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   For Marie,
 
   I would travel the world and beyond for you.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   A Mother’s Love
 
    
 
   Sitting at the make-up table of what was now her bedroom, she looked into the mirror at her complexion. She looked like Hell. She remembered a time when her skin was a light pink colour. Pink for the many happy years before everything happened and then a little paler when the illness first manifested itself. Soon after treatment, a yellow hue with a disconcerting luminous tinge to it. And today - now there was no more treatment to have - it had turned a pale grey. It wasn’t just her skin colour that had changed though. Her whole appearance had. 
 
   She had never been the biggest of women. Her weight used to fluctuate between a size ten and a size fourteen - usually averaging around a twelve. Whatever her weight though she had carried it well. Her hair back then; long and dark to just below her shoulders. Her face - pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way; she’d look stunning when dolled up for a night out with her friends (not that those happened anymore) and she’d look pretty when her skin was bare of all cosmetics. Now though she was an unhealthy size eight; ribs clearly visible, collar-bone jutting out. Her hair was all but gone. A few dead-looking wisps here and there where it was trying to grow back but ultimately bald. And her face? Heavy black bags under her eyes and the eyes themselves somehow sunken back into her skull. Cracked lips and crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. 
 
   She looked as she felt; dead.
 
   A single tear rolled down her cheek, following the lines already etched into a poorly hydrated skin. She hated how she looked now, not that there was any reason to look any different. The world was as she felt; dead. The nights out with friends were gone, the school runs were a thing of the past, daily errands had changed to a simpler pattern; hide and forage. Most people, even the ones who weren’t rotting on the inside, lived similar lives following the same patterns.
 
   Most people.
 
   There were some who were carving a different sort of life for themselves, and the people they supposedly cared about. These were the people she hid from, and the ones she kept her son hidden from. At eight years old, he wouldn’t survive an encounter. Unlike most he still looked healthy although her constantly whispering demons told her it wouldn’t last. Like everyone else, he would get sick soon too. It was just a matter of time. In some ways - the sickness taking a hold would be a blessing. In some ways. It meant he’d look the same as everyone else. He wouldn’t stand out from the rotten crowds. He wouldn’t look as appealing as either plaything or food. 
 
   Those people and her own sickness were why she had to do this.
 
   She wiped the tear from her cheek.
 
   “Harry?” she called out to her son. No answer. “Harry?” 
 
   “Yes mamma?” 
 
   “Can you come here a minute please?” 
 
   “Coming!”
 
   A coughing fit suddenly hit her hard. They were getting more frequent now. More than half of the fits, lasting a few minutes each time, ended with spitting up blood and chunks of lung. She leaned forward and went with it. She knew she just had to get it out of her system, often clutching at her chest whilst it worked its way out. It didn’t help stop the coughing but it did help with the pain that each cough caused; an unpleasant burning sensation in what was left of her lungs. By the time she stopped, her son Harry was standing in front of her with a glass of water. 
 
   Like everything else in this God forsaken world the water was tainted; a slight brown tint to what should have been perfectly clear water. She drank it but wouldn’t let her son. He only drank from the sealed bottles they’d found knocking around; supplies that seemed to be getting more and more sparse - especially since she hadn’t been able to travel as far.  Running out of things to drink; another reason this needed to be done.
 
   “Thank you, darling.” She took the water from him with a shaking, frail hand. She drank it and coughed again; not a fit, just a reaction to the cold water hitting her damaged throat. She set the glass to one side and looked at her boy. He looked scared. She smiled at him and moved his dark fringe out of his blue eyes with her hand. “When did you get so big?” she asked. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. It was all he seemed to ask these days. Are you okay? She smiled and nodded - the only answer he ever got to the question. She didn’t want to lie to him and yet - at the same time - she didn’t want to tell him the truth either. 
 
   “What about you?” she asked. “How are you doing?”
 
   He nodded, “I’m good, mamma.”
 
   “Good,” she smiled again. She could tell by his face that he was worried though. He knew she was ill but didn’t know how ill exactly. Despite being in the final stages, she’d managed to keep that from him at least. Couldn’t protect him from anything else but… That she could manage. 
 
   “I love you,” she told him - a smile on her face and a tear in her eye.
 
   “I love you too.” 
 
   “You never forget that, okay?”
 
   “Okay, mamma.”
 
   She started to cry, “You promise me.”
 
   “I promise.” He raised his right hand with only his little finger extended, “Pinky promise!”
 
   She laughed through the tears and wrapped her own little finger around his, “Pinky promise!” She let go. “I wish things could have been different,” she told him. It wasn’t just the current situation with her health that she wanted to be different, it was everything. She wished she could have given Harry the life he deserved. She wished she had her health. She wished the world wasn’t rotten to the core. She wished there was still law and order. She even wished for the corrupt governments to be back in power, the ones who’d set the chain of events in motion to bring things to where they were today. Sometimes she even wished she could rewind the clock to before Harry was born. If the world had to be this way, as broken as it was, she wished she’d never brought him into it. “Can your mamma have a hug?” 
 
   Harry nodded and carefully put his arms around his sickly mother. She wrapped one arm around him and held him tight, the tears flowing freely now. 
 
   “I love you so, so much!” she said. 
 
   “You’re hurting me, mamma!”
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to block out his voice. Keeping him held close, she reached for the scissors on top of the make-up table.
 
   “Everything will be okay!” she told him, still with her eyes shut. 
 
   “Mamma, you’re hurting me!”
 
   She raised the scissors up high behind Harry’s back, out of sight, and hesitated a moment.
 
   “Mamma?!”
 
   “I’m sorry baby…”
 
   She brought the scissors down hard on top of Harry’s skull - the long blade piercing the bone of his skull and digging straight down into his brain, killing him instantly. She screamed out loud as she released the scissors - leaving them sticking from his cranium - and hugged him tight with both arms wrapped around him. She screamed again and again for a third time.
 
   With one arm wrapped around him and not looking, she pulled the scissors from Harry’s head; his body gave a little twitch. 
 
   “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” she kept wailing over and over again. “I didn’t have a choice! I’m sorry, baby!” Tears streaming. Voice cracking. “I’m sorry!” In her mind, she had had to do it. She had to take her son’s life. She knew she was going to die - maybe not tomorrow, maybe not the day after but she knew it was coming for her and - when it did - she knew her son would be alone. She couldn’t bear to think of him alone. Not in this world. Not without anyone out there looking out for him. She had to take him with her and - with that in mind, with him waiting there, she raised the scissors to her throat and pushed them against her skin. She screamed out of frustration and hatred for being put in this position. The blade had pierced the skin a little but she couldn’t go any further. She couldn’t do it. She screamed out again, frozen in fear and grief. 
 
   This is where her story ends. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Sitting here with the sun blazing down from the clear blue skies, you could be mistaken for thinking everything was okay in the world. Everything was normal. People were still living their lives, going about their business. Sometimes, it’s nice to go with the belief that it was. Close your eyes, feel the warmth against your skin, pretend everything is fine and your family is waiting for you at home. Dinner cooking in the oven. It’s not recommended to do it often though. It can make the real situation worse. 
 
   There are differences between this world and the world that’s gone, though. They’re slight and - at first - if you were a visitor to this planet, you might not see any difference. But it is there. Sound, for example.
 
   Sitting here, on the grassy bank, there’s no sound. Not even the wind dancing with the leaves in the trees. No birds singing on the branches. No voices carried from somewhere on the horizon. No dogs barking at whatever has their undivided attention. There’s just a stunning silence and - despite all that has happened - it is beautiful. Perhaps one of the only good things to have come from all of this.
 
   I closed my eyes and let the silence swallow me up. The sun beating down on my face, the perfect peace and stillness all around me, it would be easy to fall asleep here. I’m so tired, I can’t recall the last time I slept through the night properly. Hard to get a decent night’s sleep when you’re sleeping with one eye open. Constantly on guard - watching your surroundings even when you’re holed-up in what used to be someone’s family home.
 
   You’re never as safe as you think you are.
 
   The sound of a cracking twig came from down the hill - towards the trees - startled me enough to cause me to open my eyes. Without moving my body - not wishing to draw unwanted attention towards my position - I looked down to the source of the noise. There, standing in the clearing just in front of the forest - a beautiful stag. Slowly, so as not to startle it, I sat up and watched it as it grazed upon whatever it had found on the ground. 
 
   A second good thing from this mess; wildlife and nature have reclaimed the land previously ruined by us humans. And it is startling how quickly it has happened too. Five years and a handful of months. Think about it, that’s nothing. As an animal-lover, the decline in humans and rise in animals suits me just fine. 
 
   The stag looked up from his grazing. His gaze met my own. So unused to seeing people in these parts, he isn’t even scared by me. So long as I don’t make any sudden movements, he doesn’t care that I am here. I couldn’t help but smile as he tucked his head back down to the ground, continuing to eat whatever it was he had found down there. He’s lucky. I’m starving. Maybe he’ll leave some for me. 
 
   The stag suddenly reared up on his hind legs before staggering forward a few paces. I sat up, alarmed. He tottered about for a few seconds and then dropped to his side. I could see his laboured breathing. I could see an arrow sticking from the side of his neck. 
 
   I am not alone.
 
   Voices called out from the forest as I ducked back down hoping I hadn’t been seen. People had the capability to be assholes even before everything had kicked off. Now, they’re even worse and to be avoided at all costs. 
 
   Please don’t let them have seen me.
 
   Laughter. A group staggered from the woods. One of them - the leader of the pack I presumed - carried a bow with him. A quiver of arrows on his back.
 
   “We’re eating tonight, boys!” he cheered as he pulled the arrow from the stag’s neck. The animal bucked his body. Still alive.
 
   Put it out of its misery, asshole.
 
   I want to shout down, tell them to finish it off but I can’t. The question of friend or foe in these situations usually ends with the answer ‘foe’. Times are hard for people nowadays and you are no longer seen as another human but - instead - a target. They look you up and down, wondering what they can steal from you to make their lives easier. One on one, I can hold my own but a group? I need to remain invisible. I just hope they’re distracted enough by their half-kill to pay attention to their surroundings. I am not as well hidden as I would prefer to be but to run for cover now would only draw attention to myself.
 
   “Photo opportunity!” 
 
   The prick with the bow and arrows was standing next to the stag. His foot was up on its neck and his hands on his hips, the triumphant pose of the hunter. I have a gun in my rucksack. There are eight bullets in the clip. I would happily waste one sticking it between his eyes. I understand the need to hunt, I understand the hunger we’re all feeling but there’s no need to be so callous about it. There’s no need to be like that. He should do the right thing and finish it off. End its suffering. Not stand around pretending to pose for photographs. 
 
   Another man stepped forward. He pulled a knife from his own belt and stuck it in the stag’s throat before pulling across, opening the creature up and spilling its blood. Clearly he shared the same thoughts as me. 
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” the hunter wasn’t impressed by his comrade’s interference.
 
   “It was suffering.”
 
   “Who gives a fuck.” A statement, not a question. 
 
   The silence allowed their voices to carry across to where I was. Listening in and hearing them as though I were standing right next to them. The beautiful silence trampled on by people. 
 
   “It’s cruel.”
 
   “The world’s a cruel place,” the hunter laughed. 
 
   “Just have some respect!”
 
   “Me have some respect? You want to watch what you say, boy. Don’t forget who you’re talking to or your place in the pecking order.”
 
   “Fuck you…”
 
   “Just leave it,” one of the girls - rough sounding voice - tried to talk the men down. Clearly she could see what I saw; trouble brewing. Sound advice but too late as the hunter - with no warning - stuck an arrow into the other man’s throat. He pulled it out and laughed as his supposed friend’s blood sprayed in his face. The other members of the group weren’t as amused and the girl who had initially tried to calm things down even went so far as to scream out loud before stopping herself, no doubt worried she would offend the hunter. 
 
   I watched - horrified by the outcome of the situation but not surprised. On the journey I’ve been on, I’ve seen this sort of thing far too often. Gone is the empathy, gone is the compassion. People are not who they once were. Even those who were once good people. This - what happened… This has tainted them. Changed them for the worse.
 
   “Anyone else got something to say?”
 
   The hunter was pointing the arrow at the rest of the group - primarily at the biggest of them; the one who might have been a challenge to him. As it turned out, he wasn’t. The bigger man backed down. I can’t help but wonder whether it would have been a different story had the hunter been disarmed. 
 
   Do the rest of the group a favour. Kill him for them.
 
   As tempting as the thought is, it’s not worth my time or the bullet. Especially the latter, considering the sparseness of ammo these days. Might be easy to find ammunition and guns in places like America but - not in England. Besides - I’ve long since learned that you cut the head off the monster, another is quick to replace it. 
 
   “Give me a hand with this!” The hunter had turned his attention back to the animal carcass on the ground. It made sense to move it. They were too exposed to cut it up where they were. Not many people wandering around - this group is the first I’ve seen in days - but it is better to be safe than sorry. Cut the animal up into easier to manage meals out of sight so as not to have anyone challenge them for the meat. Did I mention - decent meals are scarce? I watched as some of the gang started to move the carcass away from the clearing, dragging it back towards the woods. It works out better for me that they’re taking it elsewhere to start prepping; as soon as they’re out of sight - I’ll hit the road again. Been here long enough as it is. Have to keep moving.
 
   “Who the fuck is that?”
 
   An unshaven man was pointing right towards me. One by one the rest of the gang turned to me. The last person to turn - the Hunter.
 
   “Hey! Who’s up there?” The hunter called out, reaching for an arrow. 
 
   I clambered up to my feet. 
 
   Time to leave.
 
   I started up the hill, in the opposite direction. What the hell had I been thinking, sitting out in the open like that with hardly any cover? A rookie mistake. I’ve seen people die in similar circumstances - killed by the people I was with, back when I traveled in a group. I knew better than to do this, putting myself in this position.
 
   I know better.
 
   “Where are you going? Don’t you want to share this with us?” he called out. I presumed he was talking about his kill. I don’t trust people - haven’t for a while now since I saw the way my own group of survivors crumbled and turned on each other. Even if I did trust them though - people, that is - I’d just watched this man kill one of his own. He cannot be trusted, no matter what he offers.
 
   “Plenty to go around, my friend! Come on down, don’t be shy!” 
 
   At the top of the hill. There are trees just a few feet away from me now. I gave a quick glance over my shoulder. My heart skipped a beat when I noticed some of the gang were starting up the hill after me and he - the hunter - was aiming the loaded arrow. I threw myself to the ground as he released the arrow. I didn’t see where it landed, just heard it crash somewhere behind me in the foliage. As I got back to my feet, he was already preparing the second. I didn’t hesitate as I ran towards the woods. So hungry, there’s not much energy left in my body and every step causes a dull ache in my joints. No time to worry about that though as I crashed through the bushes separating me from dense cover. I nearly tripped in the process. A stumble forward which most likely saved my life as another arrow flew over my head. All this because they most likely want to loot the rucksack on my back. What a fucking world we live in. Half tempted to leave it for them just so I could hide somewhere and watch their expressions change when they did go through it. If I didn’t need the contents, I would - just for a laugh. Laughs are too infrequent in this day and age now and it would be a welcome change.
 
   Don’t be stupid. You need the bag. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   I fell back against a thick oak tree. Not sure if I have run far enough but I can’t go any further. I can barely catch my breath as it stands. I have dots in my vision. Sudden exercise along with a severe case of dehydration is not a good place to be. I blinked hard and continued to do so until the stars dissipated. Once they had, I concentrated on slowing my heart rate down and steadying my breathing. I should be fit now. The amount of walking, climbing… I should be fit. 
 
   It’s in the lungs.
 
   I swallowed a huge breath and held it without moving. I listened hard. I can’t hear any whispered orders between people hunting me. I couldn’t hear footsteps crunching on leaves, twigs or anything else that could make a noise. I think they’ve stopped chasing. I think I’m safe. Slowly, I let the breath back out and slid down the tree until I was sitting on the dirt using the trunk as a backrest. Can’t stay here for long. I need to keep moving in the opposite direction. Just a couple of minutes though. Just a couple of minutes to start building my strength back up. 
 
   Something cracked from somewhere close by, behind me. Carefully I peered around the tree I was leaning on and surveyed the area with a quick scan of my eyes. I can’t see anyone. Maybe I hadn’t heard anything? My imagination? Or was it something falling from this tree? Perhaps I disturbed it enough when I fell back against it for one of the branches to break from up above? It makes sense. 
 
   Still scanning the area, there’s definitely no one there. They probably didn’t want to stray too far from their meal - not for one man’s rucksack. An immediate food source is always more important than the possessions of another man. 
 
   Still scanning.
 
   I’m clear. 
 
   I turned back facing forwards and froze on the spot as cold metal pressed up against my throat. 
 
   “Don’t fucking move.” 
 
   A tall man was standing to my right. How had I missed him? How had he managed to creep up on me? I was listening. I’d gotten away. I was faster than them. I had gotten away. I went to speak and he responded by digging the blade harder against my skin. 
 
   “You don’t have to do this,” I stammered, swallowing hard whilst wondering whether it would be the last time I did such an action. 
 
   “Give me the bag and I’ll let you go!” he hissed. He doesn’t know me. He has no reason to. But if he had, he would have known I’d used the line on someone before. The same exact sentence. The man I said it to - he gave me the bag as I had instructed. I did not let him go despite my promise. No choice. If I had let him go, if there had been anything of value to the man in the bag - he wouldn’t have stopped hunting me down until he’d managed to get it back. You take the bag with minimal commotion and then - as harsh as it sounds - you put them down hard enough to ensure they don’t get back up. 
 
