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Zoo animals are ambassadors for their cousins in the wild.” Jack Hanna
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   “You can take the lesser-spotted cock-womble out of its cage, but you can’t take the cage out of the lesser-spotted cock-womble.” Anon (in other words, nobody famous)
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   Roger Whipsnade didn’t like the way the Humboldt penguin looked at him. From its eyes, he deduced it wanted one of two things. Either it wanted to kill him, perhaps feed his giblets to the younger Humboldts, or it wanted to fuck him, after getting one of the other penguins to film it so they could all gather round and watch it on YouTube later on. Perhaps he was mistaking its stare, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He filled the trays with sardines and got the hell out of there.
 
   “Still scared of the penguins, huh?”
 
   Roger turned to find Brandie Stroman observing him from across the path. Beautiful wasn’t the word. In fact, he didn’t think there was a word for Brandie Stroman. She was five foot two of delectable brunette. Even in her ghastly green zoo uniform, she looked gorgeous, which was more than could be said for Roger, who looked like something that sprouted in the springtime.
 
   “Oh, er, I just didn’t like the way it was looking at me.” As chat-up lines went, it was piss-poor, right up there with “Get in the van,” and “Do you like Rod Stewart, too?”
 
   Brandie smiled, and it was genuine. That was the thing about Brandie Stroman; she didn’t have a bad bone in her body. At least not yet, Roger thought, and then quickly expunged it from his memory.
 
   “I don’t know much about penguins,” Brandie said, stepping closer to the enclosure, “but I’m pretty sure no one ever got killed to death by one.” 
 
   As curator of the primates, Brandie Stroman knew nothing at all about penguins, but Roger discerned that she was right. Sure, you might get pecked in the nuts or tripped over by their waddling feet, but you were more likely to be eaten by a gerbil than you were a penguin. Roger was too ashamed to ask if Brandie knew anything about interspecies buggery and changed the subject mighty fast.
 
   “So what brings you away from your monkeys?” A slightly better chat-up line, Roger thought, but still nowhere near good enough to make her knickers magically fall down, which wouldn’t be good anyway, not with that penguin staring at them through the glass and licking its lips.
 
   “Actually, I’m here for you.” The smile dropped from her face like an anvil, leaving her looking more contemplative than a fat man at a buffet. 
 
   Roger grinned. “Really? Here for me? Oh, I never thought this day would come.” Why was she not as excited by their newly-established love for one another as he was? Ah, and now she’s frowning because she’s not here to ask you out, you plum. “Chinn sent you, didn’t he?”
 
   Brandie nodded. “And he sounded pissed. You didn’t forget to feed the caimans again, did you?”
 
   Roger cast his mind back to that morning. He’d definitely mucked out the Galapagos tortoises, which were right next to the caimans. Only a fool would have forgotten to feed them. “I think I forgot to feed them again,” he said, gritting his teeth. Chinn was going to kill him, or at least give him a verbal warning. In baseball terms, he was on strike five.
 
   “Oh, Roger!” She sounded concerned. It was almost as if she knew the ice upon which her colleague walked was thinner than the pope’s little black book.
 
   “I know, my fault, but Chinn’s had it in for me ever since I started here. He looks forward to me fucking up just so he can yell at me. Do you know how difficult it is to keep a straight face when that toupee of his starts flapping about?”
 
   Brandie shook her head.
 
   “Well, it’s damn hard. Like watching a wombat swim.”
 
   “I think he’s just looking for someone to take his stress out on,” Brandie said, as if that should somehow comfort him. “You know what he gets like around Carnival Week.”
 
   Shit! Carnival Week! Roger had completely forgotten all about Cromer’s annual celebration, which just went to show how much of a hermit he had become. Other than work, he seldom ventured out of his bedsit. In fact, he got out less than Sister Wendy’s tits. His bedsit was a fort of empty pizza boxes and drained beer cans. If those Hoarders people came round, they’d sigh, wish him all the best, and head off back to where they came from.
 
   “I’d better go face the music,” Roger said, though he knew this particular music would be loud, brash, and full of fucks, like Enya. As he turned, a perfectly-manicured hand fell upon his arm. An involuntary noise escaped him; the exact same noise a teenager might make after ejaculating for the first time.
 
   “Come find me afterwards,” Brandie said. “Do you finish at six?”
 
   Roger nodded. Six, or thereabouts. Words caught in his throat, and now that damned penguin was watching again.
 
   “Maybe we could get a drink after work.” Brandie smiled. Roger shuffled around to where the penguin couldn’t see him, frightened that if it saw him accept her invitation, it would provoke it somehow.
 
   “Egh,” Roger said, smiling. In his head he’d said “yes” and Brandie obviously got the gist of it.
 
   “Great. Come find me when you’re done, and don’t forget to sort out the caimans.” She waved and made her way along the path, past the seals, past the otters, past the sign that said “TAKING PHOTOS WITH AN APPLE PHONE CAN INSULT THE ANIMALS – DON’T DO IT!”
 
   “Well gosh darn, that’s a turn-up for the books,” Roger said. Behind him, the penguin replied with a shrill squawk, which was more than enough to send Roger rushing for the sanctuary of William Chinn’s office, where a reproof awaited him with open arms.
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   Mr. Chinn’s office was a small cabin at the east side of the zoo. In fact, calling it an office could be considered offensive to real offices, which had space, desks, computers, and whiteboards with pictures of anatomically incorrect penises scrawled upon them. No, Willy Chinn liked to keep things simple. His idea of an office was a table, two wooden chairs, a map of the zoo, and a box of rubber bands, which he liked to flick at people as they left.
 
   Roger sat on a wooden chair with three legs, trying his damnedest not to topple over.
 
   “How long have you worked here at Bingham Zoo?” Chinn asked, stroking the ridiculously long lobe of his left ear. As he talked, his wig flapped up and down, and it was all Roger could do not to look at it.
 
   “Two years,” Roger said. “But there were those three months where I didn’t, in fact, work here.” Dammit! Why did I have to bring that up?
 
   “Ah, yes, the suspension. Have you since realised that our elephants don’t enjoy being ridden around the park?”
 
   Roger nodded. “I have,” he said, though Chinn knew as well as he did that Dumbo loved the shit out of it. “So I guess that makes twenty-one months all in all.”
 
   “Twenty-one months.” Chinn whistled, relaxing back in his seat. “That must be a record for someone of your calibre. Most numbnuts only last a few weeks, but not you, Mr. Whipsnade, oh no. There’s just no getting rid of you.”
 
   Roger felt his chair tip to the right. A second later, he was picking himself up from the cabin floor, brushing dust from his thighs and trying to make it look as if he’d meant for that to happen. Retaking his seat, he said, “I apologise for the caimans,” he said. “I could have sworn I saw to them this morning.” Though not in a court of law, he didn’t add.
 
   “Mr. Whipsnade, your continued incompetence and refusal to acknowledge that you may—and I’m no doctor here, so you might want a second opinion—not be correct in the head, is making it extremely difficult for me to see a future for you here at Bingham.”
 
   There it was. Roger had heard this speech before on several occasions, and despite his boss’s obvious scepticism toward him, here he remained, unbreakable, unsackable, unable to stay on his seat as he hit the deck with a meaty thump once again.
 
   As he clambered up from the cabin floor for a second time, William Chinn said, “Have you ever considered a job in telemarketing? I mean, think about it: no face-to-face contact with other human beings; you get a script to follow, so you don’t even have control over the nonsense falling out of your mouth; and the chair you have will no doubt be on castors. You can wheel that shit around the office and never topple over. It’s perfect!”
 
   Roger considered what Chinn was saying for a moment. If the old bastard wanted him out so badly, why didn’t he just fire him? Then he remembered. The zoo had an equal opportunities policy, which meant they had to employ at least one black man (Cedric Smith over in the bat cave), one Chinese woman (Ah Lam, whose knowledge of giant pandas was borderline Rain Man), and one dummy (that’ll be me). If they sacked Roger, they would have to replace him with another idiot, only that idiot would have to start from scratch, and forgetting to feed the caimans was something that took months of practice.
 
   “It won’t happen again, Mr. Chinn,” Roger said. “If it does, I will personally train up my replacement before I leave.”
 
   “The hell you will!” Chinn said. “In fact, my nephew has six toes, which pretty much makes him disabled, so there’s your replacement right there.” He took a deep breath and pinched his nose between thumb and forefinger. Roger didn’t know what it was, but whenever he was around people for too long, they found themselves on the receiving end of particularly painful headaches. “Look, Whipsnade, I’m going to be brutally honest with you.”
 
   That’s good, Roger thought. It means that everything he’s said so far is untrue.
 
   “I have never, in all my years as a zoo director, met such an inept muppet. Now, I don’t know whether you were dropped on your head as a child, and if you were I truly apologise, but I don’t know how much longer we can keep you on our books without me losing my temper and doing something that will see me facing ten to fifteen in the nick.”
 
   If that was a threat, Roger missed it completely. “Like I said, it won’t happen again.” He reached across the desk, steadying himself for a moment on the edge, and plucked up the pen sitting on top of Chinn’s zoo map. He scribbled something on the back of his hand, then thrust it across the desk for his superior to read.
 
   “Feed…the…caimans.” Chinn shook his head. “You see, that’s what I’m talking about, Whipsnade. As a zookeeper, feeding the caimans on time, without fail, is part of your job, and if you have to write it down on the back of your hand just so—”
 
   “But now that it’s there, it will be there forever.” Roger grinned. “No more baths, I promise.”
 
   William Chinn’s patience was now shorter than Lindsey Lohan’s grocery list. “Whipsnade, this is your final warning. I will have it in writing before the end of the day. In the meantime, please continue to bathe. You know what the tigers get like when they catch a bad whiff.” He almost regretted his advice immediately. Being mauled to death by tigers was not the worst thing that could happen to Roger Whipsnade. Sure, it would attract some bad press, but as Chinn’s grandmother once told him, “You just don’t fuck with tigers.”
 
   “Will that be all, Mr. Chinn?” Roger stood. The chair tottered on its good legs for a moment before toppling backwards.
 
   Chinn gestured to the door. 
 
   Outside, Roger breathed a sigh of relief. That went better than expected. He still had a job, even if it was only for the time being, and tonight he had a hot date with Brandie Stroman of the Primates.
 
   Life could be much worse, he thought as he headed back to aquatics, where a whole family of otters with empty bellies awaited him.
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   Jessica Hunt stood in front of the mirror, her Carnival Queen dress filling the room behind her like a giant marshmallow. This year she’d opted for bubblegum pink, and it was perfect, revealing just the right amount of cleavage.
 
   The Carnival Queen competition was all about standing out. It was no good entering if you were a plain Jane. It always surprised Jessica how many sewer rats showed up, sporting jeans and tee shirts, looking like something you’d throw a quid at just to make it go away.
 
   “I mean, what makes them think they can compete?” she asked her reflection. She waited a moment, just in case the other her had an answer.
 
   This was her year; she could feel it in her implants. She’d come so close last year, making it all the way to the final, only to be beaten at the last hurdle by that bitch, Lucinda Purdy.
 
