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IMPATIENT


 


Please wake up. I’m not
sure how much time we have and there’s so much to discuss. Please wake up, my
darling. And dinner’s getting cold.


But she didn’t wake up.
The unplanned sleep he had put her in was deep and talking into her ear, even nudging
her, failed to wake her from the slumber. Her hands were upturned on the table
with bindings round the wrists, the other end of the
binding tied to the chair she was sitting on. Her fingers were twitching as
though squeezing off rounds of a fully loaded gun. Her face - still pretty -
also twitching. Dreaming. 


What are you dreaming
of, my darling?


She was dreaming of
better times. She was dreaming of when things had been normal. She was
dreaming of when she’d had her little family. Given the state of
the world today, all the rot and decay out there festering, and especially
given her present situation, they should have been good dreams. But they
weren’t. Happy dreams that couldn’t possibly have a
happy ending given the fact that, as soon as her eyes
opened, the reality of the situation was forced upon her once again.
And then, once again, she had to say goodbye to them.


Her family. 


Gone. 


Not coming back. 


And now this. 


Him. 


The man sitting opposite
her. Staring at her intently, desperate for her to open her eyes so that he
could show her the world he had created for
her. Her? No. Show her the world he had created for them. So
long as she wanted it.


You will want it, won’t
you? It might not be perfect but it’s better than what’s waiting for us out
there. The man sighed, growing ever more impatient at
her refusal to wake, not that she had much control over whether she opened her
eyes or not. Hurry up and finish the dream, my darling. I’m waiting for you.
Dinner is waiting.


















A WORLD LOST


 


Andria knew it was a
dream. Sitting on the grass outside her caravan-home
watching the three kids playing happily together. The children were all of a
similar age in the dream yet, in the real world, only Jack and Becky were
close. Becky was twenty-three and Jack was twenty-one. Here though, in this
blissful setting, they couldn’t have been any older than
ten. Becky wasn’t living with her boyfriend in Amblecote. She wasn’t working
with people with challenging behaviour and learning difficulties. She hadn’t
yet decided to be a vegetarian. She hadn’t chosen her two cats and she hadn’t started
playing her favourite games, Pokémon and The Sims. Also here, in this world, she
was smiling as if she didn’t have a care. Her laughter carried across the field
to where Andria was sitting. Not a worry in the world.


Jack was different here
too. His voice as he shouted to his sister wasn’t as deep as it was now and his
face was so young, missing the beard Andria had grown accustomed to seeing. His
dark hair was still mid-length though. Still messy too. It was nice to see him
here, in this dream, without his headphones on and a laptop resting on his lap.
No games playing up on the screen. No coding for the games of his own he was
designing. In the dream there was an innocence to their playing, one
which seemed to have gotten lost over the years, lost as the children
became
exposed to more and more of the world’s cruelness and horrid
secrets.


 


Please wake up, my
darling.


 


Andria ignored the voice
in the back of her head. She didn’t want to hear it. More to the point, she
didn’t want to wake up. She wanted to live in this moment. It was nicer than
the real world. More peaceful. More serene. 


‘Nice to see them
getting on.’ Rob’s voice came from behind Andria, making her jump. He appeared at her
side and sat next to her on the lush green grass, then set his glass of wine
down and lit up a cigarette. She smiled at him lovingly. The kids were younger
in the dream but he seemed to be his actual age. Forty-five years old. At this
point, they would have been together for ten years or so. People often wondered
what Andria saw in Rob: bald-headed and heavily tattooed, he looked pretty
tough. She knew the truth though. She knew he was soft as shit. At least he was
towards the people he loved. ‘Where’s Oli?’ he asked.


Without a word, Andria
pointed towards the trees to the left of where the others were playing. Oli
came crashing out into the open with all three dogs chasing. Oli was younger too,
the same as the others but, like Rob, the dogs appeared to be their
correct age. Rob laughed as Oli tripped to the ground only to be jumped
upon by the dogs. Pippin - a West Highland white terrier, Minnie -
a Yorkshire terrier and Douglas, a black Scottie and
Yorkie mix. 


‘They’re crazy,’ Rob
said, unable to tear his eyes away from the playful dogs. 


Andria looked at him and
wondered whether he knew this was a dream too or whether she was the only one.
Surely he must have known something was amiss, given how Minnie was happily
playing with the other dogs (and Oli). In the real world she’d been ripping
stuffed animals apart. She never played properly like a normal dog. Even
ignoring the dogs, Rob hadn’t seemed to notice the fact that Oli had dark hair
where, in reality, his head was shaved. He hadn’t commented that he was
fully grown rather than the young child they were watching play. Just as Rob
hadn’t mentioned their ages or their looks, neither had he picked up on the
strangeness of seeing Oli spending time with anyone else. A lad of thirty-one,
he much preferred his own company - taking care of his fitness, playing video
games, drawing… anything really that didn’t involve other people. 


Rob couldn’t know it was
a dream. It was Andria’s secret.


‘How long before the
peace is ruined?’ Rob asked.


 


Please wake up now, my
darling. You’ve been asleep for long enough. It’s time to get up. Dinner is
getting cold. Come on. Open up those pretty blue eyes.


 


Andria tried not to show
her disappointment as she realised it probably wouldn’t be very long before she
woke. The realisation killed the peaceful dream, threatening to bring an end to
its disjointed-but-satisfying playback. 


‘Shh... Don’t jinx it,’
she said as she cuddled into Rob. If she really was about to wake up, she
wanted to make the most of this moment. More so as she realised, given the way
dreams worked, she probably wouldn’t be able to recall any of this. But then,
maybe, that might be a good thing? Maybe remembering this dream, these brief happy
moments, would make the reality of her situation that bit
even more unbearable. Tease her with the world she had once
lived in, before throwing her back into the harsh reality of knowing
that they - her family - were all dead now. Only she had
survived. She and...


 


WAKE THE FUCK UP.


 


...Him. 

















AWAKE


 


Andria slowly opened her
eyes and let them focus on her lap. She lifted her head up.
Groggy. Dizzy. Headache. Tired. Restrained.


‘Where am I?’ The words
slurred as she spoke, making it sound as though she’d drunk a bottle of wine by
herself. It wasn’t drink that had made this happen
though. It was what he had used to knock her out in the first place.


‘It’s okay. We’re quite
safe here.’


She looked up and saw that
he was sitting opposite her. An obese man with a missing front tooth. Ugly
inside and out. His hair was growing in greasy tufts here and there but he was mostly
bald. Even the whites of his eyes weren’t right with a tinge of jaundiced yellow
to them. His skin, almost as greasy as his hair, was blotchy around his cheeks.



‘I was starting to worry
that you weren’t going to wake up,’ he told her. His voice was high-pitched and
didn’t suit his heavyset body. ‘Eat up. You must be hungry.’ Only when he spoke
again did Andria realise that he wasn’t putting the voice on or that her tired
brain had imagined the tone. This was actually his voice. She watched him as he
picked his own knife and fork up and start to eat the meal
he’d set out in front of himself. She looked down at her
own food; a plate of beans and half a slice of bread that hadn’t been buttered.


‘I’m sorry about the
bread,’ he said, spraying food from his open mouth back onto
his own plate as he spoke, ‘the other half was mouldy.’ He continued, ‘They add
stuff into the ingredients to prolong the shelf-life but, well, I guess they
weren’t counting on this happening, hey.’ He chuckled to himself as he
shovelled another forkful of beans. ‘Seems I was one of the only ones who saw
it coming.’ He looked up at Andria, ‘Saw it coming a mile off.’ 