   This isn’t the man I was before the world changed. I never asked to be this man either. The choice was taken from me due to circumstances beyond my control. Kill or be killed. That’s how it is now. That’s why I try my best to avoid scenarios such as this one. 
 
   “You hear me? I said - give me the fucking bag.”
 
   “I heard you but…” He pressed the knife harder still against my throat. Has he drawn blood yet? “…I can’t give you the bag until you move the knife away.” The way I was slumped back against the tree; I was pinning the bag between my body and the thick trunk. Can’t exactly move forward when I had a knife pressed against my throat. Not without cutting myself anyway.
 
   The man hesitated a moment before easing the pressure off my neck - not a lot, but enough at least to make it more comfortable for me. 
 
   “I need to stand up,” I said. The rucksack was over both shoulders. Two straps wrapped round my chest and clipped at the front. I could have taken it off, slumped back against the tree, but it would have been a hassle. Certainly easier to stand and then take it off. “That okay?”
 
   “Just don’t fucking trying anything funny. I’ve killed people.” In this day and age you know better than to question whether there is any weight behind their claim. I’m not a bad person yet I’ve also killed people. It’s usually because I have been put in the position where I had no choice but I don’t think God looks at circumstances when he is judging you at the Pearly Gates. He just sees that you’ve taken a human life.
 
   No worries. God is dead.
 
   Slowly I stood up. My hands raised either side of my head.
 
   “You got a piece?” he asked. He meant, was I carrying a weapon? I shook my head.
 
   “I’m going to unclip the straps, okay?” With my left hand I pointed down to the rucksack’s clips stretched from the bag, round my chest and clipped together at the front. He nodded but made a point of aiming the tip of the knife blade at me. I unclipped the restraints and they fell either side of my body. “Your friends not with you?” I asked. No sound around us. Had his friends bothered to come with him, to back him up or had they gone back to where they’d originally seen me - more concerned with the meal that was waiting for them. 
 
   “Just give me the fucking bag.”
 
   “Sure you can find your way back to them okay? We’ve come quite far.” 
 
   “I’ll cope.” He suddenly became more frustrated, “Hurry the fuck up.”
 
   “If it’s all the same, I’d rather go nice and slowly so as not to panic you into doing something we’d both regret.”
 
   “You always a smart-arse?”
 
   The temptation was to say ‘yes’ but I bit my tongue. Smart-arses tend to be one of the first to die because the person threatening them grows tired of their lip. They’re usually used as an example to anyone else who may be a part of the confrontation. Just like the hunter killed the man who’d put the animal out of his misery. It was a show of strength. It was an example to everyone else to ensure no one else challenged him. 
 
   Slowly I slid one arm from the shoulder strap and then, when free, the second arm. I caught the bag before it landed on the floor. Now I was standing in front of the knife-wielding idiot with both arms stretched out to the side of me, the bag in my left hand. 
 
   “Good, now put it on the floor.”
 
   “I can’t. The floor is wet. It’s an old bag. Not waterproof. They don’t make them like they used to.”
 
   They don’t make them anymore full-stop. 
 
   “It’ll dry. Just put it on the fucking ground.”
 
   I sighed. He might not care but I do. I don’t want the contents getting damp. 
 
   “You think I am fucking with you?” He paused a moment before, “Did you want to die today?”
 
   I can’t die today. Not yet. Not until I’ve done what I need to do. Need to keep going. If it wasn’t for the task at hand, I wouldn’t care though. The way I see it, we’re all dying now anyway. I mean, we were before the world went to shit but now… Now our deaths are being sped up by the shit we breathe in. The only difference is that when the time comes - when the Reaper does comes a knocking - it’s going to be a lot more unpleasant than it could have been. People don’t usually die peacefully in their sleep anymore. Now they die choking on vomit whilst shitting themselves. Their skin a yellowy-grey hue. The tell-tale signs of radiation poisoning at its worst. 
 
   “Just take it easy.” I tried to talk him down. Watching the way he shifted his weight from foot to foot, this asshole was working himself up. Need to keep him calm. People who are angry, they’re harder to control when they pass the point of no return. The point that I’ve been to before now, back when I was nearly beaten. 
 
   “Don’t tell me to fucking take it easy. I’m the one saying how it is.”
 
   “You’re right. I’m sorry. There’s just no need to get upset. I’m doing as you…” Without giving him any warning, I swung the rucksack at the man - knocking the knife clean from his hand. Before he realised what was happening, the rucksack was on the backswing, aimed clearly at his face. It connected and made him stumble a bit but had little other effect. It was now I wished the bag was fuller - possibly even with bricks. I tossed it to one side so as not to potentially damage the contents further. I’ll be pissed if they’re already damaged. 
 
   The man regained his composure and made a dive for the knife, throwing himself on the mud in a dramatic fashion. I reacted and ran up to the knife just as his hand touched upon the handle. I stamped on his hand with a satisfying crunch and he screamed, pulling his hand close to his body and cradling it with his good hand. I kicked the knife further from his reach before dropping down onto him, pinning him with my weight; knees on his chest. He wheezed uncomfortably and then started grunting and moaning in pain as I started to rain the punches down upon his face, battering him beyond human recognition until all sounds he made stopped. 
 
   Make sure.
 
   I hit him again; a clenched fist slammed hard into his throat. Another crack and a gargle from the back of his mouth. I hit him again; the palm of my hand driving his nose up into his brain - a move I’d learned from watching martial art films back when the televisions and movie theatres worked. 
 
   I fell to the side, falling from his body. He didn’t move and he won’t move again. I sat there a moment, looking at the mess I’d made of him. There is no sense of satisfaction. There is no sense of pride. Yet - at the same time - there is no guilt. He started this. I finished it. There was no choice and no other way I could have worked this out. 
 
   The bag.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   I jumped up and hurried over to where I’d dropped the bag. Opening it up, everything inside seemed fine. Reaching in, it’s as dry as it has ever been in there. The outside a little damp from the downpour of rain that I was caught in last night but - nothing is ruined. Thank God for that.
 
   There you go with God again. God is dead.
 
   I slumped back in the mud. Lying flat on the ground, I stared to the skies. 
 
   Clear. 
 
   Blue. 
 
   Still.
 
   Beautiful. 
 
   Silent. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   I stumbled through the tangled mess of weeds and general undergrowth, landing on my hands and knees in a clearing on the outskirts of the forests. Stretched out before me, a multitude of abandoned homes that had been left to rot since the people were moved out to the many camps the government had promised were safe. 
 
   Liars.
 
   Tired, I stood up. Sweat dripping down my forehead from the constant moving. Stomach rumbling from the lack of food. So hungry I had been tempted to cut the asshole with the knife up and cook him on a fire. Unlike some of the people I had met on my travels, I hadn’t stooped to that level yet. I hope I won’t have to as well but - never say never. Needs must and all that. Needs must. 
 
   Standing, I watched the horizon - trying to spot the slightest hint of movement. There’s nothing down there. No animals rummaging through stinking garbage that had been left to fester since the collapse of society and - better yet - no people setting up camp in one of the many homes. It didn’t mean they weren’t there though - on both counts. Animals could be holed in the buildings. People could be resting. The problem with today’s world is that - no matter how tired you are - you can never put your feet up. You can never rest, not even for a moment. Not properly.
 
   Sleep with one eye open.
 
   Satisfied all was peaceful, I made my way down towards the buildings. Perfect timing too, it won’t be long before it’s dark - not that night time is any more dangerous than day. Both have the potential to be as equally bad as each other. It’s just nicer to stay indoors because of the plummeting temperature when the sun goes down. 
 
   I passed by the first house giving it a careful look over as I did so. No evidence when I looked through the windows that people were squatting there. Only evidence of the lives of the people who used to live there. My mind flitted to wondering what had become of the family who once owned the property and - just as quickly as they had popped into my thoughts - they were promptly forgotten. There’s no place for compassion or empathy in this world; I’ve said it before, I’ve said it now and I’m sure I will say it again. 
 
   I passed the second house. Similar story to the first. All is quiet. All has been left to be reclaimed by nature; ivy growing over the framework and pushing into the brickwork. Bushes growing around the bottom of the buildings giving the impression they’re floating on a bed of green. Give it another ten years, more or less, and these buildings will most likely have disappeared altogether - only seen by those keen enough to explore into the greenery. Urban exploration at its finest. 
 
   The fifth house was more or less the middle of the street. This was the house you would want as your base camp for as long as you’d want to rest up. The reason being - if more people come - you would hear them ransacking the other buildings before they’d be banging on your new front door. You’d have a chance to react - hide yourself away or set up the front-line’s arsenal, ready to defend yourself from whatever was coming. 
 
   I preferred to hide. Not because I don’t think I could protect myself should the need come. I’ve proven time and time again - unfortunately - that I can look after myself. I just… I don’t know… I guess there’s no pleasure in it for me. Certainly not the amount of pleasure that other people seem to experience; the psychopaths who live out their darkest fantasies in this fucked-up world. The monsters to avoid. Besides - as I’ve mentioned before - food is scarce and a lot of the water is contaminated. Wasting energy on defending yourself, when you could hide away, is pointless, dangerous and also forces you into potentially having no choice but to drink the contaminated water. Better to die later of radiation poisoning than die today of dehydration. I think. 
 
   I walked up the driveway, up to the front door. A twist of the handle and the door opened. Another good thing from the mass-evacuation - people didn’t bother locking their front doors. Another silver-lining on the underside of that radioactive cloud. I stepped in and closed the door behind me, closing it up tight with the security chain bolted across; the first line of defence against anyone who might stumble this way - not that it keeps them out for long. A so-called security chain is nothing against a heavy boot and sheer determination. Again, speaking from personal experience. 
 
   Inside, I took the rucksack off and gently placed it in the corner of the hallway. The house is tidy. Not sure how when most houses I’ve seen, whether to go in to or just to look through the window, look as though they’re in disarray with personal possessions strewn all over the place as the panicked occupants rooted through this and that looking for small items they could take to remind them of how things used to be; usually photographs. And speaking of which…
 
   Pictures hang on the wall, lining the hallway. Even though the house is large enough for a family of (at least) four, it looks as though it was just a youngish couple dwelling here. Pictures of them, arm in arm, at various locations around the world. They clearly travel. Maybe that’s why the house isn’t as messed up as other houses? Perhaps they were out of the country when the shit hit the fan? A fleeting thought; was it any better for them wherever they were in the world or was it much like here? The end of life as we knew it. Well, the end of life as we knew it in what used to be the real world anyway. There are camps set up here and there - but those places aren’t living. Especially when you’re sharing a tent with strangers, wondering what had become of your own family. Had they escaped? Had they been evacuated? Had they been left behind? Had something more sinister happened? 
 
   Don’t dwell on it. You’ll only upset yourself.
 
   I walked through to the kitchen hopeful that the shelves would be well-stocked, what with the house being in such great condition and - true enough - the first cupboard opened was a sight to die for; food, glorious food. 
 
   Cereals, bags of crisps, bread on the side - unsuitable for eating going by the state of it - tins and tins of fruit, vegetables, custard. I do a quick check of the tins’ dates and most were still good, not that I would have cared if they were out by a few months. Or years. You find that these days, best before dates aren’t important. I pulled out a can of sweetcorn and grabbed a fork from the drawer underneath the draining board. Start with the sweetcorn - good even when eaten cold - and then come back for something else. Maybe the custard for dessert? 
 
   I walked through the house until I found the living room. Kicking my heavy boots (stolen) off I slumped down on the soft, welcoming sofa. A sigh of relief escaped as my body sunk down into the sofa fabric. Good to take a load off, especially after a couple of nights sleeping rough in the woods. I could fall asleep now if I weren’t so hungry.
 
   I opened the can with the ring-pull on the lid and started eating - shovelling as much as I could get onto the fork in one go before carefully moving it to my mouth. Instant pleasure as the small pieces caused my taste buds to explode as they came back to life. I’ve been living off berries for a few days, stale biscuits before that. This - this is like a gourmet fucking meal right here. 
 
   Funny how things work out. After the day’s start, I could have sworn this was going to be an absolute bitch of a day. Now though, it’s looking likely it could be one of the best days I’ve experienced for a long, long time. 
 
   It could only be better if the television worked. 
 
   Maybe?
 
   With the can in one hand, I reached for the controller sitting on top of the glass coffee table in front of me. Aiming at the screen on the far wall, I pressed the red button. Nothing. 
 
   Worth a try.
 
   I tossed the controller to one side and tried hard not to let the lack of television disappoint me. I knew it wouldn’t work. Not sure why I even bothered trying and I certainly shouldn’t get annoyed by it’s lack of power. Not when the cupboards are so full and my surroundings so luxurious after what I have become used to. Don’t let it dampen my pleasure in what God has given me.
 
   There you go again with God. God is dead. He would never have allowed this.
 
   Looking around the room, here is a couple that clearly went into pictures in a big way. Not just painted pictures of landscapes but framed photographs of themselves. Not only were they lining the walls of the hallway but they were in here too; on the mantle-piece, hanging by a large mirror, even by the doorway. Lots and lots of pictures. That’s one thing I miss in today’s world. Photographs. Captured reminders of the family life I miss so much. I pulled a framed picture from beside me, taking it off a smaller coffee table tucked between wall and sofa next to where I had slumped. Thoughts weren’t of the couple posing for whoever had snapped the picture for them. Instead they had drifted to my own family and the night everything had changed.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   B E F O R E
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “How’s the family?” my brother asked me as we hugged it out. Been a long time since we had spoken on anything other than a computer. His sunken eyes, red raw from crying, with black bags under them caused by several nights of broken (or no) sleep. He looked like Death. Don’t think I’ve seen him like that before. 
 
   “They’re good,” I told him. It wasn’t quite the truth. I had problems at home and he deserved to know about them. He needed to know. At some point in the future, I’d be needing his support to deal with it just as he was needing my support now. This trip – travelling across country to see him - wasn’t the time or the place to discuss it though. Not today. Not after he’d just buried his own wife, Helen. “Sorry they’re not here but…”
 
   “No, no, it’s fine. I understand.”
 
   “I mean they wanted to be.”
 
   I felt bad for him. Her death had been completely out of the blue. She had gone shopping with some friends. Loaded up with Christmas presents for him, she was crossing the road on her way towards her parked car and - out of nowhere - a bus had struck her. They said the driver had had a seizure at the wheel. Killed Helen outright and seriously injured a couple of her friends. Luckily they were recovering and, although in plaster still, were able to attend the funeral and pay their respects.
 
   A wake up call to how fragile life can be.
 
   I had travelled up for the funeral, getting here a couple of days beforehand to ensure that he had everything he needed. Poor bastard, I couldn’t begin to imagine what he was going through. Less than a year they had been married. Both of them looking forward to a lifetime of happiness together. The only blessing was - if there was such a thing - they had no children. Hard to lose someone close to you but harder still when there are children involved. 
 
   “I’ll show you to your room,” David said to me, leading the way up the stairs towards the spare bedroom. I followed despite knowing where it was. It wasn’t the first time I had come to stay with him. Even though we didn’t see each other as much as we should, I made the effort to travel this way a few times a year at least. Usually under better circumstances though.
 
   “So how have you been?” I asked him. 
 
   Stupid question.
 
   We reached the bedroom giving him the perfect excuse to ignore the question posed, “This is you. Fresh towels are in the bathroom, help yourself if you want a shower or anything. I’ll give you a bit of time to settle in and then - I don’t know - maybe order you in a pizza?”
 
   I tossed my rucksack onto the bed and turned to him, “Done. I’m settled in. And pizza? You eaten yet today?”
 
   He smiled, “I can’t remember the last time I ate.”
 
   “You need to eat so - with that in mind - what do you fancy?” 
 
   He shrugged, “Just not been that hungry.” 
 
   “Well - you’re eating now.” Looking at my brother, it was obvious he hadn’t been eating. the weight had dropped off him. He looked bad. A shell of the man he used to be before the accident happened. “So - what do you fancy then?” 
 
   He shrugged again, “I have a pizza delivery leaflet downstairs. They have some promotions on.” 
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   I followed him back down the stairs of his modest home, towards the living room. As well as the poor state my brother was in, I also noticed the house was a mess. Rubbish littered the floor, dirty clothes here and there and a funky smell hung in the air where, I guessed, the kitchen bin hadn’t been emptied for a while. David noticed the look on my face and, “Sorry for the mess. I’ve been meaning to give the place a clean. Just been busy.” 
 
   “It’s cool. Honestly, it’s fine.” 
 
   The living room wasn’t in a good state either; just as dirty as the rest of the house. There were mugs on the coffee table in the centre of the room that were growing mould. Plates were stacked up with half-eaten meals on them. The poor bastard had really fallen apart since the accident, not that I can blame him. 
 
   He walked over to a stack of papers on the floor next to the three-piece settee. Using his foot to separate them from one another, he bent down and picked up the local pizza shop’s A5 leaflet, detailing their latest offers. 
 
   “What do you fancy?” he asked. The way he asked the question made me realise he wasn’t going to be doing much of the eating. That’s not acceptable. He looks terrible with the weight falling off him. He needs to eat something. 
 
   I looked back down to the stack of dirty plates and assorted mugs on the table and then back to the leaflet in his hand, crammed with pictures of tantalisingly freshly baked pizzas. Having seen the thick mould festering on the plates, I’ll be honest - I don’t fancy eating anything ever again. 
 
   “You choose and place the order. I’ll start shifting some of this through to the kitchen,” I nodded towards the crockery. 
 
   “It’s fine - I’ll do it later.”
 