   “Well, not this year, Miss Purdy,” she sneered. “This year is my year. I’ve got two new tits and lips that would make Mick Jagger jealous.” She smiled, pouted, grabbed her boobs as if they were trying to make good their escape.
 
   “Are you still posing up there or...?” came a shrill cry. “Oh, don’t worry about me, your own mother, not if you’ve got that mirror of yours for company, I’ll just…” Vera Hunt trailed off.
 
   Jessica sighed. “I’ll be down in a minute!” she screeched. Under her breath she added, “Wouldn’t want you to die of loneliness, you old bat.”
 
   She took a step back, slipping her arms out of the immense dress. With a lot of make-up and plenty of cleavage, this year’s crown is mine. Lucinda Purdy won’t have a leg to stand on.
 
   After changing out of her carnival dress, Jessica made her way downstairs, where her mother was preparing tea. Old and frail, Vera Hunt wouldn’t have looked out of place in an exhibition at the National Museum. What remained of her hair was silver. Her russet cardigan was peppered with stains from lord knows what. When she saw Jessica, she hissed like a cat, clicked her tongue like a bat, and made a noise that only giraffes make after a particularly spicy Rogan Josh.
 
   “And I was not posing,” Jessica said, slumping into her place at the dinner table like a petulant child.
 
   Her mother turned, placed a bowl of steaming vegetables on the table. “Were you standing in front of the mirror, or…?”
 
   After a moment, Jessica nodded.
 
   “Were you stroking your titties, and…?”
 
   Another nod.
 
   “Then if you weren’t posing, what the hell were you doing? I swear to the good lord of all that is holy and pure…” She mumbled something inaudible as she yanked open the oven and came out with a tray covered over with foil. As she placed it on the table, Jessica recoiled in horror. She knew what it was, could already smell it beneath its metallic wrapper.
 
   “Why, Mom? Why do you keep doing this to me?”
 
   Her mother peeled the tin-foil from the trout and grinned. Down at the bingo they call it—what is it again? Selective hearing or something…
 
   “You know how much I hate fish, and yet you insist on serving it up.” Jessica pressed a hand to her nose, covering her mouth. She could already feel the bile rising in her throat.
 
   “Young lady, under my roof you will eat what I put on this table, do you hear me, or so help me…”
 
   Jessica glowered at her mother. If she wasn’t very careful, she would have the entire inventory of motherly threats thrown at her. It would start with an “If you don’t like it here, you know where you can…” Then there would be “You treat this place like a hotel! You should be ashamed of…” And she would finish off with “Your father would turn in his grave if…” It was the last one which stung the most, though her father had been cremated and sprinkled over the pitch at Norwich Football Club.
 
   “I’ll eat the vegetables,” Jessica said, not willing to relent entirely. She hadn’t eaten fish since she watched Finding Nemo at the cinema. Yielding now was out of the question, and there wasn’t a damn thing her mother could do about it.
 
   “If you don’t eat the trout,” Vera Hunt said, “you’re not entering that stupid competition tomorrow, and that’s my final…”
 
   “But Mom!” Jessica cried. “That’s not fair.”
 
   “Life’s not fair, Jessica Hunt, and you will do well to remember…”
 
   Ah, Jessica had forgotten all about the “life’s not fair” maxim. Now that she thought about it, the ”I’m your mother, not your slave, so…” adage had also slipped her mind.
 
   “What you're doing to me is probably illegal,” Jessica said as her mom sat down opposite and began to stab at the trout with a blunt knife. If it wasn’t for the unnatural way arthritis afflicted her mother’s hands, she would have dropped the knife completely.
 
   “What’s illegal is you refusing to eat this beautiful fish, which I’ve spent forty-five minutes…” She dropped a chunk of the trout onto her plate and began piling vegetables around it, blocking it in. Not only was the fish dead, gutted, and charred, but now it was in a mashed-potato and boiled sprouts prison from which its only escape was her mother’s disgusting cake-hole. Nemo had had it easy by comparison.
 
   Jessica filled her plate with vegetables and sat back in her chair, arms folded. She wasn’t in the mood for this, not tonight, not when she was preparing for the biggest show of her life. I’ll bet Lucinda Purdy isn’t being force-fed fish, she thought. No, we all know what that bitch likes to be force-fed. Three of the judges at last year’s carnival knew better than anyone else.
 
   “I don’t know why you keep entering those stupid competitions, I mean…” Her mother forked mash into her puckered mouth, chewed noisily for a moment, then continued. “Can’t you just face up to the fact that you’re not the prettiest girl in Norfolk, can’t you…?”
 
   Jessica Hunt wasn’t the prettiest girl in Norfolk. She wasn’t even in the top hundred, but as a turd she polished up quite nicely. You’re just jealous,” Jessica said, though her mother’s words hadn’t just cut to the bone, they’d lopped the bone off and buried it in the desert, where it was now being dug up and pissed on by a pack of laughing hyenas.
 
   Vera Hunt snorted. Something like mash came down her nostril. “I know my place in this world and…” she said. “I know I’m a gnarly old bag, but I’ve still got my morals, unlike…” In went a forkful of trout, and as she chewed, the sound of bones crushing made Jessica gag.
 
   “I’m going upstairs,” Jessica said, pushing her plate forward just an inch—the internationally recognised distance required to signal the end of a meal. “I don’t suppose you’re going to come and watch me tomorrow at the Carnival, are you?” She needed someone to carry a coat for her in case it rained. That was the thing with the Cromer Carnival—it was no Mardi Gras. Three years before, it had snowed so heavily that they hadn’t been able to drive the floats through town. If people wanted to see them, they were instructed to trudge through the blizzard to where the parade had managed to get itself stuck. Rio must have been pissing itself.
 
   “Oh, I’ll be there, you can…” her mother said. “There’s a charity bingo game going on in the afternoon, and guess who’s going to be playing? You’ll never…”
 
   “I give up,” Jessica sighed. She just wanted the conversation to end as quickly as possible.
 
   “That bitch, Judi Dench, and she won’t beat me this time, I tell…”
 
   Jessica turned and headed for her room. Her mother’s long-standing conflict with some desiccated actress was nothing to do with her. She had a battle of her own to prepare for. By tomorrow evening, that crown would be hers, and nothing in the world was going to stop it from happening. 
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   Barry Rawlins pulled the caps off two beers with his last good tooth. Handing one of the bottles to Bobby Dern, the only guy in the world he would share a sleeping bag with, he said, “Fine night tonight, don’tcha think?”
 
   Bobby looked out across the North Sea. In the distance, two moons lit up the ocean. It took him a while to figure out that one of them was a reflection. “Sure is,” he said. It was a simple life for simple people, and you didn’t get simpler than Barry and Bobby. Some people back in Cromer didn’t like them because they were old gay guys. Twenty years younger and they would have been accepted, but people just couldn’t stand the thought of saggy old nut-sacks swinging together.
 
   Not that it bothered Barry or Bobby. Nine months of the year, they were out on the ocean, just the two of them, a crate of ale, and a magnum-sized tube of KY. When they weren’t making mad, passionate love to one another, they were filling the freezers with grade A cod. You never heard the people of Cromer complain about homosexuality when they were tucking into a large bag of fish and chips, and that was all that mattered to the two best—and gayest—fishermen in England.
 
   “I’ve been thinking, Baz,” Bobby said, blowing a tune on the spout of his bottle. “You know they made it legal for two gay people to get married.”
 
   Barry nodded. “Yeah, but it’s also legal to piss in a rozzer’s helmet if you’re pregnant. Don’t stop the rozzer from kicking the shit out of you afterwards.”
 
   Bobby frowned, sipped at his beer. When he finally figured out what his friend/lover/colleague was telling him, he said, “So, you wouldn’t want to?”
 
   “Shit, Bob, I ain’t even pregnant.”
 
   “No. Get married? I mean, we’ve been waiting for this moment our whole lives, and I just think the locals would be a bit friendlier toward us if, you know, we had rings on our fingers.”
 
   Barry erupted in a fit of laughter. When he finally composed himself, he said, “It was the rings on our fingers which put us in a bad light with the Cromer people in the first place. But I see what you’re saying. You want us to get married, settle down, adopt a couple of teenagers and a Yorkshire Terrier named Barney.”
 
   Bobby rolled a cigarette and lit it. “You know I don’t like dogs,” he said, “or teenagers, for that matter.” He stood up, made his way across the trawler’s deck. There were four moons now, thanks to the beer. Is it a metaphor? Bobby wondered. Four moons, four testicles on board? Is it a sign from God that we should get married? No, it was a sign that he should toss the rest of Barry’s special homebrew overboard and take a long lie down.
 
   Suddenly, a set of heavy, hairy arms wrapped around Bobby. “You’re not serious about that marriage malarkey, are you?” Barry’s alcohol- and tobacco-infused breath, for some reason, turned Bobby on. He was easy like that.
 
   “I don’t know,” Bobby said. “I mean, it worked for that DeGeneres fella. From what I hear, his ratings have never been so high.”
 
   Barry embraced his lover more tightly. “Yeah, but, why fix something that’s not broken? I mean, what if something happens between us? You’re going to want half the boat in the settlement, and I’ve done some research: boats tend to work better in one piece.”
 
   Bobby knew he was wasting his time, but he wanted to do something to prove how much he loved his fellow fisherman, to make those Neanderthal Cromerites realise they were in the wrong, that it was okay to be old and gay. If anything, it was better. It meant there were fewer lecherous old men poring over the bikini-clad hotties.
 
   “Look, you big hunk of hairy fisherman,” Barry said. “We’re happy as we are. Ain’t nothing going to change that; not the townsfolk, not the government, not nothing. You remember the great KY strike of 2001?”
 
   Bobby nodded. “Some pretty sore times, those were.”
 
   “Yeah, and we got through it, just like I told you we would.” Barry sighed. “Trust me. We don’t need to get married. We just need to keep doing what we’re doing, and to hell with those anti-geriatric gay-bashers.”
 
   Just then, something in the distance caught Bobby’s eye; a slight rippling of the water, as if something had emerged, just for a moment, before heading back down into the stygian blackness. “Did you see that?”
 
   “See what?” Barry peered over his lover’s shoulder into the darkness. The ripples were there, getting bigger and bigger, but nothing else. “Probably just a seal popping up to say hello,” he said, watching the ripples grow and then dissipate. “You’re a little jumpy tonight, aren’t—”
 
   A deep rumble cut him off mid-sentence. As more ripples appeared in the water, Bobby stepped away from the side of the trawler. “What was that, then? The seal’s having a farting party?”
 
   Barry prided himself on being the butch of the relationship, but even he couldn’t prevent his eyes from widening and his mouth from flapping open and shut, a little like the fish they caught. “I have no idea what that was,” he said. “Maybe something’s scraping along the bottom of the boat. Who knows what’s out here, but my guess is coral.”
 
   “Growling coral?” Bobby had heard it all now. “Yeah, that’s what it was. Everyone knows about the famous growling coral of the North Sea. It’s got its own Wikipedia page and everything.”
 