‘Where am I?’ Andria asked
again. Her voice was less-slurred this time.


‘Oh, I’m sorry. How rude
of me.’ He set his fork down for a moment and smiled his ugly smile, beaming at
his guest. ‘You’re home.’

















HOME


 


Andria had started
screaming at the stranger - desperate for him to let her go, even
going as far as throwing the plate of beans at him. He had
responded with barely-contained aggression, slapping her in the face. Only
later, when he had put her in this tiny box
room, had he apologised. He’d told her he’d had little choice given
the fact that she was hysterical. She had asked to be
allowed to leave again but was told that there was
nowhere else to go. This was her home now. 


But it wasn’t her home. 


Andria’s home was out in
the country. A deluxe caravan, nicer than most houses. Two bedrooms, two
bathrooms, dishwasher, double-glazing, central heating. She had moved there
with Rob once the kids had all grown up and moved to their own homes. An early
retirement at fifty years of age, having worked in an elderly care home for
most of her life. Peace and quiet, living with Rob and the dogs, pottering
around and growing her own tomato plants. Her own slice of quiet heaven,
surrounded by wildlife and solitude, despite the occupants of the other caravans
being relatively close by.


The caravan site was Acre
Farm Caravan Park, in Bewdley. Her plot was on the edge of the park by a
stream, overlooking fields and trees. 


That was her home. Not
this. Not here.


Andria looked around the
room in which she’d been abandoned. A small window with bars blocking a
possible exit. A door which had been locked - by him - from the other side as
he’d left her. A single bed with a small chest of drawers next to it. Nothing
else.


She crossed the room to
the door and tried the handle, despite knowing full well that he had locked it.
It twisted in her hand but the door didn’t budge, not even when she pushed and pulled
with all of her weight. Without worrying about the consequences, not caring if
she angering him, she started to punch the door with her
fists.


‘Let me out!’ She had
screamed, not bothered that he would hear her but instead hoping someone else
would. Someone else who’d take her away from this nightmare.


Nightmare? This isn’t a
nightmare. This isn’t a dream. This is the world now. A world filled with
monsters.


In the centre of the
door was a metal flap. With no warning, it slid across revealing the man’s
harsh facial features as he stared in. With nothing else to focus on, Andria
couldn’t help but notice a look of frustration in his eyes.


‘You didn’t want to talk
when I wanted to talk so now you have to wait. You need to go to sleep and we
will talk tomorrow and, if you can’t sleep, you need to be quiet. It’s night-time
out there now, and they’re more active at night...’ 


Andria went to say
something but, before she even get the first words out, the metal flap slammed
shut and she was alone again. She raised her hand, ready to slam her fist into
the door again, but froze. Something he had said stuck in her
mind, repeating over and over.


It’s night-time out
there now, and they’re more active at night…


Reluctantly she lowered
her fists. Even if they weren’t out there, she knew the chances of
anyone else risking travelling during the night hours was minimal. The only
people who travelled after dark were the ones who didn’t want to be seen, the
ones with something to hide. The troublemakers looking for not who they could
help, but what they could take. She turned towards the bed. She didn’t feel
tired, despite the banging headache she still had from earlier,
and she knew the chances of falling asleep were slim and yet, despite that, she
knew she had to try. She needed strength for the morning. She needed strength
for when he came back.


She crossed the room and
climbed onto the hard mattress, her head leaning back on the lumpy pillow. For
a moment she stared at the ceiling, her mind all over the place, then she
closed her eyes. Sleep might not come easily tonight, but she had to try. 


















A CRUEL MIND


 


It wasn’t the way
it had happened, but Andria knew what was coming. She also knew that she wasn’t
in the real world again. She had managed to fall asleep, despite
worrying she wouldn’t have been be able to. But now that she was asleep, and
walking through her dream, she wished she could wake up again. She even pleaded
with herself to do so. Wake up. Please wake up. You don’t need to see this...


She was standing in a
field. Night had closed in around her. A blackness in the sky broken with a
vivid shimmering of stars usually only visible
with this intensity when viewed from a dark countryside setting, well away from
the glow of towns and cities. But she wasn’t looking at the stars. She was
looking at the line of trees before her. Specifically, she was looking at the
space between the bushes that Rob had gone through, baseball
bat in hand at the ready. Brave man investigating the screams from the woods. 


Andria had begged him
not to go. She had told him to wait until the morning when he’d be able to see
properly. Whatever was happening would be more
than evident in the morning. He had refused
telling her that if he went in now he might be able to help, even though they
both knew that when the screaming started, it was generally too late to do
anything but run. Run before you find yourself the next potential victim.


The only reason she
wasn’t running now, instead of waiting on the edge
of the woods, was because she knew this wasn’t how it had
happened. This wasn’t how he had died. Perhaps this
dream - nightmare? - would have a different ending. Perhaps this wasn’t
a time she’d wake up, tears streaming down her face having been forced to
relive what had happened? She waited there in the dream with hope. Let him
survive. Let him help whoever was screaming.


The bushes rustled to
her left. Her head snapped to the side and her heart skipped a beat. 


‘Hello?’


Another rustle.


‘Rob? Is that you?’


Rustle, rustle.


‘Who’s there?’


Rustle.


Andria took a step back
as a figure tripped out of the bushes and landed on the field with its arms
outstretched before it. As soon as it was able, it pulled
itself up from where it had awkwardly dropped and Andria breathed an audible
sigh of relief when she realised it was...


‘Rob?’


He looked different.


Damn this dream. Damn
this dream to Hell. This isn’t how it happened. This isn’t how it happened.
This isn’t right!


Rob snarled. Even in the
dim light offered up by the moon high above, she could see his eyes had a
reddish tint to them. This wasn’t the Rob that she loved. She took a step back
as he took a step forward.


Why was she
imagining it like this? This wasn’t what had happened. It hadn’t even
happened
at night. It had happened during the day and they had
been in the caravan. She had gone in to check on him, as he laid
in bed suffering with a fever. Being a bigger man, she had hoped he would have
been able to fight the infection, but even he had been consumed by it in the
end.


Her mind kept tossing
the questions around in her head - even answering some of them, suggesting that
the setting was night because of what he had said to
her through the locked door. A thought which had worried her enough to stop her
from banging on the door anymore but... even so... why couldn’t she have the
dream in the field again? Why couldn’t she...


Rob lunged.


















UNWANTED INTRODUCTIONS


 


The man was sitting
opposite Andria at the dining room table again. In front of each of them was a
bowl of cereal. Instead of milk, water had been used.


‘I used to know someone
who used water instead of milk before everything changed. I always thought it
was weird until I was forced to do the same when milk became harder to get
hold of.’ He spooned a mouthful of soaked cereal into his mouth. ‘Now I know I
was right. He was weird. It’s disgusting but...’ He swallowed. ‘It’s better
than having it dry, right?’ 


Andria didn’t say
anything. Neither did she try any of her own breakfast. She was just sitting
there, watching this motherfucker, hoping he would tell her why he had brought
her here. She had been doing fine on her own. Did he want to
help her? Was that it? Did he think he was doing her a favour? She didn’t need
his help. She had buried her whole family. She didn’t need anyone anymore. 