   “Honestly not a problem.” I was doing it for my benefit just as much as his. I didn’t want to be staring down at whatever the hell was growing whilst trying to eat my dinner. No way. I gestured towards the leaflet in his hand with a nod of my head, “Just hurry up and place the order. I’m starving.” Before he could argue, I tossed him my mobile phone and then started collecting up the dishes. He didn’t try and stop me. 
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   I had nearly finished my large pizza, eating it straight from the box it was delivered in. Just as I had expected, David had barely touched his. Instead of eating it, he was just moving it from one side of the box to the other.
 
   “You need to eat something,” I told him. Jesus, I was sounding like our mother. Whenever we were feeling down - when growing up - she’d always tell us to eat. Eating would make you feel better as it would keep your strength up - supposedly. I wish mum were alive now to help me with David. Help me get him through this grief. I want to be here with him, I want to help but I have my own issues to deal with as selfish as that sounds. I can try and be the support for everyone but… It’s hard. Much easier if mum were here.
 
   She had died a few years back. There was nothing sinister. She had just never been the fittest person. I think it is fair to say no one had expected her to reach old age. When she had reached eighty, we were surprised. 
 
   “You sound like mum!” David also noticed the similarity. At least he managed to crack a smile. A step in the right direction. He tossed the pizza box away from himself. “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “When was the last time you had a proper meal? A whole meal - not just a bite here and there. Whether I sound like mum or not, you need to eat something. Seriously.”
 
   “I told you - I’m not hungry.”
 
   “Dave - you look like hell. You need to eat…”
 
   “Will you just fuck off already?!” he snapped - raising his voice. I stopped nagging and finished the last mouthful of my own pizza. David sighed, “I’m sorry. I’m tired.”
 
   “Don’t mention.”
 
   “Can’t remember the last time I slept through the whole night. I didn’t mean anything.”
 
   “I told you - forget it. It’s fine. I’m just trying to look out for you.”
 
   He smiled, “Isn’t it supposed to be the other way round?”
 
   He meant that he was supposed to be looking after me. His duty as an older brother. He can be my rock later. God knows I will need him to be. I want to tell him. I want to get it off my chest but I can’t. Not yet. I have to keep it to myself. Let him deal with his grief first. Don’t overload him with this too. 
 
   “So how’s the family?” David changed the subject.
 
   “They’re good.”
 
   David looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “I’m not stupid. There’s something you’re not telling me.” He always did know when I was lying.
 
   “Everything is good. Honest.”
 
   “Come on, it’s me. Something’s wrong - what is it?”
 
   I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to talk about this. Not now. 
 
   “Luke. What is it?”
 
   Distraction might do him some good? Give him something else to focus on.
 
   “Jane asked me for a divorce.”
 
   David didn’t say anything. He was just sitting there, looking at me with a stunned expression on his face. 
 
   “Yesterday in fact. I didn’t want to say anything because you had enough going on with your life. You didn’t need this too.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “No need to say anything.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I honestly thought everything was great between you two.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. I had thought everything was good between us too - right up until the moment she had turned to me and said that she wanted to leave me. I had asked her why but she wouldn’t go into it. She had just said we would talk when I got home. Part of me had wanted to stay there, talk it through with her and try and fix things but I had to come and see my brother; stand by him for the funeral. There was no one else, not immediate family anyway and - in times like these - that’s exactly what you needed. 
 
   I tried to put a brave face on, “I’m sure everything will be fine.” When Jane had told me that she wanted a divorce, her face had been expressionless like the words coming from her mouth had no meaning behind them. No feeling. I had never seen her like that before and it had worried me. Putting a brave face on now and telling my brother that everything would be fine couldn’t be further from how I envisioned this ending. She had said she wanted a divorce - for why I do not know - and the way she had said it, it had been clear that she meant it. I would fight for her, the mother of my child, but - with how she had spoken to me - I’m not sure if it’s a battle I will win. Not in the long-run.
 
   “If you need to go…”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” I cut him off in mid-sentence. I knew he would feel guilty about me being here. It was written all over his face once the initial shock had disappeared. 
 
   “I just hate the idea of you being here with that hanging over your head.”
 
   “It’s fine. The break apart will probably do us some good anyway,” I changed the subject, “I’m not here to talk about what’s going on at home.” I took a moment to catch a breath before continuing, “Everything ready for tomorrow?” A series of car horns started blasting down the street beyond the front window loud enough to distract my brother and I from our conversation. “What the hell is that? Neighbours throwing a party?” I got up from the sofa and walked over to the window, looking out into the street - the night illuminated by both the moon and the well-lit street.
 
   “See anything?”
 
   “Well - something is happening!”
 
   Two coaches were parked up in the street. Both of them sounding their horns noisily in turn. I turned back to my brother and asked, “This kind of thing normal?”
 
   “What kind of thing?” David got up and walked over to the window and stood next to me. “No. This is all new,” he said. We both stood there a moment, watching, as people came out of their homes, most of them being directed by people in military uniforms. “What the fuck is going on out there?”
 
   A man hurried up David’s own drive and started banging on the door. Both David and I went to see what the commotion was about, with David opening the door himself.
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked the official looking man.
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   David and I were sitting towards the rear of the bus watching out of the windows as we left his street behind, unable to grab anything before being taken away. Other passengers were in a similar state of confusion. Hushed voices, panicked chattering. All we were told was that we had to leave and we had to do so immediately. We tried to get answers from the soldier dragging us from the house but he just kept saying that there wasn’t time to explain. Before we managed to get into an argument, he was already banging on the next door, repeating what he had told us to that neighbour too. 
 
   Some passengers were crying; a couple of the women but mostly children - scared and confused, wondering what the hell was going on. Couldn’t blame them either - none of this felt right.
 
   I was trying to listen to a conversation towards the front of the bus between an elderly man and a soldier who was standing guard, next to the silent driver. The soldier was saying over and over that the reason we were being dragged away was classified. Fucking classified? We’re being taken away, told to leave everything and we don’t even get to know why? That’s bullshit. 
 
   “Well when can we go home?” the old man asked.
 
   “Few hours. Maybe a day.” 
 
   An answer that I don’t think anyone believed - especially David who suddenly spoke up, “It’s my wife’s funeral tomorrow. I need to be here.”
 
   I’m not sure if David’s voice was lost amongst the other voices all suddenly calling out in protest as to what was going on or whether the soldier simply chose to ignore him but I had my suspicions. There was no way we were going to be coming back in time for the funeral. His own wife’s burial. 
 
   “Did you hear me?” David wanted an answer. “It’s my wife’s fucking funeral tomorrow!” David stood up, not that he could get into the aisle with me seated between him and it. 
 
   “Sir, please watch your language and remain seated!” The soldier heard him that time. 
 
   “Not until you tell us what is going on!” David’s face was red. The grief he had been feeling was quick to turn to anger. His eyes filling with tears at the thought of not being able to say goodbye to Helen because… Because why? “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   Children were sobbing loudly now. I understood David’s frustrations and anger - as well as those felt by the other people on the bus, myself included - but he was scaring the already frightened children. This wasn’t helping an already tense atmosphere. 
 
   “We want to speak to someone in charge!” the old man at the front got involved again, shouting over the crying children and other concerned murmurings. 
 
   “Okay everyone needs to calm down. I am simply following orders. I am sure further details will be given when we reach the boats.”
 
   “Boats?” another voice piped-up - shocked. I hadn’t missed the word either. A cock-up on the soldier’s part. “What fucking boats?” A large man towards the middle of the bus stood up and stepped into the aisle. “You need to tell us what the fuck is going on, right now!” He took a step towards the soldier who responded by pulling out a handgun and aiming it towards the man. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   “Sit down!” the soldier ordered the man who - unsurprisingly - did as he was told. “Everyone just shut up. When we get to the boats, further details will be given.”
 
   “Just stop the bus and let us off!” David shouted.
 
   “I can’t do that. Trust me - we are doing this for your own safety.”
 
   “Our own safety? What the fuck is this about?” I pulled David down to his seat before he had a gun pointed at him too. “Get the fuck off me!” he hissed.
 
   “We just need to be patient. The answers will come. This guy - he probably doesn’t even know the reason this is happening. It’s probably above his pay grade. Shouting and screaming isn’t going to help,” I tried to reassure him. To my surprise he responded by breaking down into tears. I put my arm around him and held him tight. “Everything is going to be fine,” I told him despite not knowing whether it would be or not. 
 
   “It’s her funeral tomorrow,” he said over and over again.
 
   “I know and we’ll be back in time for it. At the moment, we just need to sit tight though.” I didn’t release him from the embrace. I kept him there, my arm around him. I noticed a middle-aged woman sitting opposite us. She was watching with deep sympathy in her eyes. She gave me a half-smile. I gave one back to her. “Everything will be okay,” I told both David and the watching woman. “Everything will be okay.”
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   David was asleep. Exhaustion had finally caught up with him. His head resting on the window occasionally knocking against it when the bus went over a bump. Must be tired - not even stirring.
 
   “What do you think is going on?” the woman sitting opposite me asked in a hushed voice. I shrugged. She was with what I presumed was her child, a young lad. He was asleep too. “He’s scared.”
 
   “I’m sure everything will be okay.” It was hard to say that. There were so many people on this bus - all of them scared - but I couldn’t stop thinking about my own family back at home. Whatever was happening outside… Did it stretch down to where I lived? Was there another bus - down South - with my family sitting on it, scared about what was going on? Hard to reassure strangers when I have that on my mind. 
 
   I had asked David for my phone before he had fallen asleep. Thankfully he’d put it in his pocket after calling for the pizza. Sadly, though, there was no network coverage. I reached into my pocket, where I’d put it, and checked again - still nothing.
 
   No service.
 
   Damn. She said she didn’t want me in her life. She said she wants me gone but if I could just talk to her now to make sure she was okay. Make sure they were both okay and - if they were… I could explain what was happening here. Let her know that, if she doesn’t hear from me for a while, I was safe and that I loved her.
 
   She wouldn’t care. She doesn’t love you.
 
   Maybe - if I could talk to her - she could explain what was happening here? Maybe there’d be something on the television? Something on the news channels? I looked behind, past the last few people sitting behind me, and out of the back window. A moving line of buses, all of which seemingly full from what I could see. Something had to be on the news. They couldn’t keep this from getting out even if it were a military operation. Someone would report it.
 
   Still no service.
 
   I turned to the woman, “Do you have a phone?”
 
   She shook her head, “They wouldn’t even let my son bring his ted.” 
 
   “Shit,” I muttered. 
 
   “Where do you think they’re taking us?”
 
   “I’m sorry - I really don’t know.” She probably didn’t need an answer. She was probably just looking for someone to talk to as a distraction to what was happening and the feeling of loneliness that we were all feeling right now - plucked from our lives - but my mind was all over the place and I was finding it hard to be polite. Nigh on impossible to be a shoulder to cry on for someone else. It was hard enough knowing I had to be supportive of David when he was awake. It was fine knowing I was going home in a couple of days, to try and fix my family after being there for him to say goodbye to his wife but… Everything has changed and I’m feeling sick. 
 
   “I’m scared,” the woman said.
 
   I looked at her and could see she was. It was in her eyes. Fear. I tried to give her a reassuring smile. She smiled back. Neither of us were feeling comfortable or reassured but then how could we be? Sitting at the front of the bus, with the driver, is a man with a gun who wasn’t saying where we are going or why and yet he had been quick enough to point his weapon at us. 
 
   “I need to go to the bathroom,” the woman’s son had woken up and was tugging at her sleeve. A look of desperation in his eye. 
 
   “Okay, baby. I’ll ask.” She called down to the front of the bus, “Excuse me, sir?” To his credit, the soldier turned around. “My son needs to go to the bathroom.”
 
   “We’ll be there soon enough. Just hold on.”
 
   “Can’t we just pull over?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I looked away, back out of the window David was still leaning on - out for the count. We were driving through another housing area. Each street we passed by - more and more buses getting filled with people plucked from their homes.
 
   What the hell was going on?
 
   “I’m sorry, honey, you’ll just have to hold it a little while longer.” 
 
   Considering the people behind this operation were probably wanting to keep people calm, this was not the way to handle us. We’ll be lucky if the night doesn’t end in a full-on riot, protesting about how we are being handled. I have a feeling things are only going to get worse from here on in. Looking back to my brother, I feel envious that I’m not sleeping as soundly as he is. By the time he wakes up - we might have some answers as to what is happening and he would have avoided any of the further unpleasantries that I am sure are brewing. So much bad feeling, fear, paranoia and worry on this bus. 
 
   It’s a ticking time bomb.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Violence was in the air. David and I were at the front of the gathering crowd. Behind us, angry voices and in front of us, soldiers armed with little facts and maximum ammo. I was talking to one who looked as though he’d not long since been out of college. He looked flustered, a redness in his face which showed the hard-man image he was trying to portray was nothing but a front. A bad one at that. He looked weak.
 
   “We didn’t ask to be brought here,” I was telling him. I wasn’t shouting. I was speaking in a matter of fact tone. I work with hard-nosed businesses day in and day out and I know, the moment you raise your voice - you don’t get anything that you’re after. You try and keep things calm between you and them, try and pretend to be their friend -  you can usually try and win them around. “It’s my brother’s wife’s funeral tomorrow. We can’t get on that boat, you understand?”
 
   We were at the docks. Two large cruise-liners were moored up with soldiers pointing people to where they could board. We had been instructed to get off the bus and onto the ship but still with no reason as to why we should listen. Needless to say - it was kicking off. People wanted answers and it was to be expected. Why would we leave our homes and jump on a ship without knowing the reasons why? Especially when most of the homes had been left unlocked and filled with our possessions. It made no sense. 
 
   “And I don’t even live round where we were picked up. I’m visiting only. I have a family waiting for me.” 
 
   “Everyone needs to get on the boat.”
 
   “Mate, you’re not listening. We’re not getting on the boat without answers. You understand that right? You’re asking people to leave their homes, leave their pets… Jump on a boat with no reasons as to why we should. It’s ridiculous. Just tell us what is going on. If it as serious as you lot are making out, I’m sure the people will listen but all the time you’re playing the ‘classified’ card - you’re just upsetting people.” 
 
   “Further instruction will be given when everyone is onboard.”
 
   I turned to David and laughed out of frustration, “He isn’t listening. None of them are.”
 
   “I’m not leaving. My wife’s funeral is tomorrow,” David tried but the soldier looked at him blankly.
 
   I felt a push behind me as someone else tried to come forward to say their piece. I stood my ground. They can get stuffed until I’ve got the answers I am looking for. 
 
   “Okay - look - if you can’t tell us what is happening and why we should get on this boat - not forgetting the question as to when we will be getting home - I’m just going to walk away and get a taxi back to my own home.” 
 
   The soldier shook his head, “There’ll be nothing for you, the whole country is getting evacuated.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” David asked. “What about my wife? I’m supposed to be burying her tomorrow. What the fuck is going to happen to her?” At the moment her body was laying in wait somewhere, waiting to be moved from the funeral home to the church for the service. There was no way I was going to be able to get David on a boat with his wife just left to rot there, missing her own funeral. “We were told we would be gone a few hours - back tomorrow at the latest and now you’re trying to get us on a boat and telling us the whole country is being evacuated… What the fuck is going on?”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, that’s classified.”
 
   David lunged for the soldier and I wasn’t quick enough to stop him. His fist connected with the young grunt’s cheek, spinning him down to the floor with the heavy force you’d expect from someone who - back in their younger years - used to box competitively.
 
   “David - NO!” I tried to pull him back but the other soldiers charged in to protect their colleague. 
 
   In the blink of an eye everyone was getting involved. Punches from behind and punches from the front as frustration turned to violence just as I had predicted. People were shouting obscenities at each other with most words getting swallowed up in the general noise. Some people were screaming. One of the nearby bus drivers was leaning on his horn to get the attention of the other soldiers who hadn’t yet noticed the commotion - for whatever reason. 
 
   In the middle of it all - I was trying to defend myself from getting caught up in the middle of it all when - suddenly - I felt a hand on my shoulder. A heavy tug from behind spun me on the spot just in time to see a fist coming towards me. Clenched. Fast.
 
   Nothing. 
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes. Damned head was pounding like a son of a bitch. I have no idea who had hit me, whether it had been one of the soldiers or whether I had been caught in the cross-fire between an angry member of the public aiming for one of the army men.
 
   “Where are we?” I asked.
 
   I was lying on a narrow bed in what appeared to be a large hall filled with make-shift beds. David was sitting on one opposite me with his head in his hands. His eyes were fixed on me.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked.
 
   He looked as though he’d taken as much of a beating as I felt I had received. Slowly I turned onto my side and then, slower still, I moved into a seated position with my feet on the floor. 
 
   “Go steady,” David said. “You hit the floor hard. I was worried.”
 
   “I’m fine. Just a bit sore. Did you even see who hit me?” 
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “What happened? I mean - what did I miss?”
 
   “We’re on the ship. Been at sea for a few hours now. To be honest, I thought you were going to sleep right through until morning.” 
 
   “We’re on the boat?” That uncomfortable sickness returned to the pit of my stomach once more as thoughts flitted to my wife and child. “I don’t want to be on the fucking boat!” I felt myself start to get angry so took a couple of seconds to try and calm myself. “Are there at least any phones we can use? I need to call Jane.”
 
   He shook his head again. “Turns out this ship isn’t quite the luxury cruise liner it appeared to be from down on the docks. Very basic.” He explained what he had learned whilst I was out of it, “They’re evacuating the country. They haven’t said why. Taking us to America of all places. Apparently they’ve set up a camp for us over there…”
 
   “A camp?”
 