   It came again, a thunderous roar that seemed to be right beneath them. The trawler did a little dance from side to side, the fishing-boat version of Gangnam Style. Bobby grabbed onto the closest thing he could for stability, which just happened to be Barry, and any comfort he expected to find there was instantly washed away as he discovered Barry was shaking like a shitting dog.
 
   “Do we need to radio this in?” Bobby said, not wanting to look out into the darkness just in case Godzilla popped up. Shit, what if Godzilla’s homophobic? Quickly, Bobby released his lover and headed down into the boat’s cabin.
 
   There it was again, loud enough now to warrant hands over ears. The water was getting choppy out there now, and the trawler was starting to feel it. Barry practically fell down the steps and into the cabin. “Shit, Bob, what’s going on out there?”
 
   Bobby had no idea, but it wasn’t a fucking seal, and it certainly wasn’t the wind, thunder, or a combination of the two. Something was happening beneath them, something powerful enough to buffet them around. All thoughts of marriage were now forced to the back of Bobby’s mind, where he kept important shopping lists and lewd images of Donald Trump. Surviving the night was all that mattered now. He picked up the radio and began turning the frequency dial.
 
   “150 to 163Mhz,” Barry said, holding on to their shared bed, lest he fly back up the stairs and out into the wet, gloomy night.
 
   “I know what fucking frequency it is,” Bobby lied. Truthfully, he only used the radio for Terry Wogan’s Radio 2 Breakfast Show. This was the first time either of them had ever had to call for help.
 
   Bobby picked up the mic and pushed the button. “This is Dorothy One. I repeat, this is Dorothy One, does anybody read me? Over.” After a few seconds of fizzing and no clear response, he tried again. “We have a situation here. This is Dorothy One, is anyone there? Over.”
 
   “It’s because we’re gay,” Barry muttered.
 
   “It’s not because we’re gay,” Bobby said. “It’s because we’re old and gay. If you were a few years younger, I—”
 
   “Dorothy One, we read you,” a crackling voice interrupted. “What is your situation? Over.”
 
   The boat tipped to the right; it was all Barry could do to remain on his feet.
 
   “Our situation is that—well, hell if we know, but something’s rocking our boat and it ain’t the wind. Over.”
 
   A moment of silence, broken only by the sound of Barry bouncing off the lavatory door.
 
   “Roger, Dorothy One,” the fizzing radio operator said. “We have reports of a small quake in your area. Shouldn’t be anything to worry about. Why don’t you and your fisherman friend put some pants on, and hold on tight. Should all be over in a minute or two. Over.”
 
   Bobby took a deep breath. It wasn’t bad enough that they were ridiculed and ostracised by the people of Cromer, now they had to deal with a homophobic radio operator, the person responsible for keeping them alive in bad situations. A witty retort was on the tip of his tongue when the RO’s words finally sunk in.
 
   “Did you say ‘a quake’?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   He pushed the button again. “I repeat. Did you say there was an earthquake?”
 
   “You have to say ‘Over’,” Barry said, picking himself up from the cabin floor. “Otherwise they won’t respond.”
 
   Bobby sighed. How many ships and trawlers had gone down because the captain forgot to add one simple word to the end of their panicked call? “Did. You. Say. Earthquake? Oh-ver!” He wasn’t in the mood for this nonsense, though the boat had steadied somewhat.
 
   “Roger that, Dorothy One. Nothing to worry about. The worst of it is over. Over.”
 
   Bobby turned to face his lover, the microphone dangling listlessly from his trembling hand. “Nothing to worry about,” he repeated. “The worst of it is over.”
 
   “Come on,” Barry said, forcing a smile. The boat was no longer tilting, but Barry wasn’t quite ready to let go of the toilet door just yet. “Let’s get this place tidied up and head for shore.”
 
   Bobby frowned. “You’re going back in?”
 
   “Not all the way,” Barry said, “but I don’t think I’ll sleep too well knowing we’re sitting on the East Coast’s version of Pompeii.”
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   Roger couldn’t believe his luck. There he was, sitting next to Brandie Stroman, the perfect woman, and she wasn’t calling the police on him or screaming at him to “stop gawping down my blouse, you reee-tard!” Apparently, the other patrons of The King’s Scrotum couldn’t believe Roger’s luck either, and were regarding him with some suspicion. He must ’ave ’ypnotised that poor wench! P’rhaps ’e’s got a bit o’ length on him in the ol’ trouser department. No way she should be wi’ ’im. Roger didn’t care what they thought of him. They weren’t better than him; they just thought they were.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Brandie asked, sucking mojito through a straw. Roger, for obvious reasons, found himself wishing he was that straw.
 
   Smiling, Roger said, “Nothing, I was just thinking about something Mr. Chinn said today.” He hadn’t been, but he couldn’t very well tell Brandie that he was thinking about being a straw.
 
   Brandie snorted. “I don’t imagine it was anything to smile about,” she said. “You were lucky not to get escorted off the premises by zoo security.” She stirred her ice with the straw. Beneath the table, Roger crossed his legs.
 
   “Yeah. Unfortunately, I think this is my final chance. No more fuck-ups; I need to make sure I feed those damn caimans every morning. Chinn’s already lining up a replacement. The trick is to not give him a reason to sack me.”
 
   “That’s not a trick,” Brandie said. “That’s how most people keep hold of their jobs. Take me for instance.” She straightened up, as if what she was about to say would rival the great speeches of Martin Luther King, Mahatma Gandhi, or Kelly Clarkson. “You might look at me and think, hey, that Brandie’s a good girl, well-behaved, doesn’t like to piss people off.”
 
   If only you knew what I thought of when I look at you, Roger thought. It would be some time before he would be able to pop off to the toilet, though he needed it something rotten. He wasn’t one for breaking the law, but he was almost certain you needed a license for what he was now carrying around in his pants.
 
   “Well, I’m not little-miss-princess-mind-your-effs-and-jeffs Stroman.” She seemed proud of the fact. “The trick is to let other people think you’re all sweetness and light, and when they least expect it…” She slammed her palms down hard on the table. The punters all turned to see what the commotion was about. Brandie turned and, addressing the whole room, said, “Can’t a girl have a drink without being objectified by you cunts?”
 
   Roger spat a mouthful of Guinness back into his glass. It was either that or cough it all up over the table.
 
   “The point I’m trying to make is,” Brandie said, back to her angelic self, “you might be stupid, Roger Whipsnade, but you ain’t an idiot.”
 
   I must be, Roger thought, because that made no sense, and I watched all six seasons of Lost. Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait long for Brandie to elaborate.
 
   “You can take that simple charm of yours and use it to your advantage.”
 
   Roger didn’t know whether he should be insulted or she was paying him a compliment, so he did what he usually did when faced with a beautiful woman well out of his league. He smiled.
 
   “Take Chinn for instance,” Brandie said. “He’s a dick, right? Everyone at the zoo knows it, but we all put up with it because, well, no one likes queuing at the Jobcentre. But you, you don’t. You drive that sonofabitch insane. I’ve seen the way his wig flutters when he’s reprimanding you. But he won’t do anything about it, and do you know why?”
 
   “Because wig-glue is expensive?”
 
   “No, because you’re smarter than he is. Your constant mistakes and rudimentary errors make you untouchable. He can’t fire a dummy, and perhaps subconsciously you’ve known that all along.”
 
   I really haven’t. Roger nodded, all the same. 
 
   “So what you’re saying is that if I go in to work tomorrow and do everything in my job description perfectly—feed the caimans, masturbate the pigs, eat the lice from the badgers’ backs—he’s going to have a reason to sack me?”
 
   “Precisely,” Brandie said, sucking hungrily at her mojito.
 
   “So I just need to keep on doing what I’ve been doing, and old Willy Chinn can’t touch me.” Roger liked the sound of that. It was much better than remembering things, carrying out delegated tasks, tossing off Wilbur.
 
   Just then, a huge arm appeared on the edge of the table. Attached to it was a man who, Roger couldn’t help but notice, seemed to be wearing the majority of his veins on the outside. His neck was thicker than most trees, and his perfect sandy hair suggested he had an unlimited supply of conditioner. Telling this guy to fuck off, Roger knew, would be a huge mistake on his part. Not even his stupidity could save him from the consequences.
 
   “Wasn’t interrupting anything, was I?” the hulking beast said. Roger was about to tell him, “No, not at all. Here, do you like watches? Have mine. It’s an old one, but it keeps good time,” when Brandie spoke first.
 
   “What do you want, Thad?”
 
   Oh, she knows this orange Vin Diesel, Roger thought. Well, that’s alright then. At least they’re familiar with one another, and think of how beautiful their babies will be. But there was something about Brandie’s tone that suggested she and Thad were not on the best of terms, and if looks could kill, Thad would have been on the other side of the pub now, bleeding out while the old geezers playing dominoes rifled through his pockets like the pack of geriatric hyenas they were.
 
   “Is that any way to greet your fiancé?” Thad said, holding up placatory tree trunk arms. Something beneath his bicep writhed, and Roger realised it was another muscle, one that he was pretty sure other humans didn’t possess.
 
   “Ex-fiancé,” Brandie said. “I dumped you, remember?”
 
   Thad grinned a mouthful of perfect white teeth, and even though Roger’s weren’t badly discoloured or misshapen, he closed his mouth, hiding them from Brandie, who was now rolling her eyes at Roger. Make him go away.
 
   She was asking him to help, to send Thad packing, back to whatever tanning salon he’d just emerged from. I could do that, Roger thought. It had been a while since he’d enjoyed the wards over at Norfolk and Norwich University Hospital, the shitty paintings decorating the halls. (The visually-impaired ward's rendition of Munch’s The Scream would haunt his dreams forever.) They had a Starbucks now, which was nice as long as you remembered to take out a loan before getting admitted.
 
   “This your new boyfriend?” Thad asked, scowling at Roger, warning him off. Roger half-expected Thad to whip out his Percy and start urinating around Brandie, marking his territory like the hound-dog he seemingly was.
 
   “Not that it’s any of your business,” Brandie said, drumming her beautifully-painted talons on the table, “but yes.”
 
   If I stand up now, Roger thought, tell the man I don’t know this woman, never seen her before in my life, that she just parked herself at my table while I was having a quiet pint, maybe he won’t punch me so hard that I’ll wake up in a chalk outline.
 
   “Well, good luck with this one,” Thad said, gesturing to Brandie. “She almost ate me alive, and look at me! I hate to think what state she’s going to leave you in.”
 
   “Bye, Thad,” Brandie said. She hadn’t made eye contact with the giant since his arrival. Maybe she knew something Roger didn’t. She was obviously aware of how good-looking her ex was and that gazing upon that magnificent frame of his might somehow cause her to fall for him all over again. Hell, Roger wasn’t even gay, but if Thad asked him to fuck, he doubted he’d be able to say no.
 