The man swallowed
another mouthful of food with a loud gulp. He set his spoon down and looked
Andria dead in the eye. ‘Do you remember me?’ She looked at him with no
recollection of ever seeing him before. He asked again, ‘Do you know my name?’
She still didn't answer. ‘I know your name. Andria Walker.’ That meant nothing.
He could have gone through her belongings, those that she carried with her.
‘You really don’t remember, me do you?’ Again, she just sat there looking at
him. ‘My dad’s name was Hank Greary. You cared for him...’ It clicked into
place. The son of a man who used to be under Andria’s care, back when she was
working in the care home. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw you - and saw the
state of you.’ He paused a moment. ‘I’m sorry about your family.’ 


‘My family is fine,’
Andria snapped.


‘Oh, so that wasn’t
their graves you were standing over? That wasn’t their blood splashed over your
clothes?’ Andria looked down at the clothes she was
wearing. A jumper and jeans. The blood had dried brown. ‘I’m not sure what
happened. Not sure I want to know. There’s enough horror out there. I just knew
I wanted to help you...’


‘So you kidnapped me.’


‘You’re not exactly a
kid.’ 


Silence.


‘You were crying so
loudly. You’re lucky I heard you while I was out there looking for more food.
Could have been a lot worse. Could have been one of them...’


Andria didn’t say
anything but part of her wished it had been one of them. At
least it would have been over by now. She could have
laid with her family, no care in the world. 


‘...I knew I didn’t have
time to convince you to come back with me. I hadn’t long since snuck past some
of them, out in the woods, and I knew they would have been close behind. Did
what I had to do to ensure you’d come and, honestly, I’m sorry if I hurt you.
Didn’t mean to.’ He paused a moment, perhaps hoping Andria would say that it
was okay and that she forgave him, but there was nothing. ‘Anyway, my name is
Bob. I mean, my name is Robert but my friends call me Bob.’


‘If you were trying to
help me yesterday than why was I restrained?’


‘Didn’t know how’d you
wake up. Could have woken up like one of them, or even just angry. Had to
protect myself.’ He paused a moment. ‘Not restrained now, are you?’


Andria looked down
again. No restraints.


‘So I’m free to go?’


‘You can’t go.’


‘So I am a prisoner.’


‘You’re not a prisoner.
You’re a guest. You can’t go because there is nowhere left to go out
there.’ 


‘I have other family. My
mother, June. And my brother Russ.’


‘Dead.’ 


Silence.


Bob explained, ‘Everyone
is dead now. It’s just you and me and them.’ 


‘That’s not true.’


‘You’re the only person
I saw out there.’


‘There are others.’


‘There aren’t. Did you
see them?’ 


Andria had seen no one.
The caravan park had been evacuated. Only her family had stayed behind,
grouping together there as they’d figured it had been the safest place to wait
for the real help to come. They had been wrong though, and it had cost them
their lives. Well, everyone but Andria. She was the unlucky one who got to stay
behind and ensure the family were buried. Make sure they didn’t join the ranks
of them.


‘You were always so kind
to my dad. It will be nice to look after you. I mean we always tipped you at
Christmas, in a little card, but it’ll be nice to properly repay your kindness
to my old father.’


‘I’m not staying here.’


Bob tried to hide his
obvious frustration. He asked, ‘Where are you going to go? Everyone you know is
dead and if you leave here, you’ll die too.’


Silence.


‘If you’re not going to
eat, at least let me show you around?’


















A NEW HOME


 


Bob looked proud of
himself as he showed Andria around. A self-satisfied grin on his face which,
somehow, made Andria feel a little more uncomfortable. He opened the next door
and let her see the kitchen. The room was near enough bare other than a stack
of tins in the corner. Tinned sweetcorn, tinned peas, tinned carrots, tinned
soups, tinned beans... All with a long shelf-life.


‘I mean, I know it’s not
perfect. We’re going to need food, but it is a start. There’s enough to last us
a while.’ He paused a moment as Andria looked around the kitchen, scanning the
various cans with a quick glance. ‘I try and go out once a week. No more than
that though as I don’t want to be followed back, you know?’ When she didn’t
answer again, he carried on explaining how he survived in this world. ‘Most of
the nearby occupants have left, or they’ve joined them. Means that there
is some food foraging to be had in the houses out there without having to
travel for miles. Sadly the good food has already gone off but - yeah - tins.
Lots of tins to help ourselves to. Not that I expect you to go out there, of
course. You’re my guest. I’ll get the food in, you can just make sure the door
is open for when I get back.’ Bob stepped from the room and waited for Andria
to follow before closing the door. ‘I do ask that you keep the doors shut if
you’re not staying in the room. No reason other than I prefer it like that.
Makes things look tidier, you know?’ He started down the hallway
towards the next room, but suddenly stopped in his tracks. ‘Oh, just a thought,
there is some electricity thanks to the generator but, for obvious reasons, I
prefer to keep it off at night. If you need to get around, there are boxes of
candles. You can light one, keep it lit for as long as you need it, then put it
out. Okay?’ Andria didn’t answer again. In her head, she was just waiting to
find an opportunity to get away from him. Get out there and get back to her own
home. ‘Found the candles in one of my neighbour’s homes. They had a stack of
them. Not sure why. We rarely have power-cuts around here so it seems a little
pointless, you know?’ He shrugged. ‘Still, what they did with their money was
no business of mine. If they wanted to buy a ton of candles... so be it.’ He
shrugged again and carried on down the corridor to the next door.


The living room.


The windows were boarded
up with planks of wood. It wasn’t a good job. It was a quick job done out of
necessity. Everything else in the room was normal enough; a television, a
settee, a coffee table, a bookcase filled with books.


‘This is the day room,’
Bob said as he held the door open for Andria to step in. She didn’t though. She
waited in the doorway. 


‘What happened to your
dad?’ she asked carefully, so as not to cause upset on the off-chance it was a
sensitive subject.


‘Dead.’


Silence.


‘I’m sorry.’ Andria
didn’t like Bob because of where she found herself now. Truth be told, she couldn’t
remember him visiting the care home but she definitely remembered his father.
He had been a quiet man who mostly kept himself to himself.
‘Did he...?’


‘He died before they
came,’ Bob said quietly, anticipating the rest of her question. ‘A
blessing, I guess.’


‘What about other family
members? Is there anyone else?’ Andria pushed him to answer. She hoped that,
like her, he was alone. He looked down at the floor,
avoiding eye-contact. Andria kept pushing, ‘I don’t remember Hank having any visitors
other than you...’


Bob looked up. The
sadness in his eyes was obvious, yet it was tinged with hope. ‘So you do
remember me?’ 


‘Why would I not? You
were there pretty much every week.’


Bob smiled. ‘I was.’


‘Yes, I remember.’


‘Dad was good to me. I
wanted to be good to him when he needed me.’ He smiled. ‘You know I was there
when he died, right? I was right there with him.’ Bob almost seemed proud of
the fact. ‘He didn’t die alone.’ 


‘That’s good.’ She
paused for a moment before asking, ‘But if...’ She stopped herself from
finishing the sentence.


‘What is it?’


‘I don’t want to upset
you. Forget I said anything.’


‘Please don’t do that.
Talk to me. We’re friends,’ Bob said. The way he said friends sent a
shiver down Andria’s spine. She reluctantly carried on with what she was
saying.


‘How come you’re doing
all this?’ she asked. 


‘What do you mean?’


