their car and accelerating away before they realized she had been impersonating them.
 

Lesley parked at a picnic site on the other side of the woods backing onto the facility, which she had found on Google Earth, and set off through the trees. Her heels caught on every little hole or hidden branch along the rugged trail, so it took her twenty minutes of stumbling and swearing to reach her goal. She hunkered down behind the largest tree she could find and scanned the clearing before her.

The facility was a long, low building with cars parked out front, and would have looked completely innocuous were it not for the electrified fence encircling the compound, security cameras on each corner of the building, and smoked glass windows. Lesley snapped off a few wide shots before zooming in on the security measures. She had just focused on the main gate when it swung inward to admit a car. She almost dropped the camera when the face of the driver filled her lens. It was the bespectacled man she had passed at the cat and dog home. She took several pictures of him as he emerged. There was no sign of his two companions. He opened the boot and lifted out the cage containing the poodle, which was still going bonkers. He leaned his face close to the wall (Retinal scan, Lesley thought, taking more pictures) and then spoke into an intercom. His voice was strong, clear and crisp, and the wind blowing in Lesley’s direction through the quiet valley carried it to her hiding place. ‘Alastair Brown, four four five seven eight.’

The door opened. Driver and poodle disappeared inside.

Lesley backed off until she was deep in the trees and headed back to the car, taking her heels off to speed the way. Once she was out of earshot of the facility, she let out a great whoop of triumph. The story was real, and now she had a picture of Brown, the man in charge of security at the facility, to accompany it. Colin and Alexandra were going to be pig sick when she broke it in another paper. She couldn’t wait to see her father’s face either.

She was so busy imagining her glorious victory that the first rustle in the bushes didn’t really register. The second, accompanied by what sounded like a snort, got her attention. Her legs went cold. Images of the dogs throwing themselves at their cage doors flooded her mind. If whatever had infected the dogs and the cows had leaked out of the facility, there was every chance the wild animals in the surrounding area had it too. Her unease wasn’t helped by the sudden recollection that Brown had displayed a rather cavalier attitude towards human life in the recorded conversation, followed swiftly by the thought that he would be rather displeased if he found her roaming around in the woods with pictures of the secret facility on her digital camera.

There was a loud crack as something, or someone, stepped on a twig. Lesley was a city girl whose idea of enjoying the countryside was drinking wine and eating cake in Kelvingrove Park on a sunny day, so she had no idea if such sounds were normal deep in the woods. She didn’t wait to find out. She threw her heels into the bushes in the vague direction of the rustle and ran full tilt down the path. Branches whipped her face as she sprinted, trying to ignore the pain of stones and twigs jabbing her soles. Her breath came in short, ragged bursts and her pulse raced in her ears. As soon as she reached the picnic site, she opened the car with her key fob and virtually dived inside, slamming the door behind her and pressing the lock button. She raised her head. The only wildlife in sight was a sparrow, which had fluttered down from the trees to peck at the ground.

Lesley put her head on the steering wheel and let out a long breath. She had been spooked, that was all. She massaged her aching feet as her heart slowed down. The bottoms of her tights were shredded, which wasn’t much of an issue since they were already covered in dog snot and therefore destined for the bin. She thought about returning to the forest to retrieve her shoes, but the path leading into the shady interior did not look at all inviting. She wasn’t going to take the chance of meeting a real infected animal for a pair of £19.99 heels from Primark.
 

Lesley stopped off at her apartment to change before heading back to the office. When she got there, Colin and Alexandra were locked in discussion. The boss knocked on the glass and beckoned her in.

‘So, tell me,’ she commanded before Lesley had a chance to sit down. Lesley related her tale, leaving out all mention of the facility.

‘That fits in,’ Colin said. Alexandra nodded.

‘Fits in with what?’ Lesley asked.

Colin gestured at a map spread out on the desk. Dozens of dots surrounded Bearsden, forming a rough circle centred on the facility. ‘These are reports of animal attacks in the last twenty-four hours. The police thought they were hoaxes, at least until they checked a few out.’

‘Anybody died?’ Lesley asked.

‘Not yet,’ Colin replied.

Alexandra tapped a pen against her teeth, and then pointed it at Lesley. ‘Colin’s heading off to meet some contacts and the other guys are busy, so I need you to ring these people, find out what happened.’

‘Fine,’ Lesley said, thinking she could easily fit in a few more important calls in the process.

Colin and Alexandra both rushed off – Colin to meet his mysterious contact and Alexandra to a meeting – giving Lesley the perfect opportunity to make the call to the facility. She remained in the office and dialled the number. As it rang, she put the phone on speaker and turned on her recorder.

A receptionist answered. ‘The Centre for Research into Cow Herpes.’

‘I’d like to speak to Professor Martin, please,’ Lesley said.

‘Who may I say is calling?’

‘This is Martha McManus. I’m a lecturer at Aberdeen University’s virology department,’ Lesley lied. ‘I was hoping to ask the professor if he could give a talk to my students.’

‘One moment, please.’

The line clicked over to muzak until someone else came on the phone. ‘Good morning, Professor Martin speaking.’

Lesley felt a brief surge of triumph. The voice, lisp and all, matched the man she had heard on the tape.

‘Professor Martin of the Centre for Research into Cow Herpes?’ she asked.

‘The very same. I understand you wish me to talk to some students.’

Lesley took a deep breath and ploughed in. ‘Actually, no. I want to ask if the government is funding your secret research into the virus that has just escaped and is infecting all of the animals in the vicinity of your laboratory.’

There was a pause, during which Lesley was sure she could hear a shift in Martin’s breathing. ‘I don’t know where you heard that ridiculous story. We work on cow herpes, nothing more. Good day.’

He hung up, as Lesley had expected him to. It made no difference. She had his voice on tape and it matched the clandestine recording. The last piece of the puzzle was in place. Lesley uploaded the audio files and pictures to her laptop. Her next two calls were to the news editors of the Guardian and The Times. Both were out. She went back to her own desk and settled down to begin writing the story, her fingers trembling as she typed out the words millions of people would read. Then the phone rang.

‘Lesley McBrien, Glasgow Tribune.’

‘Ms McBrien, this is Arthur McClellan, from Bearsden Cat and Dog Home. You were out here this morning and talked to one of my employees, Carlo.’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Lesley replied, still typing away.

‘I have some further information for you.’

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, I’ve seen some things that make me think what happened with our dogs is connected to that awful abattoir massacre.’

‘What kind of things?’

‘I don’t want to say over the phone. Some men came round this morning and took the dogs away. I think they might have been government. Can you meet me at the pound?’

Lesley looked at her watch. If the editors were anything like normal journalists, they wouldn’t be back for hours. If the owner of the pound could give her any information on the men who had taken the poodle, it could only help the story.

‘Are you there now?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll be there in thirty minutes.’
 

When Lesley arrived back at the pound, the smell of dog still hung heavy in the air. However, whereas a few hours before the barking had been furious, the only sound now was the distant whine of a drill.

The front door was ajar, so she pushed it open a little.

‘Is anybody there?’ she called.

When no answer was forthcoming, she nudged the door fully open with a foot and peered inside. Daylight penetrated just enough to show the empty cages. She hesitated on the threshold, and then stepped inside. The room that had housed the poodle and the adjoining office were as deserted as the main area, although clear patches on the desk and the shelves indicated where a computer and box files had kept the surfaces clear of dust.

This isn’t right, Lesley thought, just as she heard the front door creak open.

She tried to convince herself it was merely the wind. Her pulse wasn’t convinced and cranked up several notches. Then she heard what could only be footsteps, approaching way too stealthily for her comfort. She leapt onto the desk to fumble with the catch of a long, narrow window she hoped led to the outside world. The stealthy footsteps transformed into the sharp report of running feet.

Bollocks, bollocks, bollocks, Lesley thought as she grabbed the window ledge and hauled herself up. She was far enough out of the window to see she was going to land in a pile of bin bags, when a hand closed around her ankle and yanked her back in. She landed face first onto the desk and rolled to the ground. Warm blood trickled down her forehead as she looked up, dazed. The cute young man from the back of the car leaned over her and jammed a needle into her neck. Lesley’s eyes closed and she knew no more.
 

Lesley woke up in a room with bare white walls, a sturdy door, a large, dark window that took up most of the opposite wall, and an intercom. She didn’t have time to get her bearings, for the door opened almost immediately and Brown walked in. She attempted to move away from him, the combination of fear and the after-effects of whatever he had used to drug her ensuring she scuttled like a paraplegic crab.

My legs aren’t working but that’s OK. I need to conserve my energy in case the chance to escape comes, she thought.

She suspected conserving energy was the kind of thing an on-the-ball investigative reporter would do. The trouble was, she felt nothing like an on-the-ball investigative reporter.

‘I have a few questions to ask you, Ms McBrien. I do hope we aren’t going to have to be unpleasant about it,’ her captor said. ‘We have your laptop, notebook, voice recorder and camera. Now, I do know you are not exactly a hotshot reporter. Nonetheless, I’m sure you have some basic journalistic instincts, however underdeveloped. I need to know whether you made copies of the recordings, and if so, where they are.’

Lesley said nothing, not because she was trying to resist inter rogation or because her tongue had been replaced by a rather large and unresponsive slug. Rather, it had struck her she hadn’t considered making a copy of the evidence.

‘I should point out nobody knows where you are,’ Brown said, his voice utterly devoid of any inflection. ‘I can do whatever I like to you. Cooperating is definitely a good idea.’

He’s bluffing, she told herself.

Her instincts disagreed. Maybe it was to do with the way he stood completely motionless, as though willing himself not to leap across the room and start beating her about the head. Or maybe it was because he looked like the stereotypical effete English bad guy in Hollywood films – the kind of man who could shoot someone in the head then casually drink a cup of Earl Grey and nibble on a fruit scone. Either way, she believed him enough to coax the slug in her mouth into life.

‘I dudn mak uh cohpie,’ Lesley mumbled.

‘Excellent! In that case, I can kill you right away.’

Brown closed the distance between them in several strides, his hand reaching into his pocket as he bore down on her. The sudden movement blew away the fuzziness in her head. She somehow managed a scrabble even less dignified than her earlier effort, even though there was nowhere for her to scrabble to. Brown came to a sudden halt and whipped his hand from his pocket. He was holding a packet of mints.

‘Would you like one?’ he asked, bending over to hold the packet under her nose.

He popped a mint into his own mouth. Lesley felt a sudden urge to bite him on the ankle, something she could quite easily have done from her position on the floor.

‘Now why don’t I believe you? You may have been stupid enough not to tell your editor straight away – which I do understand, considering you stole a story that wasn’t yours – but I’m sure you weren’t so idiotic as not to make a copy.’

I was that stupid, she thought, suppressing an urge to shriek and slap herself about the head. Instead, she tried to buy herself time to think.

‘I didn’t steal it,’ she justified, hauling herself up into a slightly more decorous sitting position. ‘The tip came to my desk.’

‘Please don’t insult my intelligence, or rather the intelligence I so diligently gathered.’ Brown tittered at his own joke. ‘We know about the leak. We know for whom it was intended. We know that you, fortunately for us, intercepted it. Mr Drummond would have had the story plastered all over the internet within an hour of receiving this information. You were a godsend, what with your dithering.’ His knees popped as he crouched down. ‘Now I know why you’ve been playing second fiddle all those years. Your father would be so disappointed in you.’

Lesley would have been angry at the slight against her professionalism had she believed she actually had any. Brown was right. She had even been naive enough to walk into an obvious trap at the dog pound. Alexandra had been right to fire her.

‘Tell me where the copy is,’ Brown ordered.

Her view of his face fogged, and at first she thought it was due to the hangover from the drugs. Then she realized her eyes were filmed with tears, although whether they were for her predicament or her incompetence, she didn’t know.

‘If I tell you, you’ll kill me,’ she whimpered.

Brown’s voice softened a little. ‘Not necessarily. Think about it. If you give us the recording, you won’t have any proof. This facility will be dismantled completely. The scientists will be put to work elsewhere. We’ll have no problem fabricating evidence against some of those unfortunate Pakistanis I arranged to be arrested. And let’s be honest, who would believe you? I do so hate to keep driving this point home, but you are a small-time journalist trying to make a name for yourself. We could easily discredit you as someone who invented a story to build up a reputation. Plus, we could just kill you later if you were too persistent.’

Lesley wanted to convince him she didn’t have a copy. She wanted it all to be over with, one way or another. But a little voice whispered that if she revealed this fact, she would be as good as dead, despite his assurances to the contrary. She needed time to work out how to cut a deal that would give her a chance at survival. She remained quiet and somehow found the strength to stop the water in her eyes leaking out.

Brown slapped his knees and stood up suddenly, grabbing Lesley’s arms and pulling her up with him. ‘I guess we’ll have to resort to shock tactics. Lights up!’

Lights popped into bright life behind the window, revealing a room almost identical to the one they occupied, with the exception of what looked like a large sliding panel in one of the walls and a dishevelled man in his late forties crouched in a corner. He blinked in the sudden glare and looked straight at the window. The first thing he did when he realized he was being watched was to run a hand over his head to flatten the grey hair sticking up in clumps. It looked like he had been pulling it.

Brown waved cheerily and walked over to the intercom. The man got up and stumbled over to the window to beat his slightly chubby fists on it. His mouth worked soundlessly. Brown pressed the intercom button and suddenly a voice crackled through the speakers.

‘—ucking bastard! Let me out of here right away. You’ve no right to treat me this way. I’ll have you fired for this, you homicidal maniac …’

He continued for around thirty seconds, calling Brown every name under the sun. Brown stood in silence throughout the whole tirade. This worried Lesley even more. Someone who did not react to such severe personal abuse was most likely very dangerous. Finally the man in the other room ran out of steam and stood quietly, his gaze flicking from Brown to Lesley.

‘Hello, Gregory,’ Brown said. ‘I have to say I’m impressed. I didn’t realize scientists were capable of such marvellously colourful language. Anyway, I’d like to introduce you to somebody.’

Brown waved his hand in Lesley’s direction, and Gregory peered at her.

‘Who is she?’ he asked.

‘This is Lesley McBrien from the Glasgow Tribune. She is the woman who intercepted the information you intended for Colin Drummond. Ms McBrien, I would like you to meet Gregory Strong, one of our senior scientists. His hobbies include golf, country dancing and bugging meeting rooms so he can leak sensitive information to the press in an attempt to salve his feeble conscience.’

Gregory stepped back from the window and held his hands up. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t leak anything.’

‘Of course not,’ Brown said. ‘That’s why my men found you trying to board a cross-Channel ferry when you should have been at work.’

‘I already told you. I was just taking a short break.’

‘Unannounced? With half of your flat in the car, including your beloved pornography collection?’

Gregory didn’t respond.

‘Well,’ Brown continued, ‘I just thought you’d like to know your attempts to expose our project failed. Using a computer to place a pre-recorded call instead of sending an email was a nice effort, I suppose, although I am a teensy bit insulted you thought our monitoring wouldn’t pick up on that. Anyway, your slight on my professionalism aside, I regret to inform you our intrepid young reporter here dropped the ball. She hasn’t even told her editor, never mind written the story.’

Gregory went from hangdog to attack dog.

‘You total bloody clown!’ he screamed, punching the glass. ‘They’re going to get away with it.’

He stopped dead and looked at Brown, who simply smiled. Gregory glanced down at his reddened knuckles.

‘Why did it take you so long?’ he asked, his voice barely audible through the tinny speaker.

Lesley shifted her feet. ‘I was going to write it, I just …’ she tailed off. She’d meant to. She was going to. Christ, she had farted about and blown the biggest story of her life, probably of anybody’s life. She was a shit journalist.

‘I knew I should have gone to the Guardian,’ Gregory mumbled. He rubbed his scalp again. ‘At least tell me you’ve got the virus contained.’

‘That isn’t my major concern at the moment,’ Brown said.

‘Please, you’ve got to stop the virus,’ Gregory begged. ‘If you don’t, this whole country is fucked! There won’t—’

Brown let go of the intercom button, cutting Gregory off. ‘Swearing in front of a lady is such bad form, don’t you agree? But I am glad he decided to come clean. A last confession is always good for the soul.’

‘Last confession?’ Lesley asked.

‘Open it,’ Brown called, ignoring Lesley’s question.

The panel behind Gregory slid upwards, revealing a passageway. Lesley couldn’t hear the panel move, but she was sure it was humming in a way that spoke of quiet efficiency and unpleasant tasks in need of completion. Gregory certainly heard it. His face was like a wax mask waiting for a sculptor to knead life into it. The life came when he began to silently scream entreaties at the window. His facial muscles bulged and tensed as he bawled. Lesley could tell by the way he was going scarlet he was using every ounce of breath available to try to force the message through the thick glass. Then he stopped.

He faced Lesley and spoke slowly and deliberately, exaggerating the shape of the words. ‘Pub. Lish. It. Some. How,’ he mouthed.

Then he turned to face the bull that had just staggered down the passageway.

It swayed in the hatchway, its massive shoulders almost touching both sides of the entrance. Congealed drool hung from its mouth, down to the floor. It charged immediately, the saliva trailing over its shoulder like a football scarf hung from a car. Lesley jumped as the impact of the bull mashing Gregory into the window vibrated through.

‘Don’t worry,’ Brown said reassuringly. ‘It’s very strong. Just sit back and watch the show.’

Lesley tried to turn away as Gregory was jammed against the glass. Brown grabbed her head with one hand and pushed it back towards the window. When she closed her eyes, Brown dealt her a heavy slap.

‘Watch,’ he hissed into her ringing ear. ‘Or you’ll be in there in five minutes.’

Lesley opened her eyes. The bull was covered in the same sores as the dogs, except on the larger animal they were huge saucers of suppurating flesh. Gregory’s face was wedged up against a particularly large specimen on the bull’s chest. Lumps of it slid across his cheeks. That was when Lesley realized the beast was up on its hind legs, its tongue lolling out of its mouth and painting the window with saliva as it pumped furiously against Gregory.

‘Is that bull …’

Lesley tailed off.

‘Yes,’ Brown replied. ‘Delightful, isn’t it? There is an element of poetic justice involved, since Gregory was the mucky puppy who suggested the virus could also be sexually transmitted. I suspect he’s rather regretting that bright idea now.’ The bull threw back its massive head and let out a silent bellow. ‘Ah, I do believe it’s finished.’

The bull backed off. Gregory fell. There was a clear patch where he had pressed up against the glass. The rest was spattered with flecks of blood. The scientist crawled back into view, trying to head for the passageway. The bull shook its head, and then pawed at the ground.

Brown pressed the intercom button again. ‘I hope you’ve got a post-coital cigarette to offer, Gregory. He’s looking a bit cranky.’

The bull charged again, this time intent on a different type of penetration. It speared Gregory in the thigh and then dragged him around the room. When Gregory fell off the horn, the bull stamped on him a few times, then began to chew at his wounds. A minute later it bellowed again, then began to alternately butt and stamp on its prone victim. At first Gregory’s fingers twitched with each impact, but as the white walls grew ever redder he fell still.

Lesley’s legs gave way. Brown let her slide to the floor. ‘I’m going to give you some time to think about what you’ve seen and what you may have to tell me.’

He left her slumped beneath the window. The room plunged into darkness, allowing the wall lights from next door to shine through and create a shadow theatre on the wall. A dark head, horns curling upwards in two sharp points, reared up and plunged down, reared up and plunged down. Lesley began to weep.
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TV dinner
 

Geldof crossed over to the Alexanders’, batting at the dark grey flecks that swirled around him and piled up in little drifts on windowsills and gutters. They also streaked the cars parked in each driveway with grime, much to the irritation of Mr Brownlee across the street, who was alternating between sponging his Mercedes with soapy water and staring angrily at the column of smoke smearing the blue sky above the rooftops. The smell of cooking flesh accompanied the unseasonal precipitation, but it was not the sweet, succulent aroma of sizzling steak – a tantalizing scent that would taunt Geldof on those rare hot days when barbecues were fired up in back gardens. The stink of singed hair, crisped skin and baked faeces ensured few of his neighbours would be enjoying their Sunday roast with the usual relish.

The flecks were the charred remains of cows, sheep and pigs, wafted out from the funeral pyres disposing of thousands of animals killed in precautionary culls around the Bearsden and Milngavie area. Despite more cases of the illness cropping up, most of the animals being slaughtered were still uninfected. The TV and newspapers were awash with images of welly-clad farmers looking on distraught as workers in face masks piled stiff-legged cattle onto the bonfires.

Even though the smell was foul, Geldof stuck out his tongue to catch some of the flecks, like a child in the first snowfall of winter. He captured a big one and swallowed, ignoring the dry tickle as the ashy particle slipped down his throat. He glanced around furtively. Although his parents had gone off to a session given by a visiting yogi, his mother had an unnerving habit of materializing any time he even thought of doing something contrary to her vegan ways. The coast was clear. This, his first ever carnivorous act, was not as satisfying as he had imagined it would be. Yet it was still enough to leave him feeling slightly giddy.

He snagged a few more of the cowdrops as he waited for the door to open, savouring each and every one as though it were the most delicate slice of prime beef. Mary let him in, ruffling his hair and brushing his shoulders to rid them of the flakes. He stood in still, silent bliss as her hands fluttered over him, willing them to move lower. She stopped at his chest and then ushered him into the living room.

‘Fucking French wankers!’ David screamed at the television as Geldof entered.

David’s hands were clutching the armrests as though he were about to use them as leverage to propel himself into the TV screen to strangle Nicolas Sarkozy, who was in the middle of announcing a ban on British beef.

‘Typical!’ David addressed Geldof without greeting him. ‘Look at him, with his big nostrils and garlicky fingers. They eat brains, bloody hypocrites. I saw them in the supermarket when we were on holiday. Big, nasty yellow brains wrapped in clingfilm, sitting next to the sausages. And they’re banning our meat? Un-fucking-believable.’

‘Hello, Mr Alexander,’ Geldof said. ‘Sorry about your cousin.’

He received a grunt in return.

On the face of it, David had every right to be angry about the French, although it didn’t take much to light his fuse. The problem still appeared to be confined to the northern Glasgow area, and the government was taking steps to deal with it. It didn’t seem to be a big enough crisis to warrant an embargo on all British beef. Not that such details mattered to the French, who tended to slap on a ban if a cow in Auchtermuchty developed a slight cough. As Geldof flopped onto the sofa, he thought of the jaws that had come within inches of carving a chunk out of his bum only two days before. Perhaps if David had been through what Geldof had, he would concede the French had a point. In fact, it was surprising his cousin’s death hadn’t impressed upon David the seriousness of the situation.

There came a thump from upstairs, followed by a loud yell. The twins, who were normally out causing havoc at this time on a Sunday, had sequestered themselves indoors since being chased by the cows. Geldof had seen Malcolm the previous day, when they happened to be at their respective windows at the same time. They had exchanged conspiratorial glances, like comrades in arms. Or rather, cowards on bikes, since all three of them had fled screaming. All the same, a small hope had sparked in Geldof that their shared experience would spell an end to the bullying – at least for a while. The twins’ violent tendencies appeared to be unabated, however. It sounded as though they were expending their excess energy by punching lumps out of each other.

‘Shut your cakeholes, you two!’ David bawled. ‘I’m trying to watch the telly.’

He turned to Geldof and said at his normal volume, which was still only a decibel or so below foghorn, ‘That McCauley wanker’s going to give a press conference in a minute.’

‘He means Brian McCauley, the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and the Environment,’ Mary expanded without looking up from the jigsaw she had settled back down to complete.

‘Yeah, that prick.’

‘Why am I married to you?’ Mary said, just loud enough for Geldof to hear.

Marry me instead, Geldof thought.

She glanced up at him, and for one horrible second Geldof wondered if he had spoken out loud. She just went back to her jigsaw, her expression unchanged.

The TV had cut to a gaggle of talking heads in the studio, discussing the outbreak. The panel couldn’t agree whether there was a danger that the virus could travel from animal to human, and then human to human, thus creating a global pandemic and eclipsing bird flu and swine flu, which had failed to kill very many people at all. On the subject of the French, they were in accord. The consensus was the French were arrogant tossers who wouldn’t know good beef if it bit them on the behind, something Geldof suspected could be a distinct possibility if the spread of the disease wasn’t halted. Eventually the presenter cut across the debate and announced that the live broadcast was about to begin.

The cameras panned in on McCauley standing in the middle of a manicured lawn, which rose in a long slope to the kind of grand house only old money could buy. McCauley was dressed in a bright yellow polo shirt, the collar turned up in an attempt to convey ‘casual’ but which instead screamed ‘prat’, and a pair of trousers so red Geldof initially thought something had gone wrong with the contrast on the television. Standing beside the minister were two little girls, dressed in matching pink dresses covered in frills and bows. They had the same weak chin and bulky forehead as McCauley, although their youth meant they carried the unfortunately proportioned features better than their father. The girls were blinking nervously and the younger one, who was maybe six or seven, kept trying to edge away, only kept in place by the fatherly hand across her shoulder. Just behind McCauley’s left shoulder sat a spitting, crackling barbecue.

The minister gathered his features up into an expression of sincerity and said, ‘As you are aware, terrorists have unleashed a virus that infected a small number of cattle in the Glasgow area. We have taken all necessary steps to quarantine the area and prevent any further spread. A team of scientists is working on the problem as we speak. In the meantime, let me assure you, the Scottish – and indeed British – public, there is nothing to worry about. We have key suspects in custody and are confident there will be no further attacks. There is also no evidence that this illness is dangerous to humans in any way. We have the situation under control and are culling animals in the affected area to prevent further spread.’ McCauley dialled up the sincerity a notch, throwing in a little sympathetic frown. ‘Farmers will, of course, be compensated for their losses.’

He paused to rein in the restless daughter, who was trying to prise his fingers off her shoulder one by one.

‘Now, as I am sure you are aware,’ he continued, ‘France has banned British meat products from its market.’

‘Cunts!’ David shouted, prompting a tut from his wife.

‘We believe this to be a gross overreaction. It smacks of protectionism, something that goes against the principles of the EU. The Scottish parliament and British government will be making every effort to reverse this ban.’

The minister turned and nodded at a man in a white tunic, who was hovering beside the barbecue with a spatula in his hand. The chef swung round, showing the camera only a hunched back and a pair of busy elbows.

‘First, I want to reassure all British consumers that our meat products are absolutely safe, and send a message to these vile terrorists who are attacking our way of life. My family,’ McCauley paused to ruffle the hair of the two children, who looked as though they were on the verge of bursting into tears, ‘has no intention of stopping eating meat. You have failed.’

The man in the tunic walked over with a tray, upon which lay three plates, each containing a burger. McCauley handed one to each of his children, who eyed them with trepidation, and picked up one for himself. He bit into the burger, making exaggerated chewing motions directly into the camera. The children held their buns in slack hands, tomato sauce and melted cheese dripping onto the grass. Only after they glanced to the side, no doubt receiving off-screen directions, were the burgers raised to small mouths.

Mary frowned as the girls unenthusiastically chewed and flashbulbs popped. ‘That’s disgusting.’

‘Dry your eyes,’ David said. ‘He’s just feeding them on TV.’

‘He’s using his children for naked PR.’

‘They’ve got to earn their keep at some point.’

There was a sneeze, followed by indulgent giggles from the assembled media.

‘Never work with children or animals,’ McCauley declared with a grin, tickling the smaller of his two girls under the chin.

‘It wasn’t me, Daddy,’ the girl said.

‘Don’t worry, I know you didn’t mean it.’

The little girl stamped her foot. ‘It wasn’t me.’

Another sneeze exploded, clearly not from the girls. The tidy privet hedge parted just behind the barbecue, and a sheep came barrelling out. It cannoned off the barbecue, sending sparks and hot oil flying, and then paused. It let loose another sneeze, shaking its head comically as it did so.

‘See!’ the little girl cried, pointing. ‘It was the sheepy!’

Everyone laughed. Except the sheep, which took three quick steps towards the chef and bit him in the nuts. He let out a scream and began to slap the animal about the face with his spatula. The sheep ignored the blows, instead shaking its head like a dog trying to wrestle a bone from its owner’s grasp. On the third tug, the chef fell to the ground, dragging the woolly fiend with him. Man and beast rolled around, the sheep releasing its ball-hold only to sink its teeth into the chef’s stomach. He persevered with the spatula, which was bending from the force of the blows.

The little girls clapped in delight while their father gawked. Nobody ran to help the chef, who had managed to wrestle the sheep onto its back and was now busy head-butting it. Unfortunately for the chef, there was no such thing as a lone sheep. The rest of the flock arrived, pushing through the gap created by the trailblazer in ones and twos. Their flanks were bleeding, scratched by the passage through the hedge, and their gazes were fixed on the chef, who, realizing the fight was about to get a little unfair, got to his feet and sprinted up the hill towards the house. Some of the sheep lit out after him. They were replaced by dozens more coming through the ever-growing hole in the hedge.

The cameraman began to edge away, although he still kept McCauley in the foreground of the shot. The politician was attempting to stuff a wriggling child under each armpit. He secured his first daughter, but the second slipped from his grasp. She dodged his outstretched hand and ran towards the sheep to join in the silly game, squealing with delight. A woman in a twinset and pearls flew in from off-camera to scoop up the girl. It was too late. The flock, sparked into a charge by the little girl’s advance, had already closed the distance. They engulfed mother and child. Geldof could not see what was happening to them in the middle of the melee. Judging by the distressingly youthful screams, it was not at all pleasant.

The din shook the cameraman out of his reverie. He dropped the camera, which landed on its side. McCauley’s polished shoes twitched back and forth a few times in a nervous bop, and then grew larger as he ran away from the woolly maelstrom behind him. They disappeared as he hurdled the camera. Some of the sheep peeled off after him, their shaggy underbellies pink with blood. The screaming went on, a constant backdrop to the shouts, grunts and yells of what Geldof numbly supposed were the assembled journalists trying to get the hell out of there.

And then, just like that, it was over. The picture turned to static for a few seconds before cutting back to the studio. The entire panel stared out of the screen, their mouths opened into little circles that made them look like goldfish and the TV screen their bowl. Geldof looked at the Alexanders, who were both wearing the same expression. He closed his own mouth.

The presenter touched his hand to his ear and then looked into the camera. ‘Sheep have just attacked a Scottish minister and his family.’ He fell silent, once again touching his ear. He turned to one of the pundits. ‘What do you make of that, Tim?’

Tim continued gaping at the camera.

David got up and turned off the television. ‘Doesn’t he live near here?’

Without a word, Mary put down the jigsaw piece she was holding, walked over to the back door, which had been left open to let some air in, and locked it.

‘Still think the French were wrong?’ she asked.

David said nothing.

The twins, who were attracted by screams of pain the way dogs are attracted by high-pitched whistles, flew down the stairs and hurtled into the living room, skidding to a halt when they saw the stunned faces.

‘It’s happening again,’ Geldof told them.

The boys turned white.

‘What’s happening again?’ Mary asked.

‘We’ve got something to tell you,’ Geldof answered. ‘And I don’t think you’re going to like it.’
 

An hour later, Geldof was still in front of the TV, watching the endless discussion of the press conference. He had related his story about the chase in the field – diplomatically lying that they were there to pinch apples from the farmer’s trees. Only Mary appeared much worried by the story, immediately picking up the phone to call her mother and sister to warn them. David quickly shrugged off his initial shock at the mayhem, and fell asleep. The twins melted back upstairs before their mother could realize she was angry with them. They had been silent ever since.

Geldof was just considering heading home, as his parents would be due back soon, when high-pitched screeching broke out in the street. David spluttered awake, while Mary rushed through from the hallway. The three of them made it to the window at the same time and peered through the net curtains.

The old lady in number sixteen, who had at least ten cats of her own and had also set up her home as a feeding and watering point for strays, was standing on her doorstep, kicking her legs and flapping her voluminous dressing gown. At first Geldof thought she had gone mad and was reliving some dance from her youth. Then he realized half a dozen cats were clinging to her. She staggered down the path, slapping at the hissing and spitting balls of fur, and then began to whirl on the spot. The tails of her dressing gown rose up, revealing thick varicose veins that sprouted from her tan-coloured socks and climbed around her legs like vines. Geldof could not help but wonder exactly how much centrifugal force was being applied to the cats, which held on tenaciously until the woman planted her foot in the metal bowl of milk she always left out. Her legs flew out from under her, one tatty old slipper somersaulting through the air. She landed heavily, crushing one of the cats. The others spun off and landed a few feet away.

The break in the battle shook Geldof into action. He ran to the door, unlocked it quickly and sprinted down the path. By the time he got to the gate, the cats were back on the old woman, clawing and biting at her face and neck. She tried to rise, clutching at her chest, then fell back. Even as Geldof ran across the road and ducked between two parked cars, he was aware of the pale streaks of faces at other windows.

When he reached the bottom of the old woman’s path, she was immobile. Her eyes were lifeless pools of blue, her cheeks and forehead criss-crossed with scratches, none of them more than skin deep. The cats sat in a quiet circle around her, licking their paws and cleaning blood from their faces. Then they saw Geldof. As one, they bared their teeth and hissed.

‘Zounds!’ he shouted, and then turned tail and ran.

Mary was leaning out of the door, urging him onwards. He hurdled the gate and flung himself into the house, not looking back to see if the cats were following. Mary slammed the door behind him.

‘She’s dead,’ he said.

He returned to the window and looked out. The old woman lay where she had fallen. Today was a day of firsts: his first taste of meat, his first time seeing a dead body.

Mary came up behind him and touched his arm. ‘That was very brave of you.’

Geldof waited for the familiar raising of the flagpole contact with Mary brought about. Nothing happened. He realized his attempt to save the old woman was possibly the first brave thing he had done in his life. Any feeling of pride in his actions was stifled as he watched milk, mixed with blood from the cat the old woman had crushed, trickle down the driveway and into the gutter. His bravery had meant nothing.

‘Nobody came to help,’ he said, looking at the other windows, which were now empty.

‘Bastards,’ David growled.

‘I know.’

‘They’re going to scratch up my paint job.’

Geldof realized David was talking about the cats, which had followed him as far as David’s BMW 7 Series, complete with the personalized number plate B1G DAV5. The private registration had been prised from the previous Big Dave for almost as much money as the actual car, which was the first thing David had purchased with his lottery money. The ostentatious display of nouveau riche vulgarity only enhanced the Alexanders’ local reputation for being unable to display an appropriate level of decorum in spending their money. The cats now sprawled across the bonnet, staring sourly at the window and flexing their claws in complete disregard for the shiny red paintwork.

Mary frowned. ‘That poor old woman’s dead and you’re worried about the car?’

David turned to his wife. ‘So what was her name then, Florence Nightingale?’

‘What’s that got to do with it?’

‘What’s her name?’

Mary looked at the floor. ‘I don’t know.’

‘There you go. We’ve lived here for three years. So has she. But we’ve never spoken to her. None of the neighbours have. She used to chuck cat shit at the boys if their ball went in her garden, for fuck’s sake. Why should anybody care now?’

Because it’s the right thing to do, Geldof thought, almost immediately realizing that was exactly what his mother would have said.

Mary walked away without a word. As she picked up the phone and called the police, her husband opened the window to throw a pebble from a display bowl on the table at the cats. It smacked the side window of the BMW, putting a chip in it.

‘Shite,’ he said.

Geldof smiled out of the corner of his mouth.

The sharp crack at least disturbed the cats, which leapt off and ran up the street. David went back to his armchair. Geldof remained by the window, unable to stop staring at the dead body. He still couldn’t believe not one person had come to help the old woman. So what if nobody knew her name and she stank of cat piss? She was still a person. He felt a sudden burst of affection for Fanny. She would not have hesitated to run out and help and her hair looked so much like a sheepdog’s arse she probably would have frightened the cats away.

Mr Brownlee’s door opened.

Probably going to check if she’s still alive, Geldof thought. That’s something.

Instead of a concerned neighbour, out bounded an Alsatian dog. It ran to the bottom of the path, tail wagging furiously, and then looked back. The door had slammed shut. It ran back up and pawed at the wood panelling. While the dog was busy whining, doors began to open all along the street, each one spitting out a household pet. The abandoned dogs remained where they were, soulful brown eyes fixed on the closed doors, while the newly homeless cats streaked off. A solitary goldfish swam in circles, completely unaware of the change in its environment.

Geldof shook his head in disgust. ‘Villains.’
 

By the time Geldof’s parents returned two hours later, blithely cycling up the middle of the road, he was back home. It was the first time in years he had been pleased to see them – he had no idea how many animals were roaming around out there, and on their rickety old bikes they were a sitting target. The ambulance had long since taken the old woman’s body away and a team of men in face masks had removed the dead cat, so his parents had nothing to indicate the drama that had unfolded. They probably didn’t even know about the attack on the politician.

Fanny burst through the front door, leaving James to drag the bikes round the back. Her face was that particular shade of crimson Geldof had christened Self-Righteous Red.

‘Police are swarming all over the streets! They stopped us three times on the way back. They won’t tell me what’s going on. Just told us to go home and stay there.’

‘It’s the virus,’ Geldof tried to explain. ‘A flock of sheep—’

Fanny brushed past. ‘They want to turn this country into a police state, but I won’t allow it, I tell you.’

He followed her into the living room and watched her wrestle off her windproof jacket. James came in through the front door, nodded absent-mindedly at Geldof, and then went straight back outside onto the patio to light up a joint.

‘There was an attack on the street. The old lady across the road died. Her cats did it. I think the virus is spreading,’ Geldof stated.

Fanny spun round, her eyes wild. ‘The world needs to know how repressive our police are. I’m going to blog about it right now.’

She stomped upstairs.

‘I got attacked by a herd of cows two days ago and then almost got mauled by a pack of cats while trying to save the woman across the street,’ Geldof called after her.

The only response was the faint sound of whirring as the computer booted up.

‘I’ve decided to follow Satan as the one true god and start human sacrifices. I’ll probably cut your throat tonight while you’re sleeping.’

‘That’s nice, Geldof,’ Fanny called back. ‘I’m busy right now.’

Geldof sighed and decided to return to his novel to take his mind off the events of the day. He was sidetracked by the sound of a police siren. He ran upstairs and poked his head out of the window to see an officer leaning out of his car with a megaphone glued to his lips.

‘This area is now under quarantine. Please stay in your homes. I repeat, stay in your homes. It is no longer safe to venture outside. The army will arrive tomorrow morning to evacuate you.’

Fanny’s head popped out of the next window. ‘We’re not going anywhere, pig. You can’t fool us!’

She disappeared again.

The policeman ignored the outburst and continued repeating his message as the car moved slowly along the row of houses. It had barely gone round the corner when the cats returned, slinking down the street like a gang of juvenile delinquents. The Alsatian that had been left to languish outside, seeing a diversion from the boredom of waiting to be reinstated in its master’s favour, gave chase. The cats didn’t flee. Instead, they ran to meet the Alsatian, which tried to back-pedal, its claws scrabbling for purchase on the pavement.

Geldof fully expected to see the dog torn to shreds, but the cats lost interest after a brief skirmish and wandered off. The Alsatian, bleeding from numerous bite and scratch marks, lowered its head and swayed for a few seconds. Then it growled, sprinted straight back to its house and began launching itself against the door. Geldof watched it ram its skull against the solid wood for half an hour, blood spraying out with each impact, until it finally slumped to the ground and lay there, panting and growling.

He slid the window shut and sat on the top step of the stairs, all thought of reading gone from his head. As bad as the day had been, he had a horrible feeling things were about to get a whole lot worse.
  

8
 

Armygeddon
 

The army turned up early the next morning. Two open-backed trucks, each containing six soldiers carrying squat automatic weapons, rumbled along the road and stopped outside Geldof’s house. A megaphone poked out of the window.

‘You are being evacuated to a rest and reception area, where you can be protected until the problem is resolved,’ the amplified voice said. ‘Bring one small bag each, containing enough clothes for a few days. You will be issued with food, blankets and hygiene items at the camp. You have thirty minutes to pack.’

Geldof ran to his parents’ room. ‘Did you hear that? We’d better start packing.’

Fanny was sitting on a bean bag by the window, giving the soldiers the finger. ‘We’re staying put. Once they have us in the camps, they’ll keep us there. It’s all about control, Geldof.’

‘I thought it was about zombie animals running around killing people.’

‘Don’t be naive. The state just wants to keep you in line.’

‘Are you crazy? What if the animals attack our house?’

‘They won’t,’ Fanny replied. ‘They know we mean them no harm.’

James, who was lying on the bed staring at the ceiling, nodded in agreement, although he could have been conducting some internal dialogue with himself – it was impossible to tell how engaged he was on any given day.

‘You can’t be serious,’ Geldof said.

‘It’s all about the vibes,’ James said in a languid voice.

So he was listening.

‘Let me get this straight. Your plan is to sit here and hope the good vegan vibes you’re sending out will protect us?’

Fanny and James both nodded.

‘It’s Judgement Day for all the carnivores, Geldof,’ Fanny said. ‘Those poor animals lived a life of servitude to fill mankind’s bellies. Now they’re fighting back. But the righteous will survive.’

Fanny leaned back out of the window to yell more abuse. ‘You don’t fool me! Tell the Man he can shove his camp.’

Geldof snorted. ‘You’re actually enjoying this. Unbelievable.’

He stomped back to his room and looked through his wardrobe. The act of opening the door and exposing himself to the concentration of hemp within sent a fresh wave of itching across his body. Once packed, he went back to the window. Going out now would be a mistake, as Fanny would come after him. He would wait until the trucks were about to leave, and then sprint down.

Some of the neighbours were already dragging their bags to the truck. They must have pre-packed, given the amount of baggage being lugged along. A middle-aged man and woman, with a great deal of puffing and panting, were dragging two enormous wheeled Samsonite bags each. Various smaller bags festooned their bodies, the pinch of the straps ruining the lines of their expensive clothes.

When they got to the rear truck, the soldiers stared at them.

‘One person, one bag,’ one of the squaddies said in a broad Highland accent.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ the woman replied. ‘We can’t possibly fit everything we need into one bag.’

The soldier raised his heavy eyebrows. ‘You’re not going to your villa in Barbados. You’re going fifteen miles round the corner to live in a tent.’

‘A tent?’ From the look of horror on the woman’s face, the soldier might as well have told her she was going to be living in a septic tank. ‘Then we are definitely going to need all our little comforts.’

She paused to adjust her cashmere scarf and pat down her dyed-blonde hair, and then indicated the truck with a nod of her head.

‘Get them on, Trevor,’ she commanded.

Trevor hoisted a suitcase into the air and got the top corner onto the truck. When he began to push, the squaddie placed a boot on the other side of the case. ‘I said one small bag each. Go back and pack again, or you bring nothing.’

By this point at least a dozen other residents had turned up, each of them toting matching Samsonite luggage in different shades of pastel colours. They gathered in a semicircle behind Trevor, who had got his shoulder under the case and was trying to heave against the soldier’s boot. The other squaddies laughed at their increasingly red-faced colleague, who finally lost his patience and gave the bag a hefty kick. Suitcase and Trevor tumbled to the ground.

‘How dare you!’ Trevor’s wife trumpeted. ‘Our taxes pay your wages. We’re all in the forty-per-cent bracket, you know.’

There was a rumble of agreement from the assembled crowd.

‘I don’t give a rat’s arse,’ the squaddie said. ‘Take all this crap back.’

The residents all began to talk at once, crowding forward with their luggage.

‘Right, that’s it. No bags for any of you,’ the soldier said.

He grabbed Trevor’s wife and began dragging her onto the truck, ignoring the weak blows she dealt him with her expensive-looking handbag. Her neat little pink skirt rode up, revealing matching pink knickers.

Trevor grabbed his wife’s ankle and a tug-of-war broke out. While the squaddie was younger and stronger, Trevor had gravity on his side. Eunice remained suspended in mid-air, waving her handbag and shrieking. The crowd took advantage of the distraction to start attempting to load their luggage, forcing the other soldiers to fend them off, like mariners repelling a boarding pirate force.