   David ignored me and continued, “They’ll be registering all of us, along with where we’ll be stationed out there so if family members do crop up then they can be reunited.” 
 
   I sighed, “That’s something then.” 
 
   I’m not sure why they were pulling us all out of the United Kingdom, or who was even paying for such a mission but at least they had promised to reunite family members. As soon as we get there, I’ll put my name down and go wherever they told me to - so long as word got to my wife if she wasn’t there already.
 
   David started to cry, “She’s just laying there,” he said. He was referring to his own wife. “They won’t get her for me. They’re just leaving her to fucking rot.” 
 
   Shit.
 
   I didn’t know what to say to him to make him feel better. The country was being deserted but to David - all that meant to him was, his Helen was being abandoned. Left to rot without a proper burial. 
 
   “Say something,” he begged of me.
 
   I shrugged, “I don’t know what I can say,” I admitted. 
 
   We both sat there. A silence between us ruined only by the quiet weeping of some of the other scared passengers, quietly being reassured by their partners or parents - all just as concerned and upset as the other, all waiting to find out why this was happening to us. What could have happened to force us out of the country?
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   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I threw the picture against the wall, shattering the glass frame as tears streamed down my face as I relived the night I had been forced from my family. As soon as the bulk of the frame landed on the floor, I regretted my actions. A house previously untarnished after all that had happened and yet the first person to come in here for God knows how many years smashes something, destroying someone’s memory.
 
   Who cares? It’s not like they’ll ever know.
 
   I set the near empty tin of sweetcorn to one side and got up from the sofa, dropping to my knees in order to start picking up the fragments of glass. Even if the previous occupants don’t ever know what I had done, I’d know. Putting the glass onto the coffee table, I couldn’t help but laugh. Things I’ve seen, things I’ve done… And yet, here I am cleaning up after myself in what was, for all intents and purposes, a ghost house left to collapse under its own weight.
 
   Doesn’t matter.
 
   I gave a final look at the picture of the happy couple and muttered, “Sorry.” I was tired. It had been a long hard slog to get to this point and I still had a way to go. I guess my temper - well, emotions in general - are quick to flare. I’m no good to anyone like this. My best bet is to sort myself out and go to bed. 
 
   Bed?
 
   I stood up straight and hurried from the living room, up the stairs and into the first of the bedrooms I came across. An instant feeling of joy when I spotted the large, double-sized bed with the warm, thick duvet over the top. A perfectly made bed. It had been a good few days - maybe even a week - since I’d seen a bed like this to sleep in and, instantly, I felt a little hope seep into my very being. Funny the things you see that make you think, you know what - everything is going to be okay.
 
   A full-sized mirror hanging on the wall distracted me. Or rather, the sight of myself distracted me. Downstairs I had the pictures to look at so had paid no attention to the mirror. In here though - a bed and a couple of cupboards - there was nothing to stop me from noticing what I looked like. 
 
   I look like Hell.
 
   My black cargo pants are filthy. There’s a rip in the left knee. My black jacket is just as dirty but has stood the test of time better than the pants. It’s my face that is distracting me more though and causing more concern. I look dreadful, my skin deathly pale where you can see it. My cheeks and chin are buried under a bushy, tangled mess of a beard. Black bags under my eyes reminding me once more of my brother, the last time I had seen him. The whites of my eyes tainted a slightly pinkish colour - no doubt from both my earlier weeping and the general tiredness I was feeling. 
 
   I barely recognised myself. 
 
   It’s okay. No reason to get upset. Nothing a quick wash and a good night’s sleep wouldn’t fix and speaking of sleep - the sun will be going down in a few hours, I need to be prepared.
 
   I spent the next half an hour or so gathering bits and pieces I needed to make myself more comfortable when the light disappears. I’d found a bottle of water in the kitchen (and had drunk most of it), found some candles in one of the kitchen’s many cupboards, after testing the electricity and finding it was off, I’d tested the water and was pleased to see what it was still working and I’d taken some scissors from kitchen to bathroom where I’d started cutting back the beard, ready to give myself a proper shave with the toiletries I’d stumbled across when taking an earlier leak. I was already started to feel more human.
 
   It’s the little things in life.
 
   Soon enough I was lying on the top of the bed with a candle illuminating the room now that the sun had gone down. I’d removed my boots and socks (heaven) and already rifled through the bedroom drawers for fresh socks. Words cannot describe how heavenly it was to be able to kick off the boots and bin the socks. Airing your feet, after days and days of solid walking - bliss.
 
   I hadn’t stripped my clothes off although in the morning I would do so after finding suitable alternatives in the wardrobes. I was so tired that one more night in the same clothes wouldn't make a difference. In the morning I’ll have a proper wash and change them but right now - I just wanted to catch up on sleep. 
 
   Something else about this new world - you never sleep naked, or stripped down, because you never know if someone is going to interrupt your sleep. The last thing you want is to be caught with your pants down. Nothing good about fighting people off with everything swinging out there in plain sight.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief as I allowed my body to get swallowed up in the comfort of the bed. Already my eyelids are heavy and hard to keep open. Hopefully I’ll be sleeping soon and - better yet - I won’t wake up until the sun comes up in the morning. 
 
   I quickly sat up for a split second and extinguished the candle with a quick blow before setting back down, head on pillow. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I was smiling to myself like an idiot. I was still a long way from home but I felt something I’d not felt since forever. I felt hopeful. 
 
   The fact that the cupboards were stocked with food suggested to me that edibles might not be as scarce anymore. As I edge closer and closer to the town - having made it through the countryside - things might finally be getting easier. 
 
   Vehicles.
 
   All these untouched houses. One of them might have a car, or something, I can use to make my journey even easier. There’s no might about it. One of them will have a car. Imagine that; no more walking. Instead I could just jump behind the wheel of a car and drive on out. I’d be there in next to no time.  I’d be home. I grinned wider as I closed my eyes for what would be the final time this evening. 
 
   Don’t forget the promise you made to your brother.
 
   Worry about that later. Tomorrow I’m going to hunt for a car. At least, I’m going to hunt for a car that works. I’ve passed many cars since being back here but time hasn’t been kind to the batteries and I haven’t been able to get them started. I can’t get my hopes up. Chances are I will find cars tomorrow… Doesn’t mean they will work.
 
   Still worth a look.
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   High-pitched screaming startled me from my sleep. I sat up alarmed. My heart thumping so hard that it hurt and adrenaline rushing through my veins. A woman was standing in the doorway - fear on her face as she continued to scream loudly. Before I had a chance to say anything, she was pushed to one side and a man burst into the room with a bat raised high, ready to be swung down upon me. 
 
   “Who are you and what the fuck are you doing in my house?”
 
   The man and woman from the picture - although time had not been kind to them. 
 
   He was waving the bat around wildly. I raised my hands up in front of my face in an effort to defend myself on the off-chance he went to hit me. The woman was screaming still - not just as sound this time but as words pushing him into hitting me.
 
   “Wait! Don’t hit me!” I yelled out - hands still raised up defensively. “I meant no harm. I thought the house was empty. I thought I was alone. I’m sorry!” I carried on with the verbal diarrhoea  in the hope I’d say something that proved I wasn’t a threat, “I’m just trying to get home to my family. I’ve been walking through the country-side, came across this estate and thought it was abandoned like everywhere else. I didn’t know people were still living here. I didn’t know, I’m sorry. If you’d just let me gather my belongings, I’ll leave. There’ll be no trouble. There’s no need for this.” I paused to take a breath. The stranger lowered the bat. A look on his face though that suggested he’d be more than capable of using it should I try anything funny. With that in mind, I didn’t bother lowering my hands. I kept them high in the air so they knew I wasn’t reaching for a hidden weapon - not that I had anything close to hand.
 
   Rookie mistake. Gotten too used to the luxury and feeling of normality. 
 
   “What’s your name?” the man asked. Even his wife was quiet now. 
 
   “My name is Luke.”
 
   “Well, Luke, would you mind awfully - getting the fuck out of our bed?” 
 
   Hands still raised, I slowly climbed from the bed and backed away from the couple a little - just in case things were to kick off again. I wanted distance between myself and the baseball bat. 
 
   “Put your hands down. We’re not going to hurt you.”
 
   “Honey…” his wife tried to argue with him.
 
   “It’s fine,” he reassured her.
 
   “I mean no harm,” I chipped in. “I’m sorry. I really am. Had I known the house was occupied, I never would have entered it. I thought everywhere had been abandoned.” I continued, “Like I said, if you just let me gather my things - I’ll be out of your way before you know it.”
 
   “Where are you going?” the man asked. I’m not sure if he cared or whether he was just making sure I really was moving on and had no intention of staying put. There was no reason to lie.
 
   “Home. I’m just trying to get home to my wife and child.” Slowly I started to lower my guard. People who have ideas about hurting other folk don’t tend to take the time to talk to them first. They usually just strike. I wasn’t one hundred percent safe but so long as I didn’t try anything - and I had no plans to - everything would be okay. There was no need for this to turn nasty. I carried on talking to fill the silence, “I was evacuated with the promise they would be too but my wife never arrived at the camp. I kept asking about her as more people kept arriving but - nothing. Some of the soldiers said that there were people who refused to leave their homes and actively hid, or ran from the soldiers. They said my wife could have been one of those people or that she’d already been killed by the radiation. I had to see for myself. I came back on one of the boats that were headed over here for clean-up duty.”
 
   “You think she is alive?”
 
   “I’m hoping.” 
 
   At the camp, I had been asking after her using both her married name and her maiden name in case she had reverted back to using that - her mind dedicated to the idea of being single again. Although I would have preferred her to be safe, at the camp, I was also a little glad not to have found her using her maiden name. 
 
   “You came back too?” I asked the suspicious strangers hoping they’d lower their guard down further. The calmer they were, the safer I was.
 
   “Never left.” The man changed the subject, “We’re going downstairs to get some breakfast. You’re welcome to join us before you leave.” He turned and walked towards the door where his wife was still standing, watching. He paused and looked back to me, “I don’t know you, do I?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And I have no reason to trust you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yet I’m doing exactly that. I am trusting you against my better judgement. Please don’t make me look a fool.” He paused a moment before finishing, “And please don’t make me use my bat.” He tapped it against the wall as though to demonstrate how strong it was. He nodded; his point made. “We’ll be downstairs.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   I walked into the kitchen having smartened myself up as much as I could. I had wanted to take a shower but - given the fact that the owners were home - it seemed inappropriate. A look in the bedroom mirror and I still looked like hell and yet these two people still were treating me as another person, and not an intruder. I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened had it been the other way round; me finding them in my house after they had broken in. I doubt I would have been as hospitable but then - I’d seen so much since coming back to the country.
 
   “Take a seat,” the man was sitting in the corner of the room at a small table. His wife was cooking on a camping stove. Hot food cooking. The room smelled amazing and I couldn’t hide the fact my stomach was rumbling. Quickly, I walked over and took a seat opposite the man. “Eggs okay, I hope.” 
 
   “I’m afraid I broke a picture yesterday…” I confessed.
 
   “Yes, you did.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You make a habit of that? Breaking into people’s houses and smashing things?”
 
   “I thought it was empty.”
 
   “And that makes it better? It’s someone’s memories.” 
 
   “It was an accident.”
 
   It was clear from his expression he didn’t believe me.
 
   “Eggs okay?” Thankfully he changed the subject. 
 
   “I can’t pay you,” I told him, suddenly feeling even more awkward.
 
   “Didn’t ask for money.” The man laughed, “What would we do with it anyway?” 
 
   Fair point.
 
   The wife slid a plate down onto the table in front of where I was sitting and fetched the pan she had been cooking with. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I hope over-easy are okay.” She came back over to the table with the frying pan. She scooped one egg onto my plate and one egg onto the man’s plate before walking back to the camping stove and cracking another egg into the pan. One for us and - cooking now - one for her. Her husband passed me his knife and fork and then got his own from a nearby drawer before sitting down once more. 
 
   “Why are you being so nice to me?” I asked. It had been so long since I had seen friendly faces, I found it hard to trust them. Since being back in this country - when I thought I had met new friends, it had turned out they were playing an angle. If these two wanted something from me, if there was something I had to do for them - I’d sooner know up front. More than that, I’d rather be given a choice.
 
   “We’ve all been dealt a harsh enough blow with how things turned out. You look like you’re going through hell. Why be horrible for the sake of it? You treat us with respect, we’ll do the same for you. You mess with us…”
 
   “I’m not going to.”
 
   “I’ll kill you.”
 
   He didn’t need to say it.
 
   His wife sat down next to him with her own plated egg. She started to eat, all the time avoiding eye contact. Clearly she wasn’t as trusting as her husband. 
 
   “You two aren’t sick? I mean, you never left. We were told that the whole area was contaminated.”
 
   “Not so far,” the man answered in a matter of fact tone. “Who knows whether our lifespan has been reduced though. Time will tell but - so far - we feel okay.” He changed the subject back to me - each of us trying to work the other out. “How come your wife didn’t go with you?”
 
   “I was with my brother when we were moved on. Things got violent; a riot broke out between the people being moved and the soldiers. I was caught in the middle of it. Knocked out cold and when I woke - I was already on the boat. Over at the camp, I kept checking in with registration. They kept telling me the same thing again and again - they were still bringing people over. I kept hoping that my family would be on the next boat.” 
 
   “And they weren’t.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “That’s when I was told some people made a conscious effort to hide from the soldiers. People refusing to leave their homes. I started to panic that she could have been one of them.”
 
   “Five years have gone by. That’s a long time.”
 
   I tried to not get upset but I struggled. My eyes welled up at the thought of my family being alone that whole time. Was she just being stubborn and refusing to leave or was she waiting for me to get back to her - scared that, if she left, she might never see me again?
 
   She wanted to divorce you.
 
   “I tried to come back sooner. It’s not exactly a case of jumping on the next boat, you know?” 
 
   “What are they like? The camps I mean,” the woman said. 
 
   The way she asked the question, I couldn’t help but wonder whether it had been her husband’s choice to stay behind and that - actually - she had wanted to go with the rest of the evacuees. Forgetting the invisible killer soiling the land, they had it much better here. The camps were cramped and not what had been promised. There were large fields with hundreds and thousands of tents all lined in a row as far as the eye could see. The place was both stunning to see and yet also heartbreaking. These were all of the people forced from their homes and - apparently - there were more and more fields like the ones I had seen. I hadn’t disbelieved the person who had told me this. After all, there had to be more to house a whole country.
 
   We were told, back when we first had arrived, that it would be temporary. They told us that houses were being erected for us and that - one day - we’d be issued them. No one told us how it would be decided who would move in and at what stage just that, one day, it would happen. In the years I had been in the tents, I hadn’t seen anyone move out. Not a single damned family. 
 
   “They’re not what we were promised,” the quick answer. I could sense the husband’s relief. He probably worried that I’d report back that they were amazing and that we were well looked after but we really weren’t. Messy port-a-cabins that were rarely cleaned and the same food day in and day out. It was more like a prison camp. 
 
   “So you’re not here to find your family and then take them back then?” the husband asked.
 
   I shook my head again, “We’re not allowed back. Once contaminated - we’re stuck here. The boats come, they’re sending cleaning crews to try and fix what they can here but… Yeah… Anyone from here who tries to go back, they’re shot on sight.”
 
   “What?” The wife looked shocked.
 
   “Did they even tell you what caused it?”
 
   Another shake of my head.
 
   “They’re just shooting people?” his wife asked me to confirm.
 
   I nodded, “You need to understand that people who kicked off over at the camps… Those who weren’t settling down and were causing more trouble for the others… They were forced back onto the boats and sent back over here. When the soldiers shoot on sight, they don’t think of shooting people such as yourselves - the people who have changed their mind and want to get on the boats now… They’re shooting trouble-makers who are trying to get back to the camps realising they were better off over there.”
 
   “You came over here knowing you can never go back?” the man asked. “Is it really that bad?”
 
   “Even if it wasn’t… My family is here.”
 
   “Look, we don’t have a lot, you can take the car. It has a full tank of petrol and should start okay. It’s been stored in the garage and I’ve been making a point of starting it up every couple of days to ensure the battery stays working. It might not be the best runner after all this time but it should get you where you need to be.”
 
   “I can’t take your car.”
 
   “You’re not taking it. I’m giving it to you. We don’t need it. We have everything we need close to the house. A couple of days trek at worst. There was a point where we thought about heading to the docks to see if there was a way out now but… Well, you said it yourself, there’s nothing for us there.” 
 
   “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Thank you will suffice.”
 
   “Thank you. I mean it. Thank you.” I changed the subject, “Listen - there’s other people out there. People walking across country like me. They’re not all good. You can’t trust anyone. I mean, thank you for trusting me and even helping me but… These other people won’t hesitate to hurt you even if they have no real need to.” I hesitated a moment, “I guess I’m saying - just watch yourselves.”
 
   The man smiled, “We can look after ourselves but thank you.” 
 
   I don’t think he believed me about how dangerous these people were but there wasn’t anything else I could do for them. I couldn’t stay here and help defend their property when trouble came - and come it would. I had to keep moving on. And then it struck me, a thought out of nowhere.
 
   “What if we came back here? My family and I? We could move in to one of the empty houses on the street? Maybe look out for each other. Be company for each other should it be required? It’s a lonely world out there and it might be nice to make it a little less lonely.” I added, “And it means I can return the car.”
 
   The husband looked at his wife. She nodded. He turned back to me, “Sure. That would be good.” 
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   The garage door opened and inside - covered by a sheet - was the car I had expected to see. The man walked in and pulled the sheet off, tossing it into the corner of the room. The car itself wasn’t anything fancy - an old Ford Focus - but it was certainly better than walking on foot, especially as the grey clouds above were threatening heavy rain. 
 