   “Cool, I’ll leave you guys in peace,” Thad said. “Got a four-hour shift at the gym tonight, then three hours with a Spanish waitress. Catch you on the flip-side.” With that, Thad was gone, bouncing across the pub like something you only saw in Looney Tunes cartoons.
 
   Once Roger’s heart rate dropped below 220, he sipped at his Guinness and waited for Brandie to speak first. After almost a minute, she did.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she said. “Thad’s not a bad guy. Wouldn’t hurt a fly, really, unless that fly was wearing crotchless panties, in which case, more fool it.”
 
   “You never told me about Thad,” Roger said, trying not to sound disappointed. Now that he’d seen what he was up against, what Brandie’s basis of comparison was, he had no idea why he was still sitting there. There was a microwave dinner and a litre of turpentine back at the bedsit with his name on. If I leave now, the taxi won’t cost half as much. I could afford to treat myself to some new socks with the change.
 
   “Why would I tell you about him?” Brandie asked. “We were engaged a long time ago, like six months, or something.”
 
   Roger cast his mind back six months. That would have been right around the time Brandie started walking with a limp. Holy shit! Thad had fucked her so hard, she’d walked on tip-toes for three weeks!
 
   Why waste money on a taxi? Roger thought. The buses are still running. Be home in time for Xena. 
 
   “Anyway,” Brandie said. “Like I said, I apologise.” She signalled to the bartender, who began preparing a third mojito. “Let’s have a nice night, huh? You hungry? I’m hungry.”
 
   Food was the furthest thing from Roger’s mind, but he wasn’t ready for the evening to end so soon and on such a bleak note. “I could eat,” he said. Whether I can keep it down is another matter entirely.
 
   They ate at a small bistro next to the beach. Roger ordered the lasagne. Brandie opted for the most phallic food on the menu. She must have known exactly what she was doing; nobody deepthroats a sausage before eating it. By the time Roger walked her back to her flat at a little before midnight, slightly inebriated and stiffer than an Irishman’s drink on payday night, he was gagging for some action. When Brandie halted at the steps to her flat and pecked Roger on the cheek, the way an aunt might after babysitting you for four hours, Roger’s heart sank in his chest.
 
   “Thanks for a lovely evening,” Brandie said. “I’ve really enjoyed myself.”
 
   Enjoyed yourself, have you? That fucking sausage enjoyed itself too. “Oh, it was nothing,” Roger said through gritted teeth. Should have caught the bus earlier. Now he had a three mile walk to look forward to. Three miles with what was now, apparently, a permanent erection.
 
   “Don’t forget to set out for work early in the morning,” Brandie said. “First day of the carnival is always a nightmare.”
 
   “I’ll be there early,” Roger said. “Wouldn’t want to piss off Mr. Chinn, now, would we?” He turned, began to walk away from the woman of his dreams, a woman who, up until two minutes ago, he’d believed he’d see naked by the end of the night.
 
   He walked, listened to the sound of Brandie’s footfall as she traversed the steps at the front of her building and then to the sound of the door closing. When he was certain she was gone, he adjusted his erection, sighed deeply, and said, “Fuck.”
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   The streets of Cromer were filled with people lining up early to witness the floats as they flowed through the town. On both sides of the road, throngs of men, women, and children stood waving flags, cheering as they waited for the mayor to step up onto the podium and give his annual speech.
 
   It was hot, too hot for some of the older Cromerites, who were already passing out on the deckchairs they’d set out an hour before. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, which meant that by the end of the day, hundreds of Norfolk residents would be laid out in hospital beds, whingeing and sobbing, telling the nurses that, “On your salary, I’m sure it’s fine, but us dole-dossers can’t afford sunblock.” For weeks to come, hordes of red people would be walking the streets of Cromer, occasionally stopping to pull a sheet of skin from their shoulders. Though things could change very quickly; this was Britain, after all. By midday, hailstones the size of Miley Cyrus’s wrecking-ball could be raining down on the unsuspecting crowds, in which case hundreds of Norfolk residents would be laid out in hospital beds, whingeing and sobbing, telling the nurses, “It was sunny when we left the house. Nobody wears their hard hat when it’s sunny.”
 
   The spectators lining the streets all began to shush one another as Mayor Donkadonk made his way toward the microphone. A small, hairless man, Donkadonk looked like something you could dip your toast in. If ever he fell off the stage, he was in serious trouble. There was a rumour going round about all the king’s horses and all the king’s men that should have deterred a man like him from climbing to high places.
 
   As he arrived at the microphone, a cheer went up around the street. Most of them didn’t have a clue who he was, but that big, gold medallion dangling from his neck was worth a few bob, so he must be important.
 
   The mayor hushed the crowd, smiled, waved, did a little curtsey, then hushed them again. He was loving every minute of it. These were his people, his citizens, his bread and butter. He’d spent three years as mayor of Wolverhampton, and so he knew, better than anyone else, how fortunate he was now. For one, there were a lot fewer bricks being hurled toward him from the people of Cromer, unlike at his farewell speech in Wolverhampton, in which he’d almost lost an eye.
 
   “Ladies, Gentlemen, children of Cromer,” Donkadonk said, wiping sweat from his head with a snotty hankie. “It is so good to see you all here on this most joyous of days.”
 
   The crowd muttered to one another. “Where else we gonna go? None of us have jobs. In fact, you haven’t created a single job in your three years in charge.” “I’m only here for the strip-show.” “It’s not a strip-show, Alan, it’s a Carnival Queen competition.” “But they still get wet, don’t they?”
 
   “Who would have thought we would make it to 2014, huh?” Donkadonk snorted, but when the majority of the crowd put their hands in the air, he decided to move on. “Yes, well, this is our hundred and fifty-something official carnival. I’m not sure of the actual number, but I think you’ll agree that there have been lots of the damn things. And let me tell you something: I have been looking forward to this one for months.” A cheer, a round of  applause, a couple of boos from a group of unruly teenagers on the pier behind. “What a week we have in store for you!” Donkadonk pulled a sheet of paper from his jacket pocket and unfolded it. Reading, he said, “We’ve got the float parade, the mascot boxing tournament, the shepherd’s pie eating competition. Hell, The Red Arrows are going to be flying over on a daily basis. We’ve got clay pigeon shooting and the raft race. We’ve got the annual tug o’ war tournament. Then there’s the fancy-dress competition, and I see some of you are already dressed for that.”
 
   The crowd all turned, looking for the early entrants, but they couldn’t see anyone dressed out of the ordinary.
 
   “There will be street performers,” Donkadonk continued. “And hopefully there won’t be a repeat of last year’s tragedy.”
 
   The more religious Cromerites in the crowd made the sign of the cross. What had happened to Terry Jones, the Magnificent Sword Swallower, the previous year was enough to give even the most staid person nightmares. Sales of corned beef had dropped severely in Cromer since the accident, and a lot of the people who had been present that day had expunged knives from their memories completely, opting to use a spoon and fork for dinner ever since.
 
   “But today’s main event is the annual Carnival Queen competition.” Whistles, cheers, the sound of wives slapping their husbands hard across the face. “And we have a lot of beauties for you this year—and a few boilers you might recognise from outside your house late at night. The competition begins at three o’clock this afternoon, which gives the entrants plenty of time to cake on their make-up and fill their brassieres with as many chicken fillets as the damn things’ll hold. In the meantime, we’ve got a special guest to entertain you. You know her best as ‘that girl from that program with those other girls where they’re all pretending it’s real, even though we know it’s scripted and they’re all horrible, horrible actresses.’ Here with her first—and possibly last—single, This Ho is Just fo’ Show, it’s Candy Caine!”
 
   Donkadonk left the stage, sweating like a blind lesbian in a fish market, making way for what appeared to be an orange lady with peroxide-blonde hair. The songstress burst into song, and the crowd began pushing anything they could find—litter, ponytails, beetles—into their ears.
 
   Cromer Carnival 2014 was just underway, and the people of Cromer had already had enough.
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   Roger Whipsnade had fed the caimans. That’s all that matters, he thought as he stepped out of the enclosure, counting his limbs as he went. The rest of the day would be plain sailing.
 
   It needed to be. He hadn’t slept a wink last night, despite placing a bag of frozen peas over the affected area for almost seven hours. You didn’t need Viagra when you had Brandie Stroman. He’d considered sorting himself out, booting up the internet and finding something deeply erotic to watch, like Sex and the City or Spartacus, but had decided against it. It wouldn’t have been right, not after Brandie had gone to all that trouble of seducing him with a nine-inch bratwurst. No, he would wait, bide his time, and when—if—the chance presented itself, Brandie Stroman wouldn’t know what hit her.
 
   Roger cleaned out the penguins and the Galapagos tortoises before lunch, then set about the reptile house. By the time he’d finished, it was half past two, and from what he could hear through the zoo's gates, the carnival was in full swing.
 
   “Sounds like a good turnout this year.”
 
   Roger turned to find Brandie walking toward him, carrying what looked like a bucket of shit. “Always is,” he said. “I hear they’ve got Judi Dench this year.”
 
   “Is she still alive?” Brandie said.
 
   “Knowing Mayor Donkadonk,” Roger said, “probably not.”
 
   Brandie set the shit-bucket down on the ground and gazed into it, as if she expected it to reveal her future. Roger stared into it too, amazed at how accurate it was about his.
 
   “I just wanted to thank you again for last night. I haven’t had fun like that since Margaret Thatcher died.”
 
   Roger smiled. Even though things hadn’t gone to plan last night, he was on the right track. Brandie was indeed falling for his—what did she call it?—Simple charm? “It was all my pleasure,” he said. Apart from the ten hours afterwards, which were about as pleasurable as a night in the sack with a wasp nest.
 
   Brandie nodded. “And look. I would have invited you in last night, but we both know what would have happened then, don’t we?”
 
   I was fucking counting on it! “Yeah, that would have been weird.” Not weird. Not weird at all. Why would I say weird? Hang on, am I saying this out loud?
 
   “And just so you know,” Brandie continued. “I saw the way you limped down the street.” She licked her lips, which would have been extremely erotic if there wasn’t a bucket of shit between them. “And I promise that next time we go out, you’ll be skipping all the way home.”
 
   I don’t know how to skip. Shit! Have I got to learn how to skip now, just to get laid?
 
   Brandie crouched and picked up the bucket before walking away. Her hips were doing something odd. Roger didn’t know whether she was teasing him or her pelvis had seized up on her.
 
   Once she was out of sight, Roger turned and tried skipping. “Dammit!” he said, tripping over himself. “Michael Flatley must have sold his soul to the devil!”
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   The trawler’s deck was teeming with cod. Neither Bobby nor Barry had ever seen so many fish.
 
   “Do you think last night’s earthquake sent ’em in our direction?” Bobby said, scooping a handful of still-twitching cod up and dumping them into the large bucket to his right.
 
   Barry frowned. “I don’t know,” he said, “but if this doesn’t put us in the Cromerites’ good books, nothing will.”
 