As Geldof watched with initial amusement, a rumble rose above the hubbub, deeper and more insistent than the babbling voices. And it was growing louder. Geldof knew instinctively what it was, and shouted out a warning that went unheard.

Round the corner came a herd of cows, shoulder-to-shoulder in a moving wall of beef. The soldier, who now had a handful of pink knickers and was trying to encourage Eunice on board by giving her a painful wedgie, was the first to see them. He let go of the knickers and reached for his gun. Trevor failed to compensate and heaved Eunice off the back of the truck. She landed heavily on top of her husband. The other soldiers now had their weapons out and were pointing them at the fast-approaching cows. The residents, still so focused on getting their full luggage allowance they were unaware of what was approaching, thought the barrels were pointed at them. They scattered. At this point they finally saw the cows, which were only about fifty metres away. Their panicked shouts blended with the growing chorus of sneezing, snuffling, grunting and mooing. The guns burst into life, sending bullets cutting through the stampeding cows. Spurts of blood flew up into the air and two of the cows stumbled. They were trampled under the hooves of the rest of the herd.

‘Move, move, move!’ one squaddie yelled, slamming the driver’s cabin.

The truck leapt forward, almost hitting the back of the vehicle in front, which was slower off the mark. Collision narrowly avoided, both accelerated up the street. Trevor and Eunice ran after them, luggage now forgotten.

‘Don’t leave us!’ Eunice yelled.

A stray bullet caught her on the shoulder. She fell. Trevor fearlessly hurdled a hedge and ducked around the back of a house. The others had similarly leapt out of the cows’ path, leaving only Eunice in the street. Geldof’s first instinct was to run down and help her, but the cows were so close he knew he would never make it. She tried to drag herself to the side of the road with her good arm, leaking blood onto the tarmac. Still the cows came on, ripping off wing mirrors and setting off car alarms. The luggage disappeared under their hooves. They were directly under Geldof’s window now. He could smell their beefy rankness; see the sores on their backs, the little fountains of blood created by each bullet.

Eunice was trying to crawl under a parked car when the cows reached her. The front runners tried to stop for a munch, but were forced onwards by the sheer weight of those behind them. Eunice was swallowed up by the tide of cows. If she screamed, Geldof couldn’t hear it above the din of hooves striking concrete. It took almost a minute for the cows to stream past and around the corner in pursuit of the trucks.

Once they were gone, there was no sign of Eunice. Her body was probably being carried on by the cows, a reluctant surfer on a wave of hooves. But the animals had left other devastation in their wake. The suitcases were burst open; clothes, makeup, hair-dryers, books, CDs and all manner of household knick-knacks were strewn amongst the two fallen cows that had succumbed to the bullets. One of them was still moving, kicking its legs like a giant dying fly. Car alarms brayed furiously, demanding their owners come out and attend to their wounds.

Geldof backed away from the window and returned to his parents’ room. Their faces were grey.

‘Maybe we should stay after all,’ he said.
 

School was cancelled until further notice, so Geldof attached himself to the computer. He emerged only to dash across to the Alexanders’ with his parents to watch the early-evening news. Fanny had abandoned her TV boycott and called an uneasy truce with David, brokered by Mary, in what she said were the interests of staying informed. From her earlier comments, however, Geldof was pretty sure she was still enjoying the outbreak, revelling in it as justice for the years of abuse animals had suffered at human hands. Every time a particularly brutal attack was reported on a farmer, an abattoir or anyone even vaguely related to the meat industry (she seemed to especially relish a cow-led assault on a McDonald’s in Glasgow city centre), a furtive smile sneaked out to play around her lips. Fortunately, she didn’t vocalize her feelings. Ever since the failed evacuation, the tension had grown until it crackled in the air. Fanny, perhaps sensing this, kept her gob shut.

While the television was not showing the violence in all its glorious Technicolor horror, internet users showed no such restraint. For every animal attack, there was an army of witnesses eager to record the carnage on their mobiles and upload it to YouTube or Facebook. Geldof watched as many of the shaky recordings as he could stomach, filling in the information gaps with Twitter, blogs, online newspapers and the news.

The virus quickly escaped the quarantine zone. Geldof viewed the most popular clip first, which had over 80,000 hits in two hours, most likely due to the relative fame of the victim: a keeper in Glasgow Zoo who had once been the subject of a National Geographic documentary on the close relationship he had built up with a twelve-year-old male tiger named Raja. The relationship ended abruptly when Raja charged his keeper, who was entering the cage for the daily public tickle and roughhousing session, and knocked him to the ground with an effortless swipe. Raja then leapt onto the unconscious man’s back and finally consummated their long love affair with frantic pumping of the hind legs and a throaty roar. The tiger then munched on the keeper’s face for a while before pushing open the unlocked gate. At this point the person filming the attack wisely skedaddled, but news reports revealed that Raja charged around the zoo, fatally mauling an ice-cream vendor and two Hungarian tourists before police marksmen managed to fill him with enough bullets to kill him.

The next clip Geldof watched was filmed in the centre of Glasgow, where a guide dog ran wild on Union Street, dragging its master behind it and snapping at passers-by. The owner only let go of the lead when the dog dragged him under the wheels of a bus. The dog then attempted to grab a baby from a pushchair before a mob kicked it to death, still clutching their Primark and Marks & Spencer shopping bags.

Geldof could not help but enjoy the next clip. Somebody perched on the balcony of a high-rise block in Easterhouse filmed a battle between five youths, dressed in tracksuits of varying hues, and four pit-bull terriers they had been forcing to fight on a patch of wasteground. Geldof had received plenty of grief from such characters, who sometimes hung around the chip shops and street corners near where he lived, looking to pick up a posh girl or kick the shit out of a posh boy. The last time it happened, Geldof only got away because the inbred trio were too wasted on jellies and Buckfast – a cheap fortified wine made by monks, which was ironic since it fuelled much of Glasgow’s violence – to chase him very far. So Geldof allowed himself a little smile as the pit-bulls made short work of their owners, despite liberal use of carpet knives and empty Buckfast bottles as defensive tools, leaving bloody scraps of Kappa-clad flesh scattered over the yard.

It went on and on, an ever-growing parade of attacks involving every animal imaginable. Geldof stayed on YouTube for three hours the first day, finally signing off with a clip of rats streaming out of the River Clyde. The brown swarm scampered across the mosaic paving stones of the walkway and headed for the high-end flats reclaimed from the former docks. They climbed the walls and blue metal stanchions, throwing themselves against plate-glass balcony doors until they found an open window on a second-floor flat and poured in. Thirty seconds later a man came crashing through the glass in what seemed to be brown Y-fronts, although it was hard to tell since he was covered head-to-toe by rodents, allowing only occasional glimpses of pale Scottish flesh. He flipped up over the balcony and fell, shedding rats as he hit the concrete. There was no sound on the clip, but Geldof could almost hear the meaty thud.

By day two, the attacks had spread outside Glasgow. The most high-profile incident came when a cattle truck, destabilized by the animals’ thrashing about in the back, tipped over and crushed a Mini Metro on the M74. The resultant pile-up went back four miles. The battered and bloody beasts went on the rampage, killing a dozen drivers who had left their cars to rubberneck, before disappearing into the woods. Geldof also began to notice a pattern to the attacks. Many of them involved a bizarre inverse bestiality, with humans on the receiving end.

At first, the quarantine zone expanded to keep up with the virus, which news sites represented as a ripple spreading outwards at an exponentially increasing rate. The expanding front of the virus carried panic, and racial hatred, before it. Jittery police officers shot dead a Somali on the London Underground when he ran away from them holding a container that looked as if it could contain a virus. It turned out he was late for work and trying to catch the tube. The container was a thermos flask full of tea. Many of Britain’s immigrant population barricaded themselves at home as racial attacks rose, carried out by right-wing loons who thought anyone with a slight tan was a terrorist. Nadeem and his family had already left to stay with relatives in New York after a gang of baseball-capped thugs lobbed bricks through their window.

People split into three camps: those who rushed to the supermarket to frantically fill their trolley, prompting brawls over the last loaf of bread; those who hunkered down and hoped for the best; and those who piled into their cars and fled. The only silver lining came for airlines and the manufacturers of face masks, who saw business go through the roof. Across the land, Britons turned into Japanese tourists. They scurried to work with small white masks covering their noses and mouths, as though a flimsy piece of cloth could hold back such a monstrous virus should it mutate.

By day three, the government gave up trying to stay ahead of the virus, and instead sealed off Scotland with a new Hadrian’s Wall of armed forces ordered to blast the crap out of anything that tried to cross the border. All cattle were to be culled and people were urged to kill their pets, although Geldof couldn’t imagine pet-owners plunging bread knives into their furry little friends. He presumed most would do what his neighbours did and kick the animals out onto the streets, thus adding to the problem.

The army tried to evacuate as many people as possible from the area of the outbreak but often, as had been the case on Geldof’s street, ended up fighting pitched battles with slavering animals as the would-be evacuees dived for cover. And despite the army’s efforts to keep the main roads and motorways clear for themselves through roadblocks at on-ramps, there were too many vehicles to divert. Lines of cars stretched back for miles, caught in gridlock. The drivers were marched under escort to the nearest camp. Once the occupants had departed, bulldozers pushed the cars off the roads where possible, leaving tens of thousands of bashed and crumpled vehicles lying on their sides in fields and gardens.

As soon as it became clear that sealing Scotland had failed, all airports and ports in Britain were closed and the Prime Minister announced the pre-emptive evacuation of all major cities in England and Wales. From London to Cardiff, cities began to empty into camps the UN refugee agency was helping to set up. With the aid of Wikipedia, Geldof discovered that the idea for the ‘rest and reception’ camps had come post-9/11, when the government began to fear the possibility of a chemical or nuclear attack on a major city. But the plans had been designed to handle only one city at a time. Now a whole nation had to be corralled. There were just too many people.

There were also too many animals. After a little research, Geldof drew up a picture of the opposing forces. In the animal corner, there were 8.5 million cows, 36 million sheep, 5 million pigs, 1 million horses and ponies, 8 million dogs, 8 million cats and 60 million rats. Then there were other animals, wild and domesticated: deer, badgers, weasels, foxes, rabbits, wildcats and God knew how many exotic creatures kept in zoos and homes across the land. He popped in a conservative estimate of around 10 million for the unknowns, giving a total of 133.5 million animals on mainland Britain.

In the government corner, there were 113,000 regular soldiers, 35,000 Territorial Army and around 150,000 police, although less than five per cent of these officers were armed. Given that around 10,000 soldiers were in Afghanistan alone and others were stationed elsewhere around the world, Geldof optimistically put the total number of soldiers in Britain at around 100,000. Adding 7,000 armed cops – he didn’t see the others doing much damage with their truncheons – gave 107,000.

His final calculation revealed there were precisely 1,247.62 animals for every armed member of the security forces. Even though the animals would not be carrying automatic weapons, the odds struck Geldof as skewed. In addition, many of these troops would have to be deployed at the camps, further weighting the ratio in favour of the animals. The UN Security Council was discussing sending in peacekeepers, but the British government wasn’t keen on having foreign troops on its soil. The speed the UN worked at meant half the country’s population would be dead by the time reinforcements arrived anyway.

Geldof was starting to get very depressed, so it was just as well that on the fifth day, as the virus reached the suburbs of London, the plug was abruptly pulled on his information source.

They were all gathered round the TV in the Alexanders’ living room, glued to the news. Their street had been relatively quiet for a few days. Sporadic gunfire, sometimes near, sometimes distant, continued – although the army had not returned – and half the neighbours had slipped away in their cars. The dead cows lay bloating in the street, releasing an acrid stench even ten sticks of Fanny’s super-strength sandalwood incense could not disguise.

James’s squirrel army had disappeared, probably either eaten or infected and roaming the streets searching for flesh to nibble, but the dead animals attracted feasting crows in their dozens, which Geldof found morbidly fascinating – a scene from the African plains in suburban Glasgow. Oddly, it seemed the virus didn’t affect birds: while four-legged friends became four-legged fiends, the nation’s chickens continued placidly to lay eggs in battery farms, while the sparrows and seagulls got on with coating statues and parked cars in streaky white shit. The only winged creatures involved in any attacks were bats.

But the corpses also brought round packs of infected cats and dogs, which had not lost their appetite despite the sores covering their bodies. That morning Geldof had been woken by the barking and snarling of dogs charging down the street in pursuit of something, or somebody. Geldof didn’t get up to look; he simply put his pillow over his head and cringed into the mattress.

The TV showed thousands of desperate people besieging Heathrow airport, pressing up against the police barricade and demanding entry. The crowd was too big to be contained and the front runners burst through, cramming into the revolving doors, which were turned off. More people pressed forward, yet the doors stayed obstinately still. The glass caved in. Those who weren’t trampled sprinted across the concourse to deserted check-in counters.

Fanny snorted. ‘What are they doing? They can’t fly the plane themselves.’

‘They’re panicking,’ Mary said.

‘Well, if more people lived like us, this wouldn’t be happening,’ Fanny responded.

David let loose a mighty sigh. ‘Not everyone can be as virtuous as you.’

Fanny sucked in her cheeks, sat up a little straighter and interlaced her fingers. Geldof sank deeper into the sofa as he realized that – after days of battling her addiction to lecturing David – she could no longer go without her fix.

‘Humanity is paying the price for its mistreatment of animals and the soulless way we rely on technology,’ she opined. ‘This virus is a product of technology. If everybody lived a simple life, growing their own produce—’

‘Oh, be quiet, woman,’ David interrupted. ‘We’ve had the good grace to let you come over here and watch our TV, a product of the modern world, and all you’ve done is moan. If you don’t like the modern world, piss off back to the Stone Age. I suppose you think terrorists are just misunderstood as well.’

‘Well, if the West hadn’t tried to spread its capitalist ideology in the Middle East, we wouldn’t be here, would we?’

‘Oh, fuck off, you stupid cow,’ David spat out. ‘They killed my cousin.’

Fanny, completely ignoring the opportunity to display some sensitivity, turned to her husband in outrage. ‘James, are you going to let him speak to me like that?’

Geldof looked at his father, who had sneaked in a few well-stuffed joints before they trooped over for the evening news bulletin. His only response to Fanny’s question was to open his half-lidded eyes a fraction wider.

Fanny, who could slice an apple in half from fifty metres with her tongue and didn’t need anybody to defend her, jumped to her feet. ‘You, sir, are a capitalist meat-junkie who is just as much to blame as the people who put the virus out there.’

‘What? It’s not my bloody fault. In fact, I’d bet fifty quid this virus wasn’t al-Qaeda. I bet your animal rights mates invaded a perfectly safe lab somewhere and let out an infected monkey,’ David said, also climbing to his feet.

‘Who do you think infected the monkey?’ Fanny retorted. ‘I’ll bet you one hundred pounds a scientist sliced off the top of the poor thing’s skull, with no anaesthetic, and jammed a needle full of bugs into its brain.’

‘So what? I suppose you think we shouldn’t experiment on monkeys to save lives. That monkey would probably have just sat about scratching its balls and drinking its own piss. Why not do something useful with it?’

‘I don’t think we’ve established this monkey exists,’ Geldof piped up, trying to steer them away from collision.

But Fanny and David had eyes and ears only for each other.

‘Why not experiment on you then?’ Fanny said. ‘You play with your balls enough and you certainly don’t do anything useful.’

‘My house, my balls. I’ll play with them as much as I bloody well want,’ David said, grabbing a handful of his family jewels. ‘And why’re you looking at my balls anyway? Do you want a shot?’

The twins, who had been sitting at the table in the corner playing their PSPs, snickered.

‘Tell your mum to stop staring at my dad’s balls,’ Tony told Geldof.

Malcolm’s laugh lasted only until his mother delivered a belt across the ear.

‘Do you see the example you’re setting?’ Fanny jammed her finger so close to David’s face it almost went up his nostril. ‘No wonder they’re brats.’

‘Don’t you insult my boys, you haggard witch!’

The two adults were yelling at each other from close range, their voices and spittle intermingling in the airspace between their red faces. Even James was roused enough by the commotion to get to his feet.

Geldof glanced at the window, half expecting a cow to come leaping through in a shower of broken glass and billowing curtains.

‘You might want to keep it down,’ he said.

The shouting continued unabated, with a spot of jostling thrown in. James was now heading into the fray. Geldof hoped for David’s sake it did not come to blows. He had seen his father in a fight only once, when a parked motorist had opened his door just as Fanny, Geldof and James biked past. Geldof fell off, narrowly missing a truck coming the other way. James had first checked he was fine, and had then walked over to where Fanny was arguing with the driver – a burly type well over six feet. He calmly moved Fanny to one side and then, in a controlled blur of fists and feet, proceeded to batter lumps out of the driver. Two minutes later, they were on their way. James wasn’t even out of breath. Geldof had asked his dad to teach him how to fight, imagining how it would feel to kick Tony’s head off. James had simply shaken his head and turned his face away.

Fortunately, at least for the purpose of defusing the argument, the electricity chose that moment to go off. The lights, turned on to combat the early-evening gloom brought on by the rain coming down in sheets, died. The raised voices and the TV, which had still been babbling on in the background, all fell silent. Nobody said anything, the plunge into semi-darkness killing the argument as effectively as a bucket of cold water. Even the twins put down their consoles.

‘Do you think they’ve cut the power?’ David eventually whispered.

‘They?’ Geldof asked.

‘The animals.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Mary said.

She nonetheless crept over to the window and gently lifted back the curtain as if expecting to see a bovine battalion ready to launch an assault now the techie cows had done their job.

Geldof checked his mobile phone. ‘The network’s still up.’

There followed a flurry of calls. Geldof rang Stewart, while the others got on to their friends and family. From their collated information, it seemed the power cut had taken out half of Glasgow and significant areas of the west of Scotland.

‘Some animals must have got into a substation,’ Geldof said.

‘Do you think it will come back on soon?’ Mary asked.

‘I doubt the engineers will be keen to go out and fix anything with all those animals out there,’ Geldof replied. ‘And the army’s busy.’

‘But Celebrity Big Brother’s on tonight,’ Malcolm moaned.

Geldof marvelled at his vacuity. The country was descending into chaos and all he wanted to do was watch a reality TV show. It hadn’t occurred to his pea brain that the zombie hordes might have reduced the chances of the show taking place.

‘Never mind that,’ Mary said. ‘All the food in the fridge and freezer will go off.’

David looked as if he’d been told he was about to be executed. ‘What? You mean the steaks, everything?’

His wife nodded.

‘You’d better get cooking then. Eat as much as we can.’

‘With what? Our oven’s electric.’

David’s shoulders slumped, and for the first time since the chaos began he looked genuinely upset.

‘We’ve got a gas cooker,’ Geldof said.

Fanny jumped in. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t allow you to cook meat in my house. Anything else, yes. But not meat.’

‘Hold on, you’ve got the wind turbine, so you’ll have power, right?’ Mary asked. ‘Maybe you could throw over an extension cord.’

‘We don’t have a cord that long,’ Fanny responded.

‘I think we’ve got a ten-metre cord in the attic,’ David said. ‘That should do it.’

Fanny shot him a dirty look, and then sat down heavily on the sofa. ‘Well, the thing is, the turbine isn’t really working.’

David glared at Fanny. ‘What?’

‘There isn’t enough wind here to generate a lot of power. It only gave us enough for an appliance or two. And then a part broke. We just didn’t replace it.’

‘Wait a minute,’ David said. ‘So you’ve been using the grid all this time?’

Fanny nodded, looking positively dejected.

‘Hypocrite,’ sneered David.

Geldof felt a stab of pity for his mother. She had bragged the wind turbine would make them energy self-sufficient, a claim he had known from reading the technical specifications was false. Even after the turbine broke, she had let the paddles turn in the breeze to appear that they were generating power. Now she looked like a fool.

‘At least we tried,’ James said, putting a hand on Fanny’s shoulder.

‘So what do we do now?’ Mary asked.

‘We hope the power comes back on,’ Geldof replied.

The room fell silent and they all turned their eyes to the window, where the sky was growing ever darker behind the clouds. Now the animals could roam freely under the cover of darkness. If they chose to attack, nobody would see them coming.
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Buns on the run
 

Terry perched on his bed, staring at the blinking camera. He wasn’t sure how long he had been imprisoned: maybe six days, maybe ten. In the abattoir, he didn’t even need a watch to mark time. It took on average two-and-a-half minutes to process a cow. All he had to do was count the deaths. Here, with no daylight, no clocks and nothing to kill, he had lost track of time. What worried Terry most was that Brown had not returned. The only sign of life came when dinner, usually tinned ravioli and Coke or something of that ilk, slid through the hatch in the door.

Over the previous days, as time wore on and boredom settled over him, he’d fretted over the life, or rather lack of one, he had left behind. His parents were long dead, he had no siblings, no girlfriend due to his meaty fragrance, and little contact with other family members. Now his friends in the abattoir were gone. As for the guys at the local, they were just old lushes who would take a free drink from anyone.

When he pressed himself against the wall underneath the camera to have a sneaky cry, both for his lost friends and his predicament, he wondered if somebody would come running to find out where he was and give him a chance to escape. It worked in the James Bond movies now sitting abandoned in a box set beneath his TV, after all. He’d stayed there for an hour, long after the tears had dried up. Nobody came, no doubt correctly guessing he had not tunnelled out under the bed with his plastic cutlery.

Terry had soon grown tired of self-pity. For a while he replayed his finest sexual conquests in minute detail. There were far fewer classic episodes than he remembered. Singing songs with an imprisonment theme – ‘Jailhouse Rock’, ‘Folsom Prison Blues’, ‘Chain Gang’, ‘Jailbreak’ – kept him going for a while, although he was forced to improvise most of the words. And the melodies. Once he got bored with that, he began pulling stupid faces at the camera and doing moronic dances. He wasn’t really sure why. He thought about a dirty protest, but couldn’t bring himself to take a dump into his hands and smear it over the walls.

They didn’t even let him out of the room to shower. All he had was a sink in the corner and a small hand towel, which after two days was so smelly he had to drip dry for fear of making himself dirtier. While he washed himself as best he could, scrubbing every inch of his body with cold water, the stench of death grew ever stronger, mingling with the tang of his sweaty sheets.

After what he guessed was the fifth day – or at least the fifth in determinately long period of sleep – Terry had pressed his mouth against the door as dinner was delivered.

‘Let me out!’ he’d shouted. ‘I don’t know what’s going on or what you want from me, but you can have it. Please, I haven’t done anything!’

There had been no reply. Since then, Terry had simply sat quietly on the bed waiting for his food.

Today, however, the hatch remained closed. The security camera light pulsed, and Terry found himself blinking in unison with it. He began to sway, like a rat caught in a cobra’s hypnotic gaze. His stomach rumbled loudly. Maybe they intended to starve him. At the thought of the final indignity of going hungry, Terry peeled off the flimsy robe, crumpled it into a ball, and threw it at the camera.

‘I told you I’d do whatever you wanted,’ he said. ‘What more do you want from me?’

He tried to overturn his bed, even though it was bolted to the floor. After almost giving himself a hernia, he ripped half the stuffing out of his pillow and jammed the remains into the toilet. He flushed furiously, yelling obscenities. When cold water swirled over the rim and trickled around his toes, he had a brainwave. He gathered up the rest of the stuffing and blocked the plughole in the sink. Then he turned the taps on full blast. Soon water had slicked the floor and was running under the door. Somebody would have to come to turn off the tap. Then he could fight his way out. He hoped Brown would come too. Despite the story about the terrorists, Terry had a gut feeling Brown was responsible for the death of his friends. He wanted to smash those specs right into his smug face.

A few minutes later, far sooner than he had hoped, a key scraped in the lock. The door edged open and Terry, still naked, charged at the widening gap. After four steps, his feet gave way beneath him and he landed hard on his back. The momentum he had amassed kept him going. He aquaplaned towards the door, which had opened to reveal an elderly lady clutching a brown leather satchel, and a startled-looking young woman. Terry’s onward slide – legs splayed – came to a stop with the pointy tip of the older woman’s black shoes millimetres away from his groin. He looked up at the newcomers, trawling his mind for an amusing, James Bond-style comment that would salvage his battered dignity.

‘Er, hi there,’ was the best he could manage.

Sean Connery would have been ashamed of him.

‘Mr Borders,’ the elderly lady said, studiously avoiding looking at his exposed lower body. ‘We’ve come to get you out of here.’
 

Five minutes later, Terry was jogging along a corridor, clad again in the robe, cursing himself as a witty quip finally came to mind. ‘Water way to meet’ would have been perfect, but it was now a bit late to toss it out there. He lagged behind his new companions, since his garment was flapping revealingly at the back. It was probably a moot point considering the nature of their meeting, but his last scrap of dignity would definitely be removed if they had to watch his hairy buttocks bobbing along.

As Terry had regained his feet and hurriedly covered himself, the older woman, who introduced herself as a scientist by the name of Professor Constance Jones, had quickly laid it on the line for him. He had been held for a grand total of ten days in the government facility that produced the virus (Terry felt a brief stab of triumph at guessing it wasn’t al-Qaeda). During that time, the virus had spread across Britain, which was now under martial law and quarantined. Almost as disturbing was the news that Brown had been ordered to destroy the facility with Terry and the young woman, a journalist by the name of Lesley McBrien, still inside. Now they hurried past deserted rooms full of microscopes, test tubes and banks of computers, turning left, then right, before coming to a set of stairs.

Constance paused. ‘My car is outside, but this is going to be dangerous. Brown was setting charges in the basement. He might come up at any minute.’

She prepared to climb the stairs. Lesley laid a hand on her arm to stop her. ‘How do we know we can trust you?’

The professor stood with her back to them for a few seconds, then turned. The deep wrinkles under her eyes were sucking up tears, like parched riverbeds at the end of a long drought.

‘Three days ago, they were trying to evacuate families of the staff. They found my daughter and grandchildren dead in the garden,’ she said. ‘And I killed them with this infernal virus. The only way I can redeem myself is to tell the world what happened. I need you to help me.’

Lesley nodded, seemingly satisfied. They crept up the stairs together.

Constance leaned over the retinal scanner. The door clicked open and she peeked out. ‘It looks clear.’

Terry raised his face to the sky and took a deep breath as he emerged. It was raining, typical freezing horizontal west of Scotland rain, but to him it was a cooling shower – at least for five seconds, before his bare bum felt like an alcoholic acupuncturist with the DTs was practising on it. He hurried to catch up as Jones fiddled with the lock of a battered old Volkswagen Beetle.

They piled into an interior thick with the smell of old lady. As the engine chugged into life, a figure walked around the far side of the building. Light from the security spotlights glinted off a pair of spectacles.

‘Get going,’ Lesley said from the back seat.

Brown ran to intercept them as the car crept forward and Terry made to open the door, intending to give him a proper kicking. When the running man pulled a gun out of his jacket, Terry took his hand off the door handle.

‘Hurry,’ he yelled.

The professor took ‘hurry’ to mean ‘proceed at a leisurely pace while fumbling for second gear’. Before they reached the gate, Brown was in front of them and pulling the trigger. Three bullet holes starred the windscreen. One of the projectiles whined past Terry’s head. He reached across and pressed his hand down on Constance’s foot, which was barely touching the accelerator. The car leapt forward, engine screaming, and two thuds shuddered through the bodywork: one from the collision with Brown and another as they slewed through the gate. Terry lifted his head and looked in the rear-view mirror. Brown, who was lying on the ground where the car had tossed him, lifted his head to stare after the departing vehicle.
 

They had been driving for five minutes in shocked silence when the professor groaned and slumped over the wheel. The car skidded to a halt.

‘What’s wrong?’ Lesley asked.

Constance lifted her head. ‘I think I’ve been shot.’

Terry gently lifted Constance off the wheel and pulled back her jacket and dark blue blouse, revealing a ragged hole gurgling up thick blood. Behind chunky black-framed glasses, her grey eyes were glazed with pain. Her narrow lips, covered in a light sheen of pink lipstick, were open to reveal a small tongue resting on a row of teeth too perfect and white to be anything other than falsies. But it was the bunched-up furrows and wrinkles around her mouth, eyes and nose that betrayed the depth of her suffering, adding at least ten years to her age.

‘How bad is it?’ Lesley asked.

‘I’m not an expert, but it doesn’t look good.’

A quick rummage in the glove compartment provided him with a windscreen cloth, which he jammed against the wound.

‘Hold that,’ he told Lesley.

He got out of the passenger seat and rounded the car, glancing nervously up the road. There was no sign of a pursuing vehicle. The reason for this absence became clear seconds later as the crump of a distant explosion reached his ears. Brown must have deemed destroying the building more important than chasing them.

‘I’m going to move you so I can drive,’ he told Constance, even keener to get going now that Brown’s primary task was seemingly accomplished. ‘Are you OK with that?’

Constance nodded. Terry tried to be as gentle as he could, but the elderly woman still let out a howl of pain as he lifted her out of the door. With Lesley’s help, he laid her on the back seat, trying to make her as comfortable as possible and leaving the seatbelt untethered to protect her shoulder. They set off again, Lesley holding the cloth firmly against the gunshot wound.

‘What do we do now?’ she asked.

‘We need to get her to a hospital,’ Terry replied.

‘No,’ Constance said. ‘Brown will look there.’

‘But we need to get you some help,’ Lesley said.

‘You can help me get the truth out,’ Constance hissed through clenched teeth. ‘That’s all that matters now.’

Terry fell silent and concentrated on the road. Even though it was only nine p.m., according to the car’s battered old clock, and they were coming into Bearsden, where there would normally have been other cars on the road and people out walking, there was no sign of life. The street lights were out and every window dark.

‘What happened to the power?’ Lesley asked.

‘Out,’ Constance said, every word now an effort. ‘Same across lot of the country. Animals. Communications cut too. By government. TV and radio shut down. Emergency broadcasts only.’

‘Why would the government do that?’ Terry asked.

‘Need to control information. Don’t want world to know how bad things are.’

‘But this is Britain,’ Terry said. ‘We don’t do things like that.’

‘Governments do what they can get away with,’ Lesley responded.

Terry clicked on the radio. The BBC channels were broadcasting an emergency message telling people to stay indoors and wait for evacuation. There was only static where the independent channels used to be. He turned it off again. When he looked up, there was a rubbish sack in the middle of the road, which he swerved to avoid. It was only when the headlights cast their yellow light briefly over another two bundles lying on the tarmac that he realized they were bodies.

‘Did you see that?’

‘Yes,’ Lesley responded curtly. They both fell silent.

As the car chugged through the streets, the racket produced by the old engine increasing Terry’s nervousness, he became aware of movement in the corner of his eye: twitching curtains following the car’s progress like a Mexican wave. At least some people were still alive. Terry turned right at the next junction and saw the sign for a doctor’s surgery lit up by the near-full moon. He pulled up outside.

‘They’re bound to have bandages, medicine, that kind of thing, in there.’

He was about to open the door when Constance summoned up enough strength to grab his shoulder. ‘Make sure … no animals.’

They sat in the car, the old lady’s laboured breathing the only sound. A leg was poking out of the security door that led into the stairwell to the flats above the surgery, propping it open. After a moment’s hesitation, Terry thrust the car door open and stepped out, glancing up and down the street. No alarm went off when he smashed a pane of glass with the base of the hefty torch he had found under the driver’s seat and unlocked the door. They carried the professor inside as fast as they could, wincing at her cries of pain.

Once inside, Terry turned on the torch and locked the door. They dragged Constance, thankfully now unconscious and spared further agony, into the nurse’s station at the back of the surgery.

‘So now what?’ Lesley asked after they had laid Constance out on the padded examination bench.

‘We find some tools,’ Terry said.

He rifled through the drawers until he found scissors, a small scalpel, a pair of tweezers, a needle, surgical thread, alcohol and bandages. Meanwhile, Lesley rummaged through Constance’s pockets and came out with a packet of cigarettes and a lighter.

Terry stared at her.

‘Is that appropriate?’

Lesley refused to meet Terry’s gaze. ‘I’m not being heartless, I just really, really need a cigarette, OK?’

He looked at Lesley’s pale face and the grim set of her lips, and nodded.

Lesley lit up and blew out a long stream of smoke with a shuddering sigh as he laid the instruments out beside the professor, who had leaked blood over the white sheet draped across the table.

‘Have you ever taken a bullet out before?’ Terry asked.

‘I work at the Glasgow Tribune, not the Baghdad Bugle,’ Lesley said.

Terry sighed. ‘Fine, I’ll do it. I’ll need you to hold the torch for me.’

Terry removed the cloth and poured rubbing alcohol into the wound. The professor didn’t wake up as he slid the tweezers into the hole, and dug around wetly. It took him three attempts to get a hold on the bullet, and another two to pull it out. Still the professor remained unconscious. It was only when he began clumsily sewing up the wound that she came to and let out a roar of pain that belied the slightness of her frame. Lesley let Constance grip her hand, looking into her wild eyes.

‘It’s OK,’ she whispered. ‘It’ll be over soon.’

Constance’s eyes had rolled back into her head and her eyelids had closed when something rustled outside. Terry looked over at the window, which gave onto the back garden. It was standing open at the top. He flung himself across the room and slammed the window closed seconds before a hissing, spitting ball of fur threw itself at the gap. The cat slid down the pane, its claws etching little scratches into the glass. It remained on the sill for a few seconds, bathed in moonlight as it gnawed at the glass, before dropping to the grass and streaking off.

‘That was close,’ Terry said, turning back to Lesley just as a filthy little Scottie dog rocketed into the room.

It leapt into the air, sailing in a perfect arc to land on Terry’s shin, and immediately began to hump his bare leg. Terry shook his leg furiously, but the dog would not let go, tongue lolling out as it worked itself into a frenzy. Its dick was warm and squishy against Terry’s leg, like a jelly baby left on the dashboard on a sunny day.

‘Oh, perfect,’ Terry said.

He turned to Lesley, who was shining the torch on the dog to better watch the show and gutting herself. ‘Stop laughing and get me a paper towel or something.’

Just when Terry thought the randy dog was going to let go, it lifted its head to stare at him with beady little eyes and bared its teeth. Terry had seen that look before.

‘The little bastard’s infected,’ he said.

Terry reached down and grabbed the dog’s hind legs with both hands. It snapped at his wrist, missing. He swung the dog up over his shoulder as though preparing to deliver a hefty blow in a pillow fight, then smacked its head on the nurse’s desk with as much force as he could muster. It yelped and struggled until he had repeated the move three times and brains were spattered in a line arcing from the centre of the ceiling to the wall just above the desk. He kicked the body into the hallway and closed the door.

‘You were no help,’ he scolded Lesley, who was no longer laughing.

He hunted for a towel and wiped down his leg.

‘Are you sure it was infected?’ Lesley asked. ‘It’s not like a dog humping a leg is abnormal behaviour. Maybe it was just horny … Ah.’

‘What do you mean, “ah”?’

‘It’s just that when I was being held, they made me watch someone being attacked by a bull.’ She paused. Her voice was flat when she continued. ‘It tried to have sex with him before it killed him. Brown said it was part of the virus.’

‘Great. Just what we need. Sex-crazed and murderous.’ Terry sighed and turned back to Constance. ‘Well, let’s get her sewn up.’

He picked up the needle and got back to work. This time the professor did not awaken.
 

Terry sat with his back against the door while Constance lay in an uneasy sleep – helped by a handful of painkillers they had found in one of the drawers – occasionally muttering and groaning. He looked at her long and hard. He should be angry at her, since she was one of the people who had created the virus, but she was old, frail and wounded – plus she had stuck her neck out to save them. Brown was a much easier target for his hatred.

Terry had turned off the torch to save batteries, but the light from the moon was strong enough for him to observe Lesley, who was sitting in a chair next to the examination bench, her head thrown back. For the first time, Terry took a proper look at her. Her two-piece business suit was crumpled, her brown hair was dishevelled and there were smears of blood across her nose. Even so, Terry liked what he saw: particularly the way her slim neck arched down into her cleavage.

Lesley turned her head towards Terry. He pretended to adjust position just in case she had caught him staring.

‘So, Terry, sole survivor of the abattoir attack,’ she said. ‘What’s your story?’

‘Wrong place, wrong time,’ he replied.

‘Come on, I need more than that.’

Terry sighed, and told her what had happened. She peppered him with questions throughout.

‘What about you?’ he asked when he was finished.

‘They thought I was some shit-hot journalist who was going to blow the whistle on them. They were wrong.’

‘So you’re not a journalist?’

Lesley looked at her feet. ‘Yes, just a shit one.’

There followed a silence in which Terry was unsure if he was supposed to disagree with her. He was never very good at reading women’s cues, plus he had only known her for a few hours and couldn’t remember seeing her name in the Glasgow Tribune. He had no idea if she was actually shit.

‘So you work in an abattoir, then,’ she said eventually. ‘What’s that like?’

‘It’s like stabbing a sperm whale to death with a toothpick,’ he replied, hauling out his stock-in-trade response.

‘How so?’

‘Brutal, mind-numbingly repetitive, and painful on the wrists.’

Lesley looked unmoved. ‘Very funny. What’s it really like?’

Terry shifted uncomfortably. ‘It’s a job. You get used to it.’

‘It doesn’t mess you up, killing things all day?’

‘No,’ he said.

‘So there’s nothing bad about the job at all?’

Terry paused. Usually people took the hint after his sperm whale comment, which was explicitly designed to ward off the questions about the imagined horrors of his job that inevitably followed when he revealed what he did for a living. On the rare occasion he was put in this position, he didn’t talk about the stench in case, by some miracle, the other person hadn’t noticed it. This was a new situation, however. He was sitting in a doctor’s surgery in the dark, clad in a revealing robe, talking to a woman whose first sight of him had been a bird’s-eye view of his meat and two veg. When you added in the fact they had already been kidnapped and shot at, and were surrounded by animals intent on chowing down on human flesh, holding back seemed a little pointless.

‘The smell,’ he confessed. ‘I just can’t get rid of it. It’s always there, like it’s inside me. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed.’

Lesley made a big show of sniffing her armpit. ‘I haven’t washed for at least a week, plus I’m a smoker so my sense of smell is crap. I haven’t noticed.’

Terry’s heart leapt in his chest as they shared a smile.

A smoker, he thought. Why didn’t I think of that before?

‘Maybe we could both use a wash,’ he said. ‘There must be a bathroom.’

Lesley shook her head. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to go wandering about. There might be other open windows. Or other horny Scottie dogs.’

‘There’s a sink there.’ Terry nodded at a tiny basin in the corner of the room.

‘You have to promise not to look.’

‘Go ahead,’ Terry replied. ‘I promise.’

Terry squeezed his eyes shut. He heard the whisper of fabric as clothes were shucked. First the jacket, then the skirt. Then came a lighter sound – most likely the blouse. There was a pause and then the soft click of a bra being undone. When the water began running and he heard a sharp intake of breath, Terry eased open one eye.

Lesley was on tiptoes, completely naked. As she cupped her hands and poured water onto her armpits, she turned slightly and showed a delicious profile of a nipple stiffened by the cold water. Terry closed his eyes again. The last thing he needed was to get all hot and bothered in the robe, which would leave little to the imagination. But closing his eyes only made it worse as the splashing, gasping and moist, soapy rubbing continued. He pulled his legs up to his chest and tried to conjure up non-sexual images: the Queen on the toilet, Cliff Richard’s dancing, maggot soup. None of it worked. By the time Lesley was done, he was in no condition to stand up.

‘Your turn,’ she said.

‘I think I’ll wait a few minutes,’ Terry responded. ‘Psych myself up a little for the cold water.’

Terry opened his eyes. Lesley was back in her chair.

‘It’s actually quite refreshing,’ she said, stretching out her legs and looking around the room. ‘So where are we going to sleep?’

‘You take the chair,’ Terry offered. ‘I’ll sleep here. We should probably have a body up against the door. Just in case.’

‘Good plan.’

She fell silent long enough for Terry to think she was sleeping. He crossed to the sink, shuffling sideways to keep his back to her.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t look,’ Lesley said. ‘Not that it matters. I’ve already seen what you’ve got to offer.’

Terry’s ears burned as he slipped off the robe and turned on the tap. He had the uncomfortable sensation of an intent gaze on his back. When he turned around Lesley’s eyes were closed. He washed thoroughly, enjoying the luxury of using soap instead of just water, then dressed, if putting the scabby robe back on qualified as such, and returned to his station by the door.

‘Can you believe this is happening?’ Lesley asked.

‘Not really.’

‘I’m just grateful my parents don’t live in Britain.’

‘Where do they live?’

‘Kenya. They retired there. What about you?’

‘My parents are dead,’ Terry replied.

‘Sorry.’

Terry shrugged. ‘It was a long time ago. I’ve got a cousin who lives near here. We’re not that close, though.’ He smiled softly. ‘Sometimes being alone pays off. You have nobody to lose.’

‘Considering the loner lifestyle only pays off when the country is besieged by zombie animals, I’m not sure that’s a glowing endorsement.’

There was silence for a few minutes, and then Lesley said, ‘They’ll be coming after us.’

Terry nodded. ‘Yeah, but we need to hole up for a few days to figure out our next move. I would invite you back to mine, but that would be the first place they would look. Same with your flat.’ He paused. ‘Come to think of it, we could try my cousin’s place. I should probably check he’s still alive too.’

‘You’re so thoughtful. You don’t think they’ll look for us there?’

‘He’s not my real cousin. His mum was a close friend, like an aunty, you know? So he won’t be listed as a family member.’

‘I don’t have any better ideas.’

Lesley’s voice was thick with sleep, but she was still looking at Terry, who tugged at his ear and said, ‘There is just one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘He had some mental problems when we were younger. He’s mostly fine now, but I just want to warn you he can be a bit funny.’

‘What kind of mental problems?’

‘Oh, anger issues, obsessive behaviour, that kind of thing. Like I said, he’s better now. Mostly.’

‘You’re not really selling this to me.’

‘Fine. Basically, when he was five, his real parents – he’s adopted – would lock him in his room so they could go out boozing. One night they got killed in a nightclub fire. He was stuck there for three days before they identified the bodies. He had to eat his hamster to survive. It kind of fucked him up. He loved that hamster.’

Lesley yawned. ‘He sounds charming. I can’t wait to meet him.’

‘No, he’s much better now. He can just be a bit … gruff.’

‘I appreciate the warning.’ Lesley finished off her sentence with another jaw-cracking yawn. ‘Sleep now.’

She shifted a few times then settled, leaving Terry to think about his cousin. They had been close as kids, but drifted apart when Terry dropped out of university and went on a one-year trip around the world. It had been a few years since they’d last met, although they had exchanged a few desultory emails – the kind of three-liners you send to people you need to pretend you still care about but can’t actually be bothered keeping in touch with properly. Terry wasn’t sure what kind of welcome he would receive when he turned up with Lesley and a shot-up woman in tow. Knowing David, it probably wouldn’t be a terribly warm one.
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Triple-word Quorn
 

Fanny placed a large casserole dish in the middle of the low dining table and whipped away the oven gloves with a flourish.

‘Dinner is served,’ she proclaimed.

When the round of applause she seemed to be expecting did not materialize, she began dishing out gloopy red stew. She took special care to plop the mixture forcefully into David’s bowl, sending piping hot sauce splattering across the tablecloth. David remained unscathed. Nonetheless, he looked ill at ease sitting cross-legged at the table: his voluminous buttocks were barely supported by a dainty purple cushion and his knees butted up against the underside of the table.

He eyed his portion suspiciously. ‘What is it this time?’

‘Something I went to great trouble to cook,’ Fanny answered tartly.

‘That’s code for root vegetable stew with couscous,’ Geldof said.

David looked as if he was about to say something, but his wife was glaring daggers at him. He simply sniffed.

‘Thank you, Fanny,’ Mary said. ‘This looks delicious.’

‘It’s no problem,’ Fanny replied, her clipped tone making it clear she considered herself an enormous martyr for going to the trouble of cooking, even though she had repeatedly turned down Mary’s offers of help in the kitchen.

Fanny set to eating and, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, the others followed suit. From the downturned lips and absence of conversation around the table – the only sound was the clink of spoons and slurping from the twins – it was clear Fanny was not the only one unhappy with the new living arrangements, which had been in force for three days.