‘How come you’re still
fighting? You know, before you found me, I was contemplating ending my own
life. I’d rather go out on my terms. I just wondered, with things the way they
are, why would you want to carry on fighting?’ She figured that if she could
convince him that there was nothing left to live for then maybe he’d let her go
so that he could end his own, miserable life. 


‘Because I promised my
dad that I wouldn’t give up.’


‘What? I thought you
said he died before they came?’ 


‘He did but... but what
you don’t know about me is I had a wife and kid. She left me and took my boy.
I’m not allowed to see them anymore. I don’t even know where they live - if
they’re even still alive. Before things went to hell, Dad told me not to let
what happened with my partner and kid stop me from finding someone else to be
happy with. You know, someone new. He said there is someone out there for all
of us, it was just that Hazel clearly wasn’t the one for me. Keep looking, he
said. He said that if I don’t give up, I’ll find her and then, with her, I’d
have the happiness I desperately wanted.’ Andria noticed Bob’s eyes well up as
he recalled the conversation with his dad. ‘The last thing he said to me was, don’t
give up.’ Andria didn’t say anything, she just hoped that he would suddenly
turn to her and tell her she could go. Then, as she walked away from the
house, she hoped she’d hear the sound of a single gunshot as he repainted the
living room wall with his sick and twisted brains. ‘The very last thing he said
to me. Dad didn’t want me to give up, so I’m not going to. I mean, I know the
world has changed and so has the game but does that really mean we can’t find
happiness?’


‘There’s no happiness
out there.’ 


‘There is. We just need
to look for it.’


‘There’s nothing. A few
of us and hundreds and thousands of them.’


‘That’s what I was doing
when we met out near your caravan...’


Andria looked at him,
unsure of what he was getting at.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I was looking for my
happiness.’

















REVELATION


 


Andria didn’t need Bob
to say it. She knew what he was referring to. He was looking for his happiness.
He was looking for what his dad had promised him on his death bed. He was
looking for that someone who was out there, someone willing to love him
as he could love her. And, in that single moment, Andria knew she wouldn’t be
leaving the house. At least, not with his blessing. 


‘I found you just as you
were about to kill yourself,’ Bob said. ‘You were going to take your life and I
found you and stepped in before you could. That was fate. This... us... it
was meant to be.’


‘You’re wrong.’


‘No, I’m not. It’s you
and me. It’s us versus them now. The world might have gone to shit, but it’s
you and me now. We can still be happy.’ 


‘You’re insane,’ Andria said,
and she took a step back, only stopping when her back hit the wall. ‘There is
no us. We are not a couple.’


‘Not yet, no, but in
time we could be.’


‘You need to understand
this, I’m not staying here. I have family waiting for me. My mum. My brother.
I’m leaving this place and I’m going to find them.’


‘You said you wanted to
kill yourself...’


‘I was going to. That’s
what I wanted to do... And then I remembered my mum and my brother and that
they might still be out there somewhere. I need to find them...’ 


‘You don’t need to put
yourself in danger by going to look for them. I told you, they’re dead.
Everyone is dead. It’s just you and me and them.’ 


‘You don’t know that.’


‘Out there when I’ve
been looking for food, not once have I seen anyone else. You were the only
person I found...’


‘When it all started,
there was a broadcast telling people where to go. A safe zone apparently. Rob
and I didn’t want to go. We were worried that, if we did, we’d be
separated from the kids even if they had managed to get to us.
But things are different now. I need to go to the safe zone and see if my...’


Bob cut her off again
and said, ‘I’ve told you, they’re dead. Everyone is dead. The safe zone was
overrun and...’


‘You don’t know that!
You’ll just say anything to get me to stay.’


‘I can’t let you go out
there knowing what is waiting for you.’


‘I’m not staying here.’


‘If you go out there,
you will die. Just like everyone else. You’ll become one of them and that will
be it. Do you really want to end up like that?’ He didn’t wait for her to
answer before continuing, ‘You stay here with me and you’ll be protected and...’


‘I have to go and find...’


‘If there is anyone out
there - which there isn’t - they’ll find us. They’ll find us and they’ll take
us to wherever they’re taking survivors but, I’m telling you—’


‘I’m not staying here.’


‘Give it a week. The
last time I went out there, the place was swarming...’


‘Of course it was,’
Andria interrupted him.


‘Please don’t interrupt
me. I really don’t like being interrupted.’


‘I’m not staying here.
You have to hear me. I’m not staying...’


‘YES YOU ARE!’ Bob
suddenly shouted, his face instantly flushing red and the
veins on the side of his temple sticking out. Andria
stopped talking, worried that if she carried on, he’d lash out in a further
demonstration of his increasing anger. He took a couple of deep breaths as he
visibly tried to calm himself down. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout.’


‘No, I’m sorry,’ Andria
said, hoping to help calm his temper. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. I just miss
my family, that’s all.’


‘I’m sorry they’re
dead.’ He paused momentarily to compose himself before continuing. ‘Let me show
you the rest of the house.’ He moved away from the living room, then stopped and
turned back to face her. ‘It will be dark in a couple of hours. Just stay here
the night and tomorrow, if you still want to leave, I’ll walk you to wherever
you want to be taken. That’s my offer...’


‘I don’t need you to walk
me anywhere.’


‘It’s not up for debate.
I’m not leaving you out there by yourself. I brought you here, and for that I
am sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. I’ll take you where you need
to be and then I’ll leave you alone. Unless...’ Andria waited with trepidation for
him to finish his sentence. ‘Unless they’re all dead and there is no one out
there. Then maybe you’ll want to come back here with me?’


‘I just need to see...’


‘And I’ll take you
there, I promise. But only if you still want to leave in the morning. If you
do, we’ll leave really early so we have a full day of travel. Okay?’


Andria nodded.


‘That’s a fair
compromise, yes?’


She nodded again, not
willing to upset him further.


‘Thank you.’ He smiled
and then said, ‘You know, I’m not the monster you perceive me to be.’


Andria lied, ‘I don’t
think of you as a monster. I just want to find my mum and brother.’


‘You look at me like I
am a monster.’ 


‘I just don’t feel
settled. You took me from my home...’


Bob looked at the floor,
embarrassed. He shuffled his feet. ‘I didn’t know what else to do. They were on
my tail and I knew I wouldn’t have had time to explain before we were
surrounded. I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing.’ 


Andria didn’t say
anything although she wanted to scream at him, how is knocking someone out
and kidnapping them doing the right thing?!


‘Like I said,’ Bob
continued, ‘if you want to leave tomorrow morning, then that’s not a problem.
We’ll walk out the front door together.’ 


Andria smiled nervously.
Part of her wondered whether it was a trick, but she hoped it wasn’t. She wanted
to believe him. ‘Okay,’ she said. 


















SHATTERED DREAMS


 


This is the
way it had happened, not that Andria wanted to relive it again. She had
been watering her tomato plants. The sun had been shining high.
The sky was blue. It was the perfect day to be outside, enjoying herself. She
knew that Rob was about to step out of the caravan and she knew what he was
going to say. She knew it all word for word.


The news is going
mental.


Rob stepped out of the
caravan. He said, ‘The news is going mental.’


What do you mean?


‘What do you mean?’ the
Dream-Andria asked.


She remembered thinking at
the team that he meant there had been another terrorist attack. Every other
month someone was shooting up a group of tourists or school kids, blaming some
religious cause or another. And if they weren’t shooting they were blowing shit
up. That was the world we live in now. She was right though. It was some kind
of terrorist attack, just not like anything they had seen before. 