   After the events of the previous night, neither of the fishermen had been able to sleep. Every time the boat hit a wave, they’d jumped up, panicking, grabbing on to something, usually one another, for support. They had both seen Titanic, and even though it was only a film, couldn’t possibly happen in real life, it was hard to think about anything else: Bobby floating on a plank of wood, Barry singing Celine Dion at the top of his lungs. It was a horrible thought; nobody likes Celine Dion.
 
   “I never thought I’d say this,” Bobby said, “but I’ll be glad to be back on dry land.”
 
   Barry nodded. “I know what you mean. I’ve been a fisherman since I was old enough to hold a rod, and I’ve never experienced anything like what happened last night.” Probably because there weren’t that many earthquakes in the pond in seven-year-old Barry’s back garden.
 
   “Do you think we could, I don’t know, go in early?” Bobby shuddered. “The freezers are almost full anyway, and it’ll do us good to get off the sea for a few days.” 
 
   Barry walked along the deck, knocking cod out the way with his bare feet. He heaved open the freezer lid and stared in. “There ain’t no point in us staying out here if we’ve got nowhere to put the fish.” He shut the lid. “Plus, we’re almost out of moonshine, and you know what I get like when I’m fishing sober.”
 
   “So is that a yes, then?” Bobby smiled. “We can head back to Cromer?”
 
   “We can head back to Cro—”
 
   Suddenly, there was an almighty growl, as if the sea were as homophobic as the Cromerites. It was ten times louder than anything they had heard the previous night, not coming from just beneath them but from everywhere. In the distance, the North Sea seemed to be disappearing, sucking in on itself momentarily. Neither fisherman had the ability to scream at first, but that wasn’t for want of trying.
 
   “OHMYGOD WE’RE GOING TO DIE, AREN’T WE!?” Bobby howled as his unfinished bucket list sped through his mind. I haven’t met Madonna! I haven’t been to Peru! I haven’t eaten sushi out of an oriental man’s belly-button! I can’t die! I have so much left to—
 
   Barry slapped him hard across the face. It would have hurt a lot less if he wasn’t wearing three gold rings. “Calm down, man! Get into the cabin and point this thing toward the shore! We’re not going to die!” We probably are. “And even if we do—” We will. “At least we’re going to go together!”
 
   Bobby, still shocked from the backhand his lover had administered, nodded. Barry was right. They had always wanted to go together. Not today, though. I’m not even wearing clean pants!
 
   As Bobby headed down into the cabin, trying to remember the frequency he’d called last night, Barry turned his attention to the ocean. Something terrible was happening out there. From where Barry stood, he could see the water on either side of the horizon separating and clashing, slamming together so forcefully that it geysered upwards. The sunlight was momentarily blotted out as tonnes and tonnes of North Sea reached for the sky. It was mesmerising to watch. Also shit-your-pants terrifying when you realised it was heading your way.
 
   “Erm, Bobby?” Barry called out. “We’ve got ourselves a situation up here!”
 
   Bobby clattered up the stairs, tripped up as he reached the deck, and thumped against the side of the trawler. Must be a side-effect of knowing you’re going to die, he thought. Inability to walk in a fucking straight line.
 
   “What?” Bobby said, imploring his lover to answer.
 
   Barry pointed out across the sea to something moving in the distance, and as Bobby squinted, his mouth fell open. His heart leapt into his throat, and all manner of stuff that was safely tucked away in his bowels a second ago simply fell out.
 
   A tidal wave, huge and deadly, stretched up as far as the eye could see. There was no Godzilla surfing toward them on the Marie Rose, just Mother Nature, and boy was she pissed.
 
   “Shit, Barry, we’re going to need a bigger boat.”
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   The people of Cromer applauded as the potential carnival queens made their way onto the stage. It was a stifling hot afternoon, and now it was going to get even hotter. Mayor Donkadonk had done his best to keep the crowds satisfied between events, but he could see they were growing steadily frustrated as the afternoon wore on. The impossible heat wasn’t helping, nor was the fact that the fleet of ice-cream trucks he’d commissioned for the event had failed to show, meaning the crowds had had to make do with barbecue.
 
   “Okeedokee, people,” Donkadonk said, barely audible over the screeching feedback. “This is what we’ve all been waiting for. It’s time to find out just what our potential Carnival Queens are made of. Now, girls—” He turned to face the row of semi-beautiful women on the stage. “I’m going to walk by you all, and I want each of you to tell us your name and answer one simple question, understand?”
 
   The girls nodded, flashed white teeth, and pulled bikinis from between their arse-cheeks.
 
   Donkadonk made his way toward a leggy brunette at the edge of the stage. “What’s your name, and if you had one wish in the world, what would you wish for?” He jabbed the microphone toward her face.
 
   Smiling, she said, “Hi, Mayor. Hi, Cromer. My name’s Anna, and if I had one wish, I’d wish for—”
 
    
 
   *
 
   “Whipsnade!”
 
   Roger almost dropped the shovel he was using to muck out the giraffes. He straightened up and watched William Chinn march across the path toward him. It was so hot that Roger wondered if that toupee of his was flame retardant. What would he do if Chinn’s head suddenly erupted into a ball of fire like some stumpy Ghost Rider? He didn’t know, but he imagined it would involve his camera-phone.
 
   “Whipsnade, I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” He came to a halt just outside the giraffe enclosure, and it was then that Roger saw the fear in his eyes, the trembling lip, the miniature radio in his hand.
 
   “What is it?” Roger asked, leaning his shovel against the wooden fence and removing his gauntlets, then the gardening gloves beneath those, and finally the marigolds. You could never be too careful when handling shit. Percy Gump in Insects and Arachnids once got pink-eye for a whole month after one of the simians launched a turd at him.
 
   “Something terrible is happening!” He fumbled around with the volume knob on the radio.
 
   “If this is about Avril Lavigne,” Roger said, “I’ve already heard it, and you’re right. Terrible, just terrible.”
 
   Chinn finally managed to adjust the dial and, holding the radio up to the sky, shushed Roger. “It’s not about any latrine,” he said. “Listen!”
 
   Roger sighed and turned his attention to the small radio shaking in his boss’s hand. Whatever it was, it was giving him a few minutes’ respite. Giraffes sure do shit heavy.
 
   “We’re bringing you some breaking news,” the female reporter’s crackling voice said, though her voice probably wasn’t crackling in reality. “An earthquake has occurred off the coast of Norfolk. Early reports suggest that the epicentre is about seven miles out in the North Sea and that the quake has a magnitude of 6.1 on the Richter scale, making it the most powerful to hit the region since the Dogger Bank earthquake of 1931. What we know is—hang on a minute, we’ve got a little update for you.” She trailed off as another voice relayed new information to her. “The earthquake, previously believed to have been 6.1 on the Richter scale, is now thought to be somewhere in the region of 7.2. Now, I’m just a reporter, so I’m not sure what to make of this new information, but what we can tell you is that no deaths have yet been reported, and so there is very little to worry about if you weren’t taking a dip at the time of the—wait just a second, we’ve got another update for you. Yes, I’m as surprised by this as you are…” There was silence for a moment as the reporter digested the words feeding into her ear.
 
   Roger snatched the radio from Chinn and held it to his ear. When the reporter returned, something had changed. She sounded scared, not quite what you would want to hear from someone who spent her day interviewing neo-Nazis and covering stories about suicide-bombing midgets in the Philippines.
 
   “Okay, I’ve just been told that the earthquake was much stronger than previously thought, somewhere up in the nines, and that a huge tidal wave has been created as a result of the quake. We’re now on red alert, which means if you can’t swim, it’s probably too late for you to learn now. I’ve been Jenny Jones, BBC News.” Just before the radio fizzled out, Jenny Jones could be heard screaming for someone to bring her an inflatable ring. 
 
   Roger dropped the radio and watched as it shattered into several plastic pieces. “This can’t be happening,” he said. “We don’t have tsunamis in Britain; the Queen wouldn’t allow it.”
 
   “Listen!” Chinn grabbed Roger by the arm, squeezing so tightly that Roger whimpered like a Chihuahua caught under Rosie O’Donnell. “Do you hear that?”
 
   “Hear wha—” was as far as he got before he heard it. A long hiss, the sound of waves crashing together, of water being tossed violently about. Then came the roar, thunderous, booming, strong enough to make the ground quiver.
 
   Roger felt his bones rattle inside of him, as if his skeleton had lost weight and was now just clattering around beneath his skin like the innards of one of those Russian dolls.
 
   For a moment, Roger thought it was raining, and was about to say as much: “Just our bloody luck it should piss down on the day we get a tsunami. Then more water fell. Then it hit them like a truckful of trucks. Roger and Chinn flew backwards as a wall of water almost ten metres high surged through the zoo, destroying virtually everything it slammed into. The last thing Roger Whipsnade saw before everything went dark was William Chinn’s toupee rolling over and over in the waves, no doubt searching for the nearest plughole to block.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “My name’s Cynthia Sprocket, and if I could have one wish, I would wish for—” There was a dramatic pause; pointless, really, since the whole town knew exactly what she was going to say next. “World peace!” she screeched. The muted applause was almost embarrassing.
 
   Mayor Donkadonk clapped along, but even he was growing tired of the same answer. Two girls remained, and he recognised them from last year’s final. Lucinda Purdy and Jessica Hunt. Both the kind of girl you wouldn’t want to take home to your mother, unless your mother was into that sort of thing, in which case you were onto a winner.
 
   “Our next competitor is, as you can probably see from the crown, last year’s winner. Please give it up for Miss Lucinda Purdy.” The crowd cheered. Lucinda Purdy stepped forward and did something with the microphone that was probably illegal in several counties before handing it back to the mayor, whose cheeks reddened so fast, you would have thought the Invisible Man had just given him the old one-two.
 
   Donkadonk wiped the microphone clean with his handkerchief and thrust it, somewhat nervously, toward Lucinda. “My name is Lucinda Purdy, and as the mayor said, I’m the reigning Carnival Queen. Some of you might have seen me in other things, magazines, DVDs, and I’ve got a whole box of DVDs in the boot of my car if anyone would like to—”
 
   “Just get on with it, whore!” Jessica Hunt said, adjusting her dress. “It’s like a sauna out here. Nobody wants to hear about your starring role in I Lube Lucy, for fuck’s sake.”
 
   Lucinda turned and was about to retort when the mayor said, “Yes, indeed, so Miss Purdy, if you had one wish, and one wish only, what would it be?”
 
   The reigning Carnival Queen took a deep breath, composing herself once again. “Well, Mayor, if I could ask God for one thing, just one thing, it would have to be a—TIDAL WAVE!”
 
   Mayor Donkadonk snatched the mic away from Lucinda, who was staring into the middle distance as if she’d suddenly come over all shy. “You would ask God for a tidal wave?” He shrugged. “Each to their own, I guess. Now, our next cont—”
 
   A strange hissing sound cut the mayor off mid-sentence, and he turned just in time to see the water slam into the crowd. A second later, he and a whole row of heavily made-up wenches were knocked off the stage by waves so powerful, they turned one woman’s face inside out. The entire town—or those in attendance—was bodily swept away. Members of the audience toppled arse over tit, drowning as they went. The geriatrics sleeping on their deckchairs would never wake up, though getting hit by a great, bloody tsunami hardly constituted dying in your sleep.
 