   “I feel funny about this,” I told the man.
 
   “Nothing to feel funny about. As you said, you’re coming back. Just make sure you don’t scratch it and try and return it with a full tank of fuel.” He looked at me and must have realised I thought he was being serious. “I’m joking with you. Just get to your family and find them safe.” 
 
   “I feel embarrassed to say this but I don’t even know your name.” 
 
   The man extended his hand, “Morgan. My wife’s name is Elise.” I told him my own name as we shook. 
 
   “And thank you for restoring my faith in humanity. I’d about given up.” 
 
   “Wait!” Elise called out from the front of the house. She stepped out into the garage with a carrier bag in her hand. I could see from the car that it was full of food taken from their own cupboards. “Something for the road,” she said. She handed it to me when she was close enough. I gratefully took it. 
 
   “Thank you.” I felt embarrassed that I could offer them nothing in return for their generosity. Yesterday I had come with nothing, even my hope was all but gone and yet - now - I had food, a vehicle and a reignited sense of hope. With a car - the journey time would be cut right down and - finally - after all these years dreaming of being home… I was almost there. “I don’t know what else to say. I wish I had something to give you in return.” 
 
   “There’s no need,” Morgan said. “Just get back to your family.”
 
   I nodded and smiled. My eyes - once again - filling with tears. 
 
   Hope. What a wonderful feeling.
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   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I was standing next to the bus with my brother. We had been here four years now - neither one of us wanting to be here but unable to get away due to the strict border controls they held over us. We might have been here because our country had been destroyed but it was clear that the Americans didn’t want us on their land - at least, not unmonitored anyway. To them, we were nothing but a nuisance, one to be looked after - taking up valuable land and resources they’d have preferred use for their own people. Like we had asked for this. 
 
   “They said you can’t come back. You’re sure about this?” my brother was asking me whether I was absolutely certain that I wanted to leave. I was. One hundred percent. I had been sure from the moment I had landed here. I had not asked to get on that boat. I had never asked to be brought here. It wouldn’t have been that bad had my family arrived like the soldiers had promised but they never had. They had to still be over in England and all I could think about was that they were there waiting for me. I wanted to get back to them. I needed to get back. Four years I had been trying to get them to send me back. Four miserable fucking years. “What if you can’t find them?” he asked.
 
   “I have to look. They’re my family.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   “I know. And you know I will always love you but… If they’re over there, stuck, because they are waiting for me - I’d never forgive myself. You know I’ve been fighting tooth and nail for this.”
 
   “I know. I just…” He paused a moment before continuing, choosing his words carefully, “I just selfishly hoped they’d never let you. You’re my baby brother and I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “You won’t lose me. I’ll be over there with my wife and kid.” My eyes watered at the thought of them - and the thought of seeing them again. Four years. My son would be six now and my wife… I tried not to think about it. Not yet. There’s so much to do before I am home with them. I need to stay focused on what needs to be done. Concentrate on the journey ahead of me. 
 
   “I can come.”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t ask you to do that.”
 
   “I want to.”
 
   “No you don’t. You know there’s nothing over there. But here… Hopefully they’ll move you to your permanent home soon and you can start again. Meet someone new and…”
 
   My brother shot me down fast, “I don’t want to meet anyone else.” 
 
   “You need to move on. Four years, Dave.”
 
   “I know how long it has been. Four years since we left her rotting in the fucking funeral home,” he hissed - his voice immediately irritable. 
 
   We both fell into an uncomfortable silence. He probably felt bad for lashing out verbally, or he was waiting for an apology, and I just didn’t know what to say without setting him off worse. It had been four years. I felt bad for him, yes, but he needed to move on. Helen would have wanted him to do so. It’s not as though he left her there because he wanted to. He didn’t have a choice and he’d been tormenting himself about it ever since. Regardless - this isn’t how I wanted to leave it between us. Not when there was a chance we would never speak to each other again. I loved my brother - I loved him a lot - but I couldn’t ask him to come back with me. Not into the contaminated zone. Not back to the country where he’d been forced to abandon his dead wife. The whole time he was over there, he’d only be thinking about her. He might even try and get back to the funeral home where she had been left. He didn’t need to see her like that. It wouldn’t be good for him.
 
   “Get the fuck on the bus!” a soldier barked an order from over my shoulder. I turned. He wasn’t talking to me. They were loading the bus with the men and women (mostly men) who were  being sent back as punishment for either trying to escape from the camp, to start an illegal life in America, or for causing trouble. Whilst they didn’t want to stay in camp, they didn’t want to go home to slowly die of radiation poisoning either, or starvation - which ever came first. As a result, guns were pointed at them; the threat of being shot on the spot if they tried anything to get away. 
 
   All this time, I was the only one who was going back voluntarily and - even then - I had to fight for the placement on the bus. It was my life yet it seemed others felt they had more say in what I did with it by trying to get me to stay here and just ignore the fact I had a wife and child back in England, potentially only there because they were waiting for me. I can’t live the rest of my life wondering what happened to them. David - he might not have liked how he was pulled from England, at least he had closure. 
 
   A tap on my shoulder and a voice in my ear, “You too, we’re leaving.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   David pulled me in for a hug. We stood there for a moment, locked in a brotherly embrace, knowing that this was quite possibly the last time we would ever see each other again. Tears were inevitable.
 
   “You find them, yeah? You don’t stop until you find them.” 
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   I pulled away from him. 
 
   “And you take it easy,” I told him. “She would want you to move on and be happy. Doesn’t mean you have to forget. Just… Don’t waste your life living with the past. Move on and be happy. When you’re ready to.” 
 
   “What if you can’t find her?” David asked the one question that I had been trying to ignore. The truth was, I didn’t know what would happen if I couldn’t find her. I guess, I’d keep going until I did or until I died. Like I said, I was trying to ignore the question. Don’t waste time or stresses worrying about it. Just get out there and see what’s what. 
 
   I answered David with a shrug.
 
   “And you have to go?”
 
   “You know I do.” I sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to. I wish she had shown up on one of the boats. If she had, she might have still left me but… Least I would have known she was okay. And even so, it’s not just her is it. My son probably doesn’t even remember me and that hurts.” 
 
   He didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say.
 
   “We really need to hit the road,” the soldier pushed me.
 
   “Just one fucking minute,” I snapped. I tried to calm myself down. “I’m sorry. Just… Just one minute, yeah?”
 
   Thankfully the soldier realised the stress I was under. He had been dealing with me for a while now so knew my whole story. He was understanding. I’m guessing a family man himself. He stepped away, giving David and me some privacy.
 
   “Can you do me a favour?” David asked, making the most of the last minute.
 
   “If I can.” 
 
   “Bury her for me.” He was talking about Helen. “She deserves a proper burial. She deserves that much at least. Please. You want me to move on… She needs to be…”
 
   I stopped him, “Okay. I’ll do it.”
 
   David smiled. It was a genuine emotion. The first smile - proper smile - that I’d seen from him for years, “Be safe, yeah?” 
 
   I nodded, “You too.” 
 
   Another quick hug, exchanging mutual pats on the back, and I had to board the bus. 
 
   As the bus pulled away from the camp, I couldn’t take my eyes off my brother. He just stood there, in a small opening, watching as I disappeared from his life forever. I wiped my wet eyes with the back of my hands. He’ll be okay. I know he will be. He’ll move on, he’ll meet someone else, he’ll start a family. He’ll get his happy ever after. That’s my wish anyway. At least leaving him here… At least I know he is safe which is more than could be said for my own family. We turned a corner and - just like that - he was gone. 
 
   I’m coming home, honey.
 
   “So - what? Got a death wish or something?” a bald guy sitting a few seats away was staring at me. There was a look of hatred in his eyes. I’m not sure if it was aimed at me or the situation he found himself in; being deported back to a slow and potentially agonising death. I didn’t answer him, turning my attention back out of the window instead. “What? You too good to talk to me?”
 
   “Shut up back there!” one of the guards at the front of the bus called back. 
 
   “Fuck you!” the man spat back. He turned back to me, “You and them might be close but they ain’t coming with us and when we’re back in England - all in the same boat, fucker. We’re just the same.” 
 
   “I said shut up!”
 
   The bald man laughed and looked forward, glaring at the soldier who was now looking right back at him. Again, I didn’t say anything. I just kept myself to myself. We had a long journey ahead of us and the last thing I needed to do was make enemies. Especially when - at the end of the day - the bald guy was right; we will be the same when we get back to England. He will no longer be being controlled by men with guns and I will no longer have them watching out for me. If I piss him off now, he’ll remember when we get to dry land in England and, possibly, he’ll turn on me. Shame to get that far just to get in a scrap as soon as we land. Won’t help with my end goals.
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   Standing at the back of the boat watching the American coastline gradually getting smaller on the horizon. No turning back now, even if I wanted to. To be honest, standing here now knowing I have to see the decision through, I’m not sure how I feel about that. 
 
   The deck was quiet with just some gulls calling out, flying around the ship hoping for scraps of food to snatch up. The others from the camp aren’t allowed up here. Soldiers’ orders. They’re worried they might try and jump overboard and swim back for shore. I’m sure, when we’re far enough away, they’ll be permitted up here but - until then - they’re locked up like animals. Hard to feel sorry for them when they brought this onto themselves by playing up and causing issues. 
 
   I’m not sure why these boats keep going backwards and forwards to England. I’m not sure what they’re trying to achieve with their clean-up duties. I haven’t even bothered asking anyway as I know the answer already.
 
   Classified.
 
   I’m just thankful they’re letting me hitch a lift. 
 
   “Luke?” a female voice called from behind me. I turned to see a lady in a high-vis jacket approaching with a tatty rucksack in hand. “This arrived for you on one of the later buses.” She held the bag up.
 
   “For me?”
 
   She nodded, “Yes. From someone called David?”
 
   I smiled as I took the bag from the woman. A leaving present from my brother. 
 
   “It’s heavy,” I said, surprised at the weight.
 
   “Apparently he said he forgot to give it to you. Lucky there was another bus run to do.” 
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   The woman didn’t wait to see what was in the bag. She about turned and headed back to her station. I knelt down on the deck and prepared to open the bag. God knows where he had found it but it had definitely seen better days. Pulling the zip open, I noticed the bag was filled with protein bars and bottles of water. No wonder it was so heavy. Where the hell had he got all of this from? At the camp - rations were strictly monitored. 
 
   Something else in the bottom of the bag caught my eye. I reached in and pulled out an envelope resting on a teddy bear. The envelope first; sealed and made out to Helen, his wife. I put it back into the bag. It wasn’t meant for me. I pulled out the bear; a yellow post-it note attached to it - Hope he likes it. I couldn’t help it; there, in the middle of the deck, I broke down in tears once more. Seconds later and I was vomiting. 
 
   I’ve never felt so torn in all my life. I’m walking away from someone who loves me, and whom I love, to try and find a child who won’t remember me and a wife who admitted to not loving me anymore. It was impossible to know whether this was the right thing to do. If it wasn’t - there was no chance to turn back. I’d have to live with the decision I’d made. 
 
   Please let this be the right thing to do. Please God.
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   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   I was parked up against the pavement staring at the building opposite me. That nervous stirring in my stomach was there again making me feel the need to vomit. The car’s engine was running. I didn’t have to stop here. I could just go. I could drive on to my house. I didn’t need to do this. It’s not as though David would ever know. 
 
   The funeral home looked untouched. A small business in a line of shops. A newsagent with a smashed window, an estate agent, the funeral home and a charity shop. The only two buildings that had been left untouched were the charity shop and the funeral home. One from respect and one because I guess there isn’t a need for second-hand when you can just steal new stuff from the shops. As for the estate agent’s - well I’m guessing someone was maybe looking for house-keys to their dream property? I don’t know. That’s weird, that one. Unless of course it was smashed just for the sake of it? 
 
   Stop putting it off. Quit stalling.
 
   I opened the car door. The fresh air hit me. Been driving now for four hours straight. Nice to get out and stretch my legs - which is exactly what I did. I laughed at my first thought. 
 
   Fresh air.
 
   Nothing fresh about the air; the invisible killer. 
 
   I leaned back into the car and reached for the rucksack. I pulled it out and put it on top of the car before rooting in it only stopping when I laid hands on the white envelope with Helen’s name scribbled across in David’s handwriting. The envelope is tatty but it’s still sealed. David’s words, still private. I slid it into my back pocket and tossed the bag back into the car - ensuring it landed safely on the passenger seat.
 
   I stood there a moment listening to the surroundings. The beautiful silence again. The sun is back up in the sky, shining bright. No clouds. Funny that - how one minute there could be clear skies such as this and then - out of nowhere - heavy sheets of grey threatening a downpour. That’s why it is important to enjoy these moments; a blissful warmth stealing into my bones
 
   You can’t care about the weather. You’re stalling.
 
   The funeral home’s window display - a mock-up headstone with some flowers - looked faded from years of the sun beating down on it.  Moss was growing up the side, covering the brickwork. A thick layer of dust on the window. It looked more depressing now than when it had been open, offering services to the families of the recently deceased. I guess what made it worse was knowing what laid waiting for me on the other side.
 
   I slammed the car door shut. Not even an echo as metal slammed against metal. Weird. A life-time’s conditioning of checking for traffic, I looked both ways before crossing the road, nervously, towards the shop entrance. In my mind, rather morbidly I hasten to add, I was already starting to imagine how Helen might appear. And the smell. God. 
 
   I’m not prepared for this. I can’t do this.
 
   I stopped by the entrance and reached for the handle - hand outstretched. My damned hand is shaking like a leaf. I clenched it into a fist and tried to squeeze the shakes from it. Stretched it out, clenched it tight. Stretched it out, clenched it tight. Stretched it out… Still shaking. I shook it up and down hoping that would sort it. I need to pull myself together. I need to sort this out. I made a promise to my brother that I would do this for him. It’s not fair to say yes and then not do it. Not when he counted on me. Not after he had managed to get me that rucksack somehow. 
 
   I sucked in the gut and tried the handle. Of course it was locked. 
 
   Another look over both shoulders to check no one was watching. It wouldn’t be the first window I had smashed in order to gain illegal entry into somewhere and I knew there were no police around ensuring crimes like this didn’t happen and yet - I could never not check. I guess there’s a guilt associated with it that my mind struggles to dismiss. 
 
   All clear.
 
   I walked down to the newsagent on the corner and stepped in through the broken door. The fact it was broken suggested that there wouldn’t be much left in there for me to take as supplies but that wasn’t what I was after. I was looking for something else; a piece of the shop’s racking, or something like that. Something heavy to put through the window of the funeral home. God forgive me.
 
   Heavy dust in the air of the shop. I couldn’t help but to cough. The place smells stale. I’m guessing it’s from where the elements have been getting in through the smashed window; puddles on the floor confirming the weather’s damaging presence over the years. It gets inside and rots everything from the inside out. I’ve seen many a building like this through my travels. They rot from the inside, the damp gets into the walls and - eventually - the ceilings cave in on themselves. Then it is game over for the building. No saving it then as weather continues it’s assault, giving the vegetation more ways to creep in, ripping the walls apart in the process. It’s scary how fast it happens. 
 
   Just as I had suspected - most things had been taken. I wonder whether it’s been ransacked by people sent back from the USA or whether it’s people like Morgan and Elise, trying to eke out their lives living in this mess. 
 
   Cleaning products line some aisles (guess they’re not in demand now there’s no power), newspapers are strewn across the floor with pages and pages of magazines mixed in with them but that’s about it. Sweets, drinks, batteries, cigarettes - everything like that has gone. 
 
   I walked to a large display unit and tugged on the shelf, pulling it clean from the unit it had been placed upon. It’s not especially heavy but it should do the trick. I carried it from shop to storefront. Another look over both shoulders. 
 
   Why?
 
   It’s getting heavy now. Funny how it had started off light. Definitely getting heavier.
 
   I heaved it through the funeral home’s window bringing down a rain of glass shards of all shapes and sizes, crashing down onto the floor - both inside and outside of the shop. Instantly I was hit by the foul stench. Oh God.
 
   Helen.
 
   Carefully, I stepped over shards of broken glass and entered the property. There’s always something creepy about going into buildings already. I think it’s the whole ‘life left behind’ kind of thing where you find yourself wondering if the occupants are still alive or whether they’re dead now. A glimpse as to how their lives had been before it was snatched away from them. Private moments and memories that you have no right in seeing. It’s even creepier when you know for certain there’s going to be a dead body in there. 
 
   To date, with all the buildings I’ve explored whilst looking for rations, I haven’t seen a dead body. I’ve seen fresh corpses - the end result of a mugging or general disagreement gone wrong. When they’re fresh, they’re not as bad. They just look pale. This time, though, I know it’s going to be different. I know they’ll be rotten.
 
   I can smell they’re rotten.
 
   And what makes it even worse - if it needed to be worse - is that it is someone I used to care about. Someone I still remember as living and breathing. Even the sound of her voice I remember, the last time we’d spoken was fuelled by alcohol and laughs – I don’t remember what we had all been celebrating just the sound of the laughter. Now I get to see that person as nothing more than a shell and it’s already haunting me before I’ve seen it.
 
   It? Her. Before I have seen her.
 
   I gagged at the smell. Festering flesh left to rot and peel away from bone? Or was it just the stink of a rotting building? I’m sure the flesh would have rotted off long before now so the smell is probably… Jesus. What am I saying? God only knows what she looks like. I wish I didn’t have to see. I wish David had never asked me to do this. I wouldn’t have come here of my own free-will. The place - outside - is like a cemetery anyway it’s so cold and dead, why can’t this be her final resting place? 
 