People going crazy in
towns.


‘People going crazy in
towns.’


‘Towns? Or town?’


‘Our fucking town, the
next town, the town further than that... all over the shop. People going
fucking insane, biting other people.’


‘What?’


‘They’ve been telling people
to stay in,’ he continued. ‘If you have to go out, they’re saying to avoid
built-up areas.’


‘Well... why? What’s
happening?’


‘They have no idea -
people just tearing the world up for seemingly no reason. They’re thinking it
might be a gas attack across multiple towns but truth is, no one really knows.’



‘So what are we supposed
to do?’ 


This was
where the car came screeching around the corner, kicking up dirt and dust
behind as it did so. This was where Andria and Rob
would turn to see what the commotion was. Their children. Somehow together
despite not living together, or even that close to one another. She knew how
the story ended but she never knew how it had started. How had
they come to be travelling together? What had happened? Or
rather, what had happened to cause...


The car screeched to a
halt and Oli jumped out with an expression of panic on his face. He ran over to
Rob and Andria. They had been just standing there, confused as
to what the hell was going on. 


‘She’s been bitten!’ he
yelled.


‘What?’ Rob had
been the first to respond when it happened and he was, unsurprisingly, the
first to respond in the dream too. He hurried over to see what was happening in
the car. Who had been bitten? Bitten by what? Andria followed even though she
didn’t want to. She wanted to wake up. She wanted to dream about something else
and yet... She looked into the back of the car. Becky was lying across Jack.
Her arm had been bitten with a chunk of flesh hanging
off. Her skin was sweaty. Pale. Her eyes rolled around in the back of her head.


‘What the hell
happened?’ Rob asked. ‘What the fuck did this to her?’ Without waiting for an answer
he leaned in to help pull Becky from the car. Andria wanted to stop him. She
wanted to get involved but she was rooted to the spot, just as she had been
when it had first happened. She knew that Rob was about
to get bitten and Jack was about to get scratched too as Becky was about to go
into a full on frenzy; clawing and biting in all directions.


Andria hadn’t
closed her eyes when this had really happened and
yet, somehow, she managed to do it now. She scrunched her eyes up so tight that not
even the faintest glimmer of light shone through. This was
new. Changing the course of the dream. This is new.


‘Wake up,’ she said out
loud - an instruction usually uttered deep in her subconscious where it went
unheard.


‘Honey, help us.’ Rob
reached into the car.


Wake up...


Wake up...


Wake up...


‘WAKE UP!’ 


Andria sat bolt upright
on the single bed with sweat dripping from her brow. She was sitting –
alone - in the bedroom he had set up for her. Light was shining in through the
narrow, barred window. Morning had come.


‘Bad dream?’ 


Andria jumped at the
sound of his voice. Bob was standing in the open doorway. He had come to wake
her up, worried that - if he hadn’t - she would have
missed breakfast. The most important meal of the day. Andria didn’t say
anything. 


‘I’ve made us some
breakfast,’ he said. Bob didn’t wait for her to respond. He turned away and
walked back through the house to the dining room where two bowls of cereal
(soaking in water) were waiting. He knew she would follow when she was ready. 

















LIAR


 


By the time Andria reached
the dining room, Bob was nearly finished with his own breakfast.


‘Was wondering whether
you’d fallen asleep again,’ he said.


‘I just needed a bit of
time to myself.’


‘Bad dream.’


‘Could say that.’


‘May I ask what
happened?’


‘You said yesterday that
if I still wanted to go, you’d let me leave. Well, I still want to go.’


Bob showed no emotion as
he said, ‘Why don’t you sit down and have breakfast first. We need to have our
strength if we’re to be travelling for the full day, otherwise we won’t get
very far at all.’ She didn’t move. ‘Come on, it’s important. We have plenty of
time.’


Andria hesitated a
moment. Bob watched. He could see her working things out. Keep Bob sweet,
get freed. She sat down opposite him. Another hesitation and then, finally,
she started eating her breakfast. Bob smiled. He was in control.


‘What was the dream
about?’ 


‘I don’t want to talk
about it.’


‘You know, people say
that dreams often work in reverse. So, if something bad happens in the dream,
something good is due to happen in reality.’


‘Who said that?’


Bob shrugged. ‘People.’


‘Then they’re wrong.
Something bad already happened. The dream was about that.’


‘I often dream about my
father. You know, that final moment. Those last words...’


Andria knew what he was
doing. Or what he was about to do. A final, last ditch attempt to convince her
to stay with him. 


‘We’re leaving just as
soon as I finish this,’ she said so that there were no crossed signals. He
answered with nothing but a smile as silence set in between them once more.


‘So what was the dream
about?’ he said, disturbing the quiet and pushing her for an answer.


‘If you must know, I
dreamt about my family.’


‘Surely that would be a
nice dream?’


‘My husband and kids,’
she explained. ‘I dreamed about what happened to them. I keep seeing it in my
dreams. The whole day, everything that happened and usually - no matter how
much I want to - I can’t wake up until the story is complete. I relive it at
least once a week. At least.’


‘Maybe it would help to
talk about it?’


‘I told you, I don’t
want to talk about it.’


‘But if you did... it
might help. Might get it off your mind to talk it through with someone else.’
Bob sat back. ‘I’m not going to force you but, if you do want to talk about it,
I’m here for you. No judgement.’ He continued, ‘I shared about my dad and you
listened so it’s only fair...’


‘It was the day when the
announcements first came on the television, before the channels went dead. Rob came
out of the caravan where we lived to tell me the news. He was in the middle of
telling me how everything was kicking off when my children arrived.’ She paused
a moment as she went through the events in her head. ‘I don't even know how
they came to be together, but there they were. My
eldest had driven them in. The way he was driving, it
beggars belief they didn’t have an accident before they even
got to us... but there they were.’ Her eyes started to well up.
‘My daughter had been bitten. We never did find out by who.
When Rob went to help get her out of the car she just flew into a frenzied
rage. She bit him and scratched Jack, my youngest.’


‘I’m so sorry.’


‘Of course we didn’t
know what it meant at the time. Oli explained that when people were bitten,
they changed. Well, we know that’s the case now. Back then though, we didn’t
understand what he was talking about. We took her into the caravan and put her
to bed, trying to keep her cool by putting a wet flannel on her forehead. She
was in so much pain, writhing around and screaming out. Jack mentioned the safe
houses they had been talking about on the news but we were
worried Becky’s condition would worsen if we tried to move her. That wasn’t the
only reason we stayed put though. I can’t remember who brought it up first but someone
said that if we took Becky there she’d be taken away and put into some kind of
quarantine.’ A tear rolled down Andria’s cheek. She wiped it away with the back
of her hand. ‘We didn’t want that. We wanted to stay together.’ Another tear
wiped away. ‘That night, she turned. Oli was watching over her while the rest
of us were asleep. She bit him. He ended up hitting her...’ She took a couple
of deep breaths, clearly struggling to compose herself and stop herself from
bursting into uncontrollable floods of tears. ‘His fist went straight through
her head as though her skull was plasterboard.’ Bob
was staring at Andria with his mouth agape. Was this true or was she playing
for sympathy? ‘We were trying to calm him down, Jack and I. Rob was stuck in
bed with aching limbs and a fever. Oli kept screaming that the bitch had killed
him. We knew then that it was only a matter of time before Rob turned too. We
spoke to him, Jack and I, and he told us to kill him before he hurt any of us.
I couldn’t do it. He screamed that we had to. In the end Jack did it. Oli took
his own life. By then we thought that was it. Jack helped me bury them.
Promised me that he wouldn’t leave me and that we’d stick together until help
came... and that was when he got sick. Where Becky had scratched him... The wounds
were oozing... He was infected too. I’d lost my family.’ She wiped more tears
from her pained face. ‘That’s what I keep reliving.’ She looked at Bob for a
response but he had nothing. He was just sitting opposite her, looking sorry
for her. A monster with empathy at least. ‘You said we could leave,’ she
continued. ‘I want to go now. I have to try and find my mum and my brother. I
can’t not try...’