   Jessica Hunt’s ridiculous dress had snagged on something in the street—a bollard of some sort—and as she was buffeted around by the giant wave, all she could think about was her poor mother, how she’d hated her for putting that fish supper on the table last night and how she was most probably dead right now, her charity bingo game interrupted by this terrible natural disaster.
 
   After almost a minute of flailing, fighting for air, drowning and then not drowning, Jessica Hunt managed to reach back and free herself from the bollard. As she surged away, carried along on a powerful current—colder than a witch’s tit too—she almost wished she’d remained where she was.
 
   Then her knees clunked hard against a hidden obstruction, something beneath the rushing tide, and as agony ripped through her entire body, she kind of wished she hadn’t got out of bed that morning. As the water pressed her up against whatever she’d thumped into— it felt like a car, but for all she knew it was a double-decker bus and the shit had really hit the fan—she pressed back, trying to relieve the strain on her front. Truthfully, she was worried her tits were going to explode.
 
   She kicked off the side of the mystery barrier and pulled herself up. It was like climbing out of a swimming pool, only smellier, colder, and there was no point wiggling your ass because the life guard was nowhere to be seen. Clambering to her feet, Jessica saw the devastation for the first time, what had become of her home town. If anything, it was an improvement, but you’d get the customary complaints from the usual suspects: “I like water as much as the next man, but I shouldn’t have to swim to the bookies,” and “Why are we still paying our water bills? There’s a billion gallons of it outside, so let’s just open a window.”
 
   “Je…”
 
   It sounded as if someone had tried to call her name. Tried and failed, but as Jessica searched the flooded street around her, she saw no one. There were plenty of bodies floating by; just none that looked capable of speech.
 
   “Jessica!”
 
   Now, that time she heard it loud and clear, and as she turned she saw something disappear beneath the rushing water; something which glistened in the scorching afternoon sun.
 
   “Hello?” Jessica didn’t know who she was talking to, if anyone at all, but the sound of her own voice was, for a moment, reassuring. She kept her gaze trained on the spot she thought she’d seen movement, waiting, hoping that she wasn’t just imagining it, that there was somebody out there still alive.
 
   I’ll bet it’s Judi Dench, she thought. All that training she had in MI6 finally paying off. But Judi Dench didn’t know her name, did she? And it hadn’t sounded like Judi Dench. It had sounded like—
 
   Just then, water flew into the air as Lucinda Purdy emerged from the flood. She threw her head back like the models in shampoo commercials, only much more violent and a hundred percent less sexy, and water poured from her mouth, her nostrils, and Jessica was pretty sure her ears. There, still perched atop her head, was the crown. How it had not come off as the wall of water knocked them from the stage was beyond Jessica, but if she knew Lucinda Purdy as well as she thought she did, that thing was Sellotaped, glued, nailed, tent-pegged, and stapled to the girl’s head.
 
   “Jessica!” she gasped, makeup streaming down her face, kohl leaving jet-black streaks in its wake. She looked like a Goth who’d just discovered Robert Smith was gay. “Please…help...gargle…me. Can’t swi…gargle…swim!”
 
   “Throw me the crown first!” Jessica yelled. “Throw me the crown and I’ll help you!”
 
   When a person starts a sentence with the word gargle, you know they’re in a spot of bother. “Gargle, it’s not…gurgle…yours!” She slipped beneath the water again. Time was running out for Lil’ Ms. Purdy, yet she still refused to admit she was second best. As she popped back up again, she said, “I’ll never…give you…gargle…the crown!”
 
   Jessica shrugged. “In that case, good luck. I’ve heard the pageants in Hell are extremely competitive.” She turned her back, watched as the floodwater passed by. It seemed to be calming a little. In the distance, heads bobbed up and down as people tried to swim to safety.
 
   “No, please…gurgle…okay, you can…gargle…have it!”
 
   Jessica turned. “Okay, then bring it to me, and no funny business or I’ll—”
 
   Something just beyond Lucinda distracted Jessica. At first she thought it was a tree floating slowly along on the current, but trees tend not to be all scaly, and Jessica had walked through enough forests and woods to know that one with teeth (big, sharp teeth) might be ostracised.
 
   Realising exactly what it was she was looking at, Jessica raised a trembling finger and pointed at the creature. “Crocodile!” she screeched.
 
   Close enough, thought the Chinese alligator as it opened its maw wide, then brought them together again with an ear-splitting snap! Lucinda Purdy barely had time to offer herself up sexually in exchange for a quick mauling. She was dragged down into the waters, pulled this way and that by the alligator’s magnificent jaws. Of course, Jessica couldn’t see any of this since she was still standing on the roof of a car, where she’d previously believed herself safe, but somehow she didn’t think they were having a nice game of chess down there, beneath the rushing waves.
 
   I’m going crazy, Jessica thought. We don’t have alligators in this country or tidal waves. What’s next? Leprechauns? Loup garous? Plumbers that work a whole day without taking a break or asking for another cup of tea?
 
   Jessica was rooted to the spot, paralysed. Alligators swimming down your street of an afternoon could do that to you. She would have been exactly the same if she saw Bigfoot shopping in Tesco’s, or Lord Lucan boarding the number 58 to Lowestoft.
 
   Just then, something bobbed up out of the water to Jessica’s right. She heard it rather than saw it. Heart in mouth, Jessica slowly turned, expecting to come face-to-face with the hungry crocodile. There wasn’t much meat on Lucinda Purdy, certainly not enough to sate a beast of that size.
 
   It wasn’t the crocodile, though. A few feet away, Lucinda Purdy’s severed head bobbed up and down. Her hair was painted to her face with seawater, but the prestigious crown still sat atop her head, and before Jessica knew what she was doing, her feet were carrying her toward it. In her head, Smeagol’s voice sniggered, “My precious.”
 
   Sensing she was running out of car-roof, Jessica dropped onto her haunches and reached down, waiting for the head to manoeuvre into a better position. So close, and yet so far. The fact that the crocodile/alligator/Gila monster could pop up at any moment and gnaw her arm off never crossed her mind.
 
   Then she had it, hooked her fingers through the crown’s beautiful swirls. With one quick pull, it came away from Lucinda Purdy’s head, along with a tuft of bloody hair and just a soupcon of scalp.
 
   Jessica placed it on her own head and instantly felt better about the situation. It was amazing the difference a piece of worthless tin could make.
 
   “Now, if I could just get off this car without being eaten alive…”
 
    
 
   *
 
   Three Minutes Earlier
 
    
 
   “Rolf Harris’s dead kangaroo, twenty-two.” The bingo caller placed the ball on his little tray and reached for another. “Dead hooker in a bee-hive, number fifty-five.”
 
   “Come on,” Vera Hunt muttered. She only needed one more number; Daddy’s favourite whore, number four, and she’d be the proud new owner of a lovely set of dishcloths. 
 
   The bingo caller reached for another ball. “You should all be familiar with this one,” he said, grinning. “Middle-of-the-night-wee. Thirty-three.”
 
   “HOUSE!”
 
   A sea of geriatric gamblers turned in unison to glare at the alleged winner. When Vera saw the woman holding the winning card aloft, she jumped to her feet. “This is bullshit!” she said. “I mean, I’m a firm believer in lucky streaks, but Judi goddamn Dench has won nine of the last ten games, and I…” 
 
   Judi Dench didn’t care. She was already making her way to the stage to collect the tri-pack of dishcloths. Vera’s dishcloths.
 
   “Are we going to stand for this…this conspiracy?” Vera continued. “They’ve obviously fixed it just because she’s a celebrity…”
 
   “I assure you, little old lady,” the bingo caller said, “that Ms. Dench has not been given special treatment and that her cards have in no way been rigged.”
 
   Vera grunted. “It’s because she’s MI6, isn’t it? She won the toaster, the bedspread, the half-finished bottle of Buck’s Fizz, the tickets to Cliff Richard, and now my bloody dishcloths just because she’s had spy training. It’s a joke, I tell you…”
 
   Judi Dench sat back down, clearly pleased with herself. Vera, knowing she was fighting a battle she could not win, slumped into her seat and reached for the next card. If that bitch takes home the sack of manure as well, I’m going to make it my personal goal to never watch another one of her films again.
 
   “Okay, let’s move on to game fifteen,” the bingo caller said. “The prize this time is a dinner at a top London restaurant with Mr. Daniel Craig.”
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Vera said, tearing her card up. She was about to stand and head for the large hall’s double doors when they exploded inwards. Water, gallons and gallons of the stuff, poured into the hall, knocking old people from their chairs and swallowing them up. The fact that they were old, slow, and mostly deaf meant that they scarcely had a chance to realise what was happening. Even Vera, who had once come second in an international ping-pong tournament, didn’t stand a chance.
 
   The only person currently safe from the gushing water was the bingo caller. Trapped on the stage with nothing but a microphone and a bag of numbered balls, he simply stood watching, trying to figure out what was going on. A dozen sets of false teeth floated along on top of the water, and occasionally a walking stick popped up, but apart from that, the bingo caller could see nothing but crashing waves. It was, like an episode of Real Housewives of Beverly Hills, horrible to watch, but the bingo caller (Derek, for what it mattered now) couldn’t look away.
 
   A beastly roar snapped him out of his reverie. He glanced over to the wall of frothy water that had once been the entrance, and there he saw the mysterious orange shape moving toward the stage. As it swam closer, Derek realised it was just a cat. A cat with an extremely large head. He was of two minds whether to jump in and help Tiggles when he remembered he didn’t, in fact, like cats, not since he’d been sexually assaulted by a ginger tom at the tender old age of eight.
 
   As the cat reached the stage, pulled itself up with a gracefulness Derek hadn’t expected from a half-drowned moggy, he realised there was something very wrong with this particular cat.
 
   For one, it was about ten times too big. Derek had never seen such a large cat; it looked like several cats stitched together. Secondly, cats usually go, “Miaow,” or, “Weahhh,” but this one didn’t. It roared like a bear, and each time it did, the stage rattled beneath him.
 
   The water was still rising. Derek’s feet were covered over with what smelt like the ocean, and yet couldn’t be. Could it? He slowly backed away from the approaching monster, searching the stage for a way out, and the tiger—Ah, that’s what they call them, Derek thought, though he had never seen one out in the open, and definitely not in a Cromer bingo hall—prowled around him, sniffing the air like one of those pretentious wine connoisseurs you often had to punch in the face whenever you saw them.
 
   “Nice kitty,” Derek said, nervously smiling, trying his best not to sound terrified. “Hey, I know where you can find some fresh dead folk. They’re probably a bit gristly, but—”
 
   The tiger pounced and growled simultaneously, and as it thumped into Derek's chest, knocking him into the water. It sank its huge teeth into the top of his skull. There was a pop, a crunch, and Derek’s head came away from the rest of him with a sickly squelch.
 
   The tiger fed well, better than it had for years. When it was finished, it swam back toward the doors, knowing there would be more where that came from in the melee outside.
 