The day after the power died, the Peterses had been disturbed by a frantic hammering upon the front gate. Geldof, who was sitting in the living room trying to get his Rubik’s Cube solution time below forty seconds, opened the gate to the entire Alexander family. From the way they crowded forward the instant the gate was open, it was clear something was amiss. As he ushered them in, a low growl emanated from the other side of the fence.

It turned out the twins had nipped into the back garden to smoke the last of their illicit cigarette stash. There they encountered their neighbour’s Alsatian, now a growling, salivating monster. The twins scarpered back inside, thoughtlessly leaving the kitchen door open for the dog to follow. The family had to bail out of the front and high-tail it next door. Fanny had not been best pleased, but Geldof knew her conscience would not have allowed her to abandon people in need of help.

And so the seven of them were crammed into the house, too afraid to venture outside. Occasionally they heard snuffling, grunting and barking, gunfire, and what might have been distant screams. For the first time in his life, Geldof was grateful for the fence. Only James ventured out to pick vegetables, returning cross-eyed and with the sweet scent of smoke soaked into his clothes.

The worst thing for Geldof was living in close proximity to the twins. They weren’t bullying him, although the camaraderie he had thought they were enjoying after the field turned out to be a figment of his imagination. The house was simply too small for the twins to engage in any serious bullying without getting caught. Their presence still carried menace though, and without PSPs and other gadgets to hold their attention, they were becoming restless and therefore more likely to seek entertainment in Chinese burns and pile-ons without thought for the consequences.

But there were benefits. Mary and David had moved into his room, displacing him to the camp bed in the tiny spare room and forcing his parents to quit their boisterous lovemaking. Then there was the titillation of Mary sleeping in his bed, although his excitement had been tempered when he crept in to sniff the sheets only to inhale one of David’s pubic hairs, prompting a five-minute coughing fit. Alas, Mary didn’t float around in the flimsy nightgown he had always imagined, as she had been forced to flee without clothes and had to borrow a shapeless robe from Fanny. The robe was at least relatively short and had a tendency to flap open.

While Mary’s presence helped Geldof cope, the adults were not faring so well. James had obsessively, and fruitlessly, called his dealer until he dashed his phone against the wall and sat with his head in his hands for an hour. Now he was facing the horror of having to ration his weed. Geldof figured he was down to three joints a day, which meant he could actually string a sentence together.

Fanny and David were suffering their own withdrawal symptoms. Unable to indulge in her pastimes of strolling around the house naked and attempting to reduce James’s penis to a red raw nubbin through constant humping, Fanny ground her teeth and pulled at the neckline of her top as if it were choking her. David, who was going cold turkey from meat, was in much worse shape.

Geldof watched him as they ate. Mary was making ostentatious sounds of delight while her husband poked at a parsnip. The bags under his eyes were growing with each passing hour and he appeared simultaneously listless and edgy, a combination that left his cheek twitching constantly as he lay idle on the sofa all day. Mary was looking exhausted from the strain of having to constantly hover at his side, delivering elbow digs and nudges of the foot when it seemed he was about to be ungracious about the Peterses’ hospitality.

The lack of contact with the outside world compounded the stress. No power meant no TV, no internet and, after a few days, no mobile phones. Geldof, like many kids of his generation, had grown up surgically attached to his mobile, and he found his itchy thumbs twitching regularly, ghost-texting to his maths geek friends. The landlines had also gone down, removing even the old-fashioned way of keeping in touch. James had a battery-powered radio, but all they got in English was the emergency message – they found plenty of crackly channels on Long Wave in European languages none of them could understand.

And so they sat around the table in silence, chewing listlessly and trying not to make eye contact. Had they been close friends, being stuck together would have been bearable, maybe even fun. So far, each evening had ended with them sitting in uncomfortable silence amid flickering candlelight. That evening, though, as they scraped up the last few grains of couscous, Geldof decided drastic action was required to prevent him from going insane.

‘Let’s play Scrabble,’ he suggested.

At first, the game went well. Everybody perked up and the atmosphere lightened perceptibly. But Geldof had forgotten Scrabble lent itself to lively discussion. Among friends, such disputes were good-natured debates about whether ‘bantlebox’ was really a tiny insect that ate the holes out of Polo mints or whether it had been invented by a cheating sod hoping to use their letter X on a triple-word square. With two opponents not normally on the best of terms and further wound up by an animal apocalypse, they were a recipe for disaster.

The trouble began when David started laying down only meat-related words. Nobody paid much attention when he slapped down ‘beef’; after all, he only scored seven points for it. When his next word was ‘kebab’, Fanny twigged. She spelled out ‘carrot’ in response. She raised an eyebrow at David, like a chess Grand Master who has just backed her fiercest opponent into a corner with a cunning move. David went with ‘lamb’ next and Fanny countered with ‘nuts’. They then each missed several turns, no doubt reluctant to put down a word that did not aggravate the other. David eventually managed to squeeze out ‘salami’. His score was poor again, but he grunted with satisfaction as his last letter slid into place. Fanny threw down ‘leek’ in response, banging the tiles down so hard the other pieces shook.

For the next ten minutes, the warring duo could not produce any more meat- or vegetable-related words. Geldof played ‘integer’, which drew a nod of approval from Mary, and emptied the last few tiles out of the bag. With no more letters left, and Fanny and David apparently out of ideas, he relaxed.

Just as he thought disaster had been averted, Fanny let loose a hoot and lunged across the board to link up with the R Geldof had just set down.

‘Quorn!’ she declared. ‘On a triple word. That’s forty-two points.’

David stared incredulously at her. ‘You can’t put down “Quorn”.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s a product. It’s like trying to put “Mars Bar”.’

‘Nonsense,’ Fanny said. ‘Quorn is a mycoprotein. Not that you would know.’

‘I know what Quorn is. Tastes like sandpaper, looks like solidified vomit.’

‘Don’t talk about Quorn like that. It’s nutritious and healthy and feeds people without the need to murder animals.’

‘I don’t care how many hippies and women that don’t shave their armpits eat it. You can’t bloody well use it. It’s spelled with a capital letter.’

Fanny narrowed her eyes. ‘So you have a problem with hairy armpits?’

What Fanny did next surprised even Geldof, who had under estimated how much strain the lack of sex had put her under. She ripped off her top, exposing her braless chest and hirsute armpits, and leapt across the table, sending the tiles flying. Shock, and Fanny’s strong left arm, held David motionless as his face was forced into her armpit.

‘How about that then?’ Fanny asked. ‘Like that, do you?’

David tried to squirm away, but either Fanny’s grip was iron tight or her armpit fluff had bonded with David’s copious nose hair like Velcro. Geldof, Mary and James recovered from their shock and surrounded the combatants while the twins guffawed in the corner. James had to prise Fanny’s fingers apart to break her headlock, allowing Mary to slide David’s head free. The enemies stared at each other across the ruined Scrabble board, panting. A letter X that had attached itself to Fanny’s breast dropped off.

Before anybody could say anything, a car roared up outside and stopped in a squeal of brakes. A wild chorus of barking filled the gap left by the engine as it revved down.

Thank you, God, Geldof thought, and dashed upstairs to look out of the window and see what all the fuss was about.
 

Lesley was already half-awake, gazing through heavy-lidded eyes at a poster exhorting people to take the stairs instead of the lift – the subtext of which she took to be: ‘Stop annoying busy doctors with your complaints, you fat, lazy bastards’ – when Terry stirred and walked stiff-legged into the hallway. Soon after, noisy peeing echoed around the room. The unrestrained gurgle brought home just how quiet it was. The wall clock said it was almost midday, yet ever since Lesley had woken up she had heard not a peep from outside.

‘Thanks for the alarm,’ she said when Terry returned. ‘Reminded me of a clock I used to have: you could set it to wake you up with birdsong. Or a babbling brook.’

One of Terry’s cheeks was bright red from being pressed against the floor all night. The other quickly changed to the same colour. ‘Sorry. I, er, left the door open so I could hear if anything happened.’

‘Yeah right, you did it so you could save me,’ Lesley replied, standing up and stretching. ‘You live alone and you leave the door open when you pee, it’s no big deal. I do the same.’

‘You pee standing up too? Your aim must be pretty good.’

Lesley ignored the wisecrack and peered at the professor, who was lying with her head thrown back, stretching the papery skin on her neck. ‘Think she’s OK?’

‘Well, she’s no spring chicken. I don’t rate her chances.’

‘Do you think we should wake her and get going?’

‘No, let her sleep. I think she needs it.’ Terry yawned hugely. ‘And so do I. Do you mind if I steal the chair? I didn’t get much shut-eye on the floor.’

‘It’s all yours.’

Terry flopped into the chair, and was asleep within a few minutes.

Lesley hadn’t slept well either, regularly starting awake to stare at the door or window, searching for the source of some imagined sound she had heard in her sleep. She lay down on the floor, but between her growling stomach and churning mind found it impossible to drift off. She lit one of Constance’s cigarettes and looked at Terry, who was curled up in a ball with his pert little behind sticking out of the robe. While in normal circumstances she might have found herself fighting an urge to creep over and indulge her love of nice behinds by playing the bum bongos, she was too busy brooding over her failure.

During her captivity, Brown hadn’t returned after the initial interrogation. Either he had been too busy dealing with the unfolding chaos or had figured out Lesley was too thick to have created a backup. Not that it mattered. The facility, and all of her proof, was destroyed and the professor was probably going to die. Lesley had nothing. Sure, Terry could tell his story and she could tell hers. But it would be their word against the government’s. That contest never worked in favour of the little guy.

Not for the first time, she found herself glad her father lived in Kenya. Even imagining how he would react if he found out she had let the family down with such shoddy journalism made her cringe. The way she saw it, she had three options to avoid incurring Charles McBrien’s wrath. The first was to resurrect the story, which would require energy, verve and determination. She was sorely lacking in all of those qualities. The next was to let herself be ripped apart by infected animals, or let Brown finish her off. That seemed a little extreme. The final option was simply to escape with her life and tell nobody about her failure.

We have a winner, she thought, chucked the spent cigarette out into the corridor, and went back to staring morosely at Terry’s bum.
 

She woke up to find Terry crouched over her, shaking her shoulder.

‘Christ, did I fall asleep? What time is it?’

‘Four. Time to go. Constance is conscious.’

Constance looked about as alert as Keith Richards after a night on the tiles with Pete Doherty, swaying on the edge of the table with glassy eyes. Nonetheless, Lesley patted the pocket of her suit to make sure the cigarettes she had nicked weren’t on show.

Terry picked Constance up and carried her to the front of the surgery. Lesley followed, stepping over the body of the dog, which lay limp and bloody like a discarded mop head against the wall. She opened the door and glanced out into the street. Nothing moved.

‘You ready?’ Terry asked.

‘Yes. But there’s one condition.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I drive, you navigate. When you press the pedals, your robe rides up just a little too high for modesty.’

Terry let Lesley take the keys without a word.

They set off through the deserted streets. Lesley found herself glancing nervously at every corner and doorway, expecting a gun-toting Brown, a sex-crazed bull, or a gun-toting Brown riding a sex-crazed bull, to charge the car and slaughter them all. To stop her mind conjuring up such ridiculous yet still terrifying images, she decided to interrogate Terry.

‘So why did you become an abattoir worker?’ she asked.

Terry, who was determinedly holding down the edge of his robe, kept looking out of the side window. ‘No real reason.’

‘Come on, just tell me. I’m nosy.’

Terry turned to look at her, his face solemn. ‘You know I told you my parents died?’

‘Yes.’

‘I didn’t tell you how they died.’

He paused.

‘Go on,’ Lesley said.

‘They were dairy farmers. We had a great life out in the country. My dad would take me out on the tractor every morning. That’s how I remember my mum: her waving from the doorway, me sitting up on the dashboard waving back.’

Once again, Terry stopped and stared off into the middle distance. ‘One day, my dad was out milking. Nobody knows what happened: maybe something spooked the cows; maybe he pulled too hard on a nipple; maybe it was even deliberate. All we know is that he got crushed to death between two cows.’

Lesley took one hand off the wheel to lay it on Terry’s arm. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry.’

He lowered his head and fiddled with the edge of the robe. ‘My mum found him, lying in a pool of blood and milk. The shock gave her a heart attack. Killed her on the spot. I found them both, dead on the floor of the barn. I was six.’

‘That’s terrible.’ Lesley squeezed his arm and waited for Terry to continue. He said nothing, his face completely still.

Even though she suspected she shouldn’t push further, Lesley couldn’t help herself. ‘What’s that got to do with the abattoir?’

Terry sighed deeply. ‘When I found their bodies, the cows had fled the scene of the crime. But I swore I would avenge my parents’ deaths. I took a job in an abattoir, hoping one day to meet the cow that killed my parents and claim my vengeance.’

Lesley dug her nails into his forearm.

‘You are a lying bumhole!’ she shouted.

Terry erupted into laughter, continuing even when Lesley gripped still harder. She tried to keep a straight face, but couldn’t.

‘Sorry, I couldn’t resist,’ Terry said when he had got himself under control.

‘Did you even live in the countryside?’

‘There was a bit of old yellow grass near the bins outside our tenement, if that counts.’

‘That doesn’t count.’

‘The real story isn’t as interesting. I dropped out of uni when my mum died. My dad was already dead, and I spent the little bit of money she left me on travelling. I wasn’t doing very well anyway. Brain stuff isn’t my strong point. When I came back, I had no skills. I saw an advert for trainee abattoir workers and applied. That’s it.’

Lesley turned to Terry, who was still grinning. ‘You’re right. The other story was better.’

When she looked back at the road, she shrieked and slammed on the brakes. The car skidded to a halt a few feet from three bodies strung across their path. While the previous evening the darkness and the car’s worn-out headlights had meant they couldn’t have a good look at the corpses, on this occasion there was enough early-evening light to reveal far more than either of them wanted to see. The bodies were mauled and battered beyond any point of telling whether they were men or women. Lesley stared at the mangled corpses, unable to look away even though she wanted nothing more.

‘I don’t suppose you want to get out and move them?’ she asked.

Terry shook his head. ‘You’re going to have to drive over them.’

Lesley gripped the steering wheel hard, counted to three and then pressed down on the accelerator. She flinched as a tyre sank into the first body’s midriff, making it sit up slightly. She grunted and looked fixedly ahead.

No sooner were the bodies behind them than they saw a pack of dogs – two Labradors, a very mean-looking pit-bull and some assorted small terriers and mongrels – worrying at something at the foot of a roundabout in a swing park by the side of the road.

‘Just keep driving,’ Terry said. ‘They’ve got their dinner.’

As the car drew level, one of the terriers looked up and began barking. The biological imperative of chasing cars was clearly stronger than that of eating: it came scurrying out of the swing park on stumpy legs. The other dogs followed, quickly overtaking. One of the Labradors drew alongside the driver’s door. It looked at Lesley and snarled. The virus had clearly not increased the dog’s intelligence, for it launched itself at her window, only to bounce off with a surprised yelp and disappear under the wheels. The others kept coming.

‘My cousin’s place is just round the corner, but we need to shake them off first,’ Terry said. ‘Go straight ahead.’

Lesley sped up and the dogs receded into the distance. She drove around randomly for five minutes, just to be sure they had lost them. Terry directed her to his cousin’s house and Lesley screeched the car to a halt, slinging the wheels up onto the pavement.

‘You do know we lost them, don’t you?’ Terry asked.

‘I just like a dramatic entrance.’

They hauled out Constance, who had lapsed back into oblivion, and set off towards David’s house. There was a volley of barking and Lesley looked up to see the dogs, who hadn’t realized they had been shaken off, round the corner.

‘Move it!’ Terry yelled.

They had taken a few steps when they heard a shout and looked up to see a boy waving from the upstairs window of the house next door. They changed direction. The dogs were almost upon them, and Lesley had to fight the urge to thrust the old woman towards the pack as a sacrificial decoy and run for it. The gate opened and they stumbled through. The boy slammed it closed behind them. A few seconds later the wood shuddered with multiple impacts.

‘Don’t worry,’ the boy said. ‘It’s solid.’

Leaving the barking and snarling dogs to assault the fence, the three of them dragged the professor up the garden path and into the house, where four adults – one of them a dreadlocked woman naked from the waist up – and two teenage boys stood in the middle of the living room around the ruins of a Scrabble board.

What on earth have we stumbled into? Lesley thought.

A fat, bearded man, who was panting as if he were the one who had just been almost torn apart by wild dogs, stepped forward.

‘Terry,’ he said. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be dead?’
 

Geldof eyed the newcomers suspiciously as they sat at the table gulping down vegetable stew. Terry, David’s cousin from the abattoir attack, claimed they had been in the Western Infirmary all this time, and on the surface level there was some evidence to back that up. The old lady, who was lying on the sofa with her eyes half-closed and blood seeping out of her shoulder, looked like a casualty and Terry had been wearing the awful kind of flapping robe issued for operations. But their story was fishy in the extreme.

According to Terry, they had hidden in the hospital until they were forced to flee when rats flooded up from the cellars, leaping onto bed-ridden patients and devouring them alive. They then stole a car and drove through the West End, which Geldof had seen on television choked with cars, to the house in Bearsden. As Terry spoke, Lesley kept glancing at the others, as if evaluating whether they were swallowing the story. Nobody else seemed suspicious. Geldof knew that when a group of adults were assembled, the opinions of a fifteen-year-old didn’t count for much. So he kept quiet and decided to remain watchful.

Fanny wasn’t happy about the new arrivals: her face almost puckered in on itself when she realized another three people would be staying, one of them a relative of David’s, with whom hostilities had merely been suspended. David kept wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and glaring at Fanny.

After a while, Geldof ventured upstairs to get away from the overwhelming stench of Old Spice coming from Terry, who had braved the cold shower and changed into some of James’s clothes – an ill-fitting pair of purple trousers and a black jumper – before apparently helping himself to the rogue bottle of aftershave, an unwanted Christmas present that had been lying on a shelf for at least five years.

The twins were at the window in the hallway at the top of the stairs. As Geldof approached, he saw Tony’s arm twitch as if he had thrown something. A volley of barking ensued from the dogs, which were still milling around outside.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

The twins jumped back, only relaxing when they saw it was just Geldof. All the same, Tony sounded rather guilty when he responded, ‘Nothing.’

Geldof brushed past them and stuck his head out of the window. The dogs were running around in wild circles, taking it in turns to peel off like fighter planes from a circling squadron and launch themselves at the fence.

‘You’re going to get us killed, you idiots,’ he said.

Malcolm bared his teeth. ‘What did you call us?’

Geldof’s first instinct was to flinch and grovel. Yet when he looked down at his feet, he was surprised to see he was standing his ground. ‘I called you idiots. Have you forgotten what happened in the field?’

Tony looked down, but Malcolm raised a fist. Geldof was shaking, whether with fear or anger, he wasn’t sure. ‘You’re going to hit me? With everyone downstairs? You’ll be tossed out in the street with the dogs.’

They faced each other in the hallway, Geldof fighting the urge to back down. It wasn’t that the twins were not still violent maniacs – they were. It was just his fear of the animals overrode everything else. Being punched would hurt, but far less than having his hand bitten off. And behind the twins’ scowling faces he still saw the two scared little boys who had fled from the cows.

Malcolm finally lowered his fist.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll find another way to get you,’ he said.

Geldof felt an unfamiliar thrumming sensation shoot up his windpipe, making him want to open his mouth and roar.

God’s blood, I believe this might be triumph, he thought, turning his back on the twins to grin.

He didn’t have much time to enjoy the moment, however. The dogs’ barking had intensified and they were no longer throwing themselves at the fence. Instead, they were lined up in the middle of the street, ears standing up, hair bristling, staring at something rushing towards them. At first Geldof thought it was the shadow of a fast-moving cloud, but it was dusk and there was no sun in the sky.

He was aware of footsteps on the stairs as the adults ran up to see what the commotion was about. The shadow moved towards the dogs, flowing under parked cars and over the remains of the dead cows, covering the whole width of the road and stretching back for at least ten metres. There was movement within the mass itself. It seethed, as though it was made up of thousands of smaller shadows. When it was level with the Alexanders’ house, Geldof blanched and slammed the window shut.

‘Rats,’ he said.

The rats clambered over each other as they streamed eagerly towards the dogs. The pit-bull ran to meet the rodents and snapped up a big fat one, which it shook and lobbed aside. It didn’t have time to snag another. Within seconds it was carpeted in grey, brown and black furry bodies. The other dogs were quickly engulfed.

‘Where did they come from?’ Lesley asked.

‘The river, sewers, tunnels, abandoned factories, old mine shafts, rubbish tips: take your pick,’ Geldof replied. He looked at Terry with raised eyebrows. ‘Maybe they’re the same ones from the hospital. Do you think they followed you as well?’

Terry looked away.

‘Will they come into the house?’ Mary asked.

‘Only if they see or hear us,’ Geldof said.

They all looked at each other and then backed away from the window in silence.
 

When Geldof went back to the window half an hour later, the rats were gone, leaving behind picked-clean dog skeletons to keep the cow carcasses company. He shuddered and went to bed early to avoid the tension in the living room. With three new people to accommodate, Geldof had been shifted to the floor in his parents’ room. Mary and Lesley were now in his room. He didn’t know for sure if they would both be sleeping in his bed, but that was an assumption he was not afraid to make. As he lay on his side, his head propped up on his jacket, he imagined the two women, naked, pressed up against each other. Their nipples rubbed together, prompting gasps. Then they began kissing, their moans coming faster. Even in his fantasy, Geldof felt a stab of jealousy at someone else being with the woman he loved, so he decided to rectify matters. He walked into the room. Mary was pulling the sheets back invitingly when the door clicked open and his mother’s quiet voice intruded on his fantasy.

‘We’re going to run out.’

‘Yeah, it’s a disaster,’ James replied.

‘How much is left?’ she asked.

‘Not much. Maybe enough for fifteen joints.’

There was the sound of a soft slap. ‘Not your dope. The vegetables.’

‘Ah. I dunno. Ten kilos of potatoes, the same of carrots. Some parsnips.’

‘We don’t have much dried food left either.’

‘We’ll have to make a supermarket run.’

‘What about those rats?’

‘They’re gone, man. Nothing to hang around here for. It’ll be totally cool.’

‘If you say so.’

There was a pause, and then Fanny whispered, ‘Do you think Geldof’s asleep?’

‘Yeah, I think so. Why?’

‘A quickie’s better than nothing. We can be quiet.’

Geldof’s eyes snapped open. The full horror of what was about to happen paralysed him. By the time he thought to open his mouth and say he was awake, it was too late. He put his fingers in his ears to block out the moist noises coming from the bed and prayed it would indeed be quick.
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These little piggies went to market
 

For the next two days, the occupants of the house availed themselves of every nook and cranny to avoid each other, gathering at mealtimes to eat what only Geldof and his parents knew were their fast-dwindling provisions. The injured woman drifted in and out of consciousness. Even when awake she was too dopey to speak, although she managed to swallow the painkillers Lesley gave her and would accept a little soup and water that Fanny spooned into her mouth. Her breathing was becoming increasingly erratic and her skin was stretched so tight across her delicate bones it seemed almost translucent, revealing a network of gnarled veins.

They were all waiting for something to happen: the power to come back on, the army to return and announce it was safe to come out, Mary’s bra to spontaneously drop off (well, only Geldof was waiting for that one). But the monotony just went on.

Then on the third morning Lesley ran into the living room holding the abandoned radio aloft like a trophy. ‘Why did nobody say you had this?’

James looked up from where he was doodling a new assault course for the squirrels – rather pointlessly, Geldof thought, unless he was planning to replace the nuts with a severed human finger to attract them back. ‘We can only get foreign channels.’

‘I speak French,’ Lesley said.

Mary, who had appeared in the doorway, hurried over. ‘Turn it on then.’

The radio burst into life and Lesley flicked through the channels until she found some French. She listened intently for ten seconds then shook her head. ‘Cookery programme.’

She spun the dial again and this time came up trumps. ‘Great. There’s a news bulletin just starting.’

Geldof called the others out from their various hidey-holes.

‘Anything about us?’ Terry asked.

‘Not yet,’ Lesley responded. ‘There’s another strike in Paris, students are setting fire to cars in the suburbs and a couple of French tourists have been kidnapped in Mali. Oh, hang on. Here we go.’

Everyone leaned closer. ‘Britain still in quarantine, nobody going in or out. Army culling animals, but struggling to cope. No clear idea how many people are dead. Conservative estimates say tens of thousands. Aid agencies delivering food to camps, worried about those trapped at home. No outbreaks of virus outside of Britain. Lock-down expected to continue for the foreseeable future. And now Laurent with the weather.’

There was a grim silence.

‘Shit,’ David said. ‘Another couple of weeks of lentils.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, David, people are dying,’ Mary snapped. ‘We’re lucky to have anything to eat at all.’

James cleared his throat. ‘Yeah, about that.’ He looked over at Fanny, who nodded. ‘We have a food situation. Like a “there’s not much left” situation.’

‘What? I thought you were self-sufficient,’ David said. ‘Didn’t you always say you could survive for a year if there was a nuclear war?’

Fanny blushed. ‘That was for just three of us. I’m feeding ten people here.’

‘How long do we have?’ Lesley asked.

‘A day or two,’ James confessed. ‘We need to go on a food run. There’s a Tesco four miles from here. We can go by the back roads.’

‘Will there be any food left?’ Mary asked. ‘Before the TV went out they said people were panic-buying.’

‘If it’s either that or starve, I’ll go,’ Terry offered.

‘I’ll go too,’ said Fanny, holding up a hand to forestall James’s protests. ‘I’m the one doing all the cooking so I know what to get.’

James didn’t look convinced, but Geldof knew he was struggling under the crushing weight of a lifetime being bossed about and would not be able to oppose Fanny’s command.

‘Don’t worry,’ Terry said. ‘If it looks dangerous we won’t go in.’

‘You’ll need someone to act as a lookout while the others get the food,’ David piped up. ‘I’ll go along as well.’

‘I’m not sharing a car with you,’ Fanny declared, crossing her arms. ‘Getting away from you for a while is part of the reason I want to go.’

David looked contrite. ‘Look, I know I’ve been a pain, and I’m sorry. I’m very grateful for your hospitality. I just want to help out to say thank you.’

Fanny knitted her eyebrows and regarded David. ‘That’s surprisingly gracious of you. OK, I suppose you can come.’

‘That’s settled then. Let’s leave the food up to Fanny, but we should make a shopping list of other things,’ Terry said.

‘Good idea,’ Lesley replied. ‘I need some ciggies. Some booze too.’

Suddenly everyone was shouting out essential items: toilet paper (which had been rationed to four sheets per wipe), toothpaste, soap, shower gel, batteries and so on. Once Terry had scribbled everything down, they prepared to set off.

‘You should take some weapons,’ Lesley suggested.

‘There are no tools of death here,’ Fanny countered. ‘We’re pacifists.’

‘It doesn’t have to be a real weapon. Maybe a cricket bat or something?’

‘There are tools in the shed,’ James said. ‘Pitchfork, spade, you know.’

‘Great, let’s go then,’ Terry replied. ‘Geldof, can you keep an eye out at the window, see if the street’s clear?’

Geldof ran upstairs and hung out of the window. A few minutes later, his mother, Terry and David emerged beneath him. He scanned the street and the neighbours’ gardens. Nothing was moving. He gave the thumbs-up sign. James appeared and handed a pitchfork to Terry and a hoe to David.

‘Be careful,’ James told Fanny, and kissed her.

Fanny smiled. ‘Don’t worry. Karma will protect me.’

Oh, you’re so dead, Geldof thought flippantly.

He lowered his hand as he realized that was precisely what could happen. Another strange feeling bubbled up in his chest. Unlike the triumph this was an old one, something he remembered from when he was a small boy. It was love for his mother.

‘Mum!’ he shouted.

Fanny looked up and waved. ‘Bye, Geldof! I’ll bring you back a nut bar.’

Geldof bombed downstairs, intending to rugby-tackle Fanny, which was the only way he could stop the headstrong woman going. Fanny might be a pain in the arse, but she was the only mother he had and he didn’t relish the idea of her becoming rat food. By the time he’d fumbled open the catch on the front door, only James remained in the garden. The car coughed into life on the other side of the fence and then pulled away.

‘She’ll be cool,’ James said, putting his hand on Geldof’s shoulder.

He did not sound at all convinced.
 

The back roads were indeed passable, although they had to slalom around the bullet-riddled bodies of at least a dozen cows dotted along one hundred-metre stretch. Terry kept glancing at David in the rear-view mirror as he drove.

Their reunion had been awkward, to say the least, once David’s initial happiness that Terry wasn’t dead had passed. They had been out of touch for so long that they felt almost like strangers. Terry had kept trying, but he wasn’t helped by the way David’s attention kept squirting around like an eel in a mud bath. During the stay, Terry had felt something building in his cousin. It was nothing he could put his finger on exactly, more like the subsonic hum of a generator slowly climbing towards overload. Now, however, David was calmly gazing out of the window, a small smile creasing the corner of his mouth. Either he had undergone a personality bypass, or he was up to something.

A few cars were scattered around the car park when they pulled up outside the supermarket. The sliding doors yawned open a few feet away and the daylight penetrated only a short distance inside, illuminating a news stand with glossy magazines scattered around its base and a metal rack stuffed with bunches of withered roses, chrysanthemums and lilies. The rest of the store was bathed in gloom. Terry wondered if the doors had been forced open by looters – which, it struck him, was exactly what they were – or if the fleeing manager had left the store unlocked to allow people to help themselves. Either way, anything could have wandered in.

‘Let’s just wait a bit, see if anything moves,’ Terry said.

He turned the engine off and rolled the window down a touch. The only sounds were the ticking of the car engine and the whistle of the wind. Terry had always been fond of silence, but the lack of any human noise – the chatter of children, the honk of horns, the distant whine of a lawnmower – was unnerving. There were people out there, hunkered down in their homes, yet without any visual or aural evidence, it was easy to imagine the trio in the car were the last people alive.

After five minutes of waiting and nervous glances at the entrance, Terry opened the door. ‘I’ll go have a quick look inside first.’

He edged into the store, clutching his pitchfork. Once inside, the gloom seemed less imposing and he could see up to the back aisle.

‘Hello,’ he shouted. ‘Any zombie cows in there?’

Nothing stirred in the depths of the aisles, other than the echo of his voice coming back to him.

‘It seems clear,’ he told Fanny and David. ‘Fanny, you come with me. David, you wait here. Honk if you see anything.’

‘Roger,’ David said cheerfully.

‘Fanny, maybe you should take that hoe, just in case.’

She shook her head. ‘If I see anything, I’ll run.’

‘Fine. Let’s just get in and out. I’ll go for dried goods, you get tins, as many as you can grab. OK?’

‘But I need to get some ingredients for—’

‘We don’t have time for you to run about looking for flipping cumin seeds.’

‘I’ll be fast.’

Terry, seeing the set cast of Fanny’s lips, gave in. ‘Fine. Just hurry.’

Fanny climbed out of the car. Despite her insistence on going in unarmed, she seemed keen to stay near the armed Terry, twice standing on his heels before they reached the trolley bay, where the shopping carts were chained together.

‘Crap. Have you got a pound?’ he asked. Fanny just looked at him. ‘I guess not. Well, stand back.’

Terry shoved the pitchfork under the flimsy chain holding the first trolley to its neighbour and hauled. It snapped free. He repeated the process and liberated another trolley, pushing it to Fanny. ‘Remember what I said. Grab a bunch of tins and get to the car as quickly as you can. No fannying about looking for herbs and spices.’

‘Was that supposed to be a joke?’ Fanny asked.

Terry realized his faux pas and burst out laughing. Surprisingly, she joined in. They walked along the checkouts, still tittering. Terry grabbed a handful of plastic bags and handed some to Fanny. ‘Pack as you go. It’ll be quicker.’

‘Oh. I forgot to bring my reusable bags.’ She took the plastic bags between thumb and forefinger, holding them as though they were used condoms. ‘Needs must, I suppose.’

Fanny was obviously relishing being out of the house, for she built up speed and then lifted her feet, letting the coasting trolley carry her along. She stopped at the tinned veg aisle and turned to Terry. ‘See you in five minutes.’

Terry continued, glancing up the aisles. The shelves were depleted, but there was enough left for their purposes. The virus must have descended on the area too quickly for the hordes to loot the supermarket fully. At first he gravitated to the three-for-two offers, as he had always done to stretch out his meagre salary, before realizing he wasn’t going to be paying for anything. He quickly began behaving like a contestant on Supermarket Sweep, gleefully filling his trolley with dried goods, olive oil and other items with a carefree swipe of the forearm. There was plenty of toilet paper, thank God, and he also picked up ten cans of Right Guard as well as a few of the posher aftershaves he normally couldn’t afford. Once he was satisfied with his haul, he walked back to the entrance with the intention of dumping his stuff before returning for Fanny. When he reached the front door, the car was sitting unattended in the empty car park.

‘Fucking buffoon,’ he said. ‘Where the hell is he?’

That was when he heard the shouting. He ran back into the store and saw the two adversaries near the end of the tinned meat and fish aisle. David was backing away from Fanny, who was wedged between two half-full trolleys and waving a tin in his face.

‘So much for just wanting to help out,’ she said. ‘You only wanted to fill your fat belly.’

She saw Terry and held up a tin. It was too far away for him to see what she was brandishing.

‘Pork sausages,’ she bellowed down the aisle.

‘Be reasonable, love,’ David whined. ‘I really, really need some meat.’

‘I’m not your love. I am a strong, independent woman and you will not trample over me. You’re not cooking your filthy meat in my house.’

Terry advanced to play peacemaker, cursing himself for allowing David to come on the trip. Halfway up the aisle, he stopped and cocked his head to listen. Fanny was still shouting, but above her shrill voice there was another noise. It grew louder and resolved into snuffling and grunting.

‘Guys,’ Terry called. ‘We need to leave now.’

Fanny continued to hector David as, at the rear of the aisle, a cluster of bulky pigs appeared. They came at full tilt, trotters scrabbling for purchase as they turned. David, who was looking up the aisle, pointed, his mouth open. Fanny was in full flow and did not register the change in expression. David gave up and came pelting down the aisle towards Terry, pushing one of the trolleys before him.

Terry yelled, ‘Run!’

Fanny looked after David and then turned round to face the charging pigs. Pus leaked from open sores on their faces and dripped off the end of their quivering snouts, mixing with the drool that slicked their mouths. She let out a shriek and looked at the can of sausages, horrified. Terry thought she was going to lob it at the animals. Instead she dropped it and held her hands out in a gesture of pacification.

‘They’re not mine,’ she said hurriedly.

But the pigs were not interested in the contents of the tin. Fanny flew back under the force of their charge, skidding at least five feet on her back. The animals crowded round and began tearing at her, their massive pink bodies quivering. Somehow Fanny managed to regain her feet and tried to hurdle their backs. But one of the pigs had a firm grip on her leg.

She lifted her head to look at Terry, her face screwed up in disbelief, as her fists drummed uselessly against the pink wall.

‘This isn’t fair,’ she said. ‘I’m a vegan.’

The pigs closed over her and the screaming began. David zoomed past Terry, who was still rooted to the spot.

‘Come on,’ David called urgently. ‘She’s had it.’

Terry forced himself to move forward. He stopped when one of the pigs lifted its head, let out a squeal, and trotted towards him, leaving a trail of bloody trotterprints in its wake. While Terry wanted to run, he had no desire to give the accelerating pig his back, and he could not leave Fanny to die without making an effort to save her. As the pig advanced, its intelligent gaze fixed on the sharp prongs of the pitchfork, he tucked the weapon under his arm and clambered onto the shelves. The weak metal buckled under his weight, but it held enough for him to reach the top, where he stopped to gain his balance. The pig halted directly below him and raised its front trotters to the first shelf. At first Terry thought it was going to attempt to climb after him, but it remained perched there, snout snuffling the air.

He ignored it and tottered along the shelving, moving as fast as he could and praying the creaks that greeted every footfall did not herald the complete collapse of the structure. The pig shadowed him, its beady little eyes never looking away. When Terry was close enough, he began hurling tins at the pigs savaging Fanny with as much force as he could muster. They bounced ineffectually off the fatty backs, so he began to scream at the top of his lungs as well.

‘Up here, you evil swine! Do you know how many of you I’ve killed? I’m the one you want!’

As one, the animals lifted their heads and fixed him with a row of hungry, murderous gazes. Fanny had fallen silent, and now that the pigs were not worrying at her flesh, she lay completely still, allowing him a quick glance at the raw wounds that flowered across her body. He was too late. The pig that had followed Terry once again laid its trotters on the first shelf, only this time it seemed to be trying to haul its bulk up. Rage seized Terry and he raised the pitchfork high over his head, before spearing it downward like a gladiator. The prongs dug deep into the pig’s neck, but it forged upwards, rear legs sliding on the floor. Gravity and a lack of opposable thumbs were stacked against the pig’s efforts to climb, but the other animals followed its lead, launching themselves at the shelving in an attempt to reach the fresh meat above. The top of the unit yawed forward as the bottom began to cave in, sending Terry sliding towards the edge. He overcompensated for the forward motion and suddenly his feet were no longer able to anchor him. His back slammed off the shelf behind him, and he somersaulted into the air. The motion sent his body flipping round completely, so when he landed on the hard floor in a shower of boxes of pasta, the back of his thighs took the force of the impact.

He sat there for an instant, watching the shelves shudder with the weight of the pigs on the other side, but self-preservation got him up and sprinting down the aisle towards the exit. When he reached the central passageway that cut at right angles to the aisles running from front to back, he heard the pack blundering towards him. The pig that had first singled him out was in the lead as they rounded the corner and the pitchfork, still embedded within its flesh, caught on a display of tinned ham. The swine was knocked over and sideswiped the animal trying to overtake. That, and the cascade of cans, created enough of a blockage to delay the drove.

Terry thought briefly about doubling back now the group had followed him, but Fanny’s stillness and the wounds he had witnessed from his high perch told him he would be putting himself in peril to retrieve nothing more than a corpse. Instead, he tore out into the car park, without looking back, to where David was throwing bags into the back seat.

‘Forget that,’ Terry said. ‘Let’s just go.’

Terry flung himself into the driver’s seat. David leapt in, sprawling across the few bags he had managed to load. The engine burst into life and Terry pulled away in a screeching U-turn, sending most of the bags tumbling out of the still-open door, just as the pigs emerged. They stopped on the threshold in a line, almost as though guarding their territory from further intrusion, and stared balefully at Terry as the car slipped past. Their snouts were painted with Fanny’s blood, making them look like evil red-nosed clowns.

Terry went straight over the mini roundabout and accelerated up the hill leading to the main road. His hands shook violently on the wheel, sending jitters through the whole car. In the back, David had his face buried in the plastic bags. ‘I don’t believe it,’ David said.

‘There was nothing we could do,’ Terry said, more to himself than David.

In the rear-view mirror, David’s cheeks were streaked with tears. He dug among the shopping bags and held a package aloft. ‘You don’t understand. I took Fanny’s trolley by mistake. All we got were lentils.’

A wave of disgust swept over Terry, and he swung the car out onto the road as sharply as he could. David went skidding across the seat and hit his head on the door.

‘Lentils,’ he moaned, and began to sob.
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Cold turkey
 

Geldof was leaning against the window, watching a hawk circle in the distance, when the car turned into the street. His breath fogged up the pane as he puffed out in relief. They had made it. Now he could go back to being annoyed by Fanny’s existence, rather than wishing she was there so he could give her a hug.

David got out first, clutching two plastic bags, and made a beeline for the gate. Terry remained in the car, his head resting on the dashboard. It was only when David started shouting to be let in that Terry leapt out. He looked up at the house and met Geldof’s gaze. He quickly looked away. Geldof turned his attention back to the car and waited for his mother to emerge. The doors remained closed. A knot appeared in his stomach. Maybe the army had taken her to a camp, sending David and Terry back for the others. It was possible. As he turned to run downstairs, and Mary gasped in response to something Terry had said, the knot grew into a fist that pushed against his diaphragm. Geldof’s bare feet whispered on the carpet as he descended the last few steps. Terry was standing over his father, who had collapsed onto the sofa and was stroking its blue satin covering.

‘She loved this sofa,’ he murmured. ‘I made her come four times on it once. Eight hours of solid bliss. It was our personal record.’

James’s head lolled back.

‘Where’s Mum?’ Geldof asked.

‘The wheel has turned. Fanny has ascended, transcended, transmogrified.’

Geldof redirected his question to Terry. ‘Where is she?’

‘She’s dead,’ Terry stated, looking everywhere save at Geldof.

As far as bald statements went, that one was worthy of gracing Kojak’s head, but it did not immediately register.

‘She can’t be.’

‘There were some pigs—’ Terry broke off and, lifting his head for the first time, glanced at David. ‘There was nothing we could do.’

Mary came towards Geldof, wrapped her palms around the back of his head and guided it into her bosom.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said.

Two dreams come true at once, Geldof thought vaguely, feeling an insane urge to giggle. The fist grabbed a hold of his guts, squeezing so hard he bent over and jammed his head hard against Mary’s chest. He stayed there awhile, numb save for his stomach, until he noticed Mary’s dress was wet. He turned his head away from the moist patch and then realized the source of the wetness.

I’m crying, he thought. And then started to bawl.
 

‘Stupid woman!’

Geldof sat on the floor in his parents’ room, now just his father’s room, slamming his fist repeatedly against the side of the wardrobe. The medieval curses had been tossed aside for their more forceful descendants, but Geldof was not as well-practised in the art of profanity as David and was struggling to find the expletives to convey just how furious he was.

‘She never bloody listened to anyone, always had to do things her way. Now she’s fucking dead! Stupid crappy fucking sod.’

‘Don’t be angry,’ James, who was sprawled on the bed clutching Fanny’s pillow, said softly.

Geldof kicked the bed frame. ‘Why shouldn’t I be angry? She was an opinionated control freak who cared more about her principles than her own bloody son.’

‘I know Fanny said some things to you that seemed shitty, man, but—’

Geldof blazed across James’s attempt at mollification. ‘What, you mean like humanity is a plague and that she regretted adding to the problem by having me? Is that the kind of thing you mean?’

James waved his hand. ‘Yeah. But she never meant it, you know?’

‘So when she said I was a lead weight dragging her back down into the sea of consumerism – you know, that time I asked her to buy me a new school uniform because she had spilled paint intended for some rich woman’s fur coat on it – she was just having a laugh?’

‘You got to understand what she was. When I met her, she was just eighteen. She had a warrior’s soul. She just wanted to screw and fight.’

‘You’re a bigger idiot than she was. You’re talking to your fifteen-year-old son here, remember?’

James showed no sign of having heard. ‘You made it harder for her to be who she was.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. Did my existence get in the way of her plans?’

‘We wanted to get an abortion, but we were travelling through Africa, deep in the bush, when we found out.’

‘Are you supposed to be consoling me?’ Geldof asked. ‘I’m an aborted abortion, that’s what you’re saying?’

Still James kept going. ‘We kind of hoped she might miscarry. All those diseases in Africa, bumpy buses, bad hygiene, civil wars. But you clung on.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Geldof shouted at his impervious father. ‘You really are a halfwit, aren’t you?’

James finally lifted his head and met Geldof’s gaze. His eyes looked like they had been yanked out, dunked in a bowl of freshly chopped onions for an hour, then stuffed back into the sockets – a combination of crying and a four-hour marathon of back-to-back mega spliffs, the whole stash gone in one fell swoop.

‘Do you have a point, or are you just trying to make me feel worse?’ Geldof asked.

‘Point. Yeah. The point is, when you came out, she forgot all that and just loved you. She never stopped.’

‘Oh.’

The knot Geldof had been trying to cough up dissolved. He stopped punching the wardrobe and his eyes filled with tears again. Before he could wildly seesaw into a blubbering wreck, his father came to the rescue. ‘She could barely tear herself away from staring at you to eat the placenta. Fried it myself with some garlic.’