   Stop being an asshole. You promised your brother.
 
   I covered my nose and mouth with my hand. Unsure of whether it would be her or the building, I didn’t care to breathe any of it in. It didn’t get rid of the smell completely but it was better than breathing it all in, directly down into the lungs. Another bout of coughing and gagging, trying not to vomit, as I walked through the main foyer out towards the back and then - I froze.
 
   In front of me - in the middle of the room, there’s a casket. Thankfully it is closed. A fancy looking coffin that must have cost David a pretty penny. I know it’s Helen in there because, to the side of the coffin - next to a row of seats, there’s a picture of Helen mounted on a large board. She’s smiling in the photograph - tastefully black and white - and staring directly at me. I couldn’t help but smile back at the picture. She would have loved this. Definitely had a dark sense of humour, that one. 
 
   Seeing her picture there - smiling at me - made me realise how much I miss her. All this time thinking about my own family, even David, and I had barely given her a thought. She’s smiling at me - eyes fixed upon mine. I feel like an asshole. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   I sat down on one of the seats near the board. I know what needs to be done; the coffin needs to be opened, her body needs to… I stopped. I’m just going to sit here a minute. I’m just going to gather my thoughts and mentally prepare myself for this. What am I talking about? I can’t do this? I can’t open that fucking coffin. 
 
   I got up and headed back towards the door, freezing on the spot before I got there.
 
   You promised.
 
   “I can’t do it. I’m sorry. I can’t do it.”
 
   Slowly I turned back to the casket and Helen’s picture. Only turned. Didn’t go back to it. I dropped to my knees and screamed out in frustration. I took a breath and counted to three before screaming again. One, two, three. Scream. One, two, three. Scream. Scream.
 
   Before I realised what I was doing, I was standing up and flipping the chairs over - sending them flying. I turned round and kicked the picture board over and instantly stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
   Helen was looking up at me from the floor where she had landed. Still smiling. Eyes still fixed on me. 
 
   “I’m sorry…” I bent down and picked the board up. “I’m so, so sorry. I don’t know what I am doing anymore. I’m sorry…” I stood the picture back up on the easel it had previously been resting on. Slight damage to the corner of the picture but otherwise it was okay. “I’m sorry,” I told her again. She didn’t mind. Still smiling. She seemed to understand.
 
   Just talk to her.
 
   “David wanted me to give you a proper burial,” I told Helen. She didn’t say anything. She just sat there, listening. “I understand that but… Surely… Given the time… Surely it’s better to leave you here now? Make this whole building your tomb?” I sighed. She didn’t have to say anything. I knew it was wrong to leave her here. Anyone could come by and find her. And the way people seem to be now - made mad by what was happened to the country… I know they won’t be able to leave it. Someone will open it and mess with it. Sick Bastards are out there. And even if they don’t come and they don’t mess with the casket… The building won’t stay standing forever. There will be a time when it comes crashing down around the casket, damaging that too. There’ll be a time when she is out in the cold. I sighed. 
 
   She needs to go in the ground. It’s the right thing to do. And you promised.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Sitting in the car. The windows are open. I’m trying not to look in the rear-view mirror at the backseat where I’ve put Helen. I can’t see anything, she is covered with a sheet I had found in the basement of the funeral home where the bodies are prepared. But - even so… I can’t bring myself to look. Just in case. 
 
   I didn’t have a choice but to take her out of the casket David had chosen for her. It was a last resort; my final option. Trust me, I explored other avenues first. For instance, parked out the back of the funeral home, in a narrow alley-way, was the parlour’s car; a black hearse. A little bit of hunting around and I found the keys but - surprise, surprise - the car was as dead as the people the home prepared for burial. Even if it hadn’t been, the sheer weight of the casket - there was no way I could move that easily by myself, if at all. I had to take her out of the coffin. 
 
   A quick scout around the area, there was nowhere suitable to bury her. No grassy areas at all, unless I chose a garden in a nearby housing estate. I did think about it for a minute or two but I couldn’t go through with it. People bury their dead pets in the gardens, not their loved ones. Well, normal people anyway. Serial killers are happy enough to utilise the space in their gardens but… Pretty sure David wouldn’t be appreciative if he ever found out.
 
   He never will.
 
   Regardless. I can’t do that to Helen. She deserves better. And that’s when I thought of the park about two miles from here. It’s not the biggest park but it’s beautiful down there. At least it used to be. It could have changed since I had last seen it - so much had - but it is still the best bet that I have. As callous as it sounds, I don’t want to be driving round all day with Helen in the car. I just want this done and I want to get back to my family. 
 
   I started the engine with no issues (Thank God) and pulled away from the side of the road. Helen slumped down in the back when I turned the first corner. Don’t look back, the sheet probably fell off.
 
   As the car gathered speed, the wind blew in from outside helping to get rid of Helen’s smell.
 
   Stop thinking of the smell as being her body. It’s not helping.
 
   “I’m sorry you were left alone for so long,” I told her. I knew she couldn’t hear me. I knew she couldn’t respond. I was tired - yes - but I wasn’t losing my mind. I wasn’t going crazy. It just helped me, talking. Killing the silence that was starting to get to me despite loving it earlier. “David’s been putting himself through hell because of this. He blamed himself for that fact that you were left alone. Of course I kept telling him it wasn’t his fault. We didn’t ask for this just as you hadn’t either.” Not sure what else to say. “I’ve been trying to get back for years but so much red tape, you know? I would have thought they’d have been grateful. One less mouth to feed, one less refugee taking up a bed needing a permanent place of residence.” It would have been easier if she could respond to me. Talking for the sake of it, killing the silence. I’m so unused to conversations these days, usually lost in my own private thoughts. This all feels alien to me. “He’s written you a letter. I don’t know what it says. It didn’t feel right to open it, you know?” I paused a moment. “I mean, if you want me to… I can read it to you when the time is right? Only if you want me to.” Another awkward pause with only the sound of the engine trying to kill the silence. “Thought I’d take you to the park. A nice little spot under the trees overlooking the lake. Thought it would be peaceful down there.” I paused a moment and started to laugh. Not sure why. Perhaps because this whole situation just seems ridiculous? “You don’t care, do you?” I sighed. “I should have left you in the funeral home…”
 
   I pressed my foot down harder on the accelerator. Sooner I get there, the sooner I can get her in the ground and get back to my journey. I just wish that, after all of this, there’d be a way to get word to David to let him know it was done; my promise fulfilled. 
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   The sweat was pouring off me. I was covered in dirt. I was tired. My limbs ached, especially my arms. The deed was done though, Helen was in the ground - still wrapped in a sheet - waiting to be covered by the dirt I’d removed in order to create the hole. I’m just glad the couple - Morgan and Elise - had had a shovel I could borrow. I told them I would return it when I moved my family back to their neck of the woods. They could have the shovel back and their car. They said okay but I don’t think they believe they’ll see me again. They will. There’s no reason why we should all live so far apart, in complete isolation. It would be much better, for all of us, to create a small community and - besides - they seem like a good couple. Jesus. Talk about getting ahead of myself. There’s still the question of getting home and finding out whether my wife even wants me there. I still don’t know if she refused to go to the camp because she was waiting for me or because she didn’t want to see me. Hopefully not the latter. Hopefully.
 
   I tossed the shovel to one side for a minute. I’m exhausted and need a break before filling the hole back in again. An egg for breakfast would have been okay if I didn’t have to do much with my day. But, with physical exercise like this… Doesn’t take long to burn it off. 
 
   I sat down next to the hole.
 
   “I hope you like the spot.”
 
   I had dug the hole close to a tree. It wasn’t directly beneath the leaves, swaying in the breeze, as I suspected there’d be some large roots down there, not far beneath the surface of the earth making the dig even harder. 
 
   The view from the tree was of the lake. I remember coming here years ago with the family, when visiting my brother, and feeding the ducks. Looking down there now, there’s no ducks. I’m not sure if they’ve all died out or whether they’ve moved on. The fact I’ve seen wildlife since getting back suggests they’re not dead, just somewhere else. That’s what I’ll go with in my head anyway. It’s cheerier than thinking of them all deceased. 
 
   “I like it here.” Again, I knew she wouldn’t respond. “Always liked it here. Walking on lazy Sunday afternoons, feeding the ducks down on the waterfront, sun beating down. It was always peaceful.” I paused a moment and listened to the silence. Can’t even hear wind blowing through leaves. There is literally nothing. “Still is peaceful.” 
 
   Looking down to the body, I feel as though something should be said but I don’t have the words. Now would be a good time for the letter David wrote, I guess? I reached into my back pocket and pulled it out. Feels wrong to be reading this, private words between husband and wife, but I wasn’t told not to read it. Surely, if it were that private, he would have told me it wasn’t for my eyes? 
 
   Decision made.
 
   I tore into the envelope and pulled out the folded piece of paper. Unfolding it, I slid the envelope into my back pocket again. Just because the world has gone to shit, no need to litter and make it worse.
 
   “So this is the letter that David wrote for you.” Standing next to the open grave, I started reading it out loud. “My dear, dear wife…” I stopped and apologised to Helen, “I’m sorry. I feel weird reading this out. I kind of wish you were here to read it for yourself to save me having to do it.” I stopped talking and tried to compose myself, once again reminding myself that there was nothing on the envelope telling me not to read the contents.
 
   Maybe David just presumed you wouldn’t open it?
 
   I started again, “My dear, dear wife…”
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   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   David watched as the bus disappeared around the next corner. And there goes my brother. He had known this day was coming. From the moment he’d gotten there, Luke had been desperate to get back to England in order to try and find his family. David had tried talking him out of it. Not just for the selfish reasons of not wanting to lose his brother but also because he knew the likelihood of getting home safely and crossing the country - potentially on foot mostly - with no one to help was highly unlikely. It didn’t help with all of the rumours saying how bad it was over there; high levels of radiation, a broken and contaminated land left to ruin with no chance of people moving back again for thousands and thousands of years. 
 
   David sighed as he turned away from the camp’s exit point. No sense standing there hoping for the bus to suddenly appear again with his brother waving from the front, having changed his mind about leaving. 
 
   “Oh fuck!” David spun around, looking back to where the bus had vanished. Definitely gone. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” He ran towards one of the guards standing at the exit point monitoring the vehicles, both the incoming ones and outgoing. “Hey!” The guard turned to him, his twitching finger close to the gun’s trigger as though already expecting trouble. “My brother just left on that bus and I forgot to give him something… Do you know if there is a second bus going out later?” 
 
   “We’re not a delivery service.”
 
   “Come on, man, I’m probably not going to see him again. Come on. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.” 
 
   The guard looked David up and down. “There’s a second bus going out later on. If it’s small and you get it to me, I’ll ensure it’s on there but I can’t promise it will make it to your brother. That’s the best I can do.” 
 
   David nodded. It wasn’t perfect but it was better than nothing. Besides, he really didn’t have any choice. “Thank you.”
 
   “Like I said, no promises.”
 
   “I know. I’ll fetch it now. You’re not going anywhere, are you?”
 
   “I’ll be here.” 
 
   David had already started back towards his dormitory. Tucked beneath his bed, hidden by some of the clothes he’d been given - donated by the people of America - there was a rucksack. Inside that, a teddy bear that was meant for one of the small children - again, donated from outside the camp. There were some supplies that he’d stashed away instead of eating himself and - finally - a letter he had written to his wife. Even if Luke had said no to giving Helen a proper burial, he could have at least taken the letter to her. The teddy bear was meant for his son and the supplies - various bars and drinks - well, that would have come in handy no matter what. Grabbing the bag, he hurried back to the guard before he had a chance to leave his post or - worse yet - change his mind.
 
   “That was quick.” The guard eyed the bag suspiciously, “What is it?”
 
   “Feel free to open it.”
 
   The guard didn’t need David’s permission or invitation to open it and cautiously undid the zip before peering in. He noticed all of the food first, “Where did you get those?”
 
   “I’ve not been eating all of my rations. I’ve been saving them.”
 
   “You know you’re not supposed to do that…”
 
   David appealed to the guard’s humanity once again, “My brother is going to the exclusion zone with nothing but the clothes on his back. He isn’t doing it because he was kicked out of the camp. He’s doing it because he wants to find his family. He has a wife and a child out there. Please… Just… Let’s not say anything. It won’t be happening again, will it?” 
 
   The guard thought for a moment and nodded. He started looking back through the bag again and stumbled across the bear, “For the child?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He zipped the bag back up. “Remember - I make no promises.” 
 
   “Please - just try your best?”
 
   “I’ll see it’s on the bus. That’s the best I can do.”
 
   “Thank you. Really. Thank you. His name is Luke. Okay?”
 
   “Fine and not a problem.” 
 
   David walked away but not too far, just around the corner where he perched himself on the ground out of sight - his eyes fixed on the guard at the camp’s entrance. He watched as the guard set the bag to one side and took a seat on his stool again. David didn’t want to let that bag out of his sight and had no intentions of moving until he saw it was put on the bus just as the guard had promised. Then - and only then - would he carry on with what was left of his day. A day he had already planned to be far shorter than it should have been. 
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   The bus pulled out of the camp, driving from the grassy area onto the hard concrete of the road leading back down to the city. True to his word, the guard had passed the bag to a female worker giving her instructions to pass it on to Luke. David knew there was a chance it might not get to his brother but that didn’t matter now. It had left the camp so at least it was one step closer and he could carry on with his plan; something he’d been thinking about for a while now - his brother leaving being the final driving force to putting the plan into action. 
 
   With regards to the bag and whether it got to Luke or not, it wasn’t the end of the world if it didn’t. It would have just been nice for Luke. Some food to help him on the journey, a bear for his son and the letter for Helen. If it didn’t get to him it just meant Luke wouldn’t have the supplies, his son wouldn’t get the bear and Helen wouldn’t be buried with the letter but that… Helen not getting the letter… That wasn’t the end of the world. Soon enough David would be able to tell her what it said face to face. The two of them together again, somewhere safe having left all of this behind. 
 
   David’s heart wasn’t beating as hard as he thought it would have been. There was no adrenaline flowing through his body. If anything he felt calmer than he had done for a long, long time. This reaction, or lack of reaction at least, simply confirmed to him that he was doing the right thing. 
 
   He got up from the ground where he’d been crouched, watching the guard. The time had come. Without waiting to ensure there weren’t many people around who could get hurt, David hurried back over to the guard. 
 
   The guard spotted him and called out, “It’s gone. Can’t promise it will get much further than that but it has definitely left.”
 
   “I saw, thank you. I really appreciate it.” David reached the guard, “And I’m really sorry about this.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   David swung a hard punch that caught the guard by surprise, knocking him down to the ground. Before he had a chance to get up, or even defend himself, David leaned down and snatched the pistol from the guard’s holster. He aimed it at the man’s forehead and the guard responded by putting his hands in the air and immediately backing up.
 
   “Don’t shoot! I’m just doing my job!” 
 
   David didn’t say anything. He offered the guard no reassurance. Instead he pictured Helen. She was smiling that beautiful smile that helped attract her to him in the first place. That sparkle in her eyes. Her soft voice. Her giggle. A naughty little giggle at that. The feel of her skin against his skin, the touch of their hands. Still no adrenaline. Still no fear. Still no raised heartbeat. 
 
   Peace.
 
   David turned the gun on himself and put the barrel in his mouth. The guard screamed for him not to do it. Other people came running to help. Some turned away, scared of what they were going to see. David’s finger slowly started to put pressure on the trigger, nervous about what lay ahead of him. 
 
   Would it hurt?
 
   A moment of pain and his wife would be with him once more.
 
   A moment of pain.
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   Chapter Thirteen 
 
    
 
   It’s a joke. It has to be a joke. Why would he have written this? Why would he do this? Unless. Is it real? It can’t be. He wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t kill himself. He wouldn’t even try. He’s never had thoughts like that before. 
 
   But then… He hadn’t lost everything before either. 
 
   He’d lost his wife, his home and then his brother. 
 
   Is the letter real? 
 
   Could the letter be real? Did I drive him to this? 
 
   I dropped to my knees and fell forward on one hand. 
 
   Everything is spinning. 
 
   It can’t be real. 
 
   He wouldn’t have done that. 
 
   He couldn’t have. 
 
   I knelt up, I’ll just call him. 
 
   Call him? How?
 
   I screamed. No echo to my voice again. Swallowed up by the nothing. A second scream. I looked back down at the letter and scanned my eyes over it again hoping that my tired mind had just completely misread it. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. Tears - again - as guilt weighed down heavily on my shoulders at the thought of my brother taking his life because I had left him. The straw that broke the camel’s back, so to speak. I should have stayed with him. I should have stayed. 
 
   But then your family…
 
   An impossible position. What had I done to deserve this? I rubbed my eyes again. Okay, they’re as dry as they’re going to be. Re-read the letter and then laugh at yourself when you realise you took the whole thing out of context.
 
   I read.
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   My dear, dear wife, 
 
   When you died, I died. I haven’t been myself since I first had that phone call. My darkest-hour seems to have turned to the darkest-years. I kept hoping the feeling would pass but it isn’t going anywhere and - now - I know it never will. I feel like an empty shell and struggle to let people in. I certainly haven’t made any real friends here, keeping myself to myself when my brother isn’t around. Not a day goes by where I don’t think of you stuck in that funeral home without the burial you deserve. Words cannot describe how my heart breaks when I think of the accident that cruelly claimed your life and then the fact that you do not even get to be buried. I am not a religious man yet I find myself worrying that you do not get to be at peace. 
 