    
 
   *
 
   Vera couldn’t breathe, and that was the thing with water. If you were under it, it was probably best not to try. Her life didn’t flash before her eyes; it seemed to drag by slowly, as if it were maimed. There was Jessica as a newborn, and there she was again on the slide at the park and there again at the shoe shop. On and on it went, a god-awful slideshow, and she’d lost the remote control to the projector.
 
   It was then that she realised she was caught on something, an overturned chair perhaps. She was being held. She could feel hands tugging at her, pulling her back down into the salty abyss.
 
   I’m going to die, she thought. I’m going to die and never know who my murderer was.
 
   Vera threw out a hand, and it was about as weak as she’d expected. Her arm folded up at the wrist, and there was an audible crack, despite being beneath six feet of water. Damn arthritis! she thought, retracting her hand and accepting her fate.
 
   Jessica’s first ride on a donkey, and then her first ride on a camel, and then she was getting older, and smoking, and drinking, and coming home with a pair of tits that would make Hugh Hefner cream himself, and then…
 
   I can’t die like this, Vera thought. Not thinking ill of my daughter. Jessica was a good swimmer and was therefore probably still alive out there.
 
   Throwing her foot out, Vera hit her assailant in the soft spot between belly and thigh. She’d popped her hip out of place, but it was worth it, for now she was free, floating upwards, six stone of crippled pensioner doing everything in her power to survive. 
 
   As her head broke the surface, she gasped, drew in lungfuls of precious air. All around, as far as the eye could see, was water. Somebody’s wooden leg drifted past her head as she kicked and flailed in an effort to stay afloat.
 
   Then a head shot up beside her, and the face of her aggressor became clear for the first time.
 
   “Judi…Dench!” Vera gasped. Of course it was. That hag thespian had had it in for her since day one. “You…you tried…to kill me!”
 
   The desiccated actress shook her head. “I was saving you,” she said, surprisingly not breathless. She could probably hold her breath for years, Vera thought. That’s MI6 training for you.
 
   “Saving me from what?” It was all Vera could do to stay afloat. Her dislocated hip didn’t help matters.
 
   “The tiger!” Judi Dench said. “It ate Derek, and if you’d popped up, it would have come for you, too.”
 
   Now, Vera had heard a lot of nonsense in her time. She’d been alive when Area 51 was more commonly known as Area 1. “What tiger?” she gasped, taking on board a litre or so of salty seawater.
 
   “It’s gone now,” Judi Dench said. “Swam out through the door. Probably gone off in search of pudding. You kicked me right in the lady-nuts down there!”
 
   Vera eyed her co-survivor with no small amount of suspicion. What the hell would a tiger be doing swimming through a bingo hall? It just didn’t make sense.
 
   “I have to get…out of here!” Vera said, looking around, not knowing what she was looking for. The doors were several feet beneath them on the other side of the hall, and water was still surging into the room. It would be impossible to swim down and through them.
 
   “Stay calm,” Judi Dench said. “You see that skylight?”
 
   “This is no…time to talk about…your stupid films!”
 
   “No! Up there.” Judi Dench pointed up to the ceiling, to a small square embedded in it, allowing light to spill in.
 
   “I see it,” Vera said, though she couldn’t. Her glasses must have fallen off at some point.
 
   “We’re going to wait for the water to fill this place, and then we’re going to smash our way through it.” Judi Dench reached for a Zimmer frame before it had chance to get away.
 
   “What if I can’t tread water for that long?” It was a damn good question. Vera hadn’t been to the swimming baths for years, not since she heard about how the water turned purple if your bladder gave way. She’d reached that age where urination was no longer one of the things she controlled.
 
   “Then I guess I’m on my own,” Judi Dench said. “But I won’t let that happen. You and I have had our differences over the years—”
 
   “Differences!” Vera almost drowned her on general principal. “You had an affair with…my husband…my Larry!”
 
   “No I didn’t! Who told you that?”
 
   Vera was gobsmacked. After all these years, the bitch was still denying it. What if you made a mistake, Vera? What if, all this time, you’ve been hating the wrong woman?
 
   “Larry told me,” Vera said, though now she wasn’t sure. “We were watching you…on…on that Wish You Were Here, and—”
 
   “Judith Chalmers!” Judi Dench said. “Your husband had an affair with Judith Chalmers, not me. I was happily married for thirty years. When my husband died in 2001, I decided not to bother anymore.”
 
   “Oh!” was all Vera Hunt could manage. “So why did I think it was you?”
 
   “Because you’re old and mental,” the Dame said. “Is that why you hated me all these years? Because you thought I’d stolen your Larry away from you?”
 
   “That and Tomorrow Never Dies,” Vera said. “Look, never mind that. I’m trying not to drown here. Can we just focus on getting out of here alive?”
 
   “We’ll make it,” Judi Dench said. “I’ve been in tighter situations than this. Did I ever tell you about the time Javier Bardem asked me to kill him?”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Thad Bailey had been winning the tug-of-war single-handedly when the tsunami hit. The spectators had all screamed excitedly, and Thad had put their renewed enthusiasm down to the fact he almost had six members of the British Army over the line in the middle of the street. 
 
   Then the water had hit him, knocking him from his feet, and a second later something big and heavy landed on his back.
 
   If you’ve ever been slammed into by a zebra at a hundred miles per hour before, then you have a good idea of how Thad felt in that moment. Confused. Hurt. Slightly concerned that he was giving a piggyback to a stripy horse.
 
   The good thing about his height and mass, though, was that he kept his footing, even as the water rushed past him, even with a panicked zebra biting the top of his head. Chaos reigned all around as people were washed away on the terrible current.
 
   And yet the water wasn’t the problem. Well, it was a bit of a nuisance, especially for those lying face-down in it. The problem was the animals. Where had they all come from? Why were they breast-stroking it through the street?
 
   “What’s happening!?” one of the soldiers screeched, peeling a meerkat from his chest. The meerkat chirruped, dove into the water, and disappeared. “You’ve got a zebra on your back!”
 
   Thad grunted and grabbed the beast’s hooves. With one quick movement, he flipped the zebra off his shoulders and watched as it swam across the street, toward Foxy’s Knickerwear Ltd. “I think we’ve been hit by a tsunami!” Thad bellowed. “Where are the rest of your team?”
 
   The soldier pointed across the street, to where five members of the British Army were battling a tribe of howler monkeys. “Where did all these damn animals come from?”
 
   Thad thought long and hard, which wasn’t his forte. “I guess the zoo,” he said. “Which means there are much worse animals out there than those monkeys.”
 
   Just then, a large woman wearing dungarees emerged from the water. Her face was bright red, apart from one cheek where there were two bright green spots.
 
   “Holy shit, a mermaid!” Thad said, flabbergasted by the woman’s sudden appearance.
 
   “Do I look like a mermaid?” the woman asked breathlessly, and now that Thad had a chance to look her over more intently, he realised his mistake. “Do I have something on my face?”
 
   The soldier leaned in, though not too close. There was a fine line between something on her face, and something leaping across onto his face. When he realised what he was, in fact, looking at, the soldier relaxed and said, “Don’t worry. It’s just a couple of frogs.”
 
   “Ow!” the woman said, slapping one of the frogs from her face. “One of them bit…” She trailed off as paralysis took hold. A second later and she was underwater again, leaving Thad and the soldier incredulous.
 
   “We need to get to higher ground,” the soldier said. He wolf-whistled to the rest of his team. The howler monkeys leapt from their respective soldiers and began swinging their way along the street on the lampposts, their deep hellish roars dopplering as they headed into the distance.
 
   The soldiers gathered around their leader and Thad, who felt a little out of place, even though he had almost bettered the lot of them a moment earlier.
 
   “Something terrible has happened,” their leader said. “There’s been some kind of tidal wave, which is why you now find yourself up to your waists in seawater.”
 
   “What about the monkeys, Sergeant?” one of the soldiers asked. “I’ve been to the beach before, saw crabs and fish and whatnot, but never monkeys.”
 
   “Hercules here reckons there’s a zoo nearby,” the sergeant said. All six soldiers turned to face Thad, who was still trying to figure out how a frog could kill a person. “If that’s the case, then there could be all kinds of nasty bastards out there.”
 
   “Shit!” one of the soldiers said, sobbing. “That’s it then, man! Game over! Game over, man!”
 
   “Get a grip, Hudson” the sergeant said. “The important thing is that we help as many people as possible. There are going to be a lot of trapped and scared people out there in Cromer, and what with the roads only accessible by dinghies, it’s our duty, as soldiers of this great country, to look after our own.”
 
   “Erm, you’re not including me in that, are you?” Thad said. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to help, it was—actually, yes it was. He was good at looking tough and acting tough, but when it actually came to being tough, he left that up to the soldiers, the firemen, the rozzers, and those burly guys in donkey jackets who decided whether you were good enough to grace their establishments or not.
 
   “You’re one strong sonofabitch,” the sergeant said, patting Thad on the shoulder. “We could use a guy like you. Not many men could wrestle a zebra the way you just did. I’ll bet you could take down a moose.”
 
   I’d rather not try, Thad thought. “I guess I could help,” he said, thinking about the outstanding parking tickets he’d accrued in Cromer. Surely they would waive those if he saved a couple hundred citizens from a horde of rampaging animals.
 
   “Well alright then!” the sergeant said. “Let’s go bag us some zoo animals!”
 
   As Thad waded after the soldiers, he tried to remember the last time he’d been so scared. Wrestling zebras was one thing; lunging headlong into a battle with a Sumatran Tiger, well, that was just fucking stupid.
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   Roger Whipsnade slowly opened his eyes. He realised he was lying on his back, staring up at the sky, and focussing on the birds up there, circling, soaring, eating the other birds?
 
   Pushing himself up onto his elbows, he watched as a golden eagle took a chunk out of a sparrow. The one-winged sparrow plummeted toward the ground. I’ve been hit! I’ve been hit! I’m going down!
 
   Roger wasn’t as knowledgeable when it came to birds as some of the other zoo staff, but he knew a hooded vulture when he saw one. He’d never seen one so far away though, flying freely across the Norfolk skyline, and he’d certainly never seen one dragging a half a human carcass behind it.
 
   “Oh God, the zoo!” he said, clambering to his feet. The water had carried him away from his workplace, dumped him unceremoniously in someone’s back garden. On their shed roof, to be more precise. The North Sea surrounded him on four sides, and only the tallest of structures protruded from the water.
 
   What had happened!? Where was the warning!? Surely someone, in some government office nearby, had seen this coming. But that was the thing with the government: unless they were going to make money out of something, they kept it to themselves. If there had been some way they could tax the sea, perhaps things would have been very different.
 
   Brandie! She was out there somewhere, lying dead in a field or face-down in the water. What if a gorilla had got a hold of her? What if she’d already been stripped down to her underwear by an aerie of hungry hawks?
 
   Now’s not the time to think about Brandie Stroman’s knickers, Roger reproached. There was a chance she was still alive. If anyone knew how best to protect themselves from wild animals, it was Brandie.
 