Bob shook his head. ‘I’m
sorry... I can’t let you leave.’ 


‘What?’ She felt her
face redden as her anger started to rise. As she opened her mouth to start
screaming about the deal they’d had, Bob leaned forward
and hit her hard on the side of her head. Her head snapped to the left with the
force of the blow and - just like that - she was out cold. 


















I LOVE YOU, MUM


 


Jack was digging in the
earth next to two other spaces where the dirt had been disturbed. Andria
watched on with tears streaming down her face. Sweat dripped from Jack’s, both from
exhaustion and the fever that gripped his body.


‘I don’t want to see
this again,’ Andria told Jack. This wasn’t part of the dream usually. This was
new. An addition as she took control. Jack didn’t answer her. Just because she
had learned to speak out, it didn’t mean the others would respond. ‘I said, I
don’t want to see this again.’ Andria wasn’t sure if she was being heard or ignored,
but it didn’t make any difference. ‘Jack, please...’


Jack climbed out of the
grave he had dug for himself and wiped his brow with the back of his hand.


‘Don’t cry, Mum.’


‘How can I not?’ 


‘This is for the best.’


Andria knew Jack was
right but it didn’t make it any easier. 


‘Why is this happening?’
Andria asked, wiping her face clean of tears. 


Jack shrugged. He had
heard the news reports, like everyone else but, also like everyone else, he had
no idea. Some people said it was a chemical attack, so-called eye-witnesses
like Colleen Cassidy on Meridien News and Baylie Poller on Channel 5. Others -
Christine Feldon and Frank Meyers - said people were just going crazy for
seemingly no reason when they were interviewed. And then you had your crackpots
coming out of the woodwork, Sammi Brierley and Helen M. Helton screaming
about Judgement Day being upon us... Jack shrugged again. ‘I don’t know.’


‘There must be some
other way.’


‘There isn’t. If I don’t
do this...’ He stopped. He didn’t need to say the words. He knew he would
attack her when he became one of them. He didn’t need to finish
the sentence. He just needed to get this done before he bottled it or it was
too late.


He picked the garden
shears up from where they were sticking out of the hard mud. He looked at the
tip of the blade. It wasn’t pin-prick sharp but it was sharp enough for what
needed doing. He looked at Andria whose eyes were fixed upon him. She said nothing,
but her body language screaming at him not to do it. Consequences be damned. 


‘Can you go inside?’ he
asked.


‘I’m not leaving you.’


‘Please, Mum, don’t make
this any harder than it already is.’ She still didn’t move. ‘Please.’


‘I can’t let you do it.’


‘You don’t have a
choice. Please... just go inside.’


She hesitated again but took a
step back.


‘Please,’ he said again.


‘I love you,’ she said.


He smiled at her. He
couldn’t remember the last time they had said that to one another and this was
the only good thing about the dream; the fact Andria got to live this
particular moment over and over.


‘I love you, Mum.’


‘Can I hug you?’ she
asked as she took a step forward. 


Jack held his hand out
to stop her. It had been easy for him to catch whatever this was. He couldn’t
risk a hug, no matter how much he wanted to. Andria understood.


‘I love you,’ he said
again. He nodded towards the caravan, signalling that it was time for her to go
in. She understood. She nodded.


‘I wish...’ She stopped
a moment before continuing, ‘I wish things could have been different.’ And then,
doing her best to display a brave face, she said, ‘I’ll see you soon.’ 


He smiled. ‘Hopefully
not too soon.’


She turned away from her
son and headed into the caravan. She gave him a final glance before she went
inside. He was sitting in his open grave, looking
down at the blade of the garden shears in his hands. He caught
sight of Andria watching him.


‘Give me a bit of time
before you come back out, yeah?’ The fear was evident in his voice yet Andria
knew she wouldn’t be able to persuade him not to
do it and she knew he’d refuse any help. He had to do it
alone, even though he knew how hard it was going to be. It was for the best.
He didn’t want to become one of them and he didn’t want to hurt his mum. ‘Love
you.’ Kinder words than asking for more time. His mum smiled at him. Andria closed
the door. Goodbye.


Jack looked back down at the
garden shears. Would it be easier to slam his head - eye first - down onto
the blades, or to bring them up and ram them through his eye with force. He
swallowed hard. Nerves.


Inside the caravan,
Andria dropped to her knees. More tears streamed down her face, and the single
thought in her head brought her zero comfort: He’ll be at peace soon.


















THE TWO OF US


 


Andria woke up crying.
She wasn’t sure if it was because of the pain of
being punched or the terrifying realisation she wasn’t going
anywhere. Maybe it was the dream that had brought her tears?
Getting to hear her son, as if he was still here with
her, standing close and telling her he loved her... Maybe it was a mixture of
all three: dreams, pain and fear?


She was tied to the bed.
Fully dressed. Still wearing the same clothes she’d been brought to the house
in. She tried to pull free from the restraints but it was pointless. She wasn’t
going anywhere.


‘I was just resting my
hand on the floor...’ Bob’s voice came from the corner of the room, making her
jump. She twisted her head and saw that he was sitting on the floor just a few
feet away from her. He wasn’t bothered that she was trying to pull free from
the restraints, he was engrossed in something else... ‘This little spider came
over and started crawling over my fingers. Look! Little feet tickling my skin
and I can feel the web it’s trying to make on me... It’s almost as though he
wants to be on me because he knows I will keep him safe from the evils of the
world... The same way I’m going to keep you safe.’ 


Andria didn’t say
anything. She didn’t dare. Bob got up and crossed the
room to where she laid on the bed. He knelt down next to her and put his hand
on her jumper. He waited patiently until the spider left him and started
exploring her too.


‘See? In this world we
need to look after each other. It’s us against them and the moment we’re not
part of a team, we’re one step closer to becoming one of them... Us against
them. Make sure you remember that.’ 


Andria watched as the
small spider started exploring the fabric of her jumper, weaving its web as it
did so. She hated spiders and desperately wanted it off her
before it ventured onto any part of her skin or, even worse, her face. She
didn’t tell him to remove it though. She tried to keep calm, fearing he might suddenly
lose his temper again.


‘I’m sorry I hit you,’
he said. 


She didn’t forgive him.


‘You were becoming
hysterical. Sometimes, when a woman gets in that state, you need to just... you
know... Put an end to it before it gets any worse.’


She still didn’t forgive
him. 


‘I hope your face isn’t
too sore.’


She was giving him the
silent treatment.


‘Listen. I know I said
we could leave and that I would take you back to where you needed to be but...’
He paused a moment. Andria could see him desperately trying to weave his own
spider web of lies. ‘I snuck out last night and they’re all around us. We’d
never make it. We really need to stay here. It’s for the best.’ 