   Luke is insisting on leaving here to try and find his own family. I do not blame him and - in a way - I am relieved. I can stop pretending that everything is ‘sort of’ okay. I can stop trying to put a brave face on to stop him from stressing about how I am doing when it is clear his mind is also focused on his own wife and child. I’m going to ask him to find you and give you the burial you deserve. I know it is a big ask when he is desperate to get back to his family but I know he won’t let me down. You will get your final resting place, you will find your peace and - when you do find it - I will already be there waiting for you with open arms and the first real smile I’ve had on my face since before you were taken away from me. 
 
   I love you Helen. Luke says I can move on, and that you would want me to, but I do not want to. I want to be with you, my one true love, and - knowing I will have nothing here for me other than the promise of a new home that I don’t want… Nothing is stopping me from coming to you. 
 
   I cannot wait to see you again. 
 
   Your loving husband,
 
   David
 
   x x x
 
    
 
   I I I
 
    
 
   I screwed the letter into a tight ball and screamed again. There was no mis-reading it. There were no possible misinterpretations. Now the only question going through my mind was whether he had managed to do it. Had he taken his own life? Another scream shattering the silence and stillness of my surroundings. I shouldn’t have left him. I should have stayed with him and ensured he was okay. I had known he was depressed, I had known he hated the thought of his wife being stuck in that home without a proper send-off but… I thought he had come to terms with it enough to at least try and move on from it; to know that it wasn’t his fault and that there was nothing he could do about it. Jesus. I had abandoned my brother and now - because of that - he’s potentially dead. Another scream of rage, frustration and bitter sadness. So many emotions mixed together, bubbling away within me that I don’t know what to do with myself. 
 
   I jumped to my feet and charged the tree closest. Without thinking of the consequences, I started punching it again and again refusing to stop until my knuckles were bloody. Another scream as I fell back, sitting on the grass with tears streaming down my face unable to stop them and yet also unwilling. 
 
   I killed my brother.
 
    
 
   I V
 
    
 
   I was sitting in the car staring out to where I had buried Helen. My eyes were sore from the crying and I was feeling weaker than usual. I’m not sure if that is because of the letter - the knowledge that my brother was probably dead - or whether it’s the first stages of radiation sickness. All this talk of England being contaminated and yet I still have no idea just how bad it is or what to expect from breathing the atmosphere in the long term. Sitting here, with everything so peaceful looking and calm, you couldn’t help but wonder whether the various conspiracy theorists at camp were right. There had been wild theories of there being no contamination problem over here. America just wanted the land for something so had claimed it, moving all of us out. Obviously it was bullshit but, even so… When everything looks normal, other than a general look of abandonment and being left to rot, your mind can’t help but wonder. 
 
   The news of my brother has thrown me into a loop. I shouldn’t have read that letter. It wasn’t addressed to me. It was in a sealed envelope. It should have just been buried with Helen. I wasn’t supposed to know his plans. A secret between husband and wife. Not sure what to do now. On the one hand I want to carry on and find my family - at least make sure they’re okay - but on the other hand I want to head back to the docks and try and get back on the boats. Go back to the camp and see if David really did have the nerve to follow through with his threat. If he had I guess I could at least ensure he gets his own plot of land and isn’t thrown in one of the mass-graves I had heard about and - if he hadn’t - I could try and talk him out of it. Please God don’t let him have gone through with it.
 
   God? God is dead. Everyone is dead.
 
   Why am I even considering going back to the docks? They won’t let me back on the boat. They made it clear when I left that there’d be no way back due to contamination. I just need to try and put this behind me and move on with what I had intended to do but how do you move on from something like that when you know there will never be a chance for you to find out whether it had happened or not. Not knowing for sure somehow makes it worse.
 
   I keep trying to force it to the back of my mind. If I could just somehow push it to the back and not think about it, hopefully it would vanish with other long since forgotten thoughts and memories. But how do you forget something like that? How do you push your brother’s suicide to the back of your mind especially having only just learned about it. It’s not possible. 
 
   The silence was starting to get to me now. I hit my bruised fist against the horn making it blare into the day beyond. Usually I try and keep as quiet as possible on the off-chance there are other people nearby but I don’t care anymore. I couldn’t give a shit if I lived or died. Think about it - even if she is okay… They are okay… For how long will that be the case? Are they already sick from the radiation? Are they even still alive? This world has nothing for me. There will be no happy endings whether I find them or not. My life ended the night I got on that bus. I should have refused. Both my brother and I should have refused.
 
   Refused? What choice had there been?
 
   We should have hidden or run out the back. Other people managed to stay hidden. We could have too. Then, the following morning - David could have buried Helen and we could have gone back for my own family.
 
   You didn’t know they hadn’t already been evacuated. That wouldn’t have worked.
 
   I screamed out of frustration again and - again - hit the horn.
 
   This isn’t fair. I didn’t ask for any of this. No one did. What happened here? What was it that caused us to be taken from our day to day lives? Who is the real person to blame? Jesus. Why even think like that? It won’t do any good knowing. It makes no difference to the situation. This is the hand I have been dealt with now and I just need to pick myself up and carry on. I can’t give up. I need to push forward, find my family and salvage what I can from that. I can’t sit here torturing myself playing the ‘what if’ game. What if I had stayed with my brother at the camp? What if we had never left here? What if I had refused to leave my wife that night to go to David’s in the first place - demanding to talk to her about the divorce she wanted? What if I had been a better husband leading up to the divorce? 
 
   A better husband? How could I have been a better husband? I loved Jane. Loved? Love. I love Jane more than anything else in this world. Had I not, I wouldn’t have been fighting non-stop to get back here to find her. I love her. 
 
   I love her.
 
   I started the car’s engine. I love her and I know, despite what had been said, she loves me too. I’ve come this far with nowhere else to turn, if I can find her - I can fix this relationship. I can make us a family again. There might not be a happy ending in the long-term but I can ensure, leading up to that, that they’re the best days of our lives. We will be a family again. 
 
   There it is again; that little ray of hope.
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   Chapter Fourteen 
 
    
 
   The doctor’s room in the busy surgery wasn’t the biggest of rooms. Enough space in there for a small desk, with his computer, and a bed in the corner on which to inspect patients. There was a cupboard next to that filled with god only knows what and, standing in the other corner, a model of a human skeleton - something which Jane always found a little strange to be there. With regards to the space though, it felt smaller now than it had done before. In fact, Jane’s whole world felt smaller. A feeling that wasn’t helped with the nervous tightness in her chest and the sickly feeling in her stomach. Yet she had expected this. She knew the results were likely to be bad.
 
   “Are you okay?” the doctor asked - a stupid question considering the news he’d just given her. It was cancer and the initial tests had shown that it had spread. Further tests were required to see just how far it had gone but the prognosis - even at this stage - was looking bleak. “Did you want me to call anyone? Your husband?”
 
   Jane stammered, “No,” as she struggled to control her breathing. 
 
   “Did you want to take a minute?” the doctor offered. Jane couldn’t decide if he was being genuinely concerned for her or whether he was aware time was escaping him and the appointment had already gone on longer than it should have, causing more of a back log of patients in the waiting room. 
 
   “What happens now?” Jane asked fighting back the tears that were desperate to escape. Her thoughts weren’t of the Hell that was coming her way - the tests, the operations, the chemotherapy, the sickness and possibly the end - but rather they were of Harry, her son. He was two years old. He wouldn’t understand what was happening to his mum. He wouldn’t understand any of it. He’d just get to see her getting sicker and sicker and possibly - likely given the doctor’s expression - even die. No child, especially at that age, should have to see that. Jane suddenly burst out crying, “He’ll forget me,” she wept as she realised that, at this age, Harry would likely forget his mum. He’d grow up not knowing her and he’d end up calling someone else mummy when Luke met and married someone else. Oh God. And then there was that. Her husband - the man she loved - would find someone else and start a relationship with them. Sure enough it wouldn’t be an immediate thing, he would need time to grieve but… He’d still move on. 
 
   The doctor pushed a box of tissues towards Jane. She took a handful and tried to compose herself as he watched on, sympathetic to what she was going through. It was never nice having to break bad news to people. Especially when they were as young as Jane. Thirty-three years old. She was of no age, certainly not old enough to be dealt with this blow yet it still happened. 
 
   Jane tried to get back on track with the correct questions to ask, “So what happens now?” she asked, pretending as best as she could that the outburst had never happened. 
 
   “Now we need to refer you for more tests. Before we can do anything we need to know just how far it has spread.” 
 
   “But it’s not good is it? I mean… As far as cancer goes - this is serious, isn’t it?”
 
   “We need to run more tests to know for sure.” The doctor didn’t want to say whether it was serious or not. It wasn’t his place to at least - not until more tests had been conducted to see the extent of the cancer’s grip of her body. But the short answer, even before the rest of the tests were done, was that it wasn’t good and - yes - it was serious. They hadn’t caught it early and whatever happened next, Jane had a battle on her hands. A battle which wouldn’t be pleasant for her or her loved ones. “I’ll make the necessary referrals and you should hear back quite fast for the initial appointment…”
 
   “So it’s that bad then,” Jane laughed; more of a nervous laughter. She knew that if things moved forward fast, with the National Health Service, it meant it was serious. Otherwise they’d have her on some shitty waiting list for several months - at least. She quickly changed the subject, “How will I hear from them?”
 
   “They usually send a letter.”
 
   “But they won’t say who it is from on the outside, will they?”
 
   “There may be a return address for the hospital on the envelope, yes, but there wouldn’t be anything to say which ward it was from.” The doctor had understood why she asked. Clearly she wanted to keep all of this a secret from the rest of the house. “You should talk to your husband. You’re going to need support. He’s going to need to know about it. This isn’t something you can hide.” 
 
   “I don’t want him knowing.”
 
   “There is a very strong possibility you’re going to need…”
 
   “I don’t want him knowing,” Jane repeated. 
 
   The doctor didn’t push her. There wasn’t any point, she was already struggling to hold it all together. The last thing she needed was for someone to be pushing her in a direction she didn’t want to go. All that would happen was that he would end up pushing her away completely. He changed the subject back to what he could do for her in the short-term, “I’m going to write you a prescription for some pain-relief, okay?” He started typing up the script on his computer as Jane watched on, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “Now you might feel some side effects…” His words started to mumble into a long stream of nonsense as Jane zoned out, her mind playing over and over again the moment the doctor had told her that it was cancer. 
 
   Her mother had died from it and now it looked as though she was most likely going to be taken by it too. It wasn’t fair. She lived a healthy lifestyle. She didn’t smoke, she didn’t eat unhealthy foods, she worked hard at the gym at least three times a week… She didn’t deserve this but then, her mother had been the same.
 
   She started mentally berating herself, asking why she had left it so long to make the appointment. It was stupid. She had known what it was. She should have come straight down and she should have faced it. Had she done so, it might have been less of a battle on her hands. It might have had a happier ending then the one she was sure she was facing - not helped by the doctor’s glum expression. 
 
   She tried to dismiss the thoughts from her mind. There was no point in playing the ‘what-if’ game. Jane just had to concentrate on the here and now. What she had to achieve in order to try and get better. Besides, the answer as to why she hadn’t come down sooner was obvious and didn’t need to be dwelled upon; she was scared. She had known what it was. She knew it had killed her mother and she knew there was a good chance she would die too and - even if she didn’t - she knew she had months and months of fighting on her hands and then the ugly shadow of the disease for the rest of her life. It was obvious why she wanted to bury her head in the sand and hope that it went away by itself, even if it was stupid. 
 
   The printer chugged to life, snapping her back to reality. The doctor pulled the printed sheet from the machine and handed it over to Jane with that glum look on his face still, already annoying Jane. She didn’t want people looking at her like this. She didn’t want people changing how they spoke to her just because she was ill. They had done it to her mother and it had upset her too. So much so that, once, Jane had overheard her mum saying she wished she hadn’t told anyone. An overheard conversation that kept playing through her head now.
 
   She wished she hadn’t told anyone.
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   Sitting in her car with the engine running, Jane hadn’t moved for the last five minutes. In her head she was wondering what she could say to Luke. He knew she had an appointment with the doctor today. He had come home from work early to ensure he could look after Harry whilst she went; to save her from having to juggle a two year old whilst listening to the doctor and explaining what was wrong. 
 
   Jane didn’t want to go home. She couldn’t face looking at Luke or Harry. She couldn’t bear to see their faces as she desperately struggled to think of a different diagnosis the doctor could have given her. 
 
   Viral infection?
 
   She couldn’t help but think it would have been so much easier had she been alone; no husband and no child, just her. At least that way she wouldn’t have to worry about their feelings or having to watch their expressions as her condition deteriorated over the course of the treatment. That was one thing she did remember from her mum’s battle. Before she started to get better, she looked as though she were Death warmed up. Even her skin changed colour and not forgetting the hair loss. And then - when she started to look better – she had just dropped dead out of the blue. Would Jane’s battle be similar? Would she start looking better, getting their hopes up? And then - with no warning - just keel over like her mum had? She couldn’t do that to them. She couldn’t have them both love her only to be taken from their lives. It wasn’t fair. 
 
   Leave them. Make them hate you.
 
   An idea started bubbling away in the forefront of her mind. If she stayed with them and the worst came to the worst, which she was sure it would, then they would be heartbroken when she died. They would take a while to get their lives back on track and they’d always miss her. That’s what she presumed anyway. But if she made her husband hate her? If she kicked him out, saying that she no longer wanted to be with him? He’d be upset to start off with but, after a while he would move on. Certainly easier to move on from that than knowing the person you loved (and lost) still loved you. If your partner hated you, you’d want to move on if only to make them feel jealous. It was a twisted logic but it worked in her head. She needed her husband to hate her. And she needed him to take Harry too… She couldn’t be left with their son. Not with the battle she had coming. She wouldn’t be able to care for him and herself and - even if she were - she knew he would still want to come around to see his son. And if he did that - he would see how ill she was. He would put two and two together. He’d know she had been lying and really did love him. And she did love him. So much so that the mere thought of this was tearing her apart inside but, given where she was, she figured it was her best option. 
 
   Jane just hoped she had the strength to see this through at least. 
 
   What if you do beat the cancer? 
 
   It had crossed her mind. A thought that she had even though it was fleeting. What if she did beat the cancer and she had pushed him away and he had met someone else? It’s all down to the game of ‘what-if’ again. She didn’t think she would beat it and even if she did - she would be worried it would come back. Her husband would be too even if he pretended he wasn’t. The moment she got ill again (no matter the reason), he would be on her case to get down to the doctors’ surgery to get checked out. That’s the problem… Half the time, when you beat cancer… You never truly beat it. It’s always there, in the background threatening to come back again.  
 
   He’d be better off with someone else.
 
   It wasn’t true. He wouldn’t be better off with someone else. He wouldn’t want this splitting the family up but Jane didn’t see that. Her mind had been set and now all she wanted to do was get home and put it in action. The sooner she got it out of the way, the sooner she could concentrate on what the doctor told her and what she needed to do next. 
 
    
 
   I I I
 
    
 
   The cartoon channel playing on Jane and Luke’s bedroom television set had Harry distracted enough to allow Luke the necessary time to fill a small bag of clothes. Tomorrow Luke was leaving for his brother’s house in preparation for his wife’s funeral. He knew that, if he packed his bits now, it would be easier to get going in the morning. Especially if Jane packed tonight too. Then it just meant packing Harry’s bit and bobs in the morning - a task in itself! 
 
   The case was used for toiletries, spare underwear, a change of clothes and adapters for various electrical items (such as his mobile phone). It was only half-full but he knew that wasn’t a problem as Jane would soon fill the empty space, as well as a second case no doubt even though they were only going for two nights. His black suit, recently purchased specially for the funeral, hung in a suit-bag over the back of the door to stop it from getting creased. Thankfully Jane already had a black dress so no further purchases had been necessary.
 
   “Hi.” Jane’s voice from the doorway made Luke jump. With the television blasting various cartoon voices and Luke so wrapped up in what he was doing, he hadn’t heard the front door open and close again. Harry turned to her for a moment - a beaming smile on his face - but was soon distracted by the television again. 
 
   “How’d it go?” Luke cut to the chase, acting as though he hadn’t been startled. He noticed the concerned expression on her face - one he hadn’t seen before. “You alright?”
 
   Just as Luke had cut to the chase, so did Jane. She took a breath before, “I’m leaving you…”
 
   He didn’t answer. He just stood there a moment, a dumbstruck look on his face which was understandable. Before she left, he had said that he loved her and she had replied with the same. Now she was saying she wanted to leave him! 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I want a divorce…”
 
   “Hang on. You went to the doctors and…”
 
   “I wasn’t with the doctor.”
 
   “No? Then who were you with?” Luke tried his best not to start shouting. Not with Harry sitting a few feet away. No need to needlessly upset him. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Yes. I think it does.”
 
   “I’ve been seeing someone else.”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
   “Look I’m tired. I just want you to leave…”
 
   “I’m not going to just leave. I want answers. You can’t just come in and tell me you want a fucking divorce. It doesn’t work like that. I deserve to know why. I deserve that, don’t I? After all these years of marriage and the fact we have a son together…” 
 
   “Please just go.” 
 
   Luke stood there a moment unsure of what to say. He could see by her face that she didn’t want to talk about it, despite him desperately wanting to. He had never seen her like this before now and wasn’t sure how best to deal with it. 
 
   “We need to talk about this,” he said eventually.
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about. I don’t love you anymore.”
 
   “Yes, you do.”
 
   “No. Really. I don’t.”
 