   Stepping slowly off the shed roof and onto the adjacent fence, Roger felt like a real action hero. When he toppled off the fence and into the water a second later, he felt like a complete numpty.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Brandie was gently floating. She’d had dreams like this before, and they were always nice, soothing. In a moment, she would be joined by another. Johnny Depp would pull up alongside her in full Jack Sparrow get-up. “Does this lady need a good rogering, savvy?” to which she would reply, “She doesn’t half,” before climbing into his boat for a little how’s your father and a bottle of rum.
 
   Unfortunately, something pecking at Brandie’s face dragged her kicking and screaming from her delightful snooze. When she opened her eyes to find a barn owl sitting on her chest, tapping at her cheek with its razor-sharp beak, she knew something was terribly amiss.
 
   “Oh fuck!” she gasped, slowly sitting. The water was all around her, murky and rancid. She hadn’t been dreaming at all; the sensation of floating had been real. As the owl flew off, its immense wings almost knocking Brandie unconscious as it went, she tried to piece together what had happened.
 
   I was in with the lemurs. She remembered because Lionel the lemur was being a bit of a dick, throwing faeces at her. It was nothing new as far as lemur behaviour went, but it was the first time she’d known any of them to embed six-inch nails in it first. So I was dodging shitty nail-bombs, and then what?
 
   The water, it had hit the enclosure hard, sending her sprawling outside. The roof had come down a moment later; she’d watched as the lemurs leapt from the ruins, clambered over one another to reach the floating debris.
 
   Then what? Well there had been something flying toward her, getting bigger and bigger, and then she’d seen its face, a screaming, contorted head which had disappeared into its shell the moment before impact.
 
   I was hit in the head by a Galapagos tortoise. That was what knocked me out. Glad I figured that out. Phew, now I can stop worrying and go about my day. Oh wait, no I can’t because I appear to be in the middle of the ocean, floating on—
 
   She edged across, and there, nailed to the piece of wood on which she floated, was a sign with the name Lionel painted on in elegant scroll.
 
   —Lionel’s fucking front door!
 
   Then it hit her. If the lemurs were free—if they’d survived the initial disaster—what else had been released? How many species of animal were currently running amok in Cromer? Were the tigers out? The anacondas? Those horrible little creatures that liked to wear smoking jackets and say “seemples” a lot?
 
   “Are you okay down there?” a voice said. Brandie looked up, saw a face at a window. There was no glass in the window. It appeared to have blown inwards with the initial wave, and now the face at the window was sporting bloody shards like some incongruous new jewellery.
 
   “I’m fine!” Brandie said, though she didn’t know why. There was water where there should be street, a post-apocalyptic stream carrying her along to god-knows-where. Fine she wasn’t.
 
   “I’d be careful if I were you,” the face said. “You shouldn’t be floating around down there like that. I saw something long, thin, and very toothy about half an hour ago. You might want to get up to higher ground.”
 
   Brandie sighed. “I’m not exactly doing this for shits and giggles,” she said. “I’ve only just woken up. Is there anything around me right now?”
 
   The face peered down into the water. Brandie hadn’t yet determined whether she was talking to a man or a woman. All that pulped flesh made it hard to decide.
 
   “Not that I can see,” the face said, “but the water’s not as clear as it was. I think it’s picking up all the shit in the streets. Who knew Cromer was so damn filthy?”
 
   “Okay, well, since I’m not in control of this piece of wood, I’m going to continue floating along until I either drop off the face of the earth or something long, thin and toothy comes up to eat me. It’s been nice chatting to you.”
 
   The face smiled. A few teeth dropped out and plinked into the water below. “All the best!”
 
   Brandie threw a blasé hand up. All the best? All the flipping best? That was the thing about being British. It took something really special to dampen the spirits, and even then a modicum of politeness and etiquette remained. If an asteroid punched through earth’s atmosphere, scorched the sky, and tore toward the ground at twenty-thousand miles per hour, while the rest of the world ran about screaming, panicking, and looting toasters from the nearest wholesaler, the British would stand gawping at the sky, a pipe in one hand and a cucumber sandwich in the other, telling passersby to mind their heads.
 
   As the door travelled along Baker Street, where the residents were now probably wishing they had never let that darned estate-agent talk them into buying bungalows, Brandie only had one thing on her mind. Well, if you disregarded the horrible feeling of wet socks, the door beneath her, the myriad zoo animals swarming about the place, and the fact it was hotter than a whorehouse on fifty-pence night, then she only had one thing on her mind.
 
   Roger Whipsnade. Where was he? Was he okay? Was he lying dead in a water-filled ditch somewhere being picked at by a clowder of ocelots? Brandie didn’t want to think about it, but the constant flow of dead bodies drifting past her floating door brought home the severity of the situation.
 
   They were up Shit Creek without a paddle. The trouble was, no one had ordered a creek.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Roger had made it all the way to the pier without being eaten, which he considered a cheeky bonus. Along the way, he’d passed hundreds of survivors. Some had managed to clamber up onto nearby rooftops; others drifted along on large chunks of debris. One group of youths had decided to make the most of the situation, cannonballing from Mick McManus’s Hardware Store roof into the water below.
 
   “We’re aaaaaaaall doooooooomed!” an old geezer with fewer teeth than a hillbilly’s chainsaw had yelled from the roof of Hand Job Nails & Spa. “God is punishing us! The rapture is coming for us all.” To which one of the cannonballing teenagers replied, “Shut the fuck up, you fucking fuck!” proving that not even a deadly natural disaster was enough to make unruly bastards respect their elders.
 
   Standing on the pier wall—getting his bearings and trying not to think about the zoo animals that were out there, running amok and eating children—Roger had time to contemplate what the old nutjob had said.
 
   Is this God’s work? Doesn’t he have bigger fish to fry than a small Norfolk town? What could we have possible done to inflame the Lord’s wrath? I mean, we’ve got a few inbreeders—Peter Linkletter and his wife-sister are just adorable once you get to know them—but you get that everywhere. If God went around throwing the sea at every little district which deemed internal relations as unpunishable, the whole of the British Isles would be submersed by now.
 
   No, this wasn’t God’s work. This was Mother Nature at her finest. They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, and Mother Nature had plenty to be pissed about.
 
   “Whipsnade?”
 
   Roger started. He turned to face the pier, but couldn’t see anyone at first. Perhaps I’ve gone mental, he thought. An event of this magnitude was more than enough to push even the sanest of people over the edge, which meant that those who had already been borderline were now positively doolally.
 
   “Up here!” the voice said.
 
   Sitting on the pier, its base under two feet of water, was a fairground ride, its cars stationary, its usually blinking lights fried to smithereens. Roger searched the large, tubular column at the centre of the ride, followed it up and up, and there, sitting in a softly swinging spaceship, was a sodden William Chinn. He looked different without his toupee; less ridiculous, despite his surroundings.
 
   “I don’t think the fair’s going to open today,” Roger said, “what with all this water and the dead people floating around in it.”
 
   Chinn pulled what looked like a starfish from his shirt collar. “I’m not here for the fucking candyfloss,” he said. “Look, some of our animals are out there, loose, rampaging.”
 
   “You mean all of our animals,” Roger said. After what had happened, correcting his boss was no longer as terrifying as it once had been.
 
   “Whipsnade, I saw a bear a few minutes ago, and I’m not talking about those cute little Australian fuckers, either.”
 
   Roger glanced around, searching the nooks of the pier for any sign of Winnie, their resident grizzly. A frisson ran through his entire body, and he was in two minds whether to shinny up the fairground ride and flop into one of the miniature spacecrafts until this whole thing had blown over.
 
   They would send someone, wouldn’t they? The people in charge, the government, they would surely despatch a team of rescuers to evacuate Cromer. Helicopters and hovercrafts were probably already on the way; all they had to do was sit tight, perhaps find someone with a working kettle and a handful of teabags. It was only a matter of time before—
 
   A scream from above. Roger turned, glanced up at the car in which his boss had sat a moment ago. There was no sign of Chinn, but the car was rocking violently, swinging on a hook that Roger wouldn’t have trusted to hold the weight of his coat. Something was attacking Chinn, had dragged him down into the spaceship. Roger could hear the frantic flapping of wings as the creature (or angel?) brutalised his boss.
 
   “Are you okay up there?” Roger asked. It was a stupid question, but somebody had to ask it. “If it’s Snowy, just rub her belly. She likes that.”
 
   “It’s not…fucking…Snowy!” Chinn screamed. A hand came up, bloody, ribboned, before dropping back down into the ferociously swaying car. “Get off of me, you damn, dirty hawk!”
 
   Ah, it was Sybil, Bingham’s savage and widely misunderstood Red-tailed Hawk. In that case, Roger didn’t know what to do. Even the bird’s keepers were cautious when feeding or cleaning Sybil’s pen. She’d killed at least three curators since Roger had worked at the zoo, pecking them to death with that razor-sharp beak of hers, and he’d lost track of the number of times children had been rushed off to A&E to have fingers, toes, and noses reattached. Even the blood-spattered sign outside Sybil’s pen warned people off: “ALL BODY PARTS PICKED UP WILL BE KEPT IN LOST AND FOUND FOR A MAXIMUM OF 28 DAYS.”
 
   Chinn screamed one last time, and Sybil jumped up onto the chrome handrail, glanced nonchalantly around the pier, and flew away, heading toward the town centre. 
 
   “Mr. Chinn?” Roger said, once the hawk was out of earshot. “Mr. Chinn, are you dead?”
 
   The car squeaked, rocked slightly, as William Chinn clambered to his feet. “Ah, Whipsicle, my favourite pterodactyl. How’s it hanging, peach?”
 
   Roger didn’t know what to say to that and so decided instead to regard his boss with an expression of utter incredulity.
 
   “Lovely day we’re eating,” Chinn said, tilting his head and admiring the sky.
 
   Something splashed into the water by Roger’s feet, and he lunged back, expecting some wild creature to emerge. Once the water settled again, Roger took a step forward and glanced down.
 
   “What have you friend, found?” Chinn asked from what was, unbeknownst to him, his final resting place. “Is it a pancake? I like pancakes!”
 
   There, sitting on the pier beneath the water, was half a brain. Roger could just about make out the grey ventricles through the shimmering seawater. It had been pecked almost to indiscernibility, and looked more like something a cat brought home as a gift than the most vital part of human anatomy.
 
   “Lot of water about today!” Chinn said. “Are we upside down?”
 
   I can’t leave him up there like that, Roger thought. It wouldn’t be right. His boss’s head was hollowed out, his brain partially devoured by Sybil. The only reason he was still semi-functioning was because he hadn’t lain down yet. If it rained, the poor bastard’s head would fill right up like a toddler’s sippy cup. There was no way back for Chinn, which was probably for the best, given the circumstances.
 
   “Your wig’s going to fly away!” Roger suddenly screamed up at his smiling, aloof gaffer.
 
   “Wha—” was all that Chinn managed. As he reached for the toupee that wasn’t even there, his fist disappeared into the newly-gouged hole in his cranium. His eyes rolled