Geldof got up, rubbing blood from his skinned knuckles on his trousers, and sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Didn’t that go against your vegan principles?’

James shrugged. ‘Nah, nothing died.’ He struggled to a seated position. ‘She was rough on you, I know, but she just wanted you to live right. That’s why she protected you from your granddad.’

‘What, Granddad Peters? Why did I need protecting from him?’

‘No. Granddad Carstairs.’

‘Eh? I thought he died before I was born.’

A light briefly came on in the depths of James’s bloodshot eyes. ‘Ah. I forgot. Sorry, Fanny.’

‘Forgot what?’

‘Don’t suppose it matters now.’

‘What doesn’t matter?’

‘He’s not dead. He still lives in London. We moved to Scotland to get away from him. Fanny used her trust fund to buy this house and the shop. He doesn’t know where we are.’

‘He’s not dead? Why did you lie, then? Was he a paedophile?’

James shook his head. ‘Worse. You know Carstairs Coffee?’

‘Of course. They sell it everywhere. What, he owns the company?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hell’s teeth!’ Geldof exclaimed, giving up on his experiment with real swear words. ‘He must be loaded.’

‘Filthy rich. And he wanted to leave it to you, his only male heir.’

‘Hold on. He wanted to give me his massive coffee empire?’

James nodded.

‘I’m struggling to see the problem here.’

‘His coffee wasn’t Fairtrade. We visited one of the plantations in Cameroon. They treated those workers like slaves.’

James sighed and flumped back down onto the bed, seemingly exhausted by what might well have been the longest conversation Geldof had ever had with him.

Geldof sat on the edge of the bed, stunned.

I should be angry again, he thought. She’s cheated me out of millions.

But the whole situation was so ludicrous, and so typical of Fanny, that he had to suppress the urge to laugh. It struck him that, now she was gone, maybe he didn’t have to hate her. So often he had longed for his mother to disappear. He had never explicitly wished her dead: sure, he had occasionally imagined her developing a catastrophic nut allergy that ended with a fountain of Brazil nuts exploding out of her abdomen, or having her head kicked in by a police horse at a demo against the Iraq war, but those were just boyish fantasies.

Suddenly, fond memories flooded in. There was the trip to Glasgow Zoo when he was five, when she chained them both to the lion enclosure and demanded the beast be set free. Geldof had treated it as a fun game, even when the lion sauntered over to investigate the fresh meal someone had chained up for him. One zookeeper had had to keep it at bay with a pole so his colleague could put a tranquillizer dart in it as they waited for the fire brigade to arrive with cutting equipment.

Then there was the Arbroath Weekend Naturist Retreat, which she took Geldof to when he was seven. He was allowed to remain clothed since it was late autumn and he had the flu, and he passed a happy three days peering at jiggling breasts (his curious gaze allowed to roam freely by the shielding depths of his parka) with a fascination he didn’t quite fully understand.

And living in a tree-house in Pollok Park for three months as Fanny and her friends tried to stop a new motorway being built was a two-year-old boy’s dream. He still remembered raining conkers down on the hats of the police officers who were forced to keep a 24-hour watch on the protesters, egged on by his delighted mother.

Now he thought about it, their relationship only deteriorated when he hit puberty and developed, along with a raging brew of hormones, a finely honed sense of embarrassment. Now he was motherless. Effectively an orphan, since his father rarely put in an appearance on planet Earth other than to ask where the skins were. Geldof got up, crossed to his mother’s wardrobe and climbed inside. Her smell – earthy, sweaty and comforting – enveloped him. He pulled a dress off a hook and curled up around it. His eyelids started to droop and soon he nodded off.

When he awoke, his cheek was on fire. He burst from the wardrobe, rolled over and came to his feet like a marine. He fought the urge to claw at his face where the hemp dress had brought his skin up in massive hives.

Accursed hemp! he thought.

That was when it hit him. He no longer needed to wear hemp. His father had never been bothered about that particular rule, or any rule for that matter, and Fanny was no longer around to enforce it. Thirty seconds later, Geldof was bollock naked. Aside from the normal relief of having the chafing items off his skin, his body tingled with the prospect of never having to don hemp again. In his elation, he forgot the house was full of guests and high-stepped into the hallway for a victory lap. Mary was before him, heading for the toilet. She shrieked, while Geldof cupped his balls and hopped sideways back into the room. He slammed the door shut and leaned against it, his heart thumping. Then he began to laugh. Finally, Fanny’d had her way. He had become a nudist.
 

That evening they gathered for what James said was a Buddhist ceremony to help Fanny’s spirit journey to its next receptacle. They gathered in a semicircle around the statue which was to represent her physical form: a two-foot-high, bright-red carving of a grumpy-looking god with droopy moobs and startlingly large male genitalia. It seemed particularly pertinent to Lesley that James had chosen an icon with huge balls to stand in for his wife, which was a comment on the nature of their relationship if ever there was one. Blue streams of smoke curled from incense sticks placed either side of the statue and circled James like the vapour trails of miniature fighter planes. The sandalwood scent was cloying, yet it still failed to quell the stale reek of nine humans who had run out of soap and toilet paper.

Only Constance was exempt from participating, which was fair enough considering she was still on the sofa looking like she was not only at death’s door, but had rung the bell and was listening for footsteps on the other side. James stood in the middle of the semicircle, swaying back and forth. Everybody else was in their own private little world. Mary was busy oozing motherly compassion towards Geldof, who still looked dazed; the twins were kicking each other’s shins; and David seemed to be licking his lips and gazing at the professor.

James stopped swaying and said, ‘Fanny is dead, but her spirit does not yet realize it. We must help her understand she has left this world and help her find her way to her next life.’ He bowed his head. ‘Please, hold hands.’

Terry’s warm palm enfolded Lesley’s instantly. Her hand tingled and she had to resist the impulse to squeeze. David grabbed her other hand roughly a few seconds later, smearing her palm with a slick of sweat. She grimaced.

‘Now, repeat after me,’ James intoned. ‘Anicca vata sankhara, uppadavayadhammino. Uppajjitva nirujjhanti tesam vupasamo sukho.’

Silence followed.

‘Could you say that again please?’ Lesley asked.

‘Anicca vata sankhara, uppadavayadhammino. Uppajjitva nirujjhanti tesam vupasamo sukho,’ James repeated, this time with a bit more emphasis.

‘I’m not sure I can pronounce that,’ Terry said. ‘Can we do it in English? I think Fanny would understand.’

‘That might be a problem,’ James replied, his voice losing its significant tone.

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know what it means. I got it out of one of Fanny’s books. I think it helps.’ His shoulders slumped. ‘This was more her thing.’

‘So you have no clue what you’re doing,’ David stated.

James looked at each one of them in turn, his eyes full of sorrow. ‘No.’

‘I don’t know how much more of this I can take,’ David said.

‘You’ll take as much as you have to,’ Terry snapped at him.

Lesley pinched David’s palm hard – Terry had told her what had really happened in the store – and was gratified to hear him let out a girlish yelp.

‘Don’t worry, James,’ she said. ‘Just say whatever you think will help and we’ll all try and will her soul onward.’

The gratitude that flooded James’s face was so pathetic Lesley could not look at him. He cleared his throat and addressed the statue. ‘Fanny. I hope you can hear me. Er, you’re dead. Sorry. It’s a total bummer. Geldof and me, we’re completely freaked out. And sad, too.’

Geldof nodded in agreement.

‘But dead’s dead, you know? You need to face it and move on.’

He fell silent. Lesley tried her hardest to will Fanny on to her next life. All she could conjure up was an image of body parts being slowly digested and compressed into pig pellets.

‘Is that it?’ David asked.

‘Yes,’ James responded. ‘Now we need to burn the statue.’

He pulled out a lighter.

‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ Lesley said, seized with images of fleeing a burning house only to be confronted by an array of zombie wildlife rushing to pig out on the human barbecue.

‘It’s part of the ritual.’

Lesley moved to stop him, but Terry tightened his grip on her hand.

‘Leave him be,’ he whispered. ‘He’ll never get it on fire with that.’

The words had barely died on Terry’s lips when James whipped out a can of lighter fluid, sprayed the statue and lit up his Zippo in one fluid motion. Flames spewed up from the god, lapping eagerly at the ceiling and wall. Burning lighter fluid dripped from the end of the god’s penis. The carpet promptly ignited.

‘Fucking hell!’ Terry shouted and leapt forward. He stamped on the flames, succeeding only in setting fire to his sock. ‘Somebody get some water!’

Lesley dashed for the kitchen, knocking aside David, who landed heavily on the professor. She grabbed the first pot she could get her hands on and chucked it under the tap. When she dashed back out, Terry was hopping around, beating at his foot with a cushion. The twins were staring at the spectacle with obvious glee. James was curled up in a ball in the corner, while David was still sprawled across the professor, his chest pressed hard across her mouth and nose, preventing her from breathing. Lesley slapped him on the top of the head as she ran past. Constance took a shuddering breath as he shifted.

‘Get some water,’ Lesley told him.

Three minutes and ten pots of water later, the fire was out. The only physical damage was a black hole in the carpet, soot marks up the wall and a charred statue. James, however, was a mess.

‘There must be some in the shed,’ he was repeating as he rocked back and forth in the corner.

Geldof stood over him, tentatively trying to console him. James sprang to his feet and pushed past his son.

‘There is,’ James said. ‘I left it under a plant pot!’

He threw back the curtains and disappeared out through the patio door, letting in a light breeze that set the smoke swirling around the room.

‘Should we go after him?’ Lesley asked the room.

Geldof answered by pointing to the fence. A grey squirrel had appeared. As they watched, another one popped up, then another, then another, until there were at least a dozen lined up.

‘They’re back,’ he said.

‘So?’ Lesley said. ‘They’re only squirrels.’

The largest squirrel scrabbled down the fence and charged at the patio door. Terry hauled the door shut just as it leapt. It thumped off the glass and rebounded at least two feet, leaving behind a little red smear. It got up immediately and came charging back, this time followed by its pals. They thudded off the patio door like large furry raindrops. Terry pulled the curtain closed. The thuds carried on.

‘Do you think Dad will be OK out there?’ Geldof asked.

‘As long as he stays in the shed and keeps quiet, he’ll be fine,’ Lesley replied.

A flurry of crashes and bangs emanated from the shed as James’s search for his stash became more frantic. There was a brief pause, followed by a loud wail. The thudding against the glass stopped.

Lesley and Terry looked at each other.

‘We should go get him,’ Terry said.

‘We need some weapons,’ Lesley responded.

Geldof sprinted to the cupboard under the stairs. His head disappeared inside for a few seconds, before he emerged with two wooden tennis racquets, both of them missing strings. Another wail sounded from outside, this time one of pain.

‘Oh, fuck it,’ Terry said. ‘Good enough.’

He grabbed the racquets and handed one to Lesley.

Terry slid open the door and they stepped outside. James had emerged from the shed and was staggering around the garden, knocking over the approach ramp of his assault course. A squirrel hung from each earlobe as others spiralled around his body. One of the squirrels that had yet to mount James saw the two of them and scampered over. Three feet away it flung itself into the air. Lesley didn’t think, just swung her arm up in a powerful arc Serena Williams would have been proud of and caught the squirrel flush with the centre of the racquet. The squirrel sailed over the fence, performing cartwheels as it went.

Lesley laughed out loud, emboldened by the savage thrill thrumming up her arm. They advanced on James and his mono-coloured squirrel nightmare coat. It took three sturdy thwacks – the blows accompanied by enraged squeaks and grunts of pain from both James and the rodents – to knock each squirrel off. The one attached to James’s left ear came away with a piece of lobe still held between its teeth. When James was desquirrelled, Terry gave the wounded animals writhing on the ground the tennis-racquet equivalent of a single bullet to the head. When he was done, the strings were spattered with gore.

They helped James indoors, locking the patio door behind them, and sat him at the bottom of the stairs. While his face was smeared with blood, the wounds were superficial. The worst injury was to his ear, but even that was only oozing. He allowed Mary to tend to his wounds and then let Terry lead him up to his room, with Geldof in close attendance.

‘That was truly weird,’ Lesley said.

‘So what do we do now?’ David asked.

‘We go to bed. I don’t think I could take any more insanity today.’

‘I mean what do we do about Squirrel-boy?’

‘I don’t get you.’

‘What if he gets what they have?’

Lesley thought for a minute. ‘I haven’t seen any humans behaving like that. Have you?’

‘No. But can you be sure?’

‘No,’ she said grudgingly.

‘I think we should tie him to the bed.’

‘Don’t you think the poor man has been through enough?’ Mary asked.

‘Do you want him to tear you to pieces in the middle of the night? Or rip out the twins’ throats?’

Mary harrumphed, but did not respond.

‘I’ll talk to Terry,’ Lesley said, and hauled herself to her feet.

As she climbed the stairs, she wondered how she was going to persuade Geldof to allow his father, who in one day had lost his wife, almost set fire to the house and then been mauled by squirrels, to be tied to the bed in case he turned into a slavering, homicidal zombie.

I’ll never, ever complain about having a bad day again, she thought.
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Letting the cat out of the bag
 

James presented no objection to being lashed to the bed, having lapsed into a coma-like state. Geldof was also amenable to the idea of tying up a potential zombie, father or not, since he was sleeping in the same room. To make matters even easier, Lesley found four short lengths of rope stashed beneath the marital bed, each with an easy-tighten noose. She passed the tying-up duty to Terry. An ex-boyfriend had persuaded her to try bondage a few times, and while she had no strong feelings for or against, she knew how easy it was for bodily fluids to contaminate the equipment.

As Terry tightly lashed a compliant James to the bedposts, Lesley watched Geldof, who was sitting in the corner hugging his knees.

‘Are you OK?’ she asked.

‘I’m fine,’ he replied, although he didn’t really look it.

Lesley felt a flush of sympathy for the boy, and found herself volunteering to sleep in the room as well. Terry looked as though he was going to object at first, then just nodded. Geldof seemed indifferent.

As soon as the door clicked shut, Geldof crawled into his makeshift bed. Before too long he was breathing deeply. Lesley lay awake, staring at the crack in the curtains and longing for a cigarette. She imagined Brown, glasses glinting in the moonlight, heels click-clacking on the pavement as he stalked the streets with a gun dangling from his hand. Sometimes he slipped unseen through a herd of infected cows, other times he blasted his way through just for the sheer sport of it. He peered through keyholes and listened at windows; he clambered onto rooftops to survey the horizon; he crawled through sewers and up narrow pipes to emerge from toilet bowls, his head swivelling like a periscope before slowly descending again. Through it all, his suit stayed immaculately pressed, his handkerchief pert and pristine, his eyes dead. On he came, relentless, unforgiving, invulnerable, until he stood beneath the window and softly called out Lesley’s name.

She woke with a start. The only illumination came from a shaft of moonlight that fell onto the bottom of the bed. Even though she knew she had been dreaming, she was too scared to crawl to the window and look out. She instantly forgot the dream, however, when a throaty moan emanated from somewhere in the gloom.

Lesley sat bolt upright. The moan came again, this time longer and higher in pitch. She had seen enough zombie films to know what that moan meant and patted the floor frantically until she remembered she had left the tennis racquet downstairs. Not that it would have made much difference: it would need more than an amateur forehand to kill an adult human zombie. She was about to break into a fast crawl for the door when the moan came again. It was between her and the exit. James had freed himself and was feasting on his son’s flesh. Lesley panted like a forty-a-day man on a treadmill and pressed her back against the wall, waiting for a shambling figure to materialize and rip her throat out.

If only I’d acted like a real journalist and got the story out, I wouldn’t be stuck in this room about to be munched up by the ultimate oxymoron, a vegan zombie, she thought.

The moan came again. Only this time there was something distinctly non-zombielike about it.

It sounds like someone having sex, she thought. Then it hit her exactly what was going on. It was almost as bad as being eaten alive.

‘Ooooooooohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, Mary!’ Geldof moaned.

‘I don’t believe this,’ Lesley said through clenched teeth.

The teenage libido was amazing. The kid’s mother had just died and his father had been mauled by zombie squirrels, yet he could still have a wet dream. Lesley lay back on the floor with one ear pressed into the carpet and a hand over the other.

‘Of course you can, Lesley,’ Geldof called out. ‘There’s plenty to go round.’

‘Right, that’s it.’

Lesley rooted around in the gloom until her hand closed on her dead mobile phone, which she kept near her out of habit. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness and she took aim at the sleeping, moaning lump. The phone bounced off Geldof’s head in mid-groan.

‘Ow!’ he said and sat up, rubbing his skull.

She waited twenty seconds before letting out a soft snore. Geldof’s silhouette stayed upright for a while, probably checking if his father was still tied to the bed. Then he lay down again.

That’ll teach you, little pervert, Lesley thought, and was almost immediately struck by guilt. The kid had been in a happy, if disgusting, place and she had woken him up to a reality in which his mother had just died.

She didn’t feel bad for long though: a few minutes later, the moans were back in full swing. Lesley pulled the jacket she had been using as a pillow over her head. If she was lucky, maybe it would suffocate her.
 

When Lesley woke again, James was still tied to the bed, while Geldof was fast asleep. As she stepped over the kid, she resisted the urge to kick him for including her in his fantasy. The twins were asleep on the floor in the living room when she went down for some water. She wondered if they too were fantasizing about her. Having one adolescent male creaming his pants over her was more than enough. She was just about to walk over and give them both a kick, just in case, when she spotted Terry draped across the armchair near the patio window, watching her. A poker lay on one arm of the seat and a kitchen knife on the other.

Why didn’t we get those last night instead of tennis racquets? Lesley thought.

‘Anything to report, soldier?’ she asked.

Terry shrugged. ‘Some scratching, scrabbling. A few big thumps and grunts. I decided it was best not to look.’

Terry unfolded his legs, which were still clad in the nasty purple trousers. Not that she was in a position to criticize. She had been forced to raid Fanny’s wardrobe for night clothes and was wearing a purple T-shirt and a pair of voluminous orange cotton trousers with dragons curling mystically up each leg. While Lesley would normally never be seen dead in new-age trousers, never mind a dead woman’s new-age trousers, they were the only piece of clothing suitable for sleeping that did not bear the ghostly imprint of Fanny’s camel toe – a reminder of sartorial inelegance from beyond the grave that Lesley could live without.

‘I take it from the fact you didn’t come staggering downstairs pouring blood from multiple bite wounds that James didn’t catch the virus,’ Terry remarked.

Lesley didn’t get the chance to tell Terry there were far worse things that could happen to a woman.

‘Of course he didn’t catch it,’ a weak voice said. ‘It isn’t designed to pass to humans.’

Lesley whirled round. Constance’s eyes were open and she was trying to raise herself onto an elbow. Terry rushed over and helped her, prompting body-racking groans.

‘How you feeling?’ Terry asked.

Constance smoothed down her hair and squinted at Terry. ‘Terrible. You’re an awful doctor. But if you were to bring me a glass of water, I could forgive you.’

Terry filled a glass from the tap and handed it over to Constance. She took a few big gulps, and then let loose a hacking cough. Flecks of blood dotted the glass. Terry and Lesley exchanged looks.

The professor examined the glass and smiled sadly. ‘My own fault, I suppose.’ She beckoned Lesley closer. ‘I have something for you.’ She pointed to her leather satchel, which had been stuffed into Fanny’s bookcase. ‘Fetch me my bag, if you wouldn’t mind.’

Lesley stared at the satchel and mentally kicked herself. She had forgotten all about it. Colin would have emptied it out days ago and picked through every item, looking for evidence. Not only that, there might be more fags in it: she had smoked the last of the stolen packet days ago and had been sucking on charred matchsticks to ward off her cravings. She brought the bag over to Constance, who rummaged inside.

‘I had planned to get this out by myself. That’s not going to happen now.’ Constance held up a tiny 64GB USB flash drive in one frail, shaking hand. The stubby neon-pink device was shockingly bright in comparison with Constance’s skin, which was a deathly grey.

‘All the essential project data are on here,’ Constance continued. ‘Technical data, minutes, emails from government officials, everything you need.’

Lesley took the drive, turning it over in her hand. She didn’t believe in God, or fate, or karma, yet here, in a device no bigger than her finger, was everything she needed to turn her into a famous journalist. She was suddenly seized with the certainty she was meant to get the story out. She had buggered up royally, proved again and again she was the worst kind of hack, yet here she was being handed another chance. Lesley, driven by the lack of any pockets in the trousers, tucked the drive into her bra, next to her suddenly racing heart.

‘So what exactly is this project then?’ Terry asked.

‘Biological warfare,’ Constance said. ‘We were just one of dozens of research teams working on weapons. Our task was to engineer a virus that would attack the food chain.’

‘Why the food chain?’ he asked.

‘Lots of reasons: economic damage, political destabilization, destroying another country’s cattle herd so they would be forced to buy British beef.’

‘If it’s aimed at the food chain, why do they attack people?’ Lesley asked.

Constance perked up a little, and answered with another question. ‘Tell me, what is our greatest driving force?’

‘Getting to the top of the property ladder?’ Terry suggested.

‘Very droll, but no. Procreation. Passing on our genes. Ensuring the survival of our species. Let me ask you another question. Why do people sneeze when they have a cold? What purpose does the sneeze serve for the virus?’

Lesley bit her lower lip and looked at Constance, who rolled her hand in encouragement.

‘To pass itself on, survive,’ Lesley ventured.

‘Exactly! The animals may look and act angry, but they are simply tools for this virus to multiply. Once that is achieved, and we supercharged the virus so it happens quickly, the host no longer has an interest in attacking. So, one infected animal won’t attack another, unless it is for food. People can’t be infected, so the animal will attack until there is nothing left but scraps.’

‘That doesn’t explain why they want to shag you as well,’ Terry said.

Constance looked down. When she spoke, her voice was hoarse. ‘We were playing with multiple transmission methods: airborne, bodily fluids and so on. We put them all in to start with: they have sores to help the virus get out, they sneeze, they try to get it directly into the bloodstream by attacking. And yes, the males can try to pass it on through intercourse.’

‘That’s pervy,’ Terry said.

‘I told you: it was still experimental.’

‘More like just mental,’ Terry muttered.

‘Well, it wasn’t my idea,’ Constance retorted, briefly recovering a little fire. ‘My colleagues – all male, might I add – thought it was funny.’

‘Are you sure it can’t infect humans?’ Lesley asked.

‘It wasn’t designed to transfer to people, or birds for that matter. They’re too mobile. The government wanted a virus that could be released into an enemy country and stay there.’

‘There’s no way it could mutate?’ Terry asked.

Constance sipped her water, prompting another bout of coughing and more blood. ‘We hadn’t tested it in the field. To be honest, none of us ever expected it to be used. We were treating it as an academic exercise.’

‘So my mates are dead because of an academic exercise?’ Terry asked.

He leaned closer to Constance, and Lesley tensed. He looked as though he was going to finish the old biddy off himself. Instead, he simply took the glass, now empty, and placed it on the floor.

‘I’m sorry,’ Constance said. ‘Nobody wanted this to happen.’

They sat in grim silence until Lesley, who had relaxed and returned to her cross-legged position on the floor, said, ‘Will the virus kill the animals, or can it just go away on its own, like the flu?’

‘It won’t go away, but it won’t necessarily kill them either. There are many viruses people live with their whole lives – herpes for example.’

‘Are you saying the animals that have it won’t die?’ Terry asked.

‘No. The virus doesn’t make them invulnerable. It just jazzes up the nervous system, makes them ignore pain in much the same way that PCP does.’

‘PCP?’

‘Angel dust, I believe, was the street name. You must remember the stories about addicts in the US punching through car windows to steal handbags. They were able to do so because their pain receptors were suppressed. It’s the same with the animals. They can be killed. It just takes longer for them to understand they are dead.’

‘Like the cow in the abattoir,’ Terry said, his face grim.

‘So why hasn’t the army cleaned up yet?’ Lesley asked.

‘I would expect they are trying,’ Constance replied. ‘You would have to firebomb every square inch of the country, including the sewers, to eradicate every infected animal. Don’t believe for a minute that won’t happen here either.’

‘What? You mean we could be fried?’

Constance shrugged then winced in quick succession. ‘I don’t doubt the option is on the table. If you’re concerned about possible mutation, then you can be sure people with access to heavy weaponry are too.’

‘Great. Murderous animals and trigger-happy generals. Anything else we should be worried about?’ Lesley asked.

‘I have a vague recollection of hitting Brown with my car. I don’t suppose it killed him?’

Terry shook his head.

There was a long silence as Constance, whose breathing had grown shallower, seemed to muster the strength to speak.

‘Then you have a bigger problem,’ she said. She peered around the living room. ‘Where are we? I hope you weren’t foolish enough to go home.’

‘We’re staying with my cousin’s friend,’ Terry replied.

‘Then Brown will find you.’

‘He’s not a real cousin.’

‘That should buy you some time, but he will come. How long have we been here?’

‘Four days.’

Talking was clearly now a major effort for Constance, blood-flecked lips barely moving as she spoke.

‘Then I suggest you get moving. He won’t stop until you’re all dead, do you understand? Your only chance is to get the evidence out of the country and go public. Then they can’t touch you.’

Constance reached out a shaking hand to Lesley, who moved closer, only for the hand to grasp her T-shirt and yank her forward with surprising strength. ‘Promise me you’ll get the evidence out. We deserve to suffer for what we did.’

‘I promise,’ Lesley said.

Constance released her grip and fell back. Either she was satisfied with the answer or she was about to pop her clogs. She let out a wet, hacking cough. Blood, thick and dark, oozed over her bottom lip. Her hand fell limp onto her chest.

‘Is she dead?’ Terry asked.

Lesley bent over to listen to Constance’s chest. ‘I think so, poor old biddy.’

‘I heard that,’ Constance said weakly, then died properly.
 

The remaining adults, at least those who weren’t lying in a coma with drool on their chin, as James had been when Lesley checked on him mid-morning, sat around the kitchen table at lunch, spooning kidney beans and rice into their mouths. The children had elected to eat their makeshift meal upstairs, away from the corpse.

Through the kitchen door, Lesley could see Constance’s feet sticking out of the sheet Terry had covered her with. Her big toe, painted the same shade of pink her lips had been before they were stained with blood, protruded from a hole in her tights. Lesley’s mother had always warned her against wearing ancient underwear or hosiery with holes in it, just in case she got knocked down by a bus and then had to suffer the embarrassment of presenting her scabby gusset to the mortuary attendant. Constance had seemed so proper, just like her mum. Lesley was sure lying dead in a room full of strangers with an exposed toe would upset her, so she got up and pulled the sheet down. This made her feel slightly less guilty about raking through the satchel half an hour after Constance had died and appropriating the packet of cigarettes she found in there. She came back into the kitchen in time to see David throw down his spoon. It bounced off the table and clattered to the floor.

‘This is disgusting,’ he barked. He pushed back his chair and crossed to the window to peer into the garden, where the bodies of the squirrels were still strewn across the grass. ‘What do you think fried squirrel would taste like?’

At first Lesley thought he was joking, but his voice was soft and serious, as though he were talking to himself.

‘Probably chicken,’ he mumbled. ‘Everything tastes like chicken. Even hamster.’

‘They were infected, remember?’ Lesley told him.

David didn’t reply.

‘We need to talk about what we’re going to do,’ Terry said. ‘I agree with David that we can’t keep living on tinned beans.’

Smart, Lesley thought. Make it seem like someone else’s idea.

Terry and Lesley had already conducted a quiet discussion in the toilet earlier and decided to leave – although where to, they had no clear idea. Even without the threat of Brown, there seemed little point staying put and hoping the cavalry would arrive with a bottle of wine, five roast chickens and tiramisu for dessert. Lesley touched her bra, reassuring herself the flash drive was still there. She had wanted to pack and leave immediately. Terry had refused to go without at least inviting the others. His selflessness was admirable, although not so admirable that Lesley shared it. She was hoping the others would elect to stay. A smaller group could move faster.

‘Not to mention we also have a dead body to deal with,’ Terry continued. ‘That’s a hygiene problem right there.’

He paused, waiting for somebody else to speak. Mary just kept munching her rice and beans and David kept staring out of the window.

Ah well, Lesley thought. So much for diplomacy.

‘We should make a run for it,’ she declared.

‘Make a run for it?’ David responded, without turning. ‘To where, exactly? And how? Our trip to the supermarket wasn’t exactly a glorious fucking success.’

Lesley opened her mouth. Terry nudged her under the table with his foot.

‘Let’s think this through,’ he said. ‘Our first problem is what to do with the professor. We can’t just leave her there.’

‘We can put her in the garden,’ Mary suggested.

‘That might attract more animals,’ Lesley said.

‘Dump her in the cellar then,’ Mary replied.

‘That would buy us time,’ Terry acknowledged, ‘but our next problem is food. We’ve maybe got enough to last a few days. After that, we’re screwed.’

Now they have to realize it’s time to split, Lesley thought.

David wasn’t going to play ball. ‘I’ve got an idea that solves both problems.’ He walked over to the doorway and nodded towards the shrouded body. ‘We eat her.’

‘David!’ Mary scolded. ‘That’s foul.’

‘Is it?’ he asked. ‘She’s dead. It’s not like we’re killing her. Loads of people have had to eat their dead to survive.’

‘People trapped in the mountains after a plane crash or stranded on a desert island!’ Mary exclaimed. ‘We have options.’

‘You mean starve in this hippie shit-hole or be ripped apart in the streets?’

David stared at Constance as though sizing up the prime cuts. ‘Nobody would blame us.’ He turned to his wife to make a direct appeal. ‘If I had died, I would want you to eat me.’

Suddenly Mary was on her feet. ‘What’s wrong with you? You’re ready for cannibalism after a week without meat?’

‘I can smell it everywhere,’ David said. ‘I get sick if I don’t have it.’

Mary narrowed her eyes. ‘Really? Do you know how many times I’ve slipped veggie mince into your shepherd’s pie and lasagne without you noticing?’

‘You didn’t.’

Mary nodded deliberately. David’s face went redder than a British tourist’s beer gut after a day passed-out drunk on a Spanish beach.

‘That’s out-fucking-rageous,’ he shouted. Even six feet away and shielded by Mary, Lesley had to lean back to avoid getting a saliva shower. ‘How could you do that to me?’

‘I had to do something to stop you clogging up your arteries. I wanted my boys to have a father when they were older.’ Mary’s voice turned frosty. ‘Now I’m not sure you’re the right man for the job.’

David lifted his hand, and for a split second Lesley thought he was going to slap his wife. Instead he reached out imploringly. Mary turned away and sat down.

‘What do you have in mind?’ she asked Terry.

David hovered briefly by the doorway and then walked out. The stairs creaked and then the bathroom door clicked.

Lesley glanced over at Terry, who was frowning deeply.

‘All I know is we need to get out of the country. But the airports and ports are closed, and the roads are probably blocked. I was thinking if we could get to the River Clyde, we could steal a boat and sail to Ireland or something.’

‘Can anybody sail?’ Mary asked.

There was silence.

‘That’s out then, unless anybody is keen to end up bobbing about on the Atlantic,’ Lesley said.

‘We could head for the Chunnel,’ Mary suggested.

‘The trains are off. Plus it’s a long way away,’ Terry objected.

‘We could drive down the railway lines, no traffic to deal with, and then drive or walk through the tunnel to France.’

Terry leaned back in his chair and rubbed his jaw. ‘That’s not a bad idea.’

‘Do you have a car?’ Lesley asked Mary.

‘Yes, a BMW. But we’d have to go into our house to get the keys. I’m not sure that’s safe.’

‘Well, we’ll have to do it. There are eight of us, assuming David’s coming and we can talk Geldof into it, so we’ll both need cars.’

‘The twins and I are coming,’ Mary said. ‘What David does is up to him.’

‘Fine. I suggest we leave first thing tomorrow morning,’ Terry replied. ‘We need the rest of the day to get organized.’

Mary got up to go to speak to the twins, leaving Terry and Lesley seated at the table. Lesley thought the plan sounded feasible. If they were in the car, the animals couldn’t get them and they could be in Paris in a few days. She could march into the offices of the International Herald Tribune, offer them the story, and then wait for the awards to start flooding in.

Her thoughts of journalistic acclaim were interrupted by Terry. ‘Let’s get the body into the cellar.’

‘Why? We’re leaving tomorrow anyway.’

‘Let’s just say I’d rather she was out of sight. Less temptation.’

Lesley remembered David’s solution to their food problem. ‘You don’t think he was serious, do you?’

‘Remember the hamster, that’s all I’m saying.’

Terry went through to the living room, and Lesley followed. She took the ankles, which were so thin she could have used one hand to grab them both, grimacing at how cold they felt. As they lifted the body, she caught movement in the corner of her vision. She looked over her shoulder and saw David, sitting at the top of the stairs. There was hunger in his eyes.
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A midnight snack
 

Terry lay in the bath, which he had laboriously filled with water heated on the gas stove, scrubbing at his armpits. He had hidden the last piece of soap inside a crack in the bath’s plastic sheathing two days before, with little guilt. After all, he was the smelliest of the group and was really doing everyone else a favour. It was well after dark, and he really should have been sleeping since they were planning to hit the road at dawn. But this might be his last chance to wash for a few days.

The afternoon and evening had been spent preparing for the journey: packing their meagre food supplies and planning the logistics. Terry wondered to himself if they would make it out alive. Both cars had at least half a tank of fuel, so they would have time to figure out how and where to fill up again. He wasn’t sure if pumps were going to be working and was nervous about the safety of standing exposed on a forecourt while the tank slowly filled. The alternative was sucking petrol out of abandoned cars, which would likely be even more time-consuming and dangerous.

He at last pulled himself out of the bath, dried off and pulled on a fresh pair of James’s boxers and a T-shirt. He was creeping downstairs, trying not to wake the others, when he heard a rhythmic rubbing, like sawing without the rasp. Terry didn’t like the wet undertone to the sound. He crossed to the armchair, stepping over the sleeping twins, and picked up the poker. The kitchen knife was gone. He had a horrible feeling he knew exactly where it was.

He tiptoed to the hallway. The cellar door was ajar, allowing the ominous rubbing to float up to the ground floor. A faint light flickered from below. Terry slipped through the door and felt for the first step. He inched his way down and edged his head round the corner just as the rubbing gave way to a wet rip.

There, in the middle of the cellar, was a scene right out of a satanic ritual, albeit one involving an anally obsessed occult group. Constance’s body was lying face down on the dusty concrete in the middle of a circle of tea-light candles. Her skirt, tights and pants were yanked down to her ankles, exposing a scrawny buttock blotched purple with pooled blood. Where the other one should have been was a bloody hole. David knelt above the body, kitchen knife in hand. From his other hand dangled the severed cheek. Terry let out a soft grunt of disgust.

David snapped his head up. Terry couldn’t read his expression – his eye sockets were buried in shadow.

‘I’m going to cook it,’ David said hoarsely, as if fifteen minutes of vigorous frying and a dash of salt made eating human flesh a completely reasonable thing to do.

Terry descended the last step, feeling he was entering a vortex of madness, and crept towards his cousin, who backed away, clutching the hunk of meat to his chest. There was a cornered look in his eye. Terry knew from experience that cornered animals could do desperate things – as though slicing off an old woman’s stringy buttock didn’t already classify as pretty damn desperate. Terry suspected their faux-family connection wasn’t going to cut much mustard with David, who had gone very wrong.

‘Come on, David: hand over the knife and the bum cheek,’ Terry said in the babying voice he employed to entice particularly frantic pigs to sit still and be stunned.

‘She doesn’t need it,’ David responded, his fingers digging further into the chunk of meat. ‘Her sitting days are over.’

‘Come on. We’re leaving in the morning. In a few days we’ll be in France and you can eat a whole horse if it takes your fancy. You don’t want to do this.’

David backed out of the circle of candles into the shadows. All Terry could see was light dancing on the knife blade and a faint image of bared teeth.

‘It’s too dangerous out there,’ David said. ‘We’re staying right here.’

‘What do you mean: “we”?’

‘What kind of father would I be if I took my boys out into that fucking madhouse? This …’

He wafted the slab of meat out into the circle of light.

‘… and the rest of her can keep us going until the army arrives.’

Terry shook his head. ‘You think turning the boys into cannibals is going to win you a Father of the Year award? Give me the knife, or I’ll take it.’

When David didn’t respond, Terry took several fast steps forward. The knife slashed out of the shadows, whipping inches past the end of his nose. It was probably only intended as a warning, but Terry decided to end it before things got out of hand. He leapt into the shadows, gauging the location of David’s forearm from the glint of candlelight on steel, and whacked the poker down. The blade clattered to the floor as David let loose a scream and lashed out instinctively with his other hand. Several pounds of old lady buttock slapped Terry across the ear. Stringy or not, the cheek was chunky enough to momentarily knock him off balance. He recovered quickly and grabbed the meat from David’s raised hand, trying and failing not to think about what he was holding, and threw it over his shoulder.

David dropped to all fours and scuttled along the ground in pursuit of the steak, giving Terry the opportunity to leap on his back and twist his arm.

‘Give it up, nutbag,’ he told David.

‘You’ll get it dirty,’ David wailed, twisting his neck to see where the buttock had landed. When he couldn’t stretch round far enough, he flopped face down in the dust and began to cry.

‘I really don’t need this shit,’ Terry said. He released David’s arm and picked up the kitchen knife. ‘I’m going to forget I saw this, and you are getting some serious counselling when we reach civilization.’

Just as he was bending over to help David to his feet, the whisper of footsteps sounded behind him. He turned to see the twins, both carrying planks of wood scooped up from a pile of timber near the bottom of the steps.

‘Don’t worry, it’s all over,’ Terry explained. ‘Your dad was just—’

Terry didn’t get the chance to finish his sentence, in which he was going to gloss over the insanity by claiming David and he had been fighting off infected rats, which had neatly nibbled off the professor’s left cheek before scampering away in face of the two men’s heroic efforts to preserve the dead woman’s dignity.

‘Help!’ David, the ungrateful bastard, yelled. ‘He’s trying to kill me!’

Terry realized he was standing over his prostrate cousin with a bloody kitchen knife in hand and a carved-up corpse three feet away from him. He was also aware the twins had a penchant for mindless violence – they were almost expelled from primary school when they discovered that if you soaked a cat in petrol, set fire to it and hurled it yowling into the air, it served as a cheap replacement for fireworks. This was a perfect opportunity for them to indulge their hobby.

He had just enough time to roll to the left and dodge the first blow. The second plank was already whistling through the air, though, and he could do nothing to stop it crunching against his skull. He fell sideways, staring into Constance’s dead eyes as his consciousness drained away.
 

When Terry’s eyes opened, grey morning light was seeping in through the barred window that let out onto the small front garden. Memories of the struggle flooded back. He groaned.

What am I, Captain Fucking Captured? he thought.

He tried to lift a hand to his head, only to find his wrists had been tied behind him. His legs were similarly bound. The only sign of the professor’s body was the streaky mark left where her cheek had landed during the tussle. At least Terry was not alone during this particular return from unconsciousness: Geldof and Lesley were sitting with their backs against concrete pillars. The boy had a black eye, still in the early stages of blooming, while Lesley looked as though she was ready to scratch somebody’s eyes out. They were both trussed.

‘I guess you’re not the rescue party then,’ Terry remarked.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Lesley asked. ‘One minute I was asleep, the next those evil little twins were tying me up – and having a sneaky fondle at my tits while they were doing it, might I add. Bloody teenage boys.’ She turned to Geldof. ‘That means you as well!’

‘What did I do?’ he asked.

‘Never mind,’ she muttered.

‘What about James?’ Terry asked. ‘And Mary?’

‘James was still doing a great impression of a cabbage last time I checked. I didn’t see Mary. Somebody want to tell me what’s going on?’

Terry sighed. ‘My cousin has gone mental.’

He related what he had witnessed in the night. The anger drained out of Lesley’s face as the details unfolded. She looked positively queasy when Terry pointed out the remaining traces of Constance’s buttock.

‘Do you think he’s going to eat us too?’ Geldof asked.

‘That’s not something I want to think about,’ Terry replied. ‘We need to get out of here.’

Terry examined the bonds around his ankles. They had used twine, which would have offered an excellent chance of escape had they not wrapped what looked like twenty metres of it around his legs and fastened it with a bewildering array of knots.

‘There must be something sharp down here,’ he said, scanning the cellar.

His gaze fell on a wine rack, which contained five dusty old bottles. He nodded towards it. ‘If we can get one of those bottles to fall, maybe we can use the broken glass to cut through the ropes.’

‘Great idea,’ Lesley said. ‘You’re closest.’

Terry shot her a dirty look, but nevertheless humped along the floor, getting a healthy mouthful of dust, dirt and cobwebs as he did so. He lay beneath the wine rack, a flimsy-looking home-assembled job, and gave it an exploratory kick. The frame wobbled and three of the bottles jiggled.

‘Hit it again,’ Lesley said.

Terry kicked harder, and the three bottles fell. Unfortunately they tumbled down the back of the rack, which had been loosely tied to nails embedded in the wall, and landed on an old carpet stuffed behind it.

‘Try pulling it towards you,’ Geldof suggested.

‘Feel free to join in at any point,’ Terry replied as he lay on his back and hooked his feet into two empty slots.

The bottles slid forward. At the last minute, Terry realized he was directly underneath them. He tried to free his feet, succeeding only in giving the rack one last jerk. The first bottle landed on his solar plexus, knocking the wind out of him. The second bounced off his shoulder and rolled across the floor, coming to rest against a cardboard cut-out of Bob Geldof on a stick, with a voice bubble saying, ‘Give us your fucking money.’

When Terry got his breath back, he was miffed to see Lesley trying to hide her laughter. ‘Yeah, real funny. Now we don’t have anything to cut the ropes with.’

Lesley stopped laughing.

‘Anybody else have an idea?’ Terry asked.

‘Maybe you could head-butt the bottles until they break,’ Geldof said.

‘Do you think that will work?’ Lesley asked.

‘No, but watching him try would pass the time.’

‘That’s it,’ said Terry, who was getting rather sick of being the one who ended up having to do everything, and he caterpillared across to the laughing pair.

He sank his teeth into Geldof’s calf, prompting an alarmed yelp, and then gnashed them in Lesley’s direction.

‘He’s got the virus!’ Geldof exclaimed, warding Terry off with his feet.

‘I don’t have the virus,’ Terry snapped. ‘I just felt like biting you.’

‘We’re getting a bit hysterical here,’ Lesley said. ‘Let’s calm down and think.’

Geldof glared at Terry, who had managed to haul himself into a sitting position and was panting with the exertion.

‘Does anybody have any real ideas?’ Lesley asked.

They looked around again. The cellar was filled with random pieces of fabric, paint pots and blank placards. There was nothing they could use. Bob Geldof stared impassively down at them, exhorting them to hand over their cash to charitable causes. Beyond that, he didn’t seem to have many ideas. From upstairs came the occasional footfall and the scraping of chairs. Terry fancied he could hear the sizzle of meat on the pan and what might have been the clink of cutlery.

‘Who do you think they’ll eat first?’ Geldof asked.

‘That’s a bit morbid,’ Lesley remarked.

Geldof shrugged. ‘I’m a teenager. I’m supposed to be morbid.’

Lesley smiled. ‘Fine, let’s play.’ She ran an appraising gaze over Geldof. ‘Hmmm. Skinny legs, skinnier arms, and knees so knobbly they could burst a water bed. Not you.’

Then she checked out Terry. ‘Muscle boobs, at least a B-cup, big strong arms and buttocks that could crack walnuts. Too tough. So not you either.’ She looked down at her own body. ‘Dinner lady arms, thunder thighs and bum cheeks you could lose a remote control in. I guess I’m it.’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ Terry said. ‘I might be a bit chewy, but I still smell of meat. That’s bound to attract him.’

‘Where do you get that idea from?’ Lesley asked. ‘You don’t smell of meat.’

‘Yes, I do. You heard David yesterday. He said he could smell meat everywhere. That was from me.’

‘No, it was because he’s a complete lunatic,’ Lesley observed.