   “You can’t just turn the emotion off. We’ve been happy. We laugh together. The sex life is good…”
 
   Jane cut him off, “I don’t love you anymore. I love him.”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter!”
 
   “It does to me!” He stopped talking. They were both standing there in a silence filled by shrilled cartoon voices babbling to each other on the television. Harry laughed, turned to his parents, said something in near gibberish and then turned back to the television again - completely absorbed. Luke glanced down to the suitcase and remembered he needed to go to his brother’s tomorrow. “We need to go to David’s tomorrow…”
 
   “I don’t want to go.”
 
   Luke sighed. He wanted his family there. Not just for him but to show support for his brother too but - given the turn of events - he felt it might be better if she wasn’t present. David had enough on his plate. “I have to go,” he told her.
 
   “I’m not stopping you,” she said, so cold. 
 
   “We’ll talk when you’ve had a chance to calm down.” He said, “We’ll talk when I get home.” He paused a moment. “You will be here, won’t you?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “For our son… For all the good times we have had together… I’m begging you to be here when I get back. At least let us have a proper conversation about this. Let me try and fix it and if you still want to leave… I won’t stop you.” He was trying to be reasonable but there was no chance he wasn’t going to fight for her. She was his wife and he loved her despite how cold she was being now. She answered him with another shrug. Luke could tell he wasn’t going to get anywhere by talking to her now. He just hoped that she would be a little more open to conversation on his return.
 
   That night Luke slept on the sofa, the spare duvet burying him from his recent troubles. Jane stayed in the bedroom but she didn’t sleep. She laid on her side, tears streaming from her eyes as she thought of what the future held for her. 
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   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I rolled the car to a stop where several other cars had been abandoned by the side of the road. I still had a little fuel in the tank but there was nowhere near enough to get me back to where Morgan and Elise lived. At least by parking it here, I was close enough to other cars that I’d be able to jump-start - once I found the relevant car keys and a pair of jump-leads that is. Hopefully one of the cars - previously left to rust - would be drivable and, better yet, have enough fuel to get me back to a new life with my family and good neighbours. I’d see my wife and my boy first and then - when I’ve settled in and rested - I’ll start searching the nearby houses for car keys. 
 
   Should have learned to hot-wire a car.
 
   I can’t believe how much easier the trip had been with a car but then - I had known it would be. It wasn’t as though I hadn’t tried every car I passed by whilst on this journey. 
 
   I switched the engine off and sat back in the driver’s seat. Tired, I couldn’t take my eyes away from the house a little further down the road. My house. Long grass and weeds up to the downstairs window and ivy strangling the building’s frame but - other than that - it was just as I remembered. I couldn’t help but smile as my eyes started to fill. Not tears of sadness but tears of joy. 
 
   Joy?
 
   I feel sick I’m so nervous. 
 
   Nerves or the beginnings of radiation poisoning?
 
   The last time Jane and I spoke it hadn’t been friendly. It had been far from it. What if she still felt the same? What if she wasn’t even living there anymore? Maybe she had moved on and found a small community somewhere? Something I dreamed of setting up with Morgan and Elise and any other good people that happened to pass our way. After all - not everyone out here is bad. Morgan and Elise reminded me of that. There will be more people like Morgan and Elise, just trying to survive. 
 
   And the people sent back on the boats, exiled from the States - well, they’re not all bad either. Some of them are just scared - wanting to get answers that will never come. We can invite people to this community and we can test them. Make sure they’re not damaged beyond repair by what they’ve been through and had to do to survive… A safe place for us to live our lives and raise our families. 
 
   Still stalling.
 
   I can’t move on with plans for the future without facing the present. 
 
   I opened the car door and climbed out. My joints clicked as I stretched out the journey from my bones. Leaning back in, I grabbed the rucksack and slung it back over my shoulder. I slammed the car door and just stood there a moment unsure as to whether I could actually do this. 
 
   Of course you can. This is what you came back for.
 
   It wasn’t easy to take the next step though. My son would be about seven now. There was no way he would remember who I was. And Jane. Well, as mentioned, the last time we spoke…
 
   Stop overthinking it. This is what you came back for.
 
   I took a couple of deep breaths and my first tentative steps towards the property. More questions going through my mind - the main one now being, do I knock or do I just go in? It’s my house, I can just go in. But it’s been so long so out of politeness, I should knock… Barging in, I might scare her. If she is even still living there. I need to know.
 
   I quickened my pace right up to the front door and - there - hesitated again with my hand raised up to the wooden panel.
 
   What do I say?
 
   I took another deep breath and knocked, gently at first and then harder. My heart is hurting it is beating so hard and the sickness in my gut is back with a vengeance. Not a good start, having her open the door only for me to throw up on the floor at her feet. Come on, come on, please just open the door now. Let’s get this over with.
 
   I knocked again - harder still. 
 
   She doesn’t live here anymore.
 
   With a shaking hand, and that horrible feeling of hope slipping away, I turned the door handle. To my surprise, it opened - creaking as I pushed it as far open as possible. It banged against the metal radiator. 
 
   “Hello?” I called out. I froze, listening (hoping) for a response. 
 
   Crying.
 
   Someone is crying. 
 
   “Jane?”
 
   The crying was coming from somewhere upstairs. I hurried up them, across the landing - following the sounds towards my old bedroom. Pained sobs from my wife. Just get me in there. Let me hold her in my arms. Let me tell her, whispering in her ear, that everything is going to be okay now and that I am home. I’m back for her and I love her more than she could ever know…
 
   I pushed the door open. Jane suddenly screamed - as did I when I sat what was in her hand – as she dragged a sharp pair of scissors across her neck, cutting her throat wide open. As she gagged and as the blood sprayed out she dropped the scissors as her eyes fixed upon mine in the mirror’s reflection. I screamed again as I charged over to where she was sitting by the make-up table, just in time to catch her as she fell off - too weak to sit up anymore. Her hands were on her throat, trying to stem the spray of blood. I put my hands on top of hers. 
 
   “It’s okay, honey It’s okay… I’ve got you.”
 
   Her eyes were wide with fear, pain and sorrow. 
 
   I couldn’t help but to cry as tears rolled from her eyes too, “I’ve got you…” I repeated over and over again… I noticed my son - our son - on the floor… His eyes lifeless, staring ahead. Blood around his body. “What have you done?” I screamed at her. “What have you fucking done?” She didn’t answer me. As her eyes fixed in place, she gagged one last time. “What have you done?” I wept. She would never answer me. I screamed as loud as I could, holding her close to me. 
 
   I closed my eyes unable to look at her or my son, tears continuing to stream down my face as I thought of all the time she had been here, struggling and I had been over there wasting time in trying to get home. Had I been quicker, had I pushed them at the camp more - I could have got home sooner. I could have prevented this from happening! I should have just got myself exiled! I would have been back here straight away. Why the fuck didn’t I just do that? I could have made everything better. I could have stopped this. I could have been living with my family. I needn’t have ever been away from them… I screamed out again as the frustration and sense of loss become too much to contain. I wasted so much time and for what? I’ve lost everything! 
 
   Hindsight is a wonderful thing.
 
   I let go of her body and let her drop to the floor. I shouldn’t have ever left. When she had asked for a divorce. I shouldn’t have ever left. I should have stayed at home. I should have talked things through with her. I should have fixed my relationship.
 
   I could have stopped this.
 
   Looking away from the two bodies - my family - I noticed a stack of letters piled up on the side of the make-up table. Each one sealed in an envelope. Each one with her handwriting across them. My name spelt in a messy scrawl as though written whilst the hand flowed with heavy, uncontrollable emotion. 
 
   For Luke. 
 
   I reached across and took a hold of them with a shaking, blood stained hand. All this time she had been thinking of me? I could only begin to imagine the contents.
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   The scissors were on one side of the dining room table. The letters - opened - were on the other. I was sitting at the head of the table, just staring ahead. My mind was all over the place from what I had read.
 
   Should have learned not to read sealed letters.
 
   Not sure how long I have been sitting here. Hours. Definitely hours but I couldn’t tell you how many. I had been in two minds as to whether I should read them or not. Once again torn between reading a fucking letter or not. Nothing left to lose though. My life had been heading for the end ever since I left America. This - what I’ve walked into… This is The End. I have nothing left to live for. I understand why my brother wrote that letter to his wife. I understand how my wife must have felt to do what she had done. Having read the letters, how she went this long without giving up sooner I’ll never know. A braver person than me. 
 
   The letters detailed her illness. She wrote of a doctor who was caring for her these last few years, giving her the treatment that she needed to prolong her life as much as possible until the day he stopped coming. She presumed he succumbed to radiation poison but it’s something I will never know for sure. At least - for a while - she had someone looking after her though. At least someone was coming by the house and caring for her in my place. I’ll forever be grateful for that at least. I’m not sure if I’ll be grateful for what else she wrote though; the fact that she loved me and never stopped.
 
   She had told me she wanted a divorce because she didn’t want me suffering, seeing her go through the treatment. She wanted me to be happy and yet knew I never could be all the time I was watching her go through that… Especially if she were to die from it too. Knowing she loved me all this time though, knowing she wanted me here and had only hidden from being evacuated because she didn’t want to go without me… A decision she regretted because of our son. She wished she had left. She might have - would have - still died but he would have been safe at least even if it wasn’t with his dad but - instead - someone caring for him in my place. One letter in particular stating how she feared I was never coming home and that how everything could have been different had she just got on the bus along with everyone else. She was panicked. She was confused. She made a mistake. It made me sick to the stomach. All this pain she suffered with for the time we were apart, how scared she must have been… I should have been here. I could have been here. So many bad decisions delaying me. Oh God.
 
   God? How many more times? He’s dead.
 
   Everyone I know is dead. My son, my wife, my brother, his wife… There is nothing to live for. Without thinking I picked up the scissors and put them to my own throat. I’m done. There is no point anymore.
 
   “Wait!”
 
   David?
 
   How?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   B E F O R E
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   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   David’s heart wasn’t beating as hard as he thought it would have been. There was no adrenaline flowing through his body. If anything he felt calmer than he had done for a long, long time. This reaction, or lack of reaction at least, simply confirmed to him that he was doing the right thing. 
 
   He got up from the ground where he’d been crouched, watching the guard. The time had come. The bus had come and gone with the bag he’d sent for his brother and he was done. He had come as far as he wanted to. Without waiting to ensure there weren’t people around who could have got hurt, David hurried back over to the guard. 
 
   The guard spotted him and called out, “It’s gone. Can’t promise it will get much further than that but it has definitely left.”
 
   “I saw, thank you. I really appreciate it.” David reached the guard, “And I’m really sorry about this.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   David swung a hard punch that caught the guard by surprise, knocking him down to the ground. Before he had a chance to get up, or even defend himself, David leaned down and snatched the pistol from the guard’s holster. He aimed it at the man’s forehead and the guard responded by putting his hands in the air and immediately backing up.
 
   “Don’t shoot! I’m just doing my job!” 
 
   David didn’t say anything. He offered the guard no reassurance. Instead he pictured Helen. She was smiling that beautiful smile that helped attract her to him in the first place. That sparkle in her eyes. Her soft voice. Her giggle. A naughty little giggle at that. The feel of her skin against his skin, the touch of their hands. Still no adrenaline. Still no fear. Still no raised heartbeat. 
 
   Peace.
 
   David turned the gun on himself and put the barrel in his mouth. The guard screamed for him not to do it. Other people came running to help. Some turned away, scared of what they were going to see. David’s finger slowly started to put pressure on the trigger, nervous about what lay ahead of him. 
 
   Would it hurt?
 
   A moment of pain and his wife would be with him once more.
 
   A moment of pain.
 
   He suddenly pulled the gun from his mouth and threw it to the ground, dropping to his knees unable to do what he had been so desperate to do. The closest guards wasted no time in rushing over and wrestled him to the ground with another guard kicking the handgun further away from David’s twitchy grasp; a worry he might make a grab for it. 
 
   “Please just kill me!” David was calling out again and again hoping that one of the guards would do what was being asked and just put a bullet through his head to put him out of his misery. “Please just kill me! I have nothing! There’s no point anymore! Just do it!” 
 
   As the guards continued to hold him down, another hurried over with handcuffs. With the help of the two guards on top of him, David was soon restrained - still calling out for someone to kill him. 
 
   There’d be no executions. There’d be no trial and there’d be no prison. There’d just be another exile and - sure enough - David found himself on the next bus with a one way ticket back to England. The only consolation being that he would see his brother once more. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I I
 
    
 
   The two brothers didn’t talk. They were just standing there, embraced in a brotherly hug. More tears from all that they had lost since being evacuated and tears for what they had found once more. 
 
   The scissors were on the table next to the letters. David had had a quick read of what they said - enough to get the gist and he had explained to Luke what had happened at the camp. Luke was on one boat back to England and - always - David was just a few hours behind him, desperate to catch up with his brother. 
 
   “I went by the funeral home,” David said. “I take it that it was you who moved Helen?”
 
   Luke wiped his eyes dry once again, “I did.” 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I promised.”
 
   “So…” David looked around at his surroundings. Empty, out of date food packets lying here and there and a general mess from where Jane had been too ill to look after the house properly. “… What happens now?” he asked.
 
   “We start again,” Luke said. It was easier to say knowing that he hadn’t completely lost everything and that which he had lost would never be forgotten. His mind was already fixed on what would happen next. He continued with what he had hoped for him and his family; a small community somewhere where they could all look out for one another, a land of hope for any survivors they found - all pulling together as opposed to being scattered throughout the country. A community that did food runs, medical runs, had a hospital of sorts and a strong sense of love and friendship - something positive in a land left to ruin. In Luke’s head it all sounded perfect. More than perfect. Yet he knew - deep down - it wouldn’t be plain sailing. He knew there would be people out there who wanted to ruin what they had or take it for their own - trying to make themselves King or Queen of whatever community they founded together. He had seen enough survivors on his trek across the country to know that not everyone was good and that people had spoiled as they were left to their own devices. Rotten through to their cores just as the soil of the land was also rotten. But it didn’t matter… They’d get back to Morgan and Elise’s street - a good starting place that hadn’t been hit too hard by harshness of the weather breaking down the buildings. And - once back there - they’d begin to slowly rebuild.
 
   David looked around at where they were. Like Luke, he had seen the ugly side of human nature on his way from the boat. In fact, he had seen it before he even got off the boat because the latest people being tossed back onto the radioactive wastelands had turned on the boat’s crew, trying to take control in order to take it elsewhere. Another country for them to enjoy a real fresh start instead of being left to get ill in this God forsaken land. It had been a plan discussed as soon as the boat left America and one they had tried to convince David to help with. He had refused. He didn’t want to be a part of it. He just wanted to get back to his brother and find some kind of hope for whatever remained of his future. “So where do we start with that then?” he asked.
 
   “I know just the place but…” he stopped himself.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I can’t leave them here.” Luke was referring to his wife and his son. Just as David had struggled to leave his family behind - so did he. The thought of them rotting, alone - without a proper goodbye was horrendous and more than he wished to think about. 
 
   “We don’t have to,” David said. “I have a van. Been syphoning diesel for it and we have a full tank. We can take them with us to… Where did you bury Helen?” he asked, realising it was a question left unanswered. 
 
   Luke smiled, “I picked her a beautiful spot.” 
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   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   A year had passed by. The water of the lake was calm and still. The sound of a few cars going backwards and forwards filled the otherwise silent landscape. David and Luke were standing next to each other. In front of them a long line of crosses marking the graves of individuals that had come to be buried here - the community’s graveyard. It wasn’t hallowed grounds but it didn’t matter. Only the beauty mattered; a picturesque setting that no matter how many people came to be buried here, there would always be beauty in the world. There was always something to look forward to and fight for. 
 
   The last year had been spent finding survivors and moving them all into one area. Those who could be saved were saved. Those deemed broken by acts they had committed were either banished with the threat of death or killed in self-defence. Not everything could have a happy ending for the people still living in the country, whether by choice or because they had been sent back from the States. To protect the people living in the community though, to protect the human race on these lands, it was a necessary sacrifice and one the people took seriously. 
 
   Everyone played their part for as long as they were able. With vehicles fixed up, people were able to do supply runs. With doctors recruited, people were able to help one another. With builders found, decaying buildings were given a new lease of life. And with this land - stretching out before the two brothers - people were given a proper burial. People such as Talitha Ricketts, Heather Kay, Corey Ashmore, Beth Owen, Erin Jacobs, James Setterfield, Becky Thompson, Alysia Mercieca, Janet Cloak, Hazel Lennon and Lauriette Hutzler - the names of the first settlers who were brought to the new community from various locations across the country. The founders of the community who’d worked day and night to help turn it to what it was today. All of whom had passed away from battles with radiation poisoning or by choosing to end their own life with the help of the community doctors - a choice everyone had the right to make for themselves should the pain become too unbearable. 
 
   Luke bent down and put a new teddy bear on the grave of his son, replacing the tatty old bear that his brother had given him back in the States. David didn’t say anything. He just stood behind his brother with two bouquets of flowers in his arms. 
 
   “I love you, son.” Luke kissed his hand and then pressed the palm of his hand against the grave before standing up and taking one of the bouquets from David. 
 
   Luke smiled at his brother who smiled back. The two brothers sharing their grief and acting as support for one another. Together, they placed the flowers on the graves of their wives before standing once more in silence. 
 
   Life here might not have been as long as it was in other countries -  and when it got to the end of your life it might have been more painful than it could have been  but the community helped show those living here that right here, right now… This wasn’t the end. This was just the beginning.
 
    
 
   T H E    S T A R T
 
    
 
   www.mattshawpublications.co.uk
 
   www.facebook.com/mattshawpublications
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