She shook her head but
still didn’t dare question him.


‘What is it?’


This time she spoke. ‘Nothing.’


‘If it was nothing then
you wouldn’t be shaking your head.’ His voice got sterner. Andria knew that she
was going to be punished anyway, regardless of whether or not she spoke her
mind. She was in a no-win situation.


‘They’ve managed to
surround us and yet you still got back here okay?’


‘I’m good at sneaking
around them.’


Andria didn’t know much
about them but one thing she did know was they could smell the
uninfected. Your smell told them you were different to them. They almost seemed
to anticipate the taste you offered if they were to
bite into you. There was no sneaking around them - certainly not if there was a
big group. 


‘Why are you doing
this?’ he asked.


‘I’m not doing
anything.’


‘You’re trying to drive
a wedge between us. You’re trying to insinuate that I’m lying, that I’m a bad
person. All I am trying to do is... I’m trying to help you. Us. I’m trying to
help us.’


‘I’m not doing
anything,’ she said again. 


He leaned forward and
pressed his thumb against the spider, squashing it dead. ‘If I’d wanted to I
could have killed you. I could have left you to die. But I didn’t. I came to
your rescue.’


‘I didn’t need
rescuing.’


‘You were going to kill
yourself.’


‘It was a thought I had,
yes, but then I remembered my mum and my brother and I wanted to live. Now
you’ve taken my life away from me...’


‘By offering you a safer
one.’ 


He stood up. The sudden
movement made Andria flinch.


‘What? You think I’m
going to hit you again?’ He shook his head. ‘You really do think I’m a
monster.’ He almost looked hurt. Without waiting for her to answer, he walked out
of the room. The metal door clanged shut behind him. Andria didn’t want to be
in the room and neither did she want to be restrained but, even so, she felt
her body relax. She didn’t want to be here but at least she was alone.


Outside the door, Bob
stopped. He needed things to work with Andria. He didn’t want to have to survive
alone in this world. He wanted more than to just survive. He wanted a
relationship. He wanted someone to love. He wanted happiness. He wanted
Andria. His father’s words played through his head; a broken record on
repeat, seemingly getting louder and louder and louder...


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


‘Shut up. You know
nothing!’ Bob hissed at his father’s memory. 


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


‘SHUT UP!’ Bob shouted as
the drums continued to bang inside his skull. He ran down the corridor to his
own room, not caring if Andria heard his outburst. The way she was being at the
moment... so what if she had? 


















HARSH WORDS


 


Bob didn’t need to be
asleep to remember. His memories came whenever he had a quiet moment to
himself. It didn’t matter if he was awake or asleep – the memories,
welcome or not, were always close.


Hank Greary swallowed
the water down as his son carefully tilted the glass back. When he’d had
enough, he coughed and spluttered the water back into the glass. Bob apologised
and moved the cup away as his father rested his tired head back down on the
soft pillow.


‘Well of course she left
you,’ Hank hissed. A miserable old man despite the act he put on for the
carers. ‘You’re like me. The apple never falls far from the tree, my boy. A
worthless piece of trash. A bumbling idiot...’ His eyes fixed upon his pasty-faced,
overweight son. ‘Look at you, you’re a disgrace. How you even managed to find
someone in the first place is beyond me. Still, I don’t know why you stuck it
out. It was obvious you wouldn’t have been good enough to keep her. You just
set yourself up for this hurt...’


Wednesday morning. Bob
had finally decided to tell his dad that his wife of two years was leaving him
for another man. It was bad enough to hear your wife didn’t love you anymore
but for her to leave because of another man... Somehow that made it that little
bit worse.


‘I don’t need to know
what he is like. Wouldn’t take much for someone to be better than you. I mean,
look at you... you can’t even eat your dinner properly.’ Hank had noticed the
orange spaghetti sauce stain down the front of Bob’s jumper. The spillage had
occurred the previous night when he’d been eating dinner and until his father had
pointed it out, Bob had clean forgotten about it. He’d just thrown it back on
this morning because it had been close to hand. ‘You’re a mess, boy.’


Bob set the glass of
water down on a little bedside cabinet at the side of the bed,
then took his seat next to where his father lay.


‘Why do you always say
these things to me?’ he asked. Even though Hank had only just found out his son
had lost his wife, he hadn’t been a pleasant man to be around during their
previous visits. The older he had got, the more
venomous his tongue had become. He was an angry man. Angry that most
of his friends were dead now and those that were still alive weren’t able to
visit him in the care home. Angry that he was still alive, seemingly abandoned
by God. Just angry about everything, and most of that anger was always steered
towards his boy, the only person who visited him.


‘Because you’re stupid
enough to keep coming back.’


Bob didn’t say anything.
He wanted to snap back but it wasn’t worth it. He knew his dad was just bitter
because of his age. He liked to pretend that, actually, his father was proud of
him on some level and that cruel things he said were nothing more than lies
born of frustration and his resentment of the world around him, not actually
about him. 


‘So I suppose you’ll be
getting divorced next then? Your mother would have been so proud...’ Bob closed
his eyes and tried to go to his happy place. He hated it when Hank spoke about his
mother. She’d died during childbirth; another reason for his father to hate
him. The only snippets he knew were from stories recounted by his dad, back in
the days when he wasn’t an obnoxious old cunt or a pissed-up alcoholic. Back in
the days when he pretended to be a real dad. Days long gone. ‘She’d be
turning in her grave.’


‘Please don’t talk about
Mum like that.’


Hank had become quiet
for a moment. Only a moment.


‘You’ll be like me, you
will. Alone. See you end up in a place like this with no one visiting you...’


‘You don’t have no one
visiting you. You have me.’


‘Fat lot of good you
are,’ Hank spat.


‘Why are you so cruel to
me?’


‘Oh, what, are you going
to cry now? Grow some fucking balls and get a grip. No wonder you’re alone. No
one likes a pussy and that’s exactly what you are, a fucking pussy.’


‘Please, just shut up for
once.’ 


Hank looked at him with
an expression of half-shock and half-admiration. It was the first time he had
spoken up to him in as long as he could remember. And Bob wasn’t done...


‘And anyway, I won’t be
alone. There are plenty more fish in the sea. Just because one got away, it
doesn’t mean no others will come along and...’


‘Oh, don’t be so fucking
ridiculous, boy... Look at me... Your mother died and I didn’t find anyone else...’


‘Hard to spot them at
the bottom of the bottle,’ Bob shot back, finally tired of his old man’s put
downs. He had had plenty of opportunity to find someone else
but had decided to squander most of his life drinking. How Bob
hadn’t been taken away from Hank when he was younger, was something he’d never
understood. Sometimes he had even lain awake at night and
wished for someone to come along and take him away. Give him to a family that
cared. No one came though... And, on rare occasions, Bob was grateful for that.
For all his evils, this man was still his father and, deep down, there must
have been some love from both parties. Although that feeling was all but gone
now. As Hank became more vicious with his words, Bob was increasingly filled
with more resentment and bitterness.


‘You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right up until you die!’ 


‘Don’t say that!’


‘You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right up until you die!’ Hank laughed, happy that he
was getting to his son. ‘You’re going to die alone. Miserable and alone...’