‘Whatever. I’m like a walking fillet steak. He’d munch me up with a nice pepper sauce.’

‘You’re wrong,’ Geldof butted in. ‘You’re both much older than me. Everybody knows young flesh is tender. He’ll definitely want to eat me first.’

They all fell silent.

‘I can’t believe we’re having this conversation,’ Lesley said.

Terry prepared to caterpillar once more. ‘Let’s have another go at those bottles.’
 

Half an hour later, they huddled together, spent. They had tried kicking the bottles against the wall, but found it impossible to get enough force with their legs bound. They then tried two of them kicking a bottle from different directions, which only ended up hurting the soles of their feet. In sheer frustration, Terry even tried head-butting a bottle. Considering he had recently been walloped with a large plank of wood, it wasn’t his best decision. Escape seemed unlikely.

Despite the fact that David and the twins had imprisoned them, Terry didn’t really believe they were on the menu. Eating an already dead woman was one thing. Actually murdering someone for food was something else entirely. Terry knew what it took to end a life. Killing was something easily done in the heat of the moment, when a knife could be slipped into a heart or a trigger pulled while rationality was looking the other way. To kill in cold blood, when you could take note of the pleas of your victim, took real resolve.

Unbidden, the memory of the first cow he had slaughtered came to him. He thought he had long forgotten her, but now he saw her soft brown eyes, imploring and panicked. He suspected his colleague had deliberately failed to stun her properly as some kind of initiation rite. He remembered how his arms had felt like lead as he raised the trembling knife to her throat. He felt again the slight resistance to the razor-sharp blade and heard the spatter of blood on concrete. He remembered watching the light go out of the cow’s eyes, feeling some of the light drain out of his own soul.

Suddenly it hit him. He had been so sure his job was not affecting him, but he had been fooling himself. The years of horror he had been storing in some dark corner of his consciousness broke free and the animals he had slaughtered came to him, their body parts borne along on a river of blood that washed over his head. He thrashed, trying to shake off the ghosts and keep afloat. He was vaguely aware of somebody calling to him. He tried to swim through the blood to the voice. Severed cow heads bobbed past. An eviscerated pig whirling in an eddy grinned and pointed to the juiciest parts of its flesh, inviting Terry to carve it up. He had just about reached the far bank when a flock of sheep surrounded him, their open throats flapping like lips as they called his name.

‘Terry,’ they moaned. ‘Terry. Wake up, you silly sod, you’re going to have a heart attack.’

Terry’s eyes snapped open. Lesley’s face was inches from his.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

‘You were freaking out.’ She stared into his eyes. ‘I think you’ve got concussion.’

‘Is that what it was?’ Terry asked himself. It didn’t seem that way. It seemed like his subconscious had sent him a long-buried message.

‘I’m not going back to work at the abattoir,’ he announced.

‘Thanks for the career update. We managed to break a bottle.’

Terry put the images of his flayed and disembowelled victims aside for later consideration. With a bit of squirming, and a lot of complaining about how her bum was getting wet, Lesley manoeuvred herself close enough to pick up the largest piece of broken glass. She then bumped back to Terry.

‘Turn back-to-back and let’s see if we can cut through this rope,’ she said.

Sawing through somebody else’s bonds while your own hands are tied behind your back turned out to be a lot more difficult than Hollywood had led Terry to believe. After twenty minutes of speculative slashing in the vicinity of Terry’s wrists, they had succeeded only in eliciting three ‘shits’, two ‘bastards’ and one ‘fuck’ from Terry’s lips and about three tablespoons of blood from his arm.

They were resting, with a view to giving Terry a chance to exact his revenge by attempting to cut the twine around Lesley’s wrists, when feet scraped on the cellar steps. Lesley leaned into Terry, while Geldof tried to shuffle his way into the darkest corner of the cellar. Instead of a maniacal David scraping together two large carving knives, Mary appeared. She raised a finger to her lips as she tiptoed over and took the broken glass from Lesley.

‘I’m going to let you go, but you have to promise me two things: we leave right now and you don’t hurt David.’

Terry nodded. It took Mary less than two minutes to free his hands. He then cut his own leg bonds as she worked on Lesley. Once they were all untied, Terry held Mary gently by the shoulders and looked her in the eye.

‘Where is he?’

‘In the toilet, bawling his eyes out,’ she whispered.

There was no way to avoid the next question, even though he didn’t want to know the answer.

‘Did he eat it?’

‘No. He fried it up and put it out on plates, but the boys wouldn’t touch it. It goes without saying I wouldn’t either. He got as far as cutting off a piece, and putting it to his mouth. Then he saw us all watching him and threw it down.’

‘Well, that’s something, I suppose,’ Terry said, thinking it would have been better if David had suffered his crisis of conscience before he cut the buttock off in the first place, thus avoiding this whole sorry mess.

Mary hugged herself, her shoulders tensing. ‘I could see how much he wanted to eat it. I think if we hadn’t been there, he would have. He’s clearly gone insane. We need to get out of here. All of us.’

‘We will,’ Terry promised, wondering how on earth he was going to subdue David and his evil offspring, who he was convinced would resist any attack on their father despite their refusal to go cannibal, without causing any real damage.

Getting to the car wouldn’t be a problem, since the keys were hanging beneath the mirror to the right of the cellar door. With luck, the bags they had packed would still be in the hallway and Lesley, Mary and Geldof could sneak out. Then he would somehow have to tackle the problem of David and the twins.

‘Let’s get you all in the car,’ he said. ‘Then I can sort out the rest.’

They crept upstairs, Terry leading the way with a hefty piece of timber in his hand. The house seemed quiet as he snagged the VW’s key from the hook. They crept to the front door, which Terry unlocked with an audible click. He was just about to stick his head out when a voice stopped him.

‘Terry.’

They spun round to see David trundle into the hallway, holding a kitchen knife and rolling pin by his sides. He halted a few feet into the passage. Terry waited for a stream of threats to come pouring from his contorted mouth, which was half snarl, half miserable grimace, but instead he spoke softly.

‘I couldn’t eat it,’ he said. ‘It smelled so good, but I just couldn’t put it in my mouth.’

‘I know, David. That’s a good thing,’ Terry replied, taking advantage of David’s dreamy state to move to the head of his small group of charges. ‘If you come with us, you can put it all behind you and have meat soon.’

David seemed not to hear Terry’s voice, locked in the internal struggle that was reflected in the expressions fighting for dominance on his face. ‘Maybe we can try again later. If I put some ketchup on, it’ll be fine. The boys love ketchup.’

Mary ducked out from behind Terry.

‘You’re not turning our sons into cannibals, you bloody nutter,’ she said.

So much for diplomacy, Terry thought, as David’s bloodshot eyes shifted back into focus, and anger won the battle for control of his mind. He pointed the knife at his wife, whom Terry was now struggling to prevent from dashing madly up the hall.

‘You let them out, you fucking traitor. Maybe I should eat you. The old woman was stringy anyway. You’re much fleshier.’

‘You’re calling me fat? Take a look at your own blobby gut,’ Mary said.

David cut the knife through the air, and even though it was a good ten feet away, Mary ducked back behind Terry’s broad shoulders.

After his inability to snack on Constance, Terry felt certain David was making empty threats, but it was equally clear from the way his emotions were flip-flopping that rational thought was a distant memory for his cousin. Only the judicious use of violence with a big chunk of wood would resolve this situation.

‘Lock yourselves in the car,’ he said out of the corner of his mouth, palming the keys to Lesley. ‘If he comes out of the house instead of me, drive away.’

‘Who says you get to be the hero?’ Lesley asked, jabbing him in the back.

‘He’s my cousin.’

‘You’re just being sexist, sending the women to the car,’ Lesley hissed. ‘I know Tae Bo. I’ll kick his head off.’

‘Tae Bo isn’t a martial art,’ Mary replied. ‘And I don’t want you to kick his head off. He’s still my husband.’

Terry raised the plank of wood, and issued a backward bump with his behind to encourage Lesley and Mary, who were crowded up against his back and peering over either shoulder, to get a move on.

‘This isn’t helping,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘Can you please go to the car?’

‘What about my dad?’ Geldof asked, deciding to join in the mutiny against Terry’s clearly uninspiring leadership. ‘We need to get him.’

‘Don’t worry, son,’ said David, who had crept forward several paces during the bickering and was scissoring the knife and rolling pin like a demented Dalek. ‘I’ll take good care of your dad.’

Geldof seemed to take David’s comment as a threat to eat his father and, no doubt anxious not to lose a second parent in quick succession, bumped past the bodies blocking his way to run full tilt at the much larger man, windmilling his arms. David’s beer belly absorbed the force of the puny charge with ease, and in one quick motion the boy was spun around and had a kitchen knife pressed against his throat.

Terry lowered the plank of wood and raised his other hand in a placating gesture. He was all out of ideas until his gaze fell on Geldof’s pelt of ginger hair, which had the colour and texture of many a small rodent. He suddenly recalled David’s Achilles heel, and realized he had an ace up his sleeve.

‘Look, David,’ he said softly. ‘This is getting out of hand. Do you really think you can do this again? It’s just like the hamster.’

It was as if a switch had been flipped inside David. He too looked at Geldof’s hair, his face now slack. He dipped his cheek and rubbed it against the top of the boy’s head.

‘Oh, Hammy, I’m sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I was just so hungry.’

The edge of the blade drooped from Geldof’s neck, and David’s eyes, misted with fresh tears, took watery prominence in a face now painted with misery.

Terry edged forward, feeling certain the crisis was now over, but Geldof did not seem attuned to the change in the atmosphere. He grabbed a generous handful of David’s crotch and squeezed with all his might. David dropped the knife, allowing the boy to squirm free and run past the living room. The twins appeared from where they had obviously been lurking behind the door, outrage at the treatment of their father evident in their clenched fists and twisted features. They converged on Geldof, but the boy did not flinch or slow down. He kicked Tony in the shin, and then pulled Malcolm down by the hair to administer a swift knee to the face. While his style was a little girly, Terry was impressed. Geldof disappeared from view up the stairs, calling for his father.

David was bent double, clasping his family jewels. The rolling pin and knife were abandoned on the floor, and Terry hastily kicked them away before glaring at the twins, who were still looking rather shocked at the unexpected thumps delivered by Geldof.

‘Are you going to give us any trouble?’

They shook their heads and retreated into the living room.

Terry turned to David, who had sunk to his knees to massage his gonads, crying with the pain of his injuries. ‘Come on, mate, it’s OK. Let’s just get going.’

Just as Terry was about to grab David by the arm and haul him to his feet, the wind chimes hanging above the front door began to tinkle. Underneath the high-pitched tinging came a bass rumble, which grew in volume and intensity until it was thrumming right outside the house.

‘Is that the army?’ Mary asked.

The engine noise died and, as if in response to Mary’s question, a voice blared through a megaphone. ‘I’m addressing the al-Qaeda operatives currently taking refuge inside number fourteen. Come out with your hands up and you won’t be harmed.’

Terry recognized the voice instantly. It was Brown.

He leaned around the kneeling David and ducked his head into the living room. Through the net curtains, he saw Brown’s hateful face poking over the fence. He was obviously sitting atop a high vehicle. Terry hoped it wasn’t a tank. He retreated through the doorway and motioned for everyone to stay where they were.

‘You have thirty seconds to comply, or we will open fire. Thirty, twenty-nine …’

While Brown continued his countdown, Terry backed down the hallway.

‘What do we do?’ Lesley asked, her eyes bulging.

Terry weighed up the options. If they gave themselves up, they were dead. Simple as that. Fleeing through the front door was out, as they would be heading straight into the lion’s mouth. If they went through the living room, Brown would see movement and guess they were trying to go out the back way.

‘Panic?’ he suggested as the certainty they were about to perish gripped him.

David chose that moment to get to his feet and shuffle into the living room, wiping his face with a chubby forearm. He headed straight for the window.

‘Get back here!’ Terry hissed, chancing another glance round the corner.

David ignored him. He pulled the net curtains aside and slid open the window as the countdown reached single digits.

‘There are no bloody terrorists in here,’ he said, his voice choked with emotion. ‘And it’s about time you showed up. For the love of God, take us to one of those camps and give me some fucking meat!’

The counting broke off. There was a brief silence before Brown shouted, ‘He’s got a gun! Open fire!’

‘Get down!’ Terry bawled at his cousin.

It was too late. Splinters of wood flew from the fence and shards of glass exploded into the living room, followed closely by the deafening mechanical chatter of the gun. Heavy-calibre bullets burst David open like a ketchup-filled balloon. The fire kept his dead body on its feet for a few seconds, sending it backwards in a jittery moonwalk, until his legs were cut from beneath him. He flopped to the floor, a shredded, lifeless rag.

Terry had just enough presence of mind to pull his head back into the hallway as bullets fizzed past, visible only as a swarm of deadly blurs. Ceramic gods stationed around the room, including the blackened statue, exploded into tiny fragments. The whine and concussive impact of the bullets drowned out every other sound, including the wide-mouthed screams of the twins, who were cowering behind the sofa, staring pleadingly in Terry’s direction as the machine-gunner strafed across the room towards them. He looked away, ashamed of his own cowardice but knowing that to go over there would be certain death.

He clamped his hands over his ears, trying to drown out the sound of the bullets thudding through the sofa. After what seemed like an eternity, the firing stopped, leaving only a high-pitched whine and the thudding of his runaway pulse in his ears. Terry forced himself to look into the room. The boys were sprawled on the carpet, their faces blessedly turned away. White stuffing floated in the air, slowly settling to the ground and instantly turning red in the pool of blood seeping out from their still bodies. He turned his gaze to the pulpy mess that had once been his cousin, and quickly looked away.

Terry was dimly aware of Mary trying to scrabble past and run to her dead children. He held her back, receiving a flurry of scratches on his face and neck for his pains. His hearing returned slightly, the whine overwhelmed by the inhuman screech emanating from Mary. He clamped a hand over her mouth, the fear that the racket might help the gunner pinpoint their position overriding the guilt he felt at such an insensitive action.

Lesley’s face was ashen, her nostrils flaring wildly, as she asked in a wavering voice, ‘What do we do?’

There comes a time in every man’s life, even in the life of a gruff, manly action hero such as Bruce Willis, when he forgets he is supposed to talk in a deep voice, and lets out a falsetto squeak that makes a choirboy seem like Barry White in comparison. For Terry, this was that moment.

‘Back into the cellar,’ he squeaked.

They kept low as they dragged Mary, who had gone limp, down the stairs. Terry crossed to the barred window. The chunky tyres and green bodywork of a military vehicle were visible through the bullet-tattered wood. Terry had seen enough episodes of The A-Team to guess it was probably some kind of technical with a heavy machine gun fitted on the back. Unfortunately this wasn’t The A-Team. People had died horribly, and they were next.

Brown’s sharp, hairless skull was just visible above the fence, like the fin of a shark breaking water.

‘Are you still alive, Terry-rists?’ he called mockingly.

‘Why is he bothering to call us terrorists?’ Lesley asked.

‘He needed to justify opening fire,’ Terry replied, his voice wavering. ‘In case any of the neighbours are watching.’

‘We know you’re in there,’ Brown continued. ‘You left your terror-mobile parked outside. Surrender and you’ll get a fair trial.’

The car, Terry thought with the helpless fury that only the realization you have done something completely stupid, and avoidable, can prompt.

They had left the professor’s bright yellow bug parked in plain view instead of covering it up or dumping it. He had brought death down upon David and the boys with his stupidity. They might as well have painted a big sign on the roof proclaiming to passing satellites, ‘We are hiding here. Please kill us.’

He thumped the side of his head three times. ‘You stupid fucking tube!’

‘Be like that then,’ Brown called. ‘We’re coming to get you.’

Boots thumped to the concrete on the other side of the fence.

Terry scampered around the cellar in a desperate circle, hoping the movement would prompt his frozen brain into finding an ingenious escape plan. Coming down into the cellar had been an idiotic idea, born in a moment of panic. Now they were trapped. The stairs to the hallway were the only entrance, and the only thing they could use to barricade the door was the wine rack. Somehow, Terry suspected that IKEA hadn’t designed it to withstand automatic weapon fire. They would have to head back up the stairs and make a run for it. There was little chance of survival, but it was better than waiting to be picked off.

Terry had one foot on the stairs, motioning urgently for Lesley to follow, when shouting and cursing broke out above. Gunfire rent the air, sending Terry diving to the cold steps and his sphincter into spasms. It took him several seconds to figure out the fire was not being directed at him. He raised his head and glanced over at the window. The fence was shaking with multiple impacts. The engine rumbled into life, and the tyres peeled away. Then Terry saw why.

The rats were back, swarming in pursuit of the departing army vehicle, like a seasonal river coursing across the desert plain. Once they were past, Terry took his chance. ‘Let’s go. Now.’

As he hurried to the stairs, his gaze fell on the Bob Geldof cut-out. He grabbed it with one hand and took hold of Mary’s upper arm with the other. The distraught woman was a dead weight as they dragged her upstairs and out to the gate. He signalled to Lesley to wait as he stuck Bob Geldof’s head out into the street. When it wasn’t shot off, he tossed the figure aside. With Lesley holding one arm and Terry the other, they staggered with Mary towards the car, looking up and down the street for any more rats.

‘Geldof, are you there?’ he shouted at the upstairs window.

The window slid up and James, dishevelled but back in the land of the living, stuck his head out.

‘We’re here,’ he said. ‘Coming down now.’

Terry cast a longing glance at the BMW parked outside the next house, knowing it would be a safer option. But they didn’t have time to go into the Alexanders’ house, particularly since Mary was in no fit state to indicate the location of the key fob, so he clambered into the VW and slid the key, which he had snatched from Lesley on the way out, into the ignition.

What seemed like an eternity later, Geldof and James flew out of the gate and leapt into the car.

Terry fired up the engine just as a rogue pocket of rats, apparently tired of chasing the armoured vehicle, scampered back around the corner and bore down on the car. The front runners clambered up the tyres and launched themselves at the windows. A massive specimen flattened itself against the windscreen, scraping the glass with its teeth, as Terry put the car into reverse, taking the opposite direction from Brown, and hit the accelerator. The car veered to the right, losing traction on the rug of dead rats Brown and his men had shot to pieces, and sideswiped a Mercedes. Metal screeched on metal as Terry kept the pedal to the floor. Suddenly they were free of the frictional pull and the car picked up speed. Rats now covered the street in front of the house, weaving in and out of vehicles as they chased their new prey. Terry screeched around the corner backwards, put the car into first and accelerated away. The lone rat still clung on, its bloodied buck teeth gnawing at the glass. Terry turned on the windscreen wipers. The rodent was swept off and trailed behind the speeding car like a discarded cigarette butt.

What sounded like hiccups started up from the back seat. They grew into cries, then sobs, then a long wail. The car trundled down the road, its siren of grief setting curtains twitching as those who had barricaded themselves in at home looked out to see a small Volkswagen Beetle carrying five people into the unknown.
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Out of the frying pan
 

Terry drove in a maniac, trying to put as much distance as possible between them and Brown, who he hoped was still speeding off in the opposite direction or, even better, being eaten alive by the rats. He kept glancing in the rear-view mirror at Mary. She was staring off into the distance and lolled every time they turned a corner. A stunned silence now filled the car. Every time Terry blinked, he caught a quick replay of David dancing across the living room. He felt little grief, his emotions cauterized by the heat of the battle, although he knew a heavy dose of guilt was in the post.

It was only a short hop to the train station, and what lay beyond the turn-off lent support to their decision to take the car onto the railway line. The road they were on led to a big roundabout, where most mornings one encountered mild tailbacks. Now it was utterly impassable. The road was chock full of cars, many of them on the pavement where they had tried, and failed, to cut the line. At points they were five abreast, filling road and pavement from hedge to hedge, some of them fused together where two drivers had tussled like twentieth-century Ben Hurs in their Ford chariots. A few vehicles had even tried to drive through the gardens flanking the road. The rear end of an SUV stuck out from a hedge, its front wheels dipped into a fish pond. It had failed abjectly in its first real attempt at the off-roading it was supposedly designed for.

Terry turned on to the station approach road, then stopped on the bridge spanning the tracks and looked down. He used to go to a similar bridge over a station as a skinny eleven-year-old, he and David hanging over the railing, dropping long skeins of saliva onto passing trains and throwing pebbles at the station guard in the hope of getting a chase. He felt a sudden spurt of sadness for his cousin, more for the boy he had been than the man he had become. What really shook him, though, was the juxtaposition of the pleasant boyhood memory and the scene below. Bodies were liberally scattered across the platforms, some of them still clutching their briefcases and laptop bags in clawed hands. At the nearest point within his sight, a jet-black Graco pushchair lay on its side. The blankets had spilled out. A dark stain drew a ragged line from pushchair to platform edge.

Terry gripped the wheel harder, knuckles whitening as his fingers sank into its foam cover. His thoughts were simultaneously painfully slow and lightning fast. It took all his strength not to open the door and run screaming down the middle of the street. He was concentrating on breathing, deep in and deep out, when a hand came to rest on his bare thigh.

‘Are you OK?’ Lesley asked.

The combination of the breathing and the soothing warmth of Lesley’s hand on his leg brought him back under control.

‘I’m fine,’ he said.

He looked back at the station, this time focusing solely on the information he needed to garner. There were no visible blockages on the line and at the end of the platform a shallow ramp led down to the tracks. Getting down shouldn’t be too much of a problem.

‘Mind if I ask what all that was about?’ James asked from the back seat.

Terry turned round to find James had passed the comatose baton on to Mary, who was now as unresponsive and glazed as James had been following the incident with the squirrels. By contrast, James’s eyes were bright and alert, and he had his arm around Geldof. The boy looked a little uncomfortable with the sudden display of fatherly affection.

‘Mistaken identity,’ Terry replied unconvincingly.

‘Bullshit,’ James responded. ‘But we can talk about that later. Firstly, what’s the plan for getting out of here?’

‘We thought we could take the car onto the railway line and head for the Chunnel, get out of the country,’ Terry explained.

‘Good idea,’ James said. ‘Only one problem.’

‘If you’re wondering how we get the car down—’

‘Not the problem I was thinking of,’ James cut in.

Terry blasted air out of his nostrils. Up until thirty minutes ago, for the duration of their acquaintance James had divided his time between hash-induced daze and self-inflicted vegetative state. Now he was picking apart the plan. However, Terry could not help but notice that the dithering, vagueness and hippie interjections had vanished from James’s speech. It was as if he was a new man, or rather an old one. Geldof had mentioned his father was ex-military. The re-emergence of the soldier could be useful.

Terry swallowed his irritation and raised his chin. ‘Go on.’

‘If you want to get to the Chunnel, you need to get on the Carlisle line, which leaves from Central Station.’

‘Yeah, so?’ Terry said. ‘We change lines down there.’

‘This line ends in Queen Street Station, on a low-level platform. We’d have to go through the city centre, possibly on foot.’

Terry thumped the wheel. ‘Shit. I forgot about that. How dangerous do you think it would be?’

‘Pretty damn dangerous, I would say,’ Lesley remarked.

‘Not as dangerous as sitting here having a wee chat while there’s a maniac with a big gun trying to kill us roaming around,’ Geldof chipped in from the back.

‘Good point, well made,’ Terry acknowledged.

He drove down the ramp and into the car park.

‘We need to change cars,’ Terry said. ‘This old banger’s never going to make it down the tracks.’ It’s also too recognizable, he thought. ‘I never thought I would have to say this, but does anybody know how to hot-wire a car?’

‘We won’t have to,’ Lesley said, pointing at a bulky Land Rover Discovery. ‘We can take that one.’

Sticking out from underneath the car was a hand. In that dead hand was a key. Terry pulled up in the space beside the Land Rover and cut the engine. ‘So who’s going for the key then?’

‘I saw it, so I’ve done my bit,’ Lesley said, glancing nervously around the car park.

‘I guess I’m it, then. Again,’ he said.

He eased open the door and stepped out. The Beetle’s engine ticked and a bird twittered in the trees on the other side of the railway line. Beyond that, all was still. Terry rounded the Land Rover and bent down for the key. He tried not to look, but he could not help tracking his gaze up the hand, along the arm and into the pulverized face of the man who had died cowering beneath his car. Terry snatched the key and leapt into the driving seat, slamming the door behind him. He fought to gain control of his breath, which was again coming in ragged spurts, and waved the others across.

Lesley came first, skipping smartly around the vehicles and into the front seat. Geldof and James took longer, shepherding the bewildered Mary. Once they were all inside, Terry locked the doors. The car purred into life and Terry reversed it out, bumping over the corpse without hesitation. To his left, at the end of the parking bay, was a flimsy-looking chain-link fence. The Land Rover burst through it with ease and rolled down the ramp. The only hairy moment came when Terry tried to mount the line. He came in at too shallow an angle and the wheel rebounded from the track. The car began to tip, the two wheels closest to the tracks biting on air until it stabilized. On the next attempt, Terry managed to bump onto the line.

They rattled along in silence. Terry was unwilling to go above fifteen miles per hour. He did not trust his driving skills to keep them upright, and overturning would leave them stranded on foot with beasts, human and animal alike, on the prowl. Plus the bouncing of the tyres thumping over the sleepers was bad enough at such a slow speed, setting his teeth chattering. He didn’t want to go faster and end up with somebody throwing up in the car.

For the first five minutes of the journey, they were hemmed in by trees. Terry kept his foot poised over the accelerator, ready to throw caution to the wind and hammer it should something large come blundering out towards them. Soon enough, however, the trees thinned out, revealing rows of houses. They passed the high-rise blocks of the working-class neighbourhood of Maryhill, jutting up like a row of middle fingers sending their regards to the posh areas nearby. Terry saw something in the sky beyond, framed against a bank of slate-grey clouds, at first just a speck but growing ever larger. It was a helicopter. He stopped the car and cut the engine.

Lesley raised an eyebrow and mouthed, ‘Brown?’

The sound of the chopping blades reached them as the squat green craft slipped between two of the tower blocks and banked towards the railway line. The side door was slid back and something that looked suspiciously like a machine gun was poking out. The helicopter was so close Terry could make out the head of the soldier crouching behind the gun, earmuffs clamped to his head. On the balconies of the high-rise flats, doors were opening and people emerging to wave and call at the troops. Their voices were lost in the din of its blades.

Terry saw the spit of the gun, a trace of smoke coming from the barrel. The now all-too-familiar sound followed immediately. He instinctively threw himself towards Lesley, but his boxer shorts caught on the gear stick, pulling him up short. His forehead crunched into her nose.

‘Owwwww!’ Lesley said, blood springing up at her nostrils.

Undeterred, Terry freed himself, squirmed onto her seat and crammed her face into his chest. She wriggled against him, smearing blood all over his T-shirt, but he held tight and braced himself for the impact of bullets. The clatter of the gun continued, but the car remained undamaged. The helicopter was hovering where he last saw it, pouring fire down onto something hidden from his view. Then it crept forward and down until it was skimming the rooftops of the houses close to the railway line.

‘I thought they were shooting at us,’ Terry said.

‘Now why would they do that?’ James asked, his eyes narrowing.

Terry was saved from answering by the appearance of a flock of sheep through a gap in the trees up ahead. They streamed across the tracks, heading for a patch of wasteland on the other side. The helicopter hung behind them like a huge green sheepdog, spewing out bullets. Some of the animals dropped, heads and limbs vaporized by the heavy ammunition. The rest kept moving and soon they were gone, leaving behind a breadcrumb trail of dead and wounded. The helicopter thundered across the railway line, raining down fire on the flock, then disappeared behind a derelict warehouse. The balconies emptied, the residents turning dispiritedly inside to wait once more for rescue.

‘I think you can get off me now,’ Lesley said.

Terry looked down. The lower half of her face was smeared with blood, although the flow had slowed to an ooze. The bridge of her nose was swelling up.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked.

‘I appreciate the life-saving sentiment, but I think you’ve broken my nose.’ She gingerly touched the battered appendage. ‘How bad is it? Do I look like W. C. Fields?’

Terry held her face in both his hands. He bent forward slightly, then stopped himself when he realized he had been about to plant a kiss on the injury site.

‘It’s not that bad,’ he said, inching back until he was in the driver’s seat. ‘It gives your face character.’

Lesley rummaged in the glove compartment and came out with a packet of hankies, which she used to clean off the blood. Terry gazed after the departed helicopter. The pilot could have spotted them and might file a report about a car on the railway line. He had no idea if only Brown was on their tail, or if their images had been handed to every soldier and policeman in the country with a message saying they were the terrorists. He did know they would have to be very careful.

‘Do you have anything you want to tell us?’ James asked.

Terry glanced over at Lesley, who had finished off the cleaning by inserting two little twists of ripped-up handkerchief into her nostrils. She nodded.

‘I’ll tell you while we drive,’ Terry said.

He edged around the sheep, one of which glared at them with its one remaining eye and bared its teeth, and began to talk.
 

It took Terry, with interjections from Lesley, less than twenty minutes to lay out the whole sorry tale. There were no more incidents as he drove, although from time to time he caught flashes of movement in his peripheral vision and heard what could have been gunfire. By the time he finished, they had reached the entrance to the tunnel that would take them into the city centre. Terry stopped the car.

‘If I hadn’t been military myself, I wouldn’t believe you,’ James said. ‘But I know what the army is prepared to do for victory. The things I’ve seen, the things I’ve done …’ He tailed off.

‘If you’d rather not come with us, we’d understand,’ Lesley said. ‘But we need to get out of the country.’

‘No, we need to help you,’ James replied. ‘Fanny would have wanted us to make sure the government didn’t get away with it.’

James’s metamorphosis was remarkable: so much so that Terry was a touch freaked out. Such a marked swing could be a sign of mental instability. Also, Terry did not like the tortured, faraway look that came into James’s eyes when he recalled his military service. Clearly something very wrong had been done to James, or he had done something very wrong to someone else. Either way, it had loosened the cogs of his mind. All the same, he was the only one of the group with any combat experience, unless you counted the occasional hour Terry and his workmates had wiled away at Laserquest.

‘We’re going to need some weapons – guns if possible,’ James said.

‘Mum wouldn’t like you using a gun,’ Geldof objected.

‘She would understand.’

From Terry’s experience of Fanny, he doubted that would have been the case. Even if a cow had been eating Geldof alive, Fanny would probably have exhorted him to make sure he didn’t break one of its teeth with his bones. But Terry stayed quiet. He had seen how his mother revised his father’s entire character within two weeks of his death, changing him from a cold fish who preferred the company of his golf clubs into a jovial, loving man who enjoyed nothing more than curling up on the sofa to play Monopoly with his family. Fanny was undergoing a similar reinvention in James’s mind.

‘This is Glasgow, not the South Bronx,’ Terry said. ‘I think our chances of getting our hands on some guns are pretty slim.’

They stared at the dark mouth of the tunnel.

‘Are you sure we want to go in there?’ Lesley asked.

So far they had not encountered any trains; services must have stopped when the country went under martial law. But Terry was still worried the tunnel might be blocked, which would mean a nerve-racking walk through the darkness. Nevertheless, as unappealing as that sounded, the tunnel was their only viable option and it would at least serve as a rehearsal for the larger tunnel at the end of their journey.

‘No real choice, I’m afraid,’ he said, and edged forward.

The headlights picked out the tracks and little else until Terry turned on the full beam. He drove slowly, peering into the blackness for any sign of danger. The headlights cast ominous shadows across the walls, sometimes looking like a fluid mass of rats, sometimes like the hulking backs of a herd of cows. In the end they saw not a single living creature, not even in the pools of daylight shining through the open roofs of the deserted stations they passed along the way.

Finally they emerged into Queen Street Station, where they would have to leave the relative safety of the car. The engine noise echoed off the high ceilings above the platform, which was empty apart from a few cardboard Costa coffee cups and billboards advertising cheap holidays in the sun nobody would be taking for quite some time. Terry stopped the car and killed the lights. Daylight trickled down the steps leading to the main station, lending the platform an eerie grey light.

‘What now?’ Lesley asked.

‘Terry and I go scouting,’ James said. ‘If we aren’t back in thirty minutes, or you hear something that doesn’t sound right, drive right back up that tunnel.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better if they waited to see if we need to get back into the car?’ Terry asked.

‘No,’ James replied. ‘And Lesley, if we don’t make it back, I need you to look after Geldof.’

‘Steady on,’ Lesley objected. ‘I can’t even look after myself at the best of times. How about I go scouting with you, and Terry gets the parenting gig?’

‘I’ll look after him,’ Mary said, the first words she had spoken since witnessing her sons’ death.

She grabbed Geldof’s head, jammed it into her bosom, and began stroking his hair. The effect on Geldof, who had looked as if he was about to oppose his father’s will, was like plugging a dummy into an infant’s mouth.

‘Be careful,’ Lesley said.

Terry gave her a weak smile. ‘If anything happens, I’ll run like the coward I am.’

He and James clambered onto the platform and crept to the stairs. Terry’s ears had become super-sensitive radar dishes, almost swivelling as he strained to hear anything that sounded remotely like scampering, scuttling, tramping, stampeding or pattering. He was painfully aware they had nothing to use as a weapon should the need arise, although James seemed unconcerned. At the top of the stairs, James peeked around the corner, and then signalled it was OK to advance. He went into a crouch position, sidling along the wall beneath the ticket booths like a furtive crab. Terry followed, trying to avoid brushing his hair against the numerous clumps of chewing gum stuck to the underside of the shelves that jutted out from the booths. At the corner to the main concourse, James once again ducked his head round and gave the all-clear.

Terry straightened up, groaning at the release of the pressure on his knees, and set out across the deserted concourse. Half of the platforms had trains parked in them beneath a lifeless overhead board. The coffee shops and newsagents were shuttered, while the exits also looked firmly locked up. He made a beeline for the left luggage department, leaving James to check the side exits. He had no intention of spending the rest of the journey in boxer shorts, a T-shirt and bare feet. With a bit of luck he would find some clothes that fitted him, a makeshift weapon and something to prise open the shutters to the newsagents and gain access to the snacks therein.

Halfway across, a smoky smell with a meaty undertone tickled his nostrils. The images of the animals he had killed bobbing along in the river of blood returned briefly. His head swam, and he had to stop and put his hands on his knees. When the dizziness passed, he diverted his course towards the main exit, which led out onto George Square. The smell grew stronger.

When he peered through the slat in the shutters blocking the door, he saw a black mass heaped up around the column jutting from the middle of the square’s red concrete surface. Whatever it was, it reached the feet of the statue on top of the column and sprawled around it in all directions. Tendrils of smoke drifted from the pile, to be snatched away by the wind. Then Terry saw what could only be an arm sticking out, and understood what he was looking at: a pile of bodies, animal and human, fused together in one blackened mass. He slid down the wall.

‘What is it?’ James called from the other side of the hall.

‘You’d better see for yourself.’

James looked out of the window for a long time then sat beside Terry.

‘How many people are in there?’ Terry asked.

‘It looks like mostly animals to me. But I doubt that’s the only bonfire.’

‘Jesus,’ Terry murmured. ‘This is really grim.’

‘Look, it’s good news,’ James said. ‘It means that the military has some level of control, at least in this part of town.’

‘Hurray. Except the military are probably after us as well, remember?’

‘I’d rather deal with soldiers. There are specific rules under martial law, which means you can predict what is going to happen. Animals don’t have a rulebook.’

After a short silence, Terry leapt to his feet.

‘Where are you going?’ James asked.

‘The only thing that’s going to cheer me up is a can of Irn Bru and a packet of Pickled Onion Monster Munch, which are locked up in that store.’ Terry jabbed a finger at the newsagents. ‘We need to find something to break in with.’

He strode to the left luggage office. The flimsy lock caved in with a few kicks. He hurdled the counter and began rifling through piles of abandoned suitcases and bags. Judging by the amount of luggage still there, they must have closed the station at short notice. He sifted through clothes, books and toiletries and was fingering a pair of frilly black knickers when James joined him.

James raised an eyebrow.

‘Slingshot?’ Terry said, pulling the elastic back and firing the pants at James.

James dodged the lacy projectile and joined the search.

Ten minutes later, they emerged with two pool cues, a crowbar found in a utility room at the back of the office, a couple of torches, and a toolbox full of wrenches and screwdrivers. Terry was newly clad in a pair of hiking boots, waterproof trousers and a bulky North Face jacket, courtesy of the owner of a hefty rucksack. They set about the padlock on the shop’s shutters, making a horrendous racket that Terry was sure would bring any animals in the vicinity running. He was too hungry to be overly concerned.

Once the shutter was up, Terry raided the soft drinks cabinet. He chugged down a full can of Irn Bru in ten seconds flat, let loose a massive belch, and then attacked the crisps section. He was cramming Monster Munch into his mouth when there was a flash of white in the corner of his vision. He froze mid-chew.

‘Something’s coming,’ he told James, peering out of the window.

Pelting up Queen Street towards the station were four tracksuit-clad youths on mountain bikes, each of them with a bulging rucksack strapped to his back. All four were glancing over their shoulders and hammering at the pedals as fast as they could. The rear cyclist, a scrawny kid barely into his teens, turned round too far. The rucksack shifted and he lost control, the bike somersaulting ahead of him as he slid into the kerb at speed. Watches, mobile phones and iPads spilled out of his bag across the road. His friends didn’t slow down.

‘Looters,’ James remarked. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

What came round the corner next was definitely something to worry about: a jeep carrying three soldiers armed with squat guns. They roared past the fallen kid, who was slowly regaining his feet, and pursued the other three. There was a long burst of automatic fire. The three cyclists came tumbling off like rag dolls. The jeep stopped and the soldiers piled out. Two of them ran up to the cyclists, while the other headed back to the boy, who was backing away from the rucksack. Four single shots rang out.

‘Martial law,’ James said. ‘Looters get shot.’

The soldiers gathered up the bodies and set them to burning before driving off. Terry put the unfinished packet of Monster Munch back on the shelf.

James stayed at the window, looking down at the fresh fire, his face expressionless. ‘We’re going to have to wait until nightfall before moving.’

‘If I put a pound in the till it doesn’t count as looting,’ Terry said to himself, fishing in his pockets.

James pulled him up by the arm. ‘They’re not going to ask to see your receipt before opening fire. Stay here. I’ll go get the others.’

It seemed like an eternity before James came scuttling back with the rest of the party. They all crammed into the small shop and James pulled the shutters down.

‘What’s that smell?’ Lesley asked, trying to wrinkle her nose but failing due to the fact it was swollen up and looked rather like an old radish.

‘Look out of the window,’ James said.

Lesley did. As with Terry, it took her a few seconds to understand what she was seeing. She turned away, her cheeks pale, and sat beside Terry. Geldof peeled himself from Mary’s embrace to look, and then quickly returned to take up his role as a human teddy. Mary showed no interest in finding out what the fuss was about.

‘Hey, where did you get the clothes?’ Lesley asked.

Terry accompanied Lesley to the left luggage room. As she rummaged through the suitcases, the clouds burst overhead, sending sheets of water lashing against the windowpane.

‘This reminds me of the caravan holidays we used to take at Arbroath when I was a kid,’ Lesley said. ‘We’d always be stuck inside, the rain drumming down on the roof.’

‘That must have been boring,’ Terry said.

‘Not really. We’d play games. Both my parents were journalists, so they would have me interview them, do fake TV reports, that kind of thing. It was fun.’

‘So journalism’s a family tradition. They must have been proud when you started at the Tribune.’

‘They were,’ Lesley said, concentrating on slipping into a pair of jeans to go with the white woolly jumper she had put on earlier.

‘Wait a minute,’ Terry said. ‘Is your father Charles McBrien?’

Lesley grimaced. ‘Yes, he is.’

‘Wow. He’s a famous war correspondent.’

‘I know.’

‘He’s been everywhere: Somalia, Bosnia, Iraq, Afghanistan.’

‘I know.’

‘He saved that little Muslim girl from the wreckage of a bombed-out building in Sarajevo. There was a film made—’

‘I know!’ Lesley yelled, hurling a pair of shoes she had been inspecting against the wall.

Terry held up his hands. ‘Sorry. I didn’t realize it was a sore subject.’

‘Yeah, well. You think I don’t know how good a journalist he is and how crap I am?’

This time, Terry picked up on the cue. ‘Don’t you think you’re being a bit hard on yourself?’

Lesley flopped back in a pile of clothes and put her hands over her eyes. ‘Am I? I totally fucked this story up. I could have had it published by now. Now I might die before I can get it out.’

It was difficult to argue with Lesley, given the events of the day. Terry was beginning to believe their chances of survival were smaller than he had hoped. Lesley’s fear gave him something to focus on, though. If he could convince her, he could convince himself.

He sat down beside her. ‘You still have the data, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ she said, patting her bra.

‘You’ve got the story then. All we have to do is get it out.’

‘All we have to do? It might prove a little more complicated than that.’

‘So far we’ve been shot at, chased by dogs and attacked by rats. We survived. And that was without James, who’s a trained soldier. Now he’s not totally wasted, he can help. We’ll definitely get out, your story will be published and your dad will be proud of you.’

‘I don’t want him to be proud. His job always meant more to him than we did. I want the old goat to be jealous. If I get this story out, I can rub it in his face for ever.’

‘You’ll get it out.’

‘You think?’

‘Absolutely,’ Terry lied, quite convincingly he thought.

They fell silent, listening to the rain spatter against the glass, until Terry’s eyes began to droop, the lack of sleep catching up with him.

‘Sorry about your cousin, and the boys,’ Lesley said.

‘So am I.’

Even though David had been the architect of his own and the twins’ death by first kidnapping them, thus preventing them from leaving earlier, and then by going to the window so foolishly, Terry could not forget he was the one who had brought Brown to the house. That was something he was going to have to live with for the rest of his life, but at the moment the feelings were too raw, and their situation too precarious, to bear close examination.

He got to his feet sharply and held out his hand. ‘Come on, you, we’d better go.’

Lesley let him pull her up. She slipped on a pair of trainers and walked across the concourse at Terry’s side. He was all too aware how close their bodies were. Back in the newsagents, they ate a lunch of Mars bars, Double Deckers and Dairy Milks, washed down with fizzy drinks. Geldof and James slipped away, each returning with a fresh set of clothes. The dull afternoon light slowly faded and occasionally they heard the growl of an engine.

When the light was almost completely gone, James handed out rucksacks he had purloined from the left luggage room. ‘Fill them with what you can. It may not be real food, but it’s all we’ve got.’

They crammed the bags with confectionery, crisps, juice and water. Lesley threw boxes of Regal King Size into her backpack.

‘Let’s try not to use the torches either. It’ll draw attention to us,’ James said. ‘Just stay close behind me and watch my signs. We’ll make it.’

James took the crowbar, then handed a pool cue each to Terry and Lesley. Geldof got a wrench.

‘Don’t I get a weapon?’ Mary asked.

Terry looked at her. She still appeared stunned, but her eyes were clear. ‘Do you want one?’

‘If I meet this Brown person, I want to beat him to death. He killed my boys.’

‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Terry responded.

He unscrewed his pool cue into two pieces and handed one to Mary. She thumped it against her open palm in a very unschoolteacherly manner.

They snaked out into the concourse, James the head and Terry the tail, and crept over to a side exit, which was barely visible in the near darkness. James listened for a while, and then smashed the lower pane of glass. He listened again. The city was silent. James cleared away the last shards of broken glass and led them out onto the street, where a lone delivery van sat.

‘Why don’t we take that?’ Terry asked.

‘We can’t risk driving through the city,’ James said. ‘It’s too loud. We can get transport at the other end.’

James led them down the hill and, after a quick check, across the road into an alleyway. Terry guessed the lack of traffic snarls was down to most people abandoning the city centre at an early stage, before panic really set in. It was even darker in the alleyway, the high buildings blotting out all but a tiny strip of sky, which was now clear and leaking starlight onto the world below. At the end of the alley, they scuttled across the road and crossed into George Street.