‘Stop saying that!’ Bob
jumped up and pulled the pillow from beneath his father’s head. Without
thinking he put it over the old man’s face and pushed down hard. ‘Stop saying
that! Stop saying that! Stop saying that!’ Bob repeated over and over as the
old man’s limbs flailed around pathetically - too weak to get his overweight
son off. ‘Stop saying that! Stop saying that... Stop...’ The old man’s limbs
went limp just as Bob came to his senses. Despite knowing what he was doing, he
didn’t move away. He stayed there, with his weight pressing down on the pillow.
‘Stop saying that,’ he whispered, knowing that his father could no longer hear
him. Slowly, he pulled the pillow away. His old man’s expression was fixed in
place - eyes open and mouth agape. He was dead. Bob felt no sadness. He felt
nothing. Lifting his father’s head, he put the pillow back before sitting at the
side of the bed once more. He didn’t say anything. He just sat there, looking
at his father’s corpse.


Eventually he muttered,
‘I will find someone. I’ll find someone who will love me and we’ll be happy.
And you’ll see, I won’t be alone, like you. I’ll make something of myself. I’ll
have my little family.’ Before he even managed to finish the sentence, he was
weeping. 


















AN EMPTY HOUSE NO MORE


 


Bob had hated going home
to an empty house. His kid, his wife - both gone. He found the silence within
those once welcoming warms almost deafening. Even turning the television on and
cranking up the volume didn’t help bring any peace or give him any sense of
ease. The strange thing was, though, for a while he’d almost wanted to be
single. The constant arguments with his wife, the kid who refused to do what he was
told... he thought it would be better to be alone. Now they were gone though,
he wanted them back.


He sat on the bed he had once
shared with her and put his head in his hands. Thoughts of his wife and child,
and the final words his father had said all plagued him. Were they even alive
still? He wasn’t allowed to try and contact them, after what he had
done to her when she’d told him she was leaving. The restraining order meant he
had to keep his distance, but were they still alive? Knowing the world
has gone to hell, he wondered if the restraining order still stood? If the
phones started to work again - dead since the black out - should he try her
number? And what if they were okay and they wanted to come home? Better to be
with him then alone with them. What would he do with Andria?


‘Why are you doing this
to yourself?’ He shook his head. ‘She isn’t coming back. She isn’t even alive.
They’re all dead.’ He paused a moment to let the thought sink into his head.
‘They’re dead but she isn’t.’ He stood up and walked down the hallway to the
bedroom. She was his future now, she
just didn’t know it yet. Or rather, she hadn’t accepted it. We’ll see,
he thought. One way or another, he’d make her understand. He
wanted to go back and talk to her about her options, or lack of, and make it
clear that living with him really was her best option. He would treat her like
a princess and keep her safe. He would do anything for her. She just needed to
love him. It wasn’t much to ask.


His father’s words
played through his head once again.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


***


Andria turned towards
the metal door as it swung open with a loud creak. Bob was standing in the
doorway. The look in his eye, one which suggested he’d had enough bullshit,
made her feel uncomfortable from the get go. He stepped into the room and
kicked the door shut before sitting down next to her.


‘Look, I need to know if
this is going to work out,’ he said after pausing for a moment to reflect on
what he was going to say. Andria looked at him blankly. ‘Us,’ he explained. ‘I
need to know if this is something you’re going to be able to come around to or
whether I’m wasting my time.’ It was clear from her face that she didn’t know
what to say to him. On the one hand she could appease him to try and keep him
calm but, on the other, if she spoke the truth, he might finally realise she
couldn’t be kept prisoner like this. ‘I’m going to need an answer.’ 


Andria hesitated, then
said, ‘I want to go home.’


‘Where your children and
husband are rotting a few feet beneath the dirt? You really want to go back
there?’ 


‘To my mum...’


‘I keep telling you, she’s
dead. How many more times? It’s just you and me. Us. Us and them. I’m
the only option you have now... Surely that’s got to be better than becoming
one of them?’ He could tell by her face that she didn’t think so. He shook his
head in disbelief. ‘Am I really that bad?’ She didn’t answer. ‘You know, before
all this shit happened out there, people used to say I wouldn’t do that if
you were the last person on Earth... Well, I’m the last person on Earth. So,
you and me... living here together. Would you do it?’


‘I just want to go
home.’ 


‘This could be
your home. What’s the matter with you? Is it not nice enough? Are there bits
you want to change? We could decorate. Find some paint from somewhere and...’


‘This will never be
home.’


‘So I’m the last man on Earth
and I’ll never be good enough for you? I saved you...’


‘I wasn’t going to kill
myself. I wanted to live. Yes, for a minute I thought—’


‘I saved you.’ 


‘You took me!’ Andria
snapped.


The room fell silent.


‘Then you can go,’ Bob
said eventually.


‘What?’ 


‘You can go. But you
know they’ll get you, right? You know it won’t be long before you’re one of
them, yeah?’ He continued, ‘But you don’t care do you? Because you’d rather be
with them than with me.’ He laughed to himself.


Andria was almost afraid
to ask. ‘What’s funny?’


‘I thought I was saving
you by bringing you here but I wasn’t. I was just delaying the
inevitable.’ Andria didn’t answer him. She didn’t know what to say to him. ‘I
can’t convince you, can I?’


Andria shook her head.


‘You know you’ll die out
there, don’t you?’


Andria didn’t respond. She
needed to know if her mum and brother were still alive. She didn’t want to die,
she wanted to live. Just not with him.


‘I did you wrong and I’m
sorry for that but... let me make it up to you.’


‘You can make it up to
me by letting me go. Please, undo these restraints and let me go.’


‘I will, I will... But first...’
He pulled a knife from where it was tucked between his belt and jeans. A quick
movement. Andria flinched. ‘I’m going to speed things up for you. You’re ready
to become one of them... I can help.’


‘What?’ Alarmed. ‘Wait...’


But Bob didn’t wait. He
plunged the knife deep into her chest. Her eyes were wide... shock, surprise,
pain.


‘You want to be one of
them? When you wake up, that’s exactly what you’ll be. One of them. But, and
I’m really sorry about this, I lied again. You’re not going anywhere. You’re
staying here with me. Just the two of us. Maybe you and me... One of us
and one of them... Maybe we’ll bring some peace and show everyone that despite
the differences, a relationship like ours really can work. Surely they
can feel love just as we can? You might not love me as one of us, but I’m sure you’ll
love me as one of them.’


Andria was gasping like
a fish out of water. Bob pulled the knife from her chest. A dark red river of blood
poured from the gaping wound. 


‘They say there’s
someone out there for everyone. I never realised it would be one of them but that’s
fine with me. If this is the way it has to be, then I’ll take it. I’ll prove to
my dad that I can find someone. I’ll live my life happy ever after with a
gorgeous woman at my side. I mean sure, over the days, weeks, months you’ll
change. They all change. But our love will be more than just skin deep.’ He
wiped the knife down on the front of his trouser. ‘You go quietly now. You go
peacefully, my darling, and when you come back, I’ll be here waiting for you.’ 


Before he’d finished
talking, Andria’s breathing had become shallow. One last yank on her
restraints, but it was no good. It was over. It wouldn’t be long now... 


He undid his belt, took
off his trousers and climbed onto the bed with her. He dreamed of her waking up
soon with him inside her, consummating their new relationship.


You’ll never find
anyone. You’ll be alone right until you die.


‘You were
wrong, Dad. You were so wrong. I’m the last man on Earth,’ Bob started to
laugh, ‘and I proved you wrong.’


 


***
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