At the front of the Museum of Modern Art, James stopped abruptly. Light flickered on the walls and columns of the museum. The stink of charred flesh reached Terry’s nostrils again. James led them away from the source of light, staying deep in the shadows. Terry glanced behind him as they rounded the museum to cross the plaza towards Buchanan Street, and saw another bonfire, this one smaller and brighter, across from the statue of the Duke of Wellington astride his horse. Terry was one of many Glaswegians who, pissed up at three in the morning, had climbed atop the statue to perch a traffic cone on the Duke’s head. The memory of happier times made him want to crumple to the pavement.

On they crept, ducking from cover to cover, passing another smouldering pile of melded animal and human flesh. The windows of many of the stores they passed were smashed, displays devoid of products. So far they had seen neither soldier nor beast. That luck could not hold.

They were about a hundred metres from Central Station when James brought them to a halt outside the Horseshoe Bar, one of Terry’s old haunts. Hope springs eternal, and Terry thought they were stopping for a break, and possibly a sneaky looted beer. It had been weeks since alcohol had passed his lips. Then he heard voices, followed by a sharp burst of laughter. James motioned for Terry to join. At the junction right on the corner of the station, a trio of soldiers sat in armchairs, likely hauled from a nearby furniture store, smoking around a campfire next to their parked vehicle.

‘What do we do?’ Terry whispered.

‘We wait.’

They hunkered down. As the minutes wore on and the cold seeped further into Terry’s bones, it seemed unlikely the soldiers were going anywhere.

‘Where are all the looters when you need them?’ he asked.

As if in answer to Terry’s question, a radio crackled. They heard a short exchange, and then the engine leapt into life.

‘Back!’ James said urgently.

They jammed themselves into a doorway as the jeep shot past, its headlights illuminating a spray of bullet holes on the opposite wall. The engine noise receded into the distance.

‘We need to move,’ James said.

They broke cover and ran into the road. Outside the station sat three taxis, all locked up. James broke the window of the first one and opened the doors. He rummaged in a tool kit he found under the passenger seat and, as he attacked the steering column with a screwdriver, Mary and Geldof piled into the back seat.

‘Get the gates open,’ James hissed at Terry and Lesley.

They ran over to the massive wrought-iron gates at the station entrance and found the padlock had already been broken, probably by looters keen to access the larger selection of shops in the station. The taxi burst into life. Terry winced, expecting an army vehicle to come careering round the corner. James pulled up alongside them, but Terry waved him forward so he could close the gates behind them and cover their tracks. Then he and Lesley jumped in.

The wheels squealed as the cab motored towards the railway tracks, passing the clock under which Terry, and just about every other teenager in Glasgow, used to meet his dates before heading out on the town. At the platform, James turned on the headlights, searching for a ramp leading onto the tracks. There was none.

‘We’re going to have to jump it,’ James said.

He backed up, put the taxi into first then hit the accelerator.

‘Can we not get out fir— Ooohhhhhhhhh shiiiiiitttte!’ Lesley cried as the taxi hurtled into thin air. It hit the tracks with a crunching impact. The occupants of the back seat were thrown up, to land in a tangle of limbs on the floor.

James didn’t slow down. ‘Sorry about that. I didn’t want to waste any time in case the patrol came back. Everyone OK?’

Terry rubbed the top of his head. ‘I think you’ve concussed my concussion. Apart from that, I’m fine.’

The others picked themselves up and settled down into the rattling seats, holding on to the bars to steady themselves. James steered them out of the station, his driving far faster and more assured than Terry’s had been on the other rail track, and onto the bridge spanning the River Clyde. Terry looked out over the city. The lights that normally sparkled along the riverside were extinguished. The entire city lay in darkness, save for the many glowing spots, like distant fireflies, that marked the bonfires of death burning through the night.
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Unhappy campers
 

Guilt is a funny thing. It creeps up on you, taps you on the shoulder and punches you on the nose when you are finally doing something you have dreamed of for years. At least, that’s what it did to Geldof as the taxi, running with its headlights off, trundled south. Up until that point, nestled between Mary’s breasts, he had been floating in a dreamy state, interrupted only by the dash through the city centre. His few coherent thoughts had focused on how he was going to develop the situation and get a naked nipple stroked across his forehead or across his lips.

These thoughts, and the vibration of the taxi, helped maintain the erection that had sprung up like the centrepiece of a pop-up book the moment his face made contact with Mary’s chest. Lying in the warm darkness in the back of the cab, with Lesley and Terry nodding off beside him, Geldof turned his body and pressed his crotch into Mary’s thigh. She didn’t seem to notice, either too buried in her grief or thinking the rubbing of his groin against her leg was simply a function of the horrendous bouncing they were all experiencing from the rail tracks. He was just getting to the tickly bit when something wet landed on his forehead, trickled down his nose and into his mouth. It was salty. Another fat tear hit his cheek. Then he realized Mary was calling out the names of her boys, low and repeatedly. His penis wilted and he moved his groin away from the grieving mother.

He tried to wriggle free of Mary’s suddenly cloying embrace. The touch of her skin brought a different kind of heat, this one shameful. But Mary was not to be denied. She maintained a firm grip on his neck, whimpering every time he managed to gain some distance. Eventually he gave up, returning his face to its perch. Before too long another tear dripped from her chin. He reached up a hand, passed her breasts without pausing, and wiped her wet cheeks with his thumb.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

She sighed. ‘It’s not your fault, Tony.’

Geldof pushed himself up until their faces were level. Her eyes were dark pools of shadow, but he could sense her looking at him. He put his arm around her and pulled her head down onto his shoulder. Soon her breathing changed, from the shallow hiccups of grief to a smoother, deeper rhythm. In the darkness, with only the top of her head visible, she could have been Fanny. Geldof stroked her hair.

‘I’m sorry we didn’t get on any more, Mum. I know you did your best,’ he whispered.

He kept stroking even after Mary was fast asleep.
 

When Geldof awoke, his bladder full, a faint grey light was seeping into the cab, which was parked in the middle of the tracks underneath a road bridge. A chorus of snores came from all around. Geldof gently lifted Mary’s head off his shoulder and let her slide down the seat behind him. All seemed still, so he opened the door as quietly as possible and stepped down. He skipped along the sleepers, looking for somewhere to pee out of sight of the taxi. It was a relief to get out into the fresh air, which helped shake off the traces of the nausea that had built in him during the bumpy journey.

He ducked behind a graffiti-covered concrete pillar and let loose, stretching out his back and looking down at his wrists. The scabby crust was beginning to fade, even though it had been less than twenty-four hours since he swapped his hemp-tainted organic cotton T-shirt and trousers for a pair of denims, leather shoes and a thick jumper in the station. The itching was backing off too, and the relief was indescribable.

Yet the physical changes were secondary to what was going on inside. His feelings for Mary were confused: shame for letting his libido lead him to take advantage of her grief and continued lust vying for supremacy. Equally, his victory over the twins was tainted by their death. Yet the years of torment he had suffered at their hands ensured that the memory of his fists and feet thudding into their bodies sparked a savage thrill.

When it came to Fanny, his feelings were even more muddled. He should be grieving her loss, but it felt as if he had gained a mother, someone he could love without her personality getting in the way. As the itch faded, so did his hatred, leaving sadness that he couldn’t tell Fanny how he felt. He knew it would take months, maybe even years, to assimilate the thoughts and feelings swirling around inside his mind. Yet the confusion was exhilarating. He felt he was standing on the cusp of manhood, ready to stride forward and take his place in the adult world. Where he would hopefully get a shag at long last.

Once he had shaken off, Geldof took a look around. The occupants of the taxi were still comatose, and there didn’t seem to be any animals in the vicinity. He walked out from under the bridge into an area flanked by loose shrubbery rising above head height. Glancing up, he could just about see the roofs of abandoned cars lined up along the bridge. A lone pigeon flapped down and landed on the railing. Something rustled in the bushes, and Geldof turned, expecting to see another bird.

The rustling came again, too loud to be made by a small creature. Geldof was grateful he had just been to the toilet. He kept his gaze on the section of the shrubbery that was now shaking and backed away. It was maybe two hundred metres back to the taxi: no problem for an Olympic sprinting demi-god like Usain Bolt but a bit of a challenge for a fifteen-year-old with spindly legs who normally only sprinted with the aid of the shift button on his computer.

A long, angry moo emanated from the bush. Geldof squawked and turned to run, his legs and arms flapping spasmodically. His foot snagged on the tracks, ending his flight before it had begun. Behind him, something stepped onto the railway line. Geldof scrambled to his feet for a second stab at the 200-metre cowardly dash. Something grabbed his hand and arrested his progress in mid-step.

‘Dad!’ he yelled. ‘Help!’

‘Moooooooooooo!’ a voice said behind him, strangely muffled.

Geldof whirled round. Behind him stood six soldiers in camouflage, arranged in a loose arrow formation with the leader, who was holding Geldof’s wrist, at the tip. They were all wearing disposable masks over their noses and mouths.

‘Moooooooooooo!’ the short, stocky man exclaimed again, throwing his head back and bending his knees for extra gusto. His mates, each of them holding a stubby automatic weapon at an angle across his chest, chuckled behind their masks.

The lead soldier released Geldof’s wrist.

‘Got you there, my son,’ he brayed in a southern English accent. ‘You were shitting it.’

Geldof’s adrenalin was still pumping, and he felt a sudden desire to turn his flight reaction into fight and kick the soldier – Johnson, according to the name tag on his lapel – on the shin. He managed to keep himself in check, helped by the fearsome aspect of the squad before him.

‘What you doing out here then, sunshine?’ Johnson asked. ‘Having a morning stroll?’

Geldof glanced at the taxi, half-hidden in the shadow of the bridge, and searched for a story that would convince the soldiers he was alone and they should let him continue on his way.

The soldier registered his glance. ‘Ah, you’ve got company. Let’s go get them, shall we?’

He motioned Geldof forward with his gun. One of his squad stopped him. ‘Hold on a minute. What’s that on his neck?’

He pointed to the fading scabs around Geldof’s collar line. Suddenly the guns were up.

‘Have you been bitten by an animal?’ Johnson asked, backing away.

‘No,’ Geldof replied, also backing away and trying to work out the acceleration of a bullet fired from an automatic weapon and his chances of avoiding the same. He didn’t need a calculator to know they were minuscule.

‘You’re not sneezing? You don’t have an urge to eat or fuck anyone?’

Geldof clicked, remembering the sores on the cows. The soldiers were afraid he had the virus. They looked jumpy, their fingers way too tight on their triggers. He had to defuse the situation and fast.

‘I’m a teenager. Of course I have an urge to fuck everything.’

Johnson laughed. The muzzle of his gun dropped slightly.

‘Look, it’s an allergy,’ Geldof said, pulling down the neck of his jumper. ‘I’ve had it for years.’

Johnson stepped in and peered at the rash.

‘Maybe we should shoot him, just to be sure,’ the soldier who had pointed out the scabs said.

Johnson lowered his gun. ‘Nah, he’s fine.’

The soldiers flanked Geldof and marched up the track, making no attempt at stealth. Geldof’s heart was still hammering in his chest. They had been afraid he had the virus, which meant people had been infected or there was a chance they could be. The crunch of boots as they approached the taxi roused James, who sat up and peered sleepily over the steering wheel. He turned around, said something, and then got out. Lesley and Terry joined him a few seconds later. The trio stood close together and silently watched the soldiers advance.

‘Morning,’ Johnson called. ‘Mind if I ask where you’re headed?’

Terry and Lesley exchanged a look. It was something they had been doing a lot of recently, Geldof had noticed.

‘Just trying to get out of the city and find somewhere to hole up,’ Terry said. ‘Our house was attacked.’

Johnson walked up to the cab and peered in the window. ‘I hope you haven’t left the meter running.’

‘Sorry?’

‘I don’t think your passenger would be too happy,’ he said, nodding in to the still sleeping Mary. ‘Anyway, you’re going to have to come with us.’

‘We’re not looters,’ Terry said in a shrill voice. ‘The taxi was lying open, we just took it to get out of town.’

Johnson grinned. ‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist, mate. I can see you’re not looters. You still have to come to the rest and reception area. Civilians aren’t supposed to be wandering around out here. The clean-up isn’t finished yet.’

Terry and Lesley roused Mary, then they all grabbed their rucksacks and followed the soldiers up the line towards the bushes.

‘So where is this place?’ Geldof asked.

‘Strathclyde Park. Just the other side of the trees.’ Johnson nodded his head in the direction of a wood at the far end of an open field.

Once through the bushes, they crossed the field. It had been cut up into muddy clumps by hooves, making progress difficult. The soldiers had their guns up and at the ready. Once they had gained the tree-line, the soldiers relaxed a little, although Geldof remained on full alert. While the trees were sufficiently close together to discourage large animals from entering, Geldof had been on enough forest walks, or rather forced marches, with Fanny and her nature buddies to know terrain such as this was usually crawling with smaller wildlife, much of it sporting rows of sharp little teeth.

Occasionally there was the crackle of leaves, or a soft thump deep in the trees, and the soldiers would tense up, pointing their weapons in the direction of the noise. After five minutes of tramping, they came to a copse littered with chunks of flesh and grey fur. Floppy ears, paws and heads were scattered amongst the carnage.

‘Did you do this?’ Lesley asked.

‘Yes,’ Johnson replied. ‘Vicious little bastards, these fluffy bunnies.’

His men snickered. One of them bent over to pick up a severed head, but the squad leader snapped at him, ‘Cut that out! You’re not supposed to touch that shit.’

Soon the trees thinned out and gave way to a grassy plain that led into Strathclyde Park, which was essentially a lake surrounded by a wide, oval strip of grass. The last time Geldof had been here was when he was six. He had wet himself out on the boating lake.

The transformation of the once tranquil park to what looked like a permanent refugee camp in the two weeks since the virus had broken out was remarkable. About ten metres away lay a makeshift fence constructed from sandbags and barbed wire. Towers were dotted along the perimeter every fifty metres or so, each one sporting a machine gun and a bored soldier. They were allowed entry through a manned gate and meandered through the complex, which presented a scene normally reserved for the evening news beaming in images from a conflict-hit country overseas.

White tents grubby from the rain and mud were pitched in rows along the length of the lake. Smoke from cooking fires spiralled up from numerous spots within the camp. Children ran between the tents, bare feet plastered with mud. Their parents stood, or sat on upturned buckets outside their tents, their faces drawn and defeated. Down by the lake, rows of women – one of them still dressed in a business suit – scrubbed their clothes on the rocks.

‘Holy crap,’ Lesley said.

‘Not quite what the government had in mind when they dreamed up these camps,’ Johnson said. ‘Too many people to handle. Ah, here we are. Registration.’ He shouldered his gun. ‘We’ll leave you here. Enjoy your stay at Butlins.’

He took off his mask and sauntered off into the maze of tents with his squad.

Geldof’s group turned to face the woman who had come bustling out of the tent. She was ruddy-faced with wide eyes and a smile that almost split her face in two, making her look remarkably like a cartoon character. She radiated a cheerful-at-all-costs vibe. No doubt she was busy totting up all the positives of the horrendous situation they were in, such as the chance to meet new and interesting people, lots of fresh air and plenty of overtime.

‘Morning all!’ she trumpeted, rubbing her hands together. ‘It’s a bit chilly today, isn’t it!’

‘It’s Scotland,’ Geldof said. ‘It’s always chilly.’

‘Very true, young man. I’m so glad you could join us. My name is Karen Allen. If you would like to just follow me, we can get started.’

She turned to lead them into the tent. Terry cleared his throat. It was lost in the bass hum coming from the diesel generator behind the tent.

‘Excuse me!’ he called.

Karen turned round.

‘If you don’t mind we’d rather just be on our way. We have other plans.’

Karen laughed. ‘Don’t be silly. You can’t leave.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because you’ll get killed by all those nasty animals. Once you’re in, you’re in. Policy, I’m afraid.’

Karen entered the tent. After a pause, the others followed, Terry in the lead. He sat down where Karen indicated, in a plastic chair in front of a folding table. A computer sat on the table with a camera and what looked like a mini scanner attached to it. At least a dozen identical stations were ranged along the room, all of them unattended.

‘Business slow today?’ Terry asked.

‘Oh, we’re not getting so many people now, but let me tell you, the first week was chaos. We had tens of thousands. Now it’s tailed off. I suppose we’ve managed to get most people from the area.’

‘Or maybe they’re dead,’ Geldof muttered.

Either Karen didn’t hear him or she was applying a selective filter to block out anything that might cloud her sunny disposition. ‘Let’s get down to business, shall we? Do you have any ID?’

‘No,’ Terry replied. ‘We had to leave in a hurry. We were attacked by rats.’

‘Oh, what a pain,’ Karen said. ‘That must have been awful. Name?’

‘Pepi O’Flanagan,’ Terry answered.

A tiny frown crossed Karen’s face. ‘Is that Spanish?’

‘Spanish-slash-Irish,’ Terry deadpanned.

He looked significantly at the others as she typed. Karen asked him a string of other questions about his date of birth, town of residence and family connections. Terry lied through his teeth in response to them all. Then Karen popped her head up over the monitor and unleashed a cheesy grin that displayed every one of her perfect teeth.

‘Watch the birdie!’

The flashbulb popped.

‘Now put your thumb into the scanner.’

‘You want my fingerprints?’ Terry asked, looking worried.

‘Standard procedure. We need it for your ID card, to make sure you don’t register twice and try to get more food.’

‘Who would do that?’

‘I’ve worked in refugee camps all over the world and believe me, they all tried it on.’

‘This isn’t a refugee camp. It’s a “rest and reception” area.’

Karen giggled again. ‘Absolutely correct. But rules are rules, and I must insist you put your thumb in. If you don’t, no pudding for you!’

‘Just put your thumb in before I strangle her,’ Geldof said under his breath.

Terry acquiesced and pressed his thumb, then each finger in turn, onto the scanner.

They each took their turn to register, taking Terry’s lead to conceal their true identities. Lesley became Anthea Carruthers. James became Gavin McManus. Geldof awarded himself the title of Grant Baron McManus, a slight modification from his original idea of Grant Baron DeStewart the Third, which he thought might be laying it on a bit too thick. Mary became Trisha Thomson. Finally they were all issued ID cards and taken outside. Karen led them through a labyrinth of identical tents.

‘Where did you get Pepi O’Flanagan from?’ Lesley asked Terry, her voice low, as Karen forged ahead. ‘It sounds totally fake.’

‘It was the first thing that came into my head,’ Terry said in response.

‘If that’s the first thing that popped into your head, I’m worried about your mental health,’ Lesley said.

‘It’s my porn name.’

‘Your what?’

‘You take the name of your first pet, then your mother’s maiden name. Voilà, you have the name you would use if you were a porn star.’

Lesley smiled. ‘You had a pet called Pepi?’

‘Yes. A poodle.’

Geldof stifled a laugh. ‘Pepi the poodle?’

‘It was my gran’s!’ Terry snapped. ‘We had to look after it when she died.’

‘Well, I think it’s cute,’ Lesley said. ‘You should use it more often.’

Karen stopped abruptly.

‘You’re here.’ She indicated a tent that had absolutely no distinguishing features whatsoever. ‘We don’t have much room, so you’ll all have to squeeze in. There will be a food distribution this afternoon at one p.m. You are registered as a five-person group, and you, Mr O’Flanagan, are designated head of the group.’

‘Please, call him Pepi,’ Lesley butted in. ‘Everybody else does.’

Terry stood on her toes as Karen beamed. ‘OK, Pepi. This means you are responsible for picking up rations for everyone. You can get your non-food items – blankets, cooking utensils, water container – at the same time.’

Karen gave them directions to the food distribution point and then marched back down the path.

‘I really hope we don’t see her again,’ Geldof said.

‘OK, everyone. Into the tent for a confab,’ Terry said.

The five of them ducked through the flap and surveyed their new home, which was as welcoming as a utilitarian canvas tent could be expected to be. They squatted on the groundsheet, shivering at the cold seeping up from the wet earth below.

‘We have to get out of here as soon as possible,’ Terry said. ‘They don’t have our names, but they’ve got our faces and fingerprints. That might be enough.’

‘It’s going to be tough,’ Lesley responded. ‘I don’t know if you noticed, but every second guard post is facing inward. That means they’re just as keen to keep us in as they are to keep the animals out.’

‘Why would they do that?’ Terry asked.

‘The soldiers thought I had the virus,’ Geldof said. ‘For a minute, I thought they were going to shoot me.’

‘I’d say they’re worried too much contact between human and animal will let the virus mutate,’ Lesley commented.

Terry frowned. ‘Well, whatever the reason, we need to skedaddle before Brown turns up.’

‘Geldof and I will scout the camp,’ James said. ‘See if there are any weak spots.’

‘What, now?’ Geldof asked.

‘Yes, now.’

Sighing was something Geldof had become extremely practised at down the years, and he took the opportunity to display his skill as he clambered to his feet.

‘Oh, come on. It’ll be fun,’ James said with a hopeful smile. ‘We can pretend we’re commandos.’

‘Dad, I’m fifteen, not nine,’ Geldof replied. ‘Smoking dope only slows down time for you. The rest of the world marches on.’

James’s smile drooped.

They trudged around the edge of the camp in silence, sandwiched between the outer rim of the tents and the fence. Machine-gun posts and floodlights, connected to snaking cables that ran off to generators studded into the grass, were spaced at regular intervals for the entire circumference. Sure enough, at every second post the guard was looking in, the gun pointed into the camp. Only the terrain on the outside changed, from forest to fields overlooking residential areas to a view of the River Clyde. The only variation to the uniform fence came at the main entrance. The car park had been cordoned off and was full of trucks, armoured vehicles and even two tanks. Soldiers sat around in small groups, chatting, smoking and playing cards.

‘This is a good choice of camp,’ James said. ‘Forest on one side, river on the other. It creates a natural barrier. It means it’s easier to defend.’

‘That’s nice,’ Geldof said, more concerned with the growing rumble in his stomach where food should be.

They looped back to the lake and walked along the side until they reached the rowing boats.

‘Do you want to grab a free ride?’ James asked. ‘Nobody’s looking.’

‘Don’t you remember the last time we did this?’

James shook his head.

‘I peed myself. You were too stoned to row properly on your side and get us back to shore, so we ended up going in circles until I couldn’t hold it.’

Geldof’s dad sat down heavily on the jetty. ‘God, I’m sorry, son.’

He hung his head, looking into the water, where scum from the dirty clothes being scrubbed each day slicked the surface. ‘I’ve not been a very good father, have I? I know it’s no excuse, but I only smoked so much so I wouldn’t have to remember. I never told you, but I was in the SAS: in the Falklands; in Iraq behind the lines; training the Khmer Rouge.’ His voice became a hoarse whisper. ‘I did some awful things.’

A flush of sympathy swept over Geldof. He sat on the jetty and edged closer. ‘What’s the Khmer Rouge?’

‘It doesn’t matter. What matters is I should have been there for you. I wasn’t.’

‘Oh look, don’t worry about it,’ Geldof said.

‘I have to. You don’t have your mum now.’ James paused and looked out over the lake, to where a gaggle of women were bent over at their laundry on the other shore. ‘I miss her, you know. She would have loved this: all those women having to abandon their washing machines and go back to nature.’

Tears sprang to James’s eyes. Geldof reached up and put his skinny arm round his father’s shoulder. ‘I miss her too.’

‘I promise I’ll be there for you from now on,’ James said. ‘No more dope, not even if it begins raining Gold Seal.’

Geldof gave his father another squeeze, still feeling slightly uncomfortable at the physical closeness. He could barely remember when he’d last touched his father before the past few days.

‘Come on, let’s take one of the boats out,’ Geldof suggested.

James looked up, wiping away his tears. ‘Are you sure?’

Geldof smiled. ‘Yeah, it’ll be fun.’

James leapt to his feet and clambered into a boat. He held out a hand to Geldof and helped him on. The sun came out as they reached the middle of the lake, warming Geldof’s skin, and they chose to drift for a while. For a moment he forgot all about zombie cows, dead mothers and government agents, and became just a boy out on the lake with his father. James had closed his eyes and appeared to be nodding off, when Geldof realized he needed to pee. He looked at his dad’s peaceful face, and smiled. Instead of waking his father, Geldof stood up unsteadily, undid his fly and whizzed into the lake.
 

If there was a mental equivalent of rubbing your hands in glee, Lesley was doing exactly that. Admittedly, having the population of Britain either dead, living in squalor in refugee camps or cowering in their homes seemed, on the face of it, to be bad news. And the fact that they were trapped in one of those camps was not a source of joy either. Yet as Lesley joined the ration queue with Terry, she could think only of how humongous her story was going to be once it got out.

It just got better and better. The camp was an amazing piece of colour and a perfect example of the role reversal that had swept the country: the people were the ones penned in while the cattle roamed free. She wasn’t going to stop at just a feature. A best-selling book about her battle to bring the story to print was in the offing too. It had all the ingredients: death, struggle, cannibalism, capture, escape. Only a bit of love interest was missing, and, as her gaze rested on Terry’s pert buttocks, she was pretty sure that could be arranged. Titles for the book zipped through her mind – Flight from Zombie Island: One Journalist’s Heroic Tale and Apocalypse Cow: How One Woman Brought Down the British Government were her two favourites.

Maybe she was getting ahead of herself, as they still had to get out of the camp, travel the length of England and navigate a tunnel that would most likely be sealed off. At the moment even getting out of the queue looked like it was going to be an ordeal: the line of people waiting for food doubled back on itself twice along the lakeside (though since it was a British queue it remained polite and orderly; Lesley tried and failed to picture the chaos had the camp been in Italy). Even so, she couldn’t help getting carried away. Just when all had seemed lost, the evidence had been handed to her on a plate and, despite the brief moment of self-doubt in the station brought on by the mention of her overachieving father, she still felt the fates were conspiring to render irrelevant her previous fuck-ups.

She amused herself for a while by graciously accepting various awards for her journalistic magnificence. She plucked the Pulitzer Prize from the hands of a beaming Barack Obama, tipping a wink at a very green Colin, who she had ensured had tickets for the front row. She had no idea what the Pulitzer looked like or even if a non-American could win it. In her fantasy it became a statue of such golden vulgar lavishness she needed two assistants to help her lift it over her head in triumph. Next she was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, which she planned to put on the mantelpiece of the beach-front property she would buy in Malibu with her royalties. Then she would hire Colin to dust it.

Colin’s various roles in her fantasies set her to wondering if he was still alive, but the thought winked out as the shrill screams of two pensioners disrupted the order of the queue. They were fighting over a tin of condensed milk, which had fallen out of one of their bags. The old ladies clawed at each other, the tin changing hands three times and eventually being put to use as a makeshift club until security separated them. One of the ladies managed to rip off her opponent’s wig as she was being pulled away. When the hubbub had died down, Lesley could not get herself back into her train of thought, so she earwigged on the conversation in front of her.

‘I don’t believe you,’ a girl with dyed-blonde hair and a muffin top was saying.

Her companion, a man in his twenties clad in an Iron Maiden tour T-shirt, sidled closer and said, ‘It’s true. They shot him right outside my house.’

Lesley’s ears pricked up and she tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Sorry, what are you talking about?’

The Iron Maiden fan jerked his head around. Lesley gave him a reassuring smile. ‘I’m a journalist. You were saying somebody got shot?’

He relaxed and leaned closer. ‘I saw the soldiers shoot somebody.’ He inserted a dramatic pause. ‘Just because he sneezed.’

‘Bullshit,’ the girl said. ‘There must have been another reason.’

‘They thought he had the virus,’ Iron Maiden man said.

‘Hold on,’ Lesley said. ‘Explain exactly what happened.’

‘They evacuated my street, right. I was sleeping off a hangover and only woke up at the end. I looked out the window and they were right there, in front of this homeless old nutter who was always hanging around. The old boy was pissed and filthy, the usual, and screaming dog’s abuse at the soldiers. They were just looking at him, doing nothing. Then he sneezed. They opened fire, killed him stone dead. I ducked down, then I heard one of them ask if he had it. I’m telling you, they’re shitting themselves that people might get the virus.’

The girl shook her head. ‘The army wouldn’t shoot somebody for no reason. He must have had a knife or something.’

‘Fine, don’t believe me,’ the man said huffily. ‘All I’m saying is that if you catch a cold, you’d better hope it’s not a sneezy one, or they’ll blow your head off.’

He made a gun with his thumb and forefinger and put it to the girl’s temple. She batted his hand away. ‘Piss off, weirdo. I’m not going to drop my knickers for you just cos you saw somebody get shot.’

‘I was just making conversation,’ he said defensively and turned his back on the girl, who returned to staring vacantly into the distance.

Lesley turned to Terry. ‘You don’t suppose he was infected, do you?’

‘I hope not,’ Terry said, and fell silent.

When they got to the table, a bored-looking assistant checked Terry’s card and then doled out a medium-sized sack of rice, one of maize, some butter, salt, sugar, condensed milk, bottled water and cereal bars.

Terry eyed the maize. ‘What am I supposed to do with this?’ he asked.

‘Cook it,’ the staff member said.

‘How, exactly?’

‘Soak it in water, then boil it for a bit.’

‘Sounds nasty.’

‘You’ve had polenta, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s the exact same, except you don’t have to pay ten quid for it in some fancy Italian restaurant. Next!’

Lesley picked up the smaller items, while Terry slung the two bags over his shoulder. They staggered back to the tent, and then returned for their non-food items – blankets, cooking and eating utensils, buckets, candles and matches. The queue was much shorter. They were only in it long enough to watch a green helicopter buzz overhead and disappear behind the tents, presumably to land in the car park. They were on their way back again when Terry dropped his goodies and pulled Lesley off into a gap between two tents.

He’s not going to try it on here, is he? Lesley thought.

Her heart was not exactly racing yet, but it was definitely on the side of the track stretching out its hamstring. She leaned in towards him. Terry pulled her down to a crouching position, shushing her as he did so.

‘No need to be so rough,’ she said indignantly, and then realized Terry was pointing.

Less than fifty metres away, standing outside the registration tent talking to Karen, stood Brown, flanked by his cronies. Karen beckoned him inside and, with a quick scan of the surroundings, he followed.

‘We need to get out of here,’ Terry said.

He grabbed Lesley’s hand and they scooted away, leaving their supplies behind. As they ran, Lesley supposed she should be grateful for another exciting twist to wind into the story of their escape. But she could almost feel Brown’s strong, icy fingers on her scalp as he forced her to watch the bull rip her source to shreds. Her legs were so weak she struggled to keep up with Terry, stumbling across the cut-up grass. They burst into the tent, and its occupants, including James and Geldof, who had returned from their scouting mission, looked up.

‘Brown’s here,’ Terry announced.

Mary’s head snapped round. ‘He’s here? The man who killed my boys?’ She scrambled to her feet and ran for the tent flap. ‘Where is he? I’ll kill him!’

James caught up with her in a few steps and held her tight as she kicked her legs.

‘Be smart, Mary. He’ll kill you,’ he whispered into her ear. ‘You’ll get your revenge, I promise. We all will.’

She sagged in James’s arms. He passed her on to Geldof, who patted her hand.

‘We need to leave pronto,’ Terry said. ‘Did you find a way out?’

James didn’t blink, just got to his feet and began stuffing rations into their five rucksacks. ‘Our best bet’s the way we came in, through the forest, but we’ve got no chance of doing it during the day. The guards would see us instantly.’

Terry slapped the side of the tent. ‘He has to be here for us. We must have popped up on their system when we registered, maybe our fingerprints or facial recognition. We need to get out of this tent, right now.’

‘Let’s find an empty tent to hide in until it’s dark,’ Lesley said. ‘Then we can get out through the woods.’

‘Won’t there be animals about?’ Geldof asked.

‘We’ll just have to take that chance.’

They sauntered out, strolling in the direction away from the reception area, trying to look nonchalant. Once they were far enough from their assigned living space, they began to look for an empty tent. Most were obviously occupied: either the residents were crouched outside, staring disconsolately into space, or clothes were slung over the guy ropes to dry during the break in the rain. Of the tents that showed no outward sign of occupation, the first five were taken, the owners leaping into startled life each time Lesley, who had drawn the short straw, stuck her head through the flap. Finally they found a vacant tent and piled in. They chewed on cereal bars and gulped down water as they waited.

Visions of Brown and his men combing the tents, throwing open flap after flap to point stubby little guns at the occupants, filled Lesley’s mind. She briefly wondered whether handing over the drive to Brown would appease him. She touched it again. No, there was no way she could give this up, not now. She’d been a quitter all her life, letting Colin and others push ahead of her in the queue. It had taken this whole sorry mess for her to realize it. Not this time. If she could get through this, her life would take a new course. If not, supposing Brown let her live, she would be back to making tea and covering charity drives at some local rag. That would be a recipe for a shotgun sandwich if ever there was one.

When Lesley crawled over to the tent flap to peer out, layer upon layer of dark clouds had slid over the sky and brought the camp into early dusk. It was probably dark enough for them to try. She turned back into the tent.

The others were all huddled together in the far corner. ‘It’s time to go.’

‘I need the loo first,’ Mary said.

‘Just pee outside the tent,’ James said. ‘You shouldn’t be wandering around in the open.’

Mary shook her head. ‘I’m not squatting on the ground.’

James looked like he was about to respond, but Lesley, who could see how close Mary was to cracking, interjected. ‘The toilets are just round the corner. I’ll go with her. We’ll be quick.’

James looked uncomfortable, but said nothing.

Lesley led Mary to the toilets, following the stench. They were pit latrines, quickly dug to cope with the thousands of unexpected guests, and were already straining to cope. Lesley had been to Glastonbury. On the last day, peeing involved closing your eyes, plugging your nose and hovering over the toilet while trying not to think about the accumulated foulness lurking below. These latrines were almost as bad, without the sweetener of drugs, booze and great music to make them bearable.

When Lesley had finished her pee and staggered outside, retching, she heard a strange sound. It had the feel of crowd noise, the way thousands of individual voices swell together to create a thrumming hum more than the sum of its parts, and once again she was reminded of a music festival. The toilets sat on a slight rise that afforded a view over the tops of the tents. Lesley looked towards the field butting onto the far end of the park, from where the sound seemed to be coming. A red glow shone from beyond the brow of the hill, like the first hint of sun on a summer morning. But the actual sun was somewhere behind the clouds off in the other direction.

‘That’s odd,’ Lesley said quietly.

The source of the glow crested the hill. Thundering towards the camp were hundreds, possibly thousands of cows. A good chunk of them were on fire. They came at speed, a ragged line of flame-grilled beef. Four helicopters appeared almost simultaneously, the front two spitting out long tongues of fire from their flanks. Rockets streaked from the rear helicopters, igniting explosions that sent shrapnel, smoke and cow parts billowing in all directions. Spotlights from the perimeter fence swivelled round and crawled restlessly over the advancing herd. The machine-gun posts opened fire, sending their rat-a-tat-tat echoing back across the lake.

Lesley yanked open the door of the toilet Mary was in and hauled her out. Already the air was tinged with the scent of burning flesh. Bemused refugees poked their heads out of their tents.

‘Run for the main entrance!’ she shouted at them as she hurried past, dragging Mary behind her.

Terry, James and Geldof were sprinting towards her. Over their shoulders, Lesley could see the cows bearing down on the perimeter fence. Tracer fire was cutting into them and, combined with the fire and explosions, was thinning the herd. The surviving cows, still numbering in their hundreds, smashed into and over the sandbags, dragging barbed wire behind, and crashed into the first line of tents. Screams joined the chaos of helicopter blades, gunfire and the crackle of flames.

They pelted in the opposite direction, against the flow of soldiers streaming towards the action. The going got tougher as more people piled into the path between the tents. When Lesley dared a glance back, the underside of the clouds glowed fierce red and the flames were licking higher as the burning cows set light to the tents. The car park was visible up ahead. Terry, now leading the way, put on an extra burst of speed, only to collide with somebody who had come running out from the pathway that intersected theirs. The two of them flew through the air before landing, Terry on top, and skidded several feet along the muddy ground. Another two figures emerged from the pathway and stopped to look at the tangle.

Two things happened at once: Lesley recognized the two men as Brown’s companions and a shout came from beneath Terry: ‘It’s them!’

The thugs reached inside their jackets, and Lesley saw her death coming in the smooth progression of a brawny forearm. She could not look away as the wrist of the cute young man cleared his jacket. She glimpsed the handle of a gun. That was as far as he got. A foot came flying out of nowhere to slam the would-be killer’s hand into his chest, sending him falling into his partner and the gun into the mud. The owner of the foot turned out to be James, who followed up the kick with a thudding punch to the Adam’s apple of the first gunman. He dropped to the ground, gasping for air. With a fluid speed Lesley didn’t think possible in a burnt-out dope fiend, James closed in and butted the second gunman in his scarred face. He staggered backwards, blindly squeezing off a shot that whizzed past Lesley’s head. James grabbed the gun hand. There came a sickening crack and a piercing scream. More thuds followed.

Lesley looked beyond, to where Terry and Brown were rolling in the mud. Something glinted with red light reflected from the fires: a knife, grasped by Brown and wavering inches from Terry’s eye. Terry had both his hands wrapped around Brown’s arm, but the knife-point was still edging down. Lesley closed the distance in six strides and unleashed the most powerful kick she could muster at Brown’s groin, which was perfectly exposed as his splayed knees struggled to find purchase in the mud. She connected squarely and his body rose several inches off the ground with the force of the blow. He toppled to the side, still holding the knife. Lesley kicked again, and again, finding arm, leg, stomach and head.

James nudged past her and planted a knee on Brown’s forearm, mashing it into the ground. The knife slipped from his grasp. Mary appeared from nowhere to slap furiously at Brown’s face, screaming incoherently. Brown didn’t make a sound until James pulled Mary off. Then he let out a quiet grunt.

Behind them, small-arms fire crackled throughout the camp, barely audible above the panicked din. The flames appeared closer. People ran past them in all directions, some of them heading back into the madness in their confusion.

‘We’re taking this prick with us,’ Terry said, kicking Brown, who had managed to get onto his hands and knees. ‘If he’s with us, then he isn’t following us.’

‘Fine,’ James replied. He slapped his hand onto Brown’s bald scalp and pointed a retrieved gun at his temple. ‘You saw what I did to your boys. If you give us any trouble, I won’t hesitate to kill you. Understand?’

Brown stared unwaveringly at James, spat out a mouthful of blood, and nodded. James pulled Brown to his feet and pushed him ahead. He fished in his pocket and pulled out the other gun. ‘Can anybody else shoot?’

‘I can,’ Lesley said.

Terry looked at her, eyebrow raised.

‘I joined a gun club for a story,’ Lesley said, not mentioning it was part of a planned exposé of how gun clubs were full of people like Thomas Hamilton, the perpetrator of the Dunblane massacre, just itching to open fire into a crowded shopping centre. They weren’t.

James tossed her the second gun. ‘Feel free to shoot him if he tries anything.’

They broke clear of the tents and stood before the main gate, beyond which lay the car park. The gate was unmanned: every available soldier had gone to do battle with the cows. James slid open the heavy latch and they stepped through. The helicopter that had brought Brown to the camp was still sitting there.

‘I don’t suppose you can get that up in the air?’ Lesley asked James, more in hope than in expectation.

‘Of course,’ James said, and set off at a sprint towards the craft.

Lesley turned to Terry. ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

She kept the gun pointed at Brown as James weaved between the parked vehicles. Just before the helicopter, he veered off to the right and disappeared behind a Portakabin. They heard a thump, then a yell. James emerged holding a stick-thin man with a lazy eye by the scruff of his shirt.

‘Lay off, for fuck’s sake,’ the man said.

‘I will when you fly us out of here,’ James replied.

‘I can’t. The boss would kill me. Literally.’

James pointed at Brown, who was swaying on his feet and bleeding from several cuts. ‘You mean him?’

‘Fine, I’ll do it,’ the pilot said instantly.

James winked at Lesley. ‘You didn’t really think I could fly a helicopter?’

Holding the pilot before him, James led them to the craft. They crammed into the back, while James took his seat next to the pilot. ‘Any funny business and I’ll start breaking fingers, understand?’

The pilot began punching buttons and the blades chugged into life. They were still picking up speed when three cows came bursting out of the tents. They were little more than burning skeletons dripping liquid flesh by this point, but with the virus coursing through their veins they ran on blindly, straight into and through the gate, which James had left unlatched.

‘Take us up,’ James said as the cows streaked towards them down the pathway between the military vehicles.

The blades whirled faster and the helicopter began to shift lazily. The cows’ hellish faces, skin crackling and bubbling beneath the flames, bore down on Lesley as she looked out of the side window. Then the helicopter spurted into life properly, and they were above and to the side of the cows. The beasts careered through the spot where the helicopter had been only a few seconds before and, like sprinters diving for the line in a dead heat, crunched into the side of a tank. They collapsed to the ground.

The helicopter rose until it was hovering a few hundred metres above the camp, presenting them with a panorama straight from a war zone. On the far side, where the cows had ploughed through the barricades, flames engulfed the tents in an expanding semicircle. The cows that had survived the bullets and had not yet burned out like spent Molotov cocktails rampaged deep into the camp in all directions, leaving trails of fire in their wake. The effect was like a child’s drawing of the sun, beams radiating out from the fiery core. Here and there smaller spots of fire zipped to and fro. When one of them jumped into the lake, Lesley realized they were burning people. The four military helicopters hovered over the camp, in discriminately pouring ammunition down in the vague direction of the cows, which were now hopelessly mingled with the camp’s residents.

Lesley felt a sick rage build up in her. She turned and punched Brown in the temple as hard as she could. ‘Proud of yourself?’

His head jerked, but he did not topple.

‘You will regret that,’ he said calmly.

Mary, spurred by Lesley’s blow, lunged across for another slap frenzy. Geldof restrained Mary, while Terry put an arm round Lesley.

‘Leave it,’ he said.

She put her head into Terry’s chest, intending to hide her eyes, as James told the pilot to head south. But she forced herself to look up. She was a journalist, and it was her job to bear witness, no matter how horrific the event. The nose of the helicopter dipped and they picked up speed. Lesley did not look away until the last flicker of red light had disappeared from the horizon.
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Going south
 

The helicopter flitted south, leaving behind the battle between man and beast, nature and technology. It was a struggle Terry knew the cows would lose, for they had neither defence nor attack against the airborne killers. But they would take plenty of people on the ground with them before they died. The irony was that the eventuality Terry and Lesley had feared most – Brown’s arrival – had saved them. Without his helicopter, they would have been mired in the carnage.

Terry hadn’t figured out what to do with Brown. Taking him along had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, and now they were saddled with a dangerous prisoner. Brown was slumped in the corner, looking like a beaten, bloodied captive. Yet something about the way he held himself suggested a tensed readiness to pounce at the slightest opportunity. James was also clearly concerned, sitting at an angle so he could divide his attention between Brown and the pilot.

‘Is the military running the airspace?’ James asked the pilot, still keeping a watchful eye on Brown.

The pilot nodded.

‘Then keep her just above the trees. I don’t want to be spotted.’

‘If I keep her low, we’ll have to stop soon,’ the pilot replied. ‘I don’t want to hit a building.’

‘Fair enough, but we’ll be keeping an eye on you,’ James said.

They flew on, passing a village barely visible in the gloaming. It was strange to see the small community so dark: no sodium glow from the street lights, no car headlights sweeping through the narrow roads, no welcoming light burning in the pub. All was still, dark, dead. There was no way of knowing if people were alive beneath the impassive slate roofs sliding below the helicopter’s runners.

‘Fancy telling me where we’re going?’ the pilot asked.

‘France, ultimately,’ Terry replied.

The pilot snorted. ‘No way. We’ll be shot down the minute we hit French airspace. Britain is sealed off. Nothing goes out and the only thing that comes in is food aid. Even that’s dropped from a great height.’

‘I said we’re going to France, I wasn’t asking you to take us there,’ Terry snapped, annoyed it hadn’t occurred to him that they could try to fly over the Channel.

‘What about Ireland?’ Lesley asked.

‘Same thing, love. The world’s ganged up on us. They’ve got coalition warships patrolling the Irish Sea and the English Channel, ready to launch attack helicopters against anybody trying to cross the water by boat or plane. Nobody wants this virus to get out. And another thing: if you’re going any further south than Manchester, we’ll need to refuel. This thing only has a range of three hundred kilometres.’

‘Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,’ Terry said.

He got even more vexed when Geldof decided to chip in.

‘Why do we need to leave Britain now you have this guy?’ Geldof asked, nodding his head at Brown. ‘Wasn’t he the only one trying to kill you? You can just stay here and publish the story.’

Brown lifted his head. Terry noticed for the first time that somehow his glasses had stayed on his face despite the beating, although the left lens was cracked. He smiled, showing bloodstained teeth.

‘It makes no difference if you try to get the story out here or in France.’ His eyes glittered coldly in the dying light. ‘You’re all dead. There is not even an infinitesimal chance a single one of you will live.’

James leaned through the gap in the seats and thumped Brown on the side of the head with the gun butt. Brown screwed up his face.

‘If you so much as breathe on my son, I’ll cut your balls off and play golf with them,’ James hissed. ‘And I don’t even like golf. Understand?’

Brown’s features slowly unfurled. He stared at James, who held his gaze for what felt like an eternity. James only looked away when the pilot nudged him and pointed. Up ahead loomed the silhouette of a huge rectangular structure, jutting out from the middle of a concrete island carved from the hillside.

‘It’s a printer factory,’ the pilot said. ‘We can land on the roof.’

‘Do it,’ James said.

The pilot buzzed over the building, sweeping his searchlight across air-conditioning units, skylights and a small brick structure that housed the staircase. When he was satisfied the coast was clear, he doubled back and put the craft down. Gradually the din of the blades faded. James got out first and crossed around the front of the helicopter. He hauled Brown out and pushed him against the fuselage as the others clambered onto the roof.

‘What’s your name?’ James asked the pilot.

‘Bernard.’

‘Tell me, Bernard: can this be opened from the inside?’ James indicated a hatch at the rear of the helicopter.

Bernard shook his head.

James opened the hatch, revealing a small luggage compartment, and pointed the gun at Brown. ‘In.’

Brown hesitated.

‘In, or I kill you now. Just be aware I would prefer the second option.’

Brown did as he was told, sliding head-first into the cramped space and pulling his legs up behind him. James slammed the compartment shut and turned the latch.

‘Is that necessary?’ Terry asked. ‘He’s beat up pretty bad, and it’ll get cold tonight. He might die. I don’t want that on my conscience.’

‘If we take that man lightly, he’ll murder us without blinking,’ James replied.

‘I’ll take that as a professional compliment,’ came a muffled voice from within the bowels of the helicopter.

James ignored it. ‘Once I’ve checked out the lie of the land, I’ll find a better place to put him,’ he said, rummaging around in his rucksack and pulling out a torch. ‘I’m going into the factory. Wait here. Lesley, you keep an eye on the pilot.’

Off James went, his torch beam dancing along the roof. There was a crack as he kicked open the door to the stairwell. Then he was gone.

Terry stood by the hatch for a few minutes, listening to see if Brown was up to anything, and then wandered over to the waist-high wall surrounding the roof. They were maybe twenty metres up from the deserted car park, way too high for any animals to climb, which was just as well, because on the side that backed onto the fields Terry could see dark shapes moving in the murk. He fell into a daze, staring into the darkness and straining to hear any sounds of human life – laughter, the strum of a guitar, even a blazing argument – from the housing estate he had seen on the other side of the field as they flew in. There was only the wind that whipped out of the trees and blew the faint smell of smoke into his nostrils, whether from the distant burning camp or a bonfire of bodies he didn’t know.

Lesley appeared beside him and sat with her back against the wall, keeping the gun pointed at the pilot, who was sitting on his haunches and staring at the ground.

‘Can you do me a favour and get me a cigarette?’ Lesley asked. ‘I don’t want to put the gun down.’

Terry fished in her backpack and pulled out her cigarettes. He lit one for her and put it in her spare hand. The glowing tip of the cigarette described uneven circles in the air as it travelled up to her mouth.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked.

She took a long drag. ‘I always used to wonder how my dad felt when he came back from a war. He never said anything, but you could tell he wasn’t right: there was this coldness that got worse every time. Now I know how he felt. Shitty.’ Lesley took another lung-bursting draw. ‘How about you?’

What Terry felt was incredibly horny, and that suited him just fine. He didn’t want to agonize over the events of the last few weeks, relive in his mind his friends being slaughtered, Fanny ripped apart, David and the boys being cut to pieces, the unbridled chaos of the camp. There would be time enough for that later, when they were safe. Right now he wanted to bend Lesley over the wall and bonk her – and himself – into a state of blissful ignorance of all their woes.

‘Pretty shitty too,’ he replied.

Lesley had somehow managed to smoke a whole cigarette in about sixty seconds flat. She tossed the butt over her shoulder. The glowing end tumbled in a long arc until it hit the car park in a shower of sparks.

‘Another?’

She nodded.

‘It’ll be over soon,’ Terry said once he had handed her the next cigarette. ‘Tomorrow we’ll be at the Chunnel. Then the next stop is France. And we have Brown, so we don’t need to worry about him following us.’

‘I know. It’ll be fine,’ she said. The way she was sucking greedily at the cigarette suggested she felt otherwise. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Terry wondered how best to make a move without appearing awkward. He had never experienced one of those situations where things just happened naturally, the would-be lovers moving towards each other at the same time in a synchronous moment of lust. He thought he was getting the right signals. But he had been wrong before and ended up with a well-slapped cheek. His plotting was interrupted when the door to the factory opened and James emerged.

‘It seems clear,’ he called across the rooftop. ‘And they have a cafeteria.’

‘Great, I’m bloody starving,’ Lesley said, tossing the second butt after the first. ‘You coming?’

Terry suddenly realized how hungry he was. His last meal had been the sweets. The prospect of food pushed all thought of sex from his mind.

James led everyone – including Bernard, who he seemed to have decided wasn’t a threat – down to the factory floor, a cavernous space that carried echoes of their footsteps back to them from all directions. Their torches lit up conveyor belts filled with printer shells in various stages of assembly, work stations littered with half-stuffed circuit boards and the blank, dark eyes of computer monitors, all waiting for the power to come back on and the line to begin rolling. It struck Terry that the country must be suffering massive economic damage. Even when all the animals were dead, getting Britain back on its feet would be a huge task. Aside from the devastated agriculture sector, companies such as this one would struggle to recover from months of inactivity and lost revenue. Maybe the bio-weapon wasn’t as stupid as it seemed.

They entered the cafeteria through a set of swing doors on the other side of the manufacturing space. James headed off to fetch Brown, leaving them to delve through the sliding metal cupboards in the kitchen area, where they found massive tins of beans and sausages, crisps, bottled water and some bananas just the wrong side of ripe. The five of them sat around a table near the door, a torch at each corner and the food dumped in the middle.

‘Should we wait for James?’ Lesley asked.

Terry’s stomach grumbled a negative. He filled up plates for the ladies and Bernard first, and then handed over a heaped serving to Geldof, who stared at the food.

‘Something wrong?’ Terry asked as he spooned cold beans onto his own plate.

The kid looked up. His skin was milky white and his eyes shone in the torchlight. He looked like a wan angel, at least until a grin split his face. ‘No, not a thing.’

Geldof speared a sausage with his fork and shoved it into his mouth whole, letting out a moan. Terry remembered the boy was vegetarian. Not any more, it seemed. Terry dug into the sausage tin himself and emerged with a big fat one dangling pink and wobbly from his fork. As he transferred it to his plate, his dream or hallucination or vision, whatever it had been, came rushing back. The sausage transformed into a tiny pig, its snout and trotters hanging limply over the prongs. Suddenly he was aware of his own meat stink, stronger than ever. He dropped the sausage back in the tin and instead heaped more beans on his plate.

Terry had munched his beans and two bags of crisps, and was eyeing a banana, when James returned with Brown and several lengths of rope. Geldof was about to stuff another sausage – his seventh by Terry’s count – into his mouth when he saw his father looking at him.

‘I couldn’t help it, Dad,’ the boy said, clearly caught between dropping the sausage and jamming it whole into his mouth.

There was a tense silence as James stared at his son. ‘I know. I used to pay Malcolm and Tony to bring me Big Macs when Fanny wasn’t looking. If you want to eat meat, you do it.’

The sausage disappeared.

James stood over Brown as he ate, and then bound him hand and foot to one of the metal tables bolted to the floor. Only then did James serve himself. While James ate and the others lolled around, dopy with all the food in their stomachs – except for Mary, who had done little more than pick at her meal – Terry went to the toilet next to the cafeteria. It had been a few days since he had last bathed. That was probably why the smell was so bad. He stripped off, and had a major head-to-toe wash in the sink, splashing soapy water all over the floor as he scrubbed as hard as he could, both at his body and his muddy clothes. Even after the wash, he could detect a faint undertone of meat.

When he got back to the canteen, yawns were travelling around the cafeteria.

‘Bedtime, I take it,’ Terry said. ‘Where do we sleep?’

‘There are some offices with comfy sofas on the mezzanine,’ James replied. ‘You guys go. I’ll keep an eye on our friends here.’

Terry, Lesley and Geldof, leading Mary by the hand, trooped out of the cafeteria, while James ripped off the glued-on cushions from some chairs to fashion a bed for himself. Their footsteps clanked, creating an eerie metallic echo, as they climbed to the mezzanine, where three offices led off from the hallway. Geldof ushered Mary into the first one and made to move on.

She held on to his hand.

‘Don’t leave me,’ she pleaded.

With a shrug that seemed very adult on his slight shoulders, Geldof followed Mary into the room.

Terry and Lesley faced each other on the nylon carpet outside the second office.

‘I guess this is yours then,’ Terry said, making no effort to step away.

‘I’d rather not sleep alone either,’ Lesley replied. ‘Do you want to come in?’

Terry thought he saw a smile play across her lips, although it could just have been a shadow caused by the shifting torchlight. They entered the office, which in a previous life had belonged to Operations Manager Tom Forbes. Clearly Forbes was an important man. The sofa was grand, all leather cushions and comfy pillows. Yet it was only big enough for one, or two very intimate people, to sleep on.

‘You can have the sofa,’ Terry said.

Lesley made a noise of frustration deep in her throat. ‘Oh for God’s sake. Are you going to make a move or what?’

There was a beat of silence, in which Terry’s heartbeat drummed in his ear.

‘Doesn’t the smell of meat put you off?’ he asked, stepping closer.

She kicked him on the shin, hard.

‘You don’t smell of meat, idiot,’ she said as he hopped around. ‘You know what I think? I think the smell is a manifestation of your guilt about working in the abattoir.’

Terry stopped hopping. Ping! went his brain.

He had only started noticing the smell when Kirsteen mentioned it. The supposed stink was just an excuse for her not to sleep with him as she underwent her adulterous transformation to a vegetarian. The smell wasn’t real, but the guilt was.

Ping!

The nostril-twitching was nothing to do with the stench of death. He remembered the array of aftershaves, scented shaving creams, and overpowering deodorants he had slathered on to cover up the imagined smell. It was no wonder Dorota and all the other women wouldn’t come near him. He must have smelled like a teenage boy who had raided his father’s bathroom cabinet.

Ping!

All of Lesley’s confusion when he had mentioned the smell of meat returned – her disavowals of the foul body odour he was sure had accompanied him throughout life and his belief that the smell of meat David detected came from him, when in fact it had come from within his cousin’s own demented mind.

Ping!

The dream he’d had when concussed came back to him, overlaid with the memory of another: thousands of imploring bovine eyes blinking at him in the darkness, disappearing one by one until only one set of accusing eyes remained, before they too winked out and left him in absolute blackness. It rushed at him, almost overwhelmed him. He had to steady himself by putting a hand on the wall. He thought of all the mornings he had woken up in his bed, the sheets dishevelled and soaked in sweat, unable to remember what had left him so unsettled. Now he knew.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘You’re absolutely right. I’ve been such an idiot.’

He took a deep breath just as Lesley stepped in, put a hand on his cheek and proceeded to suck his face off.

There was another ping!, lower down this time. They fell back onto the sofa, shedding clothes frantically in the process. Lesley’s slight frame squirmed on top of him. Already his back was moist with sweat. As he moved to get a better purchase on her hips and grind against her panties, he produced a long, rasping leather sofa fart.

‘It was the couch!’ he exclaimed.

Lesley laughed.

‘Sure it was,’ she said, and licked his nipple.

He wrestled her over until he lay on top and pulled off her knickers. ‘Let me prove it.’

He entered her and they gasped together, although he was pretty sure Lesley wasn’t gasping because this was her first shag in ages and she was trying not to come before the serious action began. Somehow he got himself under control and began to thrust. Each time he pushed forward, a soft chuff poofed out from beneath Lesley.

They burst into hysterics, and Terry thrust harder and faster. Lesley pushed back with equal vigour, and soon the office was filled with rhythmic rasping, giggles and moans that climaxed with one simultaneous long, shuddering screech of the sofa. The sweat-slicked leather clung to their backs as they lay side by side, Lesley snuggled up against Terry’s chest.

‘I’ve had a contraceptive injection, by the way,’ she murmured into his chest. ‘Just in case you were thinking about asking at any point.’

‘Oh. Sorry. I got a bit carried away.’

Terry lay in a daze, looking up at the perforated tiles on the office ceiling. He felt renewed, as though he had just showered naked under warm summer rain. He hadn’t felt so content in years. It struck him he owed it all to the millions of zombie animals rampaging across the country. He laughed.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘I’m just thinking: we would never have met if it hadn’t been for all this madness. Maybe I should go thank Brown.’

‘That would be taking it too far.’

Terry’s smile drooped, remembering David and the boys. ‘You’re right. But I think it really is going to be OK. For us, at least. Tomorrow we’ll be in France and—’

He wanted to say ‘and can start a new life together’. He managed to stop himself, instead asking, ‘So what are you going to do once you get the story out?’

Lesley tilted her head back to look up at Terry. ‘I’ll probably retire to the South of France, where I will lounge by the pool all day and hire a muscular manservant to feed me grapes from my own vineyard.’

‘Are you taking applications?’ Terry asked.

‘Oh, you’ve just had your interview. What about you? What will you do if you don’t get the job?’

‘You mean my interview wasn’t very good?’

Lesley pinched his thigh. When he tried to pull away he found the sweat had dried in and glued his back to the leather. He pulled himself upright with some difficulty. Lesley propped her head up on the armrest and stretched her legs across his lap, gloriously and unashamedly naked. The light from the torch was bright enough for him to examine every detail of her body, from the light veins on her thighs to the hollow of her neck, in which a small puddle of sweat lay like seawater left in the rocks by the receding tide. Lesley’s green eyes were focused on him and he remembered he was supposed to be answering her question.

‘I’m not sure. But I’m definitely done with abattoirs.’

As he spoke, he felt a warm bubble of relief rise up in his throat. He took in a deep breath through his nostrils. The only thing he could smell was the tang of sex. He dipped his finger into the hollow of her neck and licked up the sweat.

‘Maybe I’ll write my own book about our escape and use the profits to buy a yacht and take tourists out, when I’m not feeding you grapes of course. What do you think, can you handle a rival author writing the same story?’

‘Are you a good writer?’

‘I struggle to write a birthday card,’ Terry admitted.

‘Then I can handle it.’

He hit her with a cushion. ‘Funny. Whatever happens, I know one thing. I’m now a vegetarian.’

Even thinking about meat, propped up on the sofa with a gorgeous naked woman in his lap, made him feel slightly ill and conjured up those blinking, pleading eyes. He shuddered and instead concentrated on Lesley’s face. She was grinning.

‘So, are you ready for your second interview?’ she asked.

Terry was ready.
 

Geldof slept badly – in fact, he wasn’t sure if he slept at all or just hovered in the murky space between sleep and wakefulness. Mary had lain down as soon as they got in and, with his hand clutched tightly in hers, fell into the deep slumber of someone escaping a reality too awful to face. He edged his hand out when her clawed fingers slackened, and tried to settle on the scratchy carpet.

Even though the floor was uncomfortable, he had thought he was tired enough to nod off. He hadn’t counted on Terry and Lesley choosing that moment to get it on. Even Geldof, as inexperienced with the ladies as he was, had known that was coming. While it seemed he was doomed to listen to other people having sex while remaining a virgin, the noises were oddly comforting. Terry and Lesley were not as loud as his parents and their style was more small portions taken often than one long, leisurely meal. But it was similar enough that he could pretend he was at home, curled up in his bed and wishing Fanny wasn’t such a sex fiend.

Then there were the stomach pains: the insistent sting of indigestion brought on by the nine sausages he had eaten, and the dread ache lower down that told him he had done something wrong; that Fanny, dead or not, would leap out from behind the sofa with a stomach pump and a reproachful look on her face.

To take his mind off the nagging thoughts and discomfort, he turned his attention to his father’s apparent personality transplant. He had seen what James was capable of in the destruction of the driver who had knocked him down all those years ago, but this was a different level completely. His father was a real soldier: taking out armed henchmen without hesitation and wielding a gun on the battlefield as casually and expertly as Geldof wielded a pen in the classroom. After a lifetime of being shown only the placid, peaceful side of his father’s nature, Geldof felt a little betrayed. The skills James possessed, had they been passed on, would have nipped all the bullying in the bud. The twins would have been thoroughly pummelled long ago – he felt another flash of guilt at imagining beating the dead boys – and the combination of a capacity for unbridled violence and his sparkling intellect would have given him the pick of the cute girls at school.

Still, it wasn’t too late, he reasoned. Once they were out of the country, he would have plenty of time to learn the trade. He settled into a happy fantastical montage of combat training: scrambling over tall walls in camouflage, shooting off impossibly large weapons at distant targets and defeating opponents in a blur of swordplay – he suspected his father didn’t have much in the way of sword skills, but he had always wanted to be a samurai, and figured that since it was his fantasy he could do whatever he liked. At some point, he crossed over into the dream world, where he continued to overwhelm foes with a bewildering array of techniques.

Just before dawn, the overhead strip light buzzed into life, its relentless glare penetrating his eyelids. He sat up, rubbing his reddened eyes, and looked over at Mary, who shifted a little. He walked out onto the stairs leading down to the factory floor. Red and green LEDs blinked on starter buttons and computer monitors all across the vast production area. The fact that the power was back meant the army was probably regaining control, which Geldof supposed was a good thing.

Figuring sleep was beyond him, he went to the loo. He lingered there, washing himself as best he could and inspecting his half-naked body in the mirror. He had lost weight over the last few weeks. Each rib poked through his chest even more acutely and his collarbone protruded like that of an anorexic catwalk model.

‘I need more protein,’ he told his reflection, thinking even Fanny wouldn’t have been able to argue with that had she seen her emaciated son.

He left the toilet with the intention of going to the kitchen and opening some corned beef. A flicker of movement caught his eye on the far side of the factory: Mary entering the stairwell that led to the roof. He ran between the conveyor belts and took the stairs two at a time. When he burst out of the door, Mary was about to reach the edge of the roof, her movements slow and deliberate.

‘Mrs Alexander!’ he yelled.

She half turned her head, but did not stop. Geldof was sprinting in his flapping way, ignoring the pain from the rough surface ripping at his bare feet, closing in as Mary got one foot up onto the wall and prepared to launch herself into the air. Geldof reached her just as her supporting foot left the ground, and grabbed a handful of her cardigan.

Mary toppled backwards, landing on Geldof and knocking the air out of him. She kicked her legs furiously, trying to regain her feet. Geldof ignored the searing tightness in his lungs and put both his arms firmly around her stomach, holding her until she stopped fighting. Her shoulders began to heave as she hiccupped for enough air to let out great whooping cries of anguish. Geldof let her roll to the side, now trying to soothe rather than restrain. The sobs became whimpers.

‘It’s OK,’ he whispered. ‘I’m here, I’m here.’

She twisted her body round to look at him, her face a puffy mess. ‘They’re gone, my boys are gone.’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘They were little monsters, but they were all I had.’

‘I know,’ Geldof replied reflexively, before he realized his agreement could be taken as saying the twins were monsters.

Fortunately, Mary didn’t notice.

‘I don’t want to live,’ she moaned, her body tensing up again as she prepared to wring out some more tears.

Geldof squeezed for all he was worth. ‘Don’t say that. People still need you.’

‘Who?’

‘Me,’ he said. ‘I need you.’

Mary rolled over onto her back. The tension left her and her mouth half opened. For a moment, Geldof’s dick wrested control again, telling him she was inviting a kiss. His brain got its hands back on the steering wheel in time.

‘God, I’m so selfish,’ Mary said. ‘You lost your mother and all you’ve been doing is comforting me.’ Geldof allowed his head to be pulled onto her shoulder. ‘You poor boy. I’m here for you, of course I’m here for you.’

They lay there, curled up against one another on the cold roof, until the sun rose above the trees and voices called out for them from below.
 

They set off again after a breakfast of more sausages and spaghetti hoops – this time warm, thanks to the renewed power supply – piping hot tea and tinned fruit, topped off with a hot soapy scrub in the showers James had discovered at the far end of the corridor, in a small gym with ‘Management Only’ on the door.

As they piled into the helicopter, Lesley was imbued with an immense sense of well-being: she was fed, sexually sated, clean and on the last leg of a journey that would culminate in the pinnacle of her journalistic career. The sight of Brown with his hands firmly trussed and feet joined by loose bonds that forced him to shuffle along like a chain-gang prisoner bolstered her good humour.

Once the helicopter had taken off and she saw the full extent of the devastation that had hit the country, the warm glow faded fast.

Nobody said a word as the ravaged countryside slid beneath them. Smoke rose from pyres as far as they could see, carrying the stench of crisped flesh in through the vents. They passed many more that had quit belching smoke and sat low and blackened, like cancerous sores on the land. Even with so many bodies set to burn, it was apparent the clean-up still had a long way to go. Animals of all shapes and sizes roamed the countryside, sometimes moving with purpose towards a village or a lone home, other times fleeing from lines of soldiers armed with machine guns, grenades and flamethrowers.

The motorway wound out beneath them. Many of the on-ramps were choked with cars that had butted up against military roadblocks, while others had been cleared by bulldozers. One of the roadblocks had caved under the pressure, although the panicked drivers had managed to clog the ramp just as effectively by surging forward all at once. A few miles further on, four cars that had got through stood spattered with bullet holes, one of them displaying its burnt-out underbelly to the sky. As with the tramp who’d been gunned down, there was no way of telling whether the attack on the cars had been the action of soldiers losing their discipline or had been ordered to minimize the chances of the virus mutating.

They had been in the air for about thirty minutes and were well into northern England when Bernard broke the silence. ‘I need to refuel soon.’

‘Do you need special fuel?’ James asked.

‘Yes, jet fuel, but there’s no way we are going to be landing at an army base.’

‘It can’t run on anything else?’

Bernard said nothing, instead looking out of the side window. A few hundred metres ahead of them, a small clump of cows were running across a hillock to an unknown destination. He blew out his cheeks and turned to James.

‘It can run on diesel, but it will bugger up the engine after about ten hours. We’re only supposed to use it in an emergency.’

‘Unless you’re happy to put down randomly and take your chances, I would say this classes as an emergency, wouldn’t you?’

Bernard had another glance at the cows, which had changed direction abruptly and were now almost directly beneath the aircraft. The blood and sores on their flanks were clearly visible.

‘I suppose it does,’ he replied.

The first garage they passed, which was just two old-fashioned pumps by the side of a country road, looked a possibility until the pilot shook his head, pointing to the field next to it. Four horses ran in demented circles around mushy roadkill dressed in a green puffy jacket, fawn trousers and leather boots. Next up was a motorway service station, where there didn’t seem to be anything in the vicinity likely to maul, crush or shoot them. The pilot landed as close as he could, but what with the length of the rotor blades and the awning above the forecourt it was too far for the hose to stretch to the fuel cap.

‘We’ll need to fill up jerry cans and do it by hand,’ Bernard said. ‘It’s going to take a while.’

On either side of the motorway there were only flat fields, meaning they would have plenty of time to spot the approach of anything nefarious and fly off. All the same, Lesley felt horrendously exposed as they formed a human chain to fill up the tank. Only Brown didn’t take part, remaining tied up in the locked cabin. Dozens of containers later, Lesley’s arms were aching, but the fuel tank was full. Terry opened the cabin door for her to climb back in and cupped her buttocks.

‘I’m just giving you a hand up,’ he said innocently when she shot him a look.

As she hauled herself up, Brown lifted his legs to block the way. ‘I need to go to the toilet,’ he announced. ‘Quite urgently.’

‘Tough,’ replied James, who was about to climb into the front passenger seat. ‘You should have gone before we left. You’ll just have to hold it in.’

‘I could do that,’ Brown said. ‘Or I could just give in to the urge while we’re flying, in which case I would advise you to pick up some of those Magic Tree air fresheners from the shop.’

James looked across at Lesley. ‘Are you sure we can’t just shoot him?’

‘No,’ Lesley responded, ‘as enjoyable as it would be. We’d be as bad as him.’

‘How noble of you,’ Brown said, leaning forward and speaking softly to Lesley as if he were taking her into his confidence. ‘But don’t worry: you wouldn’t be as bad as me. I would torture you first.’

James rounded the helicopter, hoisted Brown onto his shoulder as if he were a sack of spuds and dumped him on the tarmac. ‘Tinkle away.’

‘Who wants to hold it for me?’ Brown asked, lifting up his bound hands.

James looked at Terry, Geldof and the pilot in turn, all of whom shook their heads vigorously. He then raised his eyebrow at Lesley.

‘Definitely not,’ she said.

‘Do me a favour, and untie him. Just the hands,’ James told Terry.

James kept the gun pointed steadily at Brown’s head, maintaining a respectful distance, as Terry struggled to undo the bonds.

When Brown’s hands were free, he rubbed his wrists.

‘I’m afraid I need to do a number two,’ he said, with an insincere apologetic smile. ‘All those beans, you know. I’d rather not just squat here like an animal.’

‘You are getting to be a real pain in the arse,’ James replied.

He waved his gun in the direction of the toilets, which lay on the far side of the pumps. Brown set off slowly, his speed still restricted by the leg bonds.

‘I may as well go for a wee too,’ Lesley said, although her real motivation was to get away from the fuel they had slopped onto the ground so she could have a ciggie. She had caught up with James, who was hanging back from Brown with the gun at the ready, when a hissing, spitting ginger kitten emerged from behind the green wheelie bins outside the restaurant. Its body was spotted with the festering sores of the infected. Judging by the redness of its chops and the way it was licking its nose, it had been feeding on something.

It streaked across the forecourt, heading straight for Brown, who turned back towards them and broke into a waddling run. James aimed the gun. Before he could fire, the kitten launched itself onto Brown’s lower back and dug its claws into his suit, using the material as purchase to climb. Brown grunted as it reached the top of his spine and began biting at the back of his neck. The cat’s jaws were too small to get a good purchase, so Brown was able to pull it off easily, although there was a ripping sound as the claws came free of the fabric.

He held the squirming cat out at arm’s length by the scruff of the neck. ‘Do you have any idea how much this suit cost, you filthy little animal? Mud and blood I can get out, but you’ve torn it.’

In response, the cat let out a huge sneeze, spraying snot all over Brown’s face.

Lesley let out a snort of laughter, only to put her hand over her mouth when Brown glared at her. ‘Think that’s funny, do you?’

The kitten hissed as Brown hurled it at Lesley. Before it had travelled more than a few feet its head disintegrated. The headless body spun in mid-air, spraying blood in a Catherine-wheel, before thumping lifeless to the ground. Lesley’s right ear rang with the report from the gun, which James was now casually holding by his side as if nothing had happened.

From over near the helicopter, there came an excited whoop, and Lesley glanced back to see Geldof jumping up and down, his thumb and forefinger raised in imitation of a gun.

‘Great shot, Dad,’ he said.

‘Clean yourself up, do your dump, and then let’s get the hell out of here before anything worse happens,’ James told Brown, whose face was now spattered with gore as well as snot.

Lesley smoked while James propped the toilet door open with his foot, pointing the gun in at Brown.

Geldof came scampering over and stood near his dad, staring at the gun with awe on his face.

‘Can you teach me to shoot like that?’ he asked.

James didn’t shift his gaze from the interior of the toilet. ‘Unfortunately, I think I might have to.’

The boy, seemingly oblivious to the underlying sadness in his father’s voice, grinned and skipped back off to the helicopter.

Ten minutes later, bowels evacuated and the worst of the gunk cleaned from his face, Brown was back in the helicopter, his hands tied in front of him again. Lesley looked closely at the back of his neck, where the cat had tried to bite him. There were a few small scratches and congealed beads of blood were strung here and there, where the teeth had broken skin.

‘So, where exactly are we going?’ the pilot asked as they rose into the air.

‘Drop us at the entrance to the Channel Tunnel,’ Terry said.

Middle England slipped away beneath them, the situation on the ground little different from further north. As they approached London, they saw the first of dozens of massive camps, each of them capable of swallowing up Strathclyde Park ten times over. They were much better protected than their northern counterparts, sporting ditches, electric fences and the concrete barriers used to prevent terrorists from driving car bombs into airports.

‘How come they’ve got all that stuff and our camps don’t?’ Terry asked.

‘London’s the most important city in Britain, mate,’ Bernard said.

Brown snorted. When Lesley glanced at him, he seemed to be dozing. By the look of his contorted face and the repeated grunting noises he continued to make, it was an uncomfortable sleep.

They left the camps behind and skirted around London to the east, scudding low over the patchwork of fields. A railway line cut through the countryside, and the pilot latched on to it. Before too long he pointed to a jumble of rail lines, overhead wires and carriages that converged into two round tunnels cut into a bank of grass. They drew closer, moving lazily along the perimeter of the wire fence that flanked the tracks and the tunnel entrances. Trains sat at almost all the platforms. There were no passengers waiting to board and no conductors to usher them on.

‘Looks like there’s no security,’ Bernard said. ‘They probably think nobody’s daft enough to try and walk through the tunnel.’

Brown lifted his head and opened his eyes.

‘Don’t be so stupid,’ he snarled, his cheek muscles twitching. ‘There’s no fucking security here because those French wankers have that tunnel sewn up as tight as a nun’s cunt on the other side. If you survive whatever rabid, slavering animals are lurking in there, the rabid, slavering French will blow your stupid sodding heads clean off. Just untie me and let me kill you all now. I’ll be doing you a favour.’

Lesley was taken aback, not so much by Brown’s suddenly aggressive demeanour – which was a big change from his previous composed yet threatening manner – but by the swearing. She had never heard him use a single expletive, not even when he was menacing her in the facility. Now he was cursing his head off. She wondered if he had the virus, then remembered how badly James had been bitten by the squirrels. He was fine. Plus it had only been a matter of weeks since the virus had been unleashed. There was no way it could mutate in such a short period. No, most likely he had just lost his composure. Brown was a man used to being in charge, yet he had been beaten, held captive and forced to suffer the indignity of having James watch him void his bowels, all in under twenty-four hours. That had to sting a little.

The helicopter swooped in across the security fences and headed for the platforms, which were criss-crossed by overhead cables and gantries. The pilot spotted a likely clearing at the end of the furthest platform. He was guiding the ’copter in past the cables, twitching the joystick and levering the pedals with a look of extreme concentration on his face, when Brown sat bolt upright.

He turned to Terry and grinned, his teeth still streaked pale red with his own blood.

‘I’m going to bite your throat out,’ he said conversationally.

He lunged for Terry’s neck, missing and getting a mouthful of North Face shoulder pad. Nonetheless, his jaw muscles bunched as he bit down, hard.

‘Get off, you bloody maniac!’ Terry shouted.

He put his palm on Brown’s chin and pushed his head back, forcing him to relinquish his tooth-hold. The security man began to thrash, the bonds restricting his movements so he looked like a beached fish trying to flap its way back into the ocean. All he succeeded in doing was sliding his bum further down the chair so his legs stuck up in the air. The image was so comical Lesley began to laugh. But her laugh turned into a scream as Brown’s jerking feet smacked Bernard on the back of the head, sending him flying forward. The helicopter veered to the right just as Brown’s elbow came down on the handle. The door flapped open and Brown slipped out.

He spun as he dropped, but Lesley didn’t see him hit the ground, as she was too busy flailing for some kind of purchase to stop sliding towards the open door, along with Terry, whose upper body was dangling out. Somehow, Terry managed to brace himself on the door frame. Lesley butted up against him. The combined weight of Geldof and Mary thumped against her hip and – even with debilitating panic trying to shut down her brain – she had time to pray that Terry’s muscular arms weren’t just for show.

Lesley had always thought accidents were supposed to happen in slow motion, that you had time to reflect on your impending doom. For her, the crash took place at a terrifying speed. Had they been flying in open space, Bernard probably would have been able to right the helicopter with little effort; it was little worse than bad turbulence. But there was no room for error in the station, and the movement was enough to bring the rotors into contact with an overhead cable.

The helicopter lurched violently to the left, sending them toppling back into the cabin. There was a sharp ping, followed by the whiplash zing of severed cable. Something whizzed just past the top of Lesley’s head as the chopper shuddered, yawed and then dropped the five metres to the platform. Lesley barely had time to register the shuddering impact before the helicopter began to spin. The blades sheared off on contact with a concrete pillar and cartwheeled across the platform. A large section of one of the rotors skipped clean over the station roof, while smaller fragments embedded themselves in the nearest train, all accompanied by the crazed whine of the engine and the whisper of flying metal.

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. The helicopter slid to a halt. The screaming engines took one last breath and sighed into silence. Lesley waited for the pain to come, for blood to begin gushing out of a wound that shock was concealing from her. But, as she patted her body with trembling hands, she realized she was unharmed. Terry, Mary, James and Geldof were all doing the same.

Lesley had come to terms with the fact she was not dying when she noticed the rip in the fuselage, where the broken cable had sliced through the metal like a giant razor-sharp claw. That was what had whipped inches over her head. She followed the ragged cut, which ran diagonally down and bisected the windscreen directly in front of the pilot’s seat. A fine mist of blood was sprayed across the Perspex. That was when Lesley realized she couldn’t see Bernard.

She leaned forward, almost against her will. He was slumped to one side, held in place by his seatbelt. The top of his skull was missing, sliced off at a jaunty angle to expose a cross-section of his brain. Two weeks ago, the gory image would have set her stomach churning, but her only thought now was that a few inches lower and that would have been her.

A scramble to exit the helicopter followed. They jumped onto the platform, instantly slumping to the ground. Mary was shaking uncontrollably while James knelt before Geldof, who was resting his head on his knees. Terry grabbed Lesley’s hand and helped her to her feet. She stumbled over to the edge of the platform where Brown had fallen. The track was empty. There was a trail of blood, what looked like pints of the stuff, leading under the train at the next platform. Terry joined her and looked down at the gory trail.

‘Do you think he’s dead?’ Lesley asked.

‘If he isn’t, he will be soon,’ said James, who had also appeared by Lesley’s side. ‘We should go.’

‘Shouldn’t we look for him, just to be sure?’ Lesley suggested.

Terry put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Let’s just get out of here.’

As Lesley stared at the bloody smear on the track, her suspicion that Brown had the virus came whispering back. It was very unlikely that an average human could have survived that fall, yet he had dragged himself away. All the same, she didn’t have the nerve to leap down and follow the blood trail. Even a badly wounded Brown would be a fearsome adversary, and if he really was infected, she had no desire to be anywhere near his bodily fluids.

James salvaged the bags from the wreck and then marshalled the remaining group members. The colour had returned to Mary’s cheeks, although she was clutching Geldof’s hand so hard Lesley was worried she might break some fingers.

They set off down the track to walk the few hundred metres to the Chunnel entrance. Lesley glanced back at the train Brown had crawled under. Nothing moved save for a curtain, caught by a slight breeze, fluttering through an open window.

Please let him be dead, she thought.
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Brown and out
 

The tunnel mouth yawned before them, at first taking shadowy nibbles from the rails, then swallowing them up in one gulp of impenetrable blackness. They stopped on the verge, lined up like wildebeest along the banks of a murky river, waiting for the first brave, or stupid, individual to take the plunge and draw the attention of the lurking crocodiles.

Lesley chewed her bottom lip and shone her torch into the hungry maw, which swiftly gobbled up the weak beam. In the dazed moments of rest between rounds of sex the previous evening, she had begun to chart the book she planned to write about their flight, roughly figuring out the chapters. Each one so far contained some kind of mishap to be overcome. Now she was staring the final chapter in the face. If the pattern so far was anything to go by, there would be a nasty surprise waiting for them in the unwritten pages ahead.

‘I’m not so sure this is a good idea,’ she said, her mind flipping through all the possible titillating ways a character could die while walking through a sub-sea tunnel during an outbreak of a pernicious virus that turned animals into deadly fiends.

Terry was eyeing the tunnel mouth as though he expected it to sprout a set of fangs and start gnashing. ‘Oh, it’s a terrible idea. Who suggested it?’

‘That would be you,’ Lesley replied.

‘Somebody should have told me I was being a moron.’

James also clicked on his torch, which cast a far more virile and determined beam than Lesley’s. ‘Too late for second thoughts, folks.’

‘It’s never too late for second thoughts, especially when that second thought is: “I think we’re about to be suffocated, drowned, electrocuted, shot and/or eaten alive”,’ Lesley retorted. ‘I’d rather swim to France than go in there.’

‘Good luck with that,’ James said.

His face expressionless, he walked into the tunnel. Everyone stayed put while he quickly became nothing more than a bobbing light. Lesley braced herself for the sound of snapping jaws and for the light to be dragged off into the void at great speed. Nothing happened.

‘Bugger it,’ she said, and followed, the others keeping step.

Torchlight danced skittishly across the blank walls and floor of the tunnel as they advanced at a brisk pace to catch up with James, who had stopped to wait for them. When his face loomed out of the darkness, he was wearing a small smile.

‘If I get killed, I’m so going to haunt you for suggesting this,’ Lesley told Terry. ‘Floating teacups, underpants in the blender, toothbrush up your bum while you’re asleep. All that poltergeist bollocks.’

Terry squeezed her hand. ‘You’re not going to die. At least, not until you’ve published your book and written a will leaving all your money to me. Then you might have a wee accident.’

A cry of pain echoed down the tunnel as Lesley pinched Terry, hard.

They crept forward, wary of losing their footing on the rails, alternating their beams between the track, the walls and the darkness ahead of them. Lesley glanced back longingly at the circle of light a few times, until the tunnel curved and there was nothing left of the outside world to see. Before very long, they came to a recessed doorway in the tunnel’s left-hand wall, perched at the top of a short flight of metal stairs. A green sign showing a stick figure following an arrow through the door was affixed to the wall.

‘What’s that?’ Terry asked.

‘It’s a service tunnel,’ Mary said. Everyone turned to look at her. ‘People used it to escape during the Chunnel fire, remember?’

‘Let me check it out,’ James suggested. ‘It might be better than walking on the tracks.’

James mounted the stairs, each clanking footstep drawing a cringe from Lesley. She strained to hear if the racket was attracting the attention of any lurking animals. In particular she was worried about rats, which tended to enjoy hanging around dark, damp tunnels. She thought she heard a scuffing sound from somewhere behind them. In the silence that followed James disappearing through the door, she convinced herself it was just her imagination.

A few tense minutes later, James returned. ‘It looks good. Let’s go.’

The others clunked up the stairs and shuffled through the walkway in single file, emerging into a passageway slightly smaller than the train tunnel. It was as dark as the main tunnel, but at least the floor was smooth, reducing the risk of a sprained ankle.

‘How far is it to France, then?’ Geldof asked.

‘Good question,’ Terry said. ‘Anyone know?’

In normal circumstances, smart phones would have been whipped out in a frantic rush to be the first to Google the factoid. Instead, there was silence.

‘In that case, we should only have one torch on at a time,’ James said. ‘Save on batteries. We don’t want to run out halfway across.’

Lesley could see the logic in the argument, yet as the torches snapped off one by one, she grew increasingly fretful. One torch was enough to illuminate little more than a few metres ahead. Outside the cone of light was darkness so profound it made her head swim. It lay deep and blank ahead and flowed around the torchlight, like water around the prow of a boat, closing in again behind them. The thought of creeping through a pitch-black tube with only one puny light source brought a tightness to her chest she had not felt since she had outgrown her teenage asthma.

Every tiny noise they made – footsteps, the whisper of fabric, a rasp of breath – echoed along the tunnel. The sounds came back to Lesley’s ears as the fast and furtive footsteps of somebody creeping along behind them, the rustle of ratty backs brushing the walls, the hungry pant of a hulking bull. She quickened her step, crowding into James’s back. Her foot clipped his ankle.

‘Ow!’

‘Sorry. I’m just a bit nervous.’

‘Just nervous? I’m bricking it,’ Terry said.

Lesley tried to laugh. It came out as a wheeze.

They tramped on, gradually descending. The service tunnel began to smell of damp rock with an undercurrent of fungus, even though the walls of the tube were fashioned from moulded concrete. Lesley thought she could sense the great body of water bearing down on them. As a girl, she had always hated being driven through the Clyde Tunnel, fearfully eyeing the trickles of water that ran down the walls. She assumed they were an advance party whose job was to find sneaky ways down from the riverbed, slowly nibbling at the structure until it was compromised enough for the river to come roaring through and drown the wide-eyed girl clutching the back of the driver’s seat. And the Clyde Tunnel was only a few hundred metres long, small potatoes compared with this behemoth.

Lesley wasn’t really a babbler, but in this situation she felt any kind of conversation was better than listening to her own internal prophecies of doom.

‘You know, this is pretty ironic,’ she said in a slightly squeaky voice. ‘We’re trying to sneak through from Britain to France, but it’s always been the other way round.’

‘What do you mean?’ Terry asked.

‘You used to get loads of immigrants trying to walk through, until security was tightened. The odd one still tries to make it.’

‘Do any of them get through?’

‘No. Actually, I think one of them got hit by a train or something last year.’

‘Well, that’s encouraging,’ Geldof said. ‘I don’t suppose the others were eaten alive by zombie animals, were they? I’m sure hearing that would really help keep our spirits up.’

Lesley fell silent.

On they marched, the sway of James’s torch across the blank tunnel walls lulling Lesley into a trance-like state that dulled her fears down to an acceptable background level. She completely lost track of time, so had no idea how far they had come when James, who was walking several paces ahead of the rest of the group, stopped abruptly.

‘What is it?’ Geldof whispered.

The beam of light, which had faded from strong white to golden yellow, played over something partially blocking the tunnel. It looked like a cross between a lorry and a subway carriage, exactly the kind of vehicle an evil mastermind would use to ferry minions around his underground lair. The door to the driver’s cabin lay ajar.

‘Probably a service vehicle,’ James replied.

James edged forward, the others huddled up behind him. When they reached the front of the vehicle, he shone his torch into the cabin. The following pack shrieked in unison when the light picked out a skeletal corpse lying askew in the driver’s seat. He or she was dressed in a brown overall that had been ripped to shreds, revealing the off-white glimmer of bone. The key sat in the ignition.

‘What happened?’ Geldof asked.

James leaned into the cabin and looked closely at the bones. ‘Rats. You can see the teeth marks on the bones. Don’t worry, though: this guy’s been here for a few weeks. The rats have long gone.’

He hauled out the skeleton with one hand, sending dislodged scraps of skin and flesh pattering onto his shoes, and propped it against the side of the vehicle, where it slid into a seated position, head dangling to one side in a parody of repose.

‘Looks like we’re in luck, we can drive out,’ James said, looking at the fuel gauge. He turned back to smile at his son. ‘The first burger’s on me when we get to—’

James stopped talking as a chunk of his head transferred itself to Lesley’s face in soggy clumps and the report of a gunshot, shockingly loud in the confines of the tunnel, rent the air. The torch slipped from James’s fingers, spinning as it fell. It shone briefly on his face from beneath, revealing a twitching mouth and a ragged hole the size of a ten-pence piece in his forehead. The torch turned off when it hit the ground. In the darkness that followed, James’s body thudded to the concrete.

‘Dad!’ Geldof wailed.

Lesley could hear him scrambling towards his father. The boy butted up against her and scrabbled to get past. She grabbed him – it was the first time she had laid hands on him and she was amazed by his slightness – and put her hand over his mouth.

‘Be quiet, or we’re all dead,’ she hissed into his ear.

She pulled him to the ground and lay flat, hoping Terry was smart enough to do the same. Something gloopy slid down the side of her face. She ignored it. A sticky wetness was spreading across the ground, moulding itself around her leg. She ignored that too. To think about it would be to run screaming into the darkness, either straight into a wall or into the gunman, who had to be Brown. There was nobody else.

The strange thing was that after all the fretting and worrying as they crept through the tunnel, she felt clear and focused in the absolute darkness. She had known there would be one last hurdle to clear. At least now she knew what it was.

‘Hiding isn’t going to save you,’ Brown said.

His voice was thick, and his breath ragged. The injuries sustained in the fall from the helicopter had clearly taken their toll, but somehow he had managed to keep up with them. Lesley was almost impressed. It was impossible to tell how close he was. Certainly close enough to shoot James. At that point Lesley wondered where Brown had got the gun. She reached into her jacket pocket and found it empty. The gun must have fallen out during the crash.

A sneeze ricocheted out of the darkness.

‘Aren’t you going to say Gesundheit?’ Brown asked.

He does have the virus, Lesley thought. That spelled stupendously gigantic trouble for Britain and maybe the rest of the world. But she was too fixed on the immediate threat to dwell on the full consequences.

‘It’s a funny thing, this virus,’ Brown said quietly. ‘I feel entirely like myself, except I have this urge to fuck somebody and tear their throat out.’

‘If you lay a finger on her I’ll kill you,’ Terry said.

Brown cackled. ‘Who says I want your little girlfriend? I’ve got my eye on you, Terry. I would have loved to pay you a visit in your cell. You have such cute little buttocks, like juicy little apples. I wanted to bite them. But that would have been unprofessional. Now I have a delicious urge to ride you senseless and then munch those little apples right up. I can’t resist. I don’t want to resist.’

There was a pause, during which Brown hauled in a deep, snuffling breath.

‘Feel free to defend my honour now,’ Terry said across to Lesley.

‘If you lay a finger on him, I’ll kill you,’ Lesley yelled.

‘Oh, I’m going to lay more than a finger on him.’ Brown giggled, a low, unpleasant sound.

Lesley could hear cautious footsteps as Brown crept closer. Somehow he was ignoring the imperatives of the virus coursing through his veins enough to be careful, which demonstrated an iron will on his part. Either that or the virus had yet to fully take over his system.

Something brushed her hand, and she had to stifle a scream.

‘It’s me,’ Terry whispered. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘Kill him.’

Lesley braced herself for the unpleasant task to follow. She dipped her fingers into the river of blood and followed it back to the source, up in the highlands of James’s body, which was still twitching. The gun was in his inside jacket pocket. She pulled it out and sat back up. Brown was advancing, his footsteps soft scrapes. Lesley groped around until she found Terry’s face. She followed her hands to his ear and pressed her lips against it.

‘I want you, Geldof and Mary to get under that bus,’ she said in a whisper so soft the words barely made it out of her lips. ‘When I say, stick your torch out and turn it on.’

Terry’s lips moved against her ear. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘When he shoots at the torch, I’ll shoot at him.’

‘So I’m bait.’

‘I’m afraid so.’

Terry turned his face, stubble rasping against her cheek, and planted a kiss in the general area of her lips.

‘I can hear you whispering away over there,’ Brown said.

Even though she could see nothing, Lesley sensed Terry’s face had moved away. Geldof bumped her with his elbows as he too slipped under the carriage. Lesley rose into a crouch. The metal side of the vehicle was cool as she put her hand on it to orient herself, then she backed away until she was butted up against the wall on the other side of the tunnel. She turned left, facing back the way they had come, and lay down. The footsteps sounded closer now. Lesley clicked off the safety as gently as possible, and, supporting her wrist with her other hand, pointed the gun down the tunnel.

There came another sneeze and Lesley took her chance.

‘Now!’ she shouted.

The torch flicked on. Instead of revealing Brown, as had been the plan, it spotlighted Lesley like a convict trying to crawl across the prison yard. The torch began to swing immediately, but it was too late. Brown must have seen her.

I’m dead, she thought.

She saw the muzzle flash, heard the crack and was even sure she could feel the bullet as it bullied the air aside on its deadly trajectory towards her brain. But it was the skeleton, also caught in the beam of light, that took the force of the bullet. Shards of bone spun through the air as the light swivelled onto Brown, who was down on one knee, the gun held out before him in both hands. He saw Lesley and began to swing his arm across, but her muzzle was already pointing at him. She tried to recall her shooting lessons as best she could, squeezing the trigger rather than snatching and keeping her arm steady. As her first shot rang out, Brown dived to the side. Lesley followed his trajectory, pulling the trigger repeatedly until the gun clicked empty.

The torch still shone on the spot where Brown had been. It was now vacant tunnel. Motes of dust spun in the torchlight as Lesley waited for Brown to reappear, gun in hand. He didn’t. Lesley tentatively got to her feet and walked forward. She picked up the torch and shone it under the vehicle. Three petrified faces peered out at her.

‘Did you get him?’ Terry asked.

A hacking cough answered the question. Lesley spun round and there, seated against the tunnel wall, was Brown. The left side of his face had been tenderized into a bloody mulch by the blunt impact of his fall from the helicopter. His eye might have been missing, or just lost within the battered mess, it was impossible to tell. However, his right eye remained and was focused on the gun, which lay just out of reach of his groping hand. Whatever little blood he had left in his body after the crash was pouring from his mouth.

Brown switched his gaze to Lesley.

‘Come closer,’ he gurgled. ‘I’ve got something to tell you. For your story.’

‘That’ll be right,’ Lesley said, keeping her distance.

Brown puffed out air in what could have been a laugh, and then opened his mouth wide. He spat out a thick rope of blood in Lesley’s direction. It failed to clear his splayed feet.

‘It was worth a try,’ he said softly.

The glitter faded from his eye and his head fell back.

‘He’s dead!’ Lesley called out in a voice that sounded like an eighty-year-old version of her own.

Her legs didn’t so much wobble as morph into strawberry laces, with all the attendant weight-bearing capacity. Terry was at her back in a few seconds, hugging her. She dropped the gun between her legs and allowed herself to fall back into his chest, which was heaving just as hard as hers.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked.

‘I’ve just killed a man,’ she whispered.

She buried her face in Terry’s bulging upper arm.

‘Hey, it’s OK,’ he said, turning her round. ‘It was either that or he was going to have his wicked way with me.’

Lesley let out a hiccupping laugh, and some of the strength came back into her body. ‘I wasn’t going to let him anywhere near that cute little arse. It’s mine.’

Strong thumbs brushed her cheeks, wiping away trickles of tears and sticky clumps of brain. She suddenly remembered to whom the brains belonged and, fighting off the urge to gag as Terry picked flecks of goo off her cheek and tossed them into the shadows, she turned to look at Geldof. The kid was on the margins of the torchlight, an indistinct shape hunched over the body of his father. She had lost nobody; in fact she would come out of this whole sorry mess ahead if things worked out with Terry. Geldof, on the other hand, had been deprived of both his parents. She pushed herself off Terry’s chest to walk over and offer him some words of comfort, or just a hug. Mary got there first, wrapping his head in her arms and cooing softly into his ear. Lesley let Terry fold her in his arms and squeeze the air – and the hurt, pain and trauma of the last weeks – out of her body.
 

The service vehicle trundled through the tunnel, its headlights splashing a reassuringly full glow ahead of them. Terry was keeping the speed down in case there were any more surprises up ahead, but the closeness of the walls helped give the illusion they were rushing towards France and an end to the saga that had claimed the lives of over half their group.

Geldof sat in the back, his head on Mary’s shoulder, staring at his dad’s body. James’s head and shoulders were covered by Terry’s jacket, a dark stain marking the exit wound. Brown had been left behind to rot. At first Geldof, supported vociferously by Mary, had wanted to reverse the vehicle back and forth over the corpse until it was ironed into the concrete like a cartoon character, or drag it behind them until it was grated away like a block of cheese. Lesley had forced him to keep a wide berth, so he had to be satisfied with imagining maggots burrowing through Brown’s face and the flesh slowly peeling from his bones in putrid clumps.

Geldof had always thought of himself as an emotional orphan, disconnected from his parents by their oddness. Now, as he stared at his father’s shrouded corpse, he realized he was an orphan in the literal sense of the word. No more would Fanny’s admonishing finger ambush unsuspecting eco-offenders; no more would CEOs of unethical companies find themselves pelted by rotten eggs; no more would Geldof’s ears be assailed by the grunts, shrieks and guttural moans of a never-ending tantric sex session.

He didn’t know how he felt about that. He had often longed for the moment when he would be free to do what he wanted: wear jeans, eat steak, seduce Mary by devising a series of simultaneously complicated and sensual equations that would describe their up coming volcanic lovemaking. He had always thought this freedom would come through a degree in mathematics and a highly paid job at a prestigious university, not by virtue of his mother being devoured by pigs and his father having the top of his head blown off by a government agent attempting to suppress his superiors’ involvement in the release of a deadly and idiotic virus.

The last few weeks had been so intense, so unreal, he wondered if he was going to wake up from an early-evening nap, study notes stuck to his face, and find Fanny standing unashamedly naked above him, demanding he come down and finish his lentils. But the body of his father lay before him, solid and very real, and the hand that stroked his forehead did not belong to his mother: it was too maternal, too assured for him even to pretend it was Fanny, whose idea of comforting Geldof when he was upset had been to hand him a self-help book and encourage him to work it out independently. The only thing Geldof knew for sure was that even if Britain somehow returned to normality, which was very unlikely given that the virus now seemed capable of infecting people, life was going to be very different.

The rubbery squeak of tyres brought Geldof out of his reverie. The vehicle was slowing down.

‘We’re here,’ Terry announced.

Up ahead, the tunnel ended abruptly in a metal shutter. There were no obvious controls to raise the corrugated sheet.

Lesley turned around in her seat. ‘We’ll need to try and talk our way in, so let’s be clear: nobody mentions Brown had the virus. If they find out humans can get it, they’ll never let us in.’

‘Do you think he really had it?’ Mary asked. ‘Maybe he was just pretending, to scare you.’

‘It’s possible, but we keep quiet anyway,’ Lesley responded.

They clambered out and walked up to the shutter. It was mated with a recess in the ground and resisted all efforts to get their fingers under it. They banged on the metal sheet, which shuddered with each thump of a fist, and shouted themselves hoarse. Nobody came.

‘Do you think they just put the shutter down and left it unguarded?’ Terry asked. ‘I mean, who’s stupid enough to walk through the Chunnel?’

‘I hope so, because we’re going to have to try and barge through it,’ Lesley said. ‘I can’t imagine anyone waiting on the other side is going to be too pleased about that.’

‘Well, let’s find out.’

Terry got back in the driver’s seat and waved the others out of the way. He revved the engine, giving everyone a mouthful of exhaust fumes, then drove forward in a half-hearted manner. The grille of the service vehicle merely tickled the shutter.

‘Give it a bit more laldy, you big girl,’ Lesley said.

‘I’d rather not stupidly kill myself after surviving all of that crap,’ Terry called in response.

Nonetheless, he went considerably faster on the second attempt. The shutter shuddered this time. When he pulled away, it had bowed outward a little. Three charges later, the shutter was deeply dented and there was a crack at the bottom where it had been ripped from the slot. A sliver of daylight shone through.

Terry was lining up for another effort when a loudspeaker crackled and an amplified voice with a thick French accent filled the tunnel. ‘Go away!’

Geldof looked around for the source of the voice and spotted a speaker above the door. A security camera was pointing its blank lens at them. He waved at it. ‘Let us in please!’

‘Non! The frontier, she is closed. Go back to your nasty, germ-ridden little country.’

‘That’s not very polite,’ Mary called.

‘Hah! It is not necessary to be polite. I am border guard; you are undesirables. I say what I want.’

Terry leaned out of the window and gunned the accelerator. ‘Let us in or we’ll break the door down.’

Once the engine had died off, a sniff came through the speaker. ‘If you want to be shot, you are welcome to try, my little English friend.’

‘I’m not bloody English, I’m Scottish,’ Terry shouted at the camera.

There was a crackly pause. ‘Then we will still shoot you, we just will not enjoy it as much.’

Terry looked like he was about to yell again. Lesley shook her head.

‘Can’t you see we’re not infected?’ she asked reasonably, spreading her hands. ‘We’re not a threat.’

‘I care not. My orders are to let nobody enter.’

‘What, are you German? Only following orders?’ asked Terry, his face red.

‘How dare you say I am like the German!’ the voice screeched indignantly. ‘I have warned you. If you try to enter France, you will be shot. I am tempted to shoot you anyway for that insult.’

The loudspeaker hiss cut out emphatically.

‘That was smart,’ Lesley said to Terry.

He folded his arms. ‘Serves him right for calling me English.’

‘Not really the right time for nationalist fervour, though, was it?’

Terry looked at his feet.

‘What do we do now?’ Geldof asked.

‘We need to hope he’s just bluffing about shooting us,’ Lesley replied. ‘Terry, can you go again?’

Terry slammed the vehicle into gear and this time really put his foot down. It leapt into life, battering so hard into the shutter that he was thrown forward. The bonnet was buried about a foot into the metal sheet and the crack had widened enough for them to crawl under.

The loudspeaker burst back into life. ‘If I see even one little finger, I will shoot it off!’

‘Let me try,’ Lesley said.

She lay down and peeked through the crack. A bullet whined off the concrete and pinged into the shutter. Lesley came scrambling back.

‘That was a warning shot,’ the voice announced. ‘The next one will be serious.’

Terry turned off the engine and came out, rubbing his neck.

‘I didn’t want to do this, but I don’t see what choice we have,’ Lesley said.

She turned round, stood directly beneath the camera and undid the top few buttons of her blouse.

‘Showing me your boobies will not change my mind!’ the voice said. There was a pause, before it continued. ‘But please try.’

‘I’m not going to show you my breasts.’

‘Oh,’ the voice said in amplified disappointment.

Lesley withdrew her hand and brandished the flash drive. ‘I have here all of the information on the virus. It will let you create a vaccine to stop it infecting your animals.’

‘If I do not let anything enter, our animals will not be infected,’ the voice responded.

Good point, Geldof thought. But Lesley was not deterred.

‘It also contains irrefutable evidence the British government was behind this virus. Just think, you embarrass the hell out of Britain, and French scientists can discover the cure. You can be the heroes. And not only that, with the British herd compromised, vaccinated French beef can become the premier global beef product.’

‘Our beef is already the best.’ There was silence for a while. ‘Do not make any attempt to come through. I need to talk to my superiors.’

The loudspeaker cut out again.

‘That sounds promising,’ Terry said.

‘We have to hope the French government doesn’t decide to cut a deal with ours,’ Lesley responded. ‘If they do, when they let us in it will just be to have a clear shot at us all.’

They waited, watching the wedge of light coming under the shutter lengthen as the sun dropped in the sky. Nobody spoke – there seemed little point. Their fates were being decided elsewhere, by men who cared more about political expediency than human lives; exactly the kind of people who had sanctioned the creation of the virus in the first place.

After a while, Geldof returned to the vehicle and sat with his father, holding his cold hand. It seemed unfair he had survived dangerous missions in far-off lands only to die after he had shunned that life for a suburban existence of growing vegetables and taxing squirrels. Then again, Geldof had never seen James so alive as in the days after Fanny’s death, when he had been forced to reawaken the old instincts. Perhaps this was the death he had to die, rather than gradually smoking himself back to the mental age of two. Geldof remembered the violent boyish fantasies he had entertained about being trained to be a deadly soldier. That would never happen now, and as he stroked his father’s palm, he prayed that violence would never enter his life again.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the border guard returned to the microphone. ‘You can come in. But there are conditions: you will have to be quarantined and have your story checked out.’ There was a beat of silence. ‘And you will also have to apologize for comparing me to a German.’

‘Are you sure that last one is an official condition?’ Terry asked.

‘Yes, my superiors care very much for the welfare of their border guards.’

‘Just apologize,’ Lesley hissed.

‘Fine, I’m very sorry I compared you to a German.’

‘Bon! Now, you may come in, one at a time please.’

‘Do you think he’s telling the truth?’ asked Geldof, who had got out of the vehicle again and was eyeing the camera suspiciously.

‘Only one way to find out,’ Terry said.

He ducked down and rolled under the shutter. There were no gunshots. Lesley went next. Mary glanced back at Geldof. He waved her on, then, when she was through, crawled under the shutter on his stomach and entered foreign territory for the first time in his life.

He emerged at the bottom of a concrete ramp. Reversing towards them was a lorry, emitting a repetitive beep. It stopped a few metres away, and the back door swung open with a hiss. Standing on the threshold were four figures in baggy white biohazard suits. The tallest of the group was holding a long metal tube with a rubber handle. Geldof did not want to think about which part of the body the device was designed to probe.

‘Welcome to France,’ the leader of the suited group said, and advanced, the probe held out before him.
  

19
 

Fur coat, fancy knickers
 

Lesley sat in the reception area at the Paris office of the International Herald Tribune – the New York Times’s global edition – nervously stroking the chic and sexy pair of suede boots she had bought with the wad of euros the French government had dished out to get them through the next few weeks.

Their period in quarantine had lasted only a few days, during which time they were probed, pricked and prodded by the doctors, who quickly downgraded from the paranoid spacesuits to face masks. The flash drive had been whisked away almost immediately, plucked out of her bra by a gloved thumb and forefinger that almost removed her nipple by mistake. She had fretted that the French might still cut a deal with Britain, or simply steal the proof and hand it over to a French newspaper to break the story.

On the day of their release, she was taken to a small office, where a functionary explained that France was keen to see the British government humiliated, but did not want to seem to be involved. He handed back the drive with the stipulation that in any story Lesley wrote, she had to say she smuggled it into France by secreting it in an unspecified orifice, and had only handed over the data for the vaccine, which French scientists were working feverishly to create, after the story broke.

She agreed, and that morning they had been turned out onto the streets of Paris and left to their own devices.

Terry, Geldof and Mary went off to book a hotel while Lesley hurried straight to the newspaper, only stopping off on Avenue Montaigne to buy herself an outfit; she had to look presentable, after all. As far as she was concerned, the faster the story was in the public domain, the safer they would be. Brown was dead, but she was sure the government would still be on the look-out for them. She hadn’t even wanted to call the paper and set up an appointment in case the British were somehow tapping the phones – a touch paranoid, granted, but probably wise.

Instead, she had marched into the office and demanded to see the editor, telling the receptionist she had the biggest story the newspaper would ever print. Although the receptionist, who had the most perfect make-up and hair Lesley had ever seen, looked distinctly underwhelmed by the revelation, she relayed Lesley’s claim to the editorial department and told her to take a seat.

She had been waiting for twenty minutes, and was beginning to wonder if the editors had dismissed her as a crank, when the phone shrilled. The receptionist picked it up, nodded, and then directed Lesley to the managing editor’s office on the second floor.

Even though Lesley knew the story she was carrying was dynamite and there was no way the editor could refuse her, she caught herself gnawing on her nails as she approached the office. She knocked, waited for the OK to enter and then, taking a deep breath, pushed open the door.

Lesley strode towards the editor, perhaps a little too briskly to come across as confident and relaxed, her hand extended. She was so busy rehearsing her opening gambit she didn’t pay much attention at first to the person sitting in a high-backed chair across from the editor. Only when she was reaching across the desk to grasp the editor’s palm did the big floppy dick quiff register. She turned her head and there, exuding even more smugness than the last time she had seen him, sat Colin.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ she asked, simultaneously missing the editor’s hand and banging her knee on the thick oak desk.

‘Nice to see you too, Lesley,’ Colin said, beaming his big, stupid, twatty grin.

The staggering, mind-boggling odds against Colin being there made it clear to Lesley he had been designated as her lifelong nemesis and was going to keep cropping up to scupper her plans. In fact, the bastard was probably already having an affair with Terry. Lesley scanned the desk for a weapon – a letter opener, a stapler, a scalding hot cup of coffee – she could use to murder the little toerag. There was nothing, so she settled for sinking into the other seat. Her heart continued to plummet after her bum met fabric, down through the floors where journalists bustled to and fro, and into the sewers, where it bobbed unhappily, indistinguishable from the bloated turds floating alongside. At least that’s what it felt like to Lesley, who saw her career going the same way. Colin’s presence could only mean one thing: he already had the story.

Sod it, she thought. At least now I can say what I like to him.

‘Really, what are you doing here?’ she asked. ‘I was rather hoping you’d been horrendously violated and then torn to pieces.’

Colin pouted. ‘Come on, Lesley. I always thought we were friends.’

‘I’d rather be friends with Adolf Hitler. Who, incidentally, had a much better haircut.’

‘I’m not sure what’s going on here, and I don’t really care,’ the editor said, a frown creasing not only his forehead, but his bald scalp. ‘Let’s get down to business. What do you have for me? You first.’

He pointed at Colin.

‘You just got here?’ Lesley asked.

So much for the fates conspiring in her favour. They had simply been setting her up for the biggest pratfall in history.

Colin ignored her. ‘The virus wasn’t released by terrorists. It was produced at a government laboratory, situated a few kilometres from the first recorded outbreak,’ he said.

Prick, prick, prick, prick, prick! Lesley screamed in her head. If she’d still had the gun, she would have struggled not to blow Colin’s brains all over the framed front pages that adorned the editor’s walls. She had already killed once. Another one wouldn’t make any difference.

‘A government lab? What kind of evidence do you have?’

‘Pictures.’

‘What do the pictures show?’

Colin had a fixed grin on his face and was tapping a finger on his leg.

He’s nervous, Lesley thought, suddenly hopeful again. Maybe he doesn’t have much.

‘Scientists, entering and leaving. Government security people. I’ve also got witness testimony about funny goings-on there.’

The editor stared at Colin, whose finger was now not so much tapping as doing a good impersonation of a woodpecker’s beak.

‘Funny goings-on? Do you have any hard evidence?’

Colin glanced at Lesley, who raised her eyebrows questioningly.

‘Not yet,’ he admitted. ‘I had to steal a yacht and sail around the UK, dodging naval and air patrols to get here, so I haven’t had time to dig it all up. I’m sure I can get it.’

Lesley’s heart propelled itself out of the sewage water, shook off the drips, and leapt back into her chest. Colin had nothing. He was all fur coat and no knickers, the sorry twat. She, on the other hand, had both the fur coat and the fanciest knickers known to mankind.

The editor didn’t even bother replying to Colin. He slapped his pen down onto his notebook, both of which had remained unused throughout Colin’s pitch, and curled his lip.

‘Give me one good reason for not kicking the pair of you out right now,’ he said.

‘Throwing me out would be a big mistake,’ Lesley replied, smiling.

She held the editor’s gaze until he picked up his pen again with a sigh and poised it over the notebook. ‘Fine, let’s hear it then. But you’ve got precisely two minutes.’

Lesley smiled broadly at Colin and tipped him a big wink. His fake grin, which he was still holding with some difficulty, wilted like boiled cabbage.

‘Let me see,’ Lesley began. ‘I was investigating this same lab, which is definitely government. The virus was being developed as part of a weapons programme, and was in the experimental stages. I was captured by the lab security while investigating. Watched my original source being killed by an infected bull released by an odious security man called Alastair Brown. Escaped with the help of one of the scientists. Picked up the only survivor from the original abattoir killings and got his story. Hid out for a while. Was held captive by a cannibal. Escaped, was attacked by Brown, who killed three people.’

Colin’s eyes were growing ever wider as Lesley casually recounted her tale.

‘Drove along the railway lines, sneaked through Glasgow city centre. Saw piles of bodies, animal and human, being burned. Was stopped by soldiers and taken to a refugee camp, where the army was essentially holding people captive to stop the virus mutating. Heard that soldiers were shooting people who sneezed, just in case. Saw refugee camp attacked by hundreds of cows. All on fire. Took Brown captive. Flew to Channel Tunnel in hijacked helicopter, which then crashed. Walked through tunnel for a while. Got in gun battle with Brown, who had picked up a mutated version of the virus, as far as I know the first human to get it. Killed him. Drove to France in little service vehicle, where we talked our way in.’ She crossed her legs and held out her hands. ‘I think that’s it …

‘Oh no, wait a minute,’ she added, looking Colin full in the face. ‘I had fantastic sex with a really hot guy.’ She turned back to the editor. ‘And that’s definitely all.’

‘That’s a pretty wild story,’ the editor said. ‘But it’s just a story unless you have evidence.’

‘I have this,’ Lesley said, holding up the flash drive.

‘And what’s on that?’

‘All of the data from the programme, videos from tests, authorizations from government departments, emails regarding progress. Everything we need to tie the virus to the government. I got it from one of the scientists on the programme.’

Colin made a strangled sound as the editor almost launched himself across the desk in his eagerness to grab the little pink stick. Lesley held it out of reach.

‘Not so fast. We need to talk turkey. Firstly, I want to write the story myself. No joint by-line with anybody.’ She looked significantly at Colin. ‘Then I want a serialization of my escape. Let’s say two thousand words per week, over five weeks. And you need to introduce me to some book publishers.’

The editor’s greedy eyes never left the drive. ‘Whatever you want.’

‘Hey, what about me?’ Colin asked plaintively.

‘Maybe we can use your pictures with Lesley’s story, if they’re good enough,’ the editor said, still not taking his eyes off the device.

Colin leapt to his feet.

‘There is no way I’m playing second fiddle to her,’ he said. ‘I’m taking my pictures elsewhere.’

The editor shrugged. ‘Fine, you do that.’

‘Don’t let the door hit your arse on the way out!’ Lesley gleefully called over her shoulder to Colin, who was by this point scurrying down the corridor.

‘Right,’ the editor said. ‘We’d better get going on this. I want to get a story online in the next few hours, then a big spread for tomorrow. You’ll have to work with some of the team to get it all done, but the by-line will be yours. Are you up to it?’

Lesley smiled. ‘Just show me to a computer.’
 

Ten long hours later, Lesley burst through the hotel-room door, clutching a laptop borrowed from the paper. Terry was reclining on the bed watching TV, dressed only in a pair of silky boxer shorts. All around him were littered the remnants of a room-service splurge: dirty plates, empty mini wine bottles and crumpled serviettes.

‘Finally!’ he exclaimed, and grabbed at her as she flopped onto the bed.

She slapped his questing hands. ‘In a minute, pervert. First you’ve got to see this.’

Lesley booted up the laptop, plugged in the 3G modem and brought up the International Herald Tribune website. There, dominating the screen, was her story. ‘British Government Responsible for Deadly Virus’ ran the main headline, and underneath, in smaller letters: ‘Fears of human infection’.

‘It’s on the New York Times website too,’ she said, clicking through onto the story itself. ‘Tomorrow it’ll be splashed all over the front page.’

Lesley stared at the screen, drinking in her by-line for the fiftieth time. She thought of James, Constance and Gregory Strong, without whom the story would never have got out. The memory of their respective nasty deaths briefly dampened her feeling of triumph, but she told herself they would have been happy the story was out, and vowed to give them prominence in the book she would write.

‘Wow,’ Terry said. ‘You are going to be famous.’ He sent his hands creeping back around her waist. ‘Fancy a celebratory shag?’

She looked down at his tiny boxer shorts, which were doing a decidedly poor job of hiding his enthusiasm.

‘Patience. There’s one more thing I have to do.’

Terry blew out his cheeks in frustration as Lesley reached for the telephone and dialled. It rang a good fifteen times before a sleepy female voice answered.

‘Hello, Mum,’ Lesley said.

‘Lesley?’ her mother shrieked. ‘Oh God, you’re alive. We were so worried, we couldn’t get through, we didn’t know if you were OK or not.’

‘I’m fine, Mum. In fact, I’m better than fine. I’m staying at the Intercontinental in Paris, I’ve met a lovely man and I’ve just broken a story bigger than Watergate.’

Her mother was so busy alternating between crying and screaming for her husband that Lesley had to move the phone away from her ear. Even Terry backed away from the tinny screech emanating from the receiver. After many hysterical pronouncements of motherly love, Lesley’s father came on the phone.

‘Hello, Dad,’ Lesley said breezily.

‘Hello, love. I told your mum you’d be fine. You’re a resourceful girl.’

‘Glad to hear you were concerned.’

‘Come now, it’s not that. You’re your father’s daughter, remember?’

God, here he goes, Lesley thought. Sure enough, he tried to launch into one of his war stories. ‘It’s like that time I was caught behind rebel lines in the Congo, your mother was—’

Lesley cut him off. ‘Look, I don’t have much time. I have some urgent business to attend to.’ She ran her index finger up Terry’s penis and rubbed the tip. He clamped a hand over his mouth to stifle the moan. ‘I just want to say one thing: look at the International Herald Tribune website. Right now.’

‘Why?’

Lesley laughed. ‘I don’t want to ruin the surprise, which I can assure you will be very, very big. Just promise me you’ll do it.’

There was a puzzled silence before her father spoke. ‘OK, I promise. Straight away.’

‘Good. Look, I have to go. I’ll call you both tomorrow, when it’s not the middle of the night for you. Tell Mum I love her.’

She hung up the phone and let out a hoot of triumph.

‘Oh, I can just imagine his face,’ she said as Terry fumbled at her blouse. ‘He’ll be so jealous.’

‘Try not to imagine it while we’re having sex,’ Terry said, giving up on the fiddly buttons and instead tugging clumsily at the zip on her skirt. ‘That would be very disturbing.’

Lesley pulled the skirt down. ‘Don’t worry, that will be the last thing on my mind.’

Because now the McBrien name is going to be famous because of me, she thought, and leapt on top of Terry with abandon.
  

Epilogue
 

Cruel Britannia
 

Geldof slouched on the leather sofa, trying to snag the television remote from the glass coffee table with his big toe. From the kitchen came the sizzle of hot fat, the chunky aroma of steak and the tang of frying onions as Mary set about making dinner.

His toe fell short, nudging the air-conditioning remote off the table. It landed face down and the fans kicked into life, sending a blast of icy air down his neck. There was no need for air conditioning that evening: the sun was low in the sky and a cool breeze was blowing in through the patio doors, which looked out onto the Adriatic Sea. He sighed, resigning himself to the fact he was going to have to sit up – a task considerably harder than it used to be, given the roll of fat thickening his waist.

It had been three months since Geldof and Mary had pitched up in France, bewildered, lost and grief-stricken. Already it felt like a lifetime. He would have been lying if he said he didn’t feel his parents’ absence. He missed them in the way he missed his old dog Bobby, an ill-tempered mongrel that stank of piss and chewed all his socks. They had been an integral part of his life, and he had many fond memories – the kind of cringing memories that make you laugh out loud and feel fuzzy. Sure, he felt guilty about how much he enjoyed his highly unethical jeans-wearing, meat-eating, power-guzzling lifestyle. And he had decided to keep his name after all, even though it still prompted sniggers when he introduced himself. But all in all, he was much better off.

He could tell that Mary – whom he had almost called Mum the previous evening – had not left her old life behind so easily. Sometimes he chanced upon her sniffling over a Sudoku puzzle, and every time she saw the twin boys who lived in the villa at the far end of their rocky beach, she stiffened and marched in the opposite direction. There were signs she was looking to the future, though: she was talking about getting some tutoring work.

With such a comfortable life dulling his senses, Geldof’s recollection of their first week in France had grown hazy: a jumble of images of quarantine, hotel rooms and TV studios, where they were interviewed by a series of correspondents with insincere smiles. It was these interviews that had brought Granddad Carstairs running. The old man had been in South America when the virus broke out. Wisely, he’d stayed there. The moment he saw Geldof, however, he boarded his private jet and came straight to France.

Geldof had no memories of the cheerful old gentleman who turned up at the hotel with a suitcase full of brand-name clothes for him and an offer for him to move into his villa on the Croatian coast until they could figure out a long-term solution. Geldof had accepted, and his grandfather had no problem with him bringing Mary along.

Since then, he’d had little to do other than lounge around and come to terms with the fact he was now very rich. His grandfather, who popped in every few weeks for a brief visit, had taken a hit with the virus, but Carstairs Coffee was one of the biggest brands in the world and he still had a disgusting amount of money. Enough, in fact, to somehow secure the return of James’s body, have him cremated and pay for his ashes to be scattered from a helicopter hovering high over their house in Bearsden. Geldof would have preferred to sit the ashes in the back garden as the centrepiece of a commemorative squirrel assault course. But setting foot on British soil would be pretty much suicide.

Brown, as it turned out, was the canary in the cage. Details of what happened in the weeks after they fled were sketchy: Britain had supplanted Somalia as the place no journalist wanted to go to; and the embattled authorities had ensured that even when the power came back on, mobile communications and the internet were not restored. All they knew was the disease had spread through the population like wildfire.

The camps turned into slaughterhouses as the infection spread and people turned on each other. There were reports of soldiers pouring bullets into hordes of murderous refugees until they were ripped to shreds. Those who emerged alive were infected and set off to rape, maim and kill their way around the country. Soon enough, the British authorities jumped ship. The mainland was ring-fenced by warships and aircraft instructed to blow anyone who tried to leave to smithereens.

And try to leave they did. First they came in small boats, which were picked off by helicopters. Next came a ferry, stowed to the gunwales with infected passengers. A NATO warship put three shells through its bows. After that came planes, four in a week. The first craft, a small private jet, struck out across the English Channel and was shot down before it reached France. Next was a Boeing 747, obliterated over the Atlantic. The last two, both commercial airliners, were destroyed before they even left the runway at Heathrow. No more planes left after that: NATO carpet-bombed every airfield in Britain.

Even then, the onslaught continued: the infected tried their luck in paragliders and canoes, they swam and tried to walk through the Chunnel (which had now been concreted over and fitted with remote-controlled flame-throwers and automatic weapons). It seemed it would only be a matter of time before one of the infected got out. There were growing calls to fire-bomb, or even nuke, Britain. While the British government-in-exile used its veto in the United Nations Security Council to stop this option, people agreed drastic action was inevitable, particularly since teams of scientists working around the clock had come no closer to producing either cure or vaccine.

And then, out of the blue, a group calling itself BRIT (Britons for the Rights of the InfecTed) contacted CNN. The group had one very simple demand: don’t kill us. The infected were organizing themselves, restoring order, getting infrastructure up and running, the group said, and only wanted to be left to live in peace.

That had been two days ago. Now, Geldof was forcing himself to undergo the strenuous activity of sitting up because a live debate was about to take place between former Labour politician Tony Campbell, now the leader of BRIT and self-proclaimed Prime Minister of the infected nation, and Lesley, who had become the world’s leading authority on the virus, despite the fact she knew absolutely zero about virology.

‘Are you coming to watch this?’ he called through to the kitchen.

Mary didn’t respond and he didn’t push the point; she tried whenever possible to avoid anything that would remind her of what had happened to her boys.

Geldof perked up when Tony Campbell came on screen. There had been a lot of debate about how he would look: would he be a twitching bag of rage with drool-slicked lips or a sorry, half-decayed excuse for a human being? At first glance, he appeared to be neither. Tony was an average-looking man of West Indian descent, with a high forehead, close-cropped hair and a moustache he plucked at as he was introduced. Upon closer inspection, the signs of the virus were visible. His face was covered in dark blotches, like pools of deep water in the coastal shallows. There were sores, covered with make-up but visible to those who knew what they were looking for. The whites of his eyes were no longer white – they were a strange mustard colour – and he was holding a handkerchief, which he used to catch a huge sneeze.

The camera cut to Lesley. The last time Geldof had seen her and Terry had been six weeks ago, just before he moved to Croatia. They had shacked up in a little apartment in the centre of Paris. Terry had stuck to his vow to become vegetarian and had given up his Old Spice habit. From the smug aura Lesley had developed, it was clear the new life was agreeing with her. She was introduced as the heroic journalist who had led a band of unfortunates out of Britain – a growing myth that didn’t bother Geldof – and author of the non-fiction book Apocalypse Cow: Escape from the Cursed Isle, available in the shops soon, priced at €19.99.

‘I’m going to come to you first, Tony,’ the presenter, a middle-aged British woman with dyed black hair, said as the shot cut to a split-screen view. ‘Let’s be absolutely clear. You are infected?’

‘Yes, Naomi, I am. And as you can see, I am perfectly rational.’ He spread his hands. ‘I want to get straight to the point. We are all aware of the debate about what should be done with the infected, as we have been dubbed. I think it is scandalous that governments are countenancing doomsday solutions. We are still people. People with a horrendous illness, but people nonetheless, who need your help, not your hatred.’

‘Surely you must accept it’s very difficult for us to empathize with you?’ Naomi asked. ‘You do appear to want to rape and eat the rest of humanity.’

‘I’m going to have to correct you. The virus wants to do that, not us. You can’t blame the sufferer for his illness. We are victims and want this out of our systems. You don’t know how it feels to look at someone and have this irresistible urge to tear into their flesh, bury your teeth in their neck, drink their blood, to …’

Tony tailed off and lowered his hands, which had twisted into claws while he spoke. He took several deep breaths. ‘I repeat, we are people. I go home to my wife and three-year-old daughter each evening, both of whom are infected. I tuck my girl into bed, read her a story and then pray I won’t wake up in the middle of the night with bombs falling.’

He fell silent.

‘So what do you want?’ Naomi asked.

‘The right to live peacefully, here in Britain, until a cure is found. And I want to stress Britain is now peaceful. Everyone is infected, so there is no more unpleasantness. We accept there must be quarantine for the moment. All we ask is that you don’t write us off.’

‘Let me bring you in here, Lesley,’ the presenter said. ‘Do you buy this argument?’

Lesley looked directly into the lens with the practised ease of someone who spends a lot of time on camera. ‘It’s clear Tony was a politician in his earlier life. He presents a compelling argument. But he’s glossing over the full horror of this virus. He said there is peace because everyone is infected. What he should have said is: “infected or dead”. I wonder how many people Tony himself killed? He certainly alluded to it earlier. Let’s look at the reality: CNN hasn’t been able to send its own camera crew over there, because we all know what would happen as soon as they set foot in Britain. Are we to believe this problem can be contained by ignoring it, as Tony suggests?’

‘We’re doing our best to contain our new …’ Tony paused, searching for the right word, then licked his lips, ‘… appetites.’

Lesley raised a controlled eyebrow. ‘Contain your appetites? Can I point out that boats full of sex-crazed infected constantly attempt to cross the English Channel and Irish Sea? That NATO jets have had to shoot down airliners, once again full of infected, heading for the US? What were they planning on doing? Having a beach holiday in Florida? Or disembowelling anybody who crossed their path? It’s a miracle the disease has remained contained. If we can’t develop a cure soon, I don’t see any other option than fire-bombing Britain and taking out all of these zombies.’

‘Do NOT use the Z-word!’ Tony yelled into the camera.

He pinched the bridge of his nose hard, calmed his breathing again and spoke in measured tones. ‘We find it just as offensive as “mong”, or “cripple”. We are sick, that’s all. Look, I admit there is a rogue element, which we are trying to control. Lesley, do you understand the full import of what you are suggesting? You’re talking about genocide, wiping out millions of men, women and children. That’s worse than the Holocaust, Nagasaki and Hiroshima put together.’

‘I know it’s a horrific thing to suggest, and I take no pleasure in it. But how many would die if the virus got out? Hundreds of millions, maybe billions. And then everyone would have the virus.’

‘Would everyone having the virus be such a bad thing? If we all had it, there would be no need for violence.’

Lesley shook her head. ‘Your solution is to infect everyone? That’s insane. We still have no idea if this virus is going to kill people. It could wipe out the whole world.’

‘I’m still alive, aren’t I?’

‘Yes, and despite the make-up you are wearing, you are clearly very ill.’

Tony fiddled about off-camera and held a picture up to the screen. It showed a smiling little girl, her skin the colour of coffee, hair a mass of loose curls. ‘This is my daughter. I want you to look at her very closely. She is infected. This is who you are talking about killing.’

‘He does have a point,’ Naomi interjected. ‘We would be slaughtering innocents.’

Lesley looked unsure of herself. She looked off-camera, tugged at her earlobe, then nodded. When she returned face-on, her features were set. ‘Tony, I want to ask you something, and I want you to answer honestly. If we were holding this discussion physically in the same room, what would you do?’

He lowered the picture and looked puzzled. ‘I don’t think getting into hypothetical situations is—’

Lesley cut across him. ‘If Naomi and I were sitting in your living room talking with you and your family, what would you do? What would your cute little daughter do? Imagine Naomi and I are sitting beside you. You can smell our skin, our uninfected flesh, so clean and untainted.’

Tony bowed his head, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

Lesley’s voice was soft and seductive as she continued. ‘We’re just inches away, you can feel the warmth of our bodies, see the pulse beating in our necks, pushing the hot blood through—’

‘I’d fuck your brains out, you smart-arse bitch,’ Tony screamed, lifting his head. His eyes were bulging, his mouth twisted. ‘I’d rip out your entrails and chew out your eyeballs and sink my fingers into your brain and … and …’

He paused, closing his eyes and taking a deep, shuddering breath. Naomi had leaned back in her chair, her chin drooping unprofessionally. Lesley remained expressionless.

‘Shit, shit, shit,’ Tony said, banging his fist against the side of his head. ‘I thought I could do this.’

Suddenly he leaned right into the camera. The sores were more obvious close up, little mini volcanoes bubbling up pus. His facial muscles writhed and his yellow eyes were unblinking. ‘Sod it, now you know.’

He grinned. Geldof realized it was the first time in the entire debate he had opened his mouth wide. Up to this point he had spoken through compressed lips. His teeth were pointy, almost as though they had been sharpened.

‘If you’re going to bomb us, you’d better do it fast,’ Tony said in a sing-song voice. ‘Because we’re coming. And, Lesley: I’m coming for you, personally.’

The camera went dead, leaving a blank rectangle in the left corner of the screen. Naomi’s chin was still in thrall to gravity.

‘We have to bomb them,’ Lesley, whose calm demeanour had also vanished, said in a shaky voice. ‘Right now.’

Geldof turned off the television and stared at his chubby reflection in the blank screen. He started when he saw a figure standing behind him. It was Mary, who must have silently emerged from the kitchen to watch the show.

‘Pretty shocking, eh? A politician who actually says what’s on his mind,’ he said.

It was a weak joke, but he couldn’t bear the way Mary’s face was folding in on itself as the horror of what they had experienced returned. She attempted to smile, probably more for his benefit than anything else, but her facial muscles refused to cooperate beyond a slight lift of her upper lip.

‘You don’t think they’ll get out, do you?’ she asked.

He got to his feet and walked over to the patio. The sea stretched before him, sunlight glittering off small waves kicked up by a couple of fishing boats chugging back to port. Off in the hazy blue distance, a cruise liner appeared as little more than a speck. Geldof thought of the many boats that had set out to leave the cursed isle that had once been Britain. He suppressed a shiver and forced himself to smile.

‘No,’ he told Mary. ‘Of course not.’

Mary smiled back wanly and returned to the kitchen.

He turned suddenly, and padded across the cool tiled floor in his bare feet to sit in front of the laptop. He opened a Google search page and, after a quick glance in the direction of the kitchen, typed in, ‘Remote uninhabited islands’. He tapped the side of the keyboard, then edited his search to, ‘Remote islands impregnable to zombie attack, also populated exclusively by horny women’.

The search engine trawled up only thirty-eight results, none of them adverts offering a rental opportunity on such an island.

He sighed and turned his attention back to the endless expanse of water. It would only take one small boat – a catamaran, a canoe, whatever – to slip through the patrols and pitch up on the shores of France, Belgium, Holland or maybe even Croatia, if the tides were right and the naval blockade around other countries too firm. What would happen next did not bear thinking about.

Wherever they landed, and Geldof knew it was only a matter of time before they did, one thing was certain: he was going to need a plan.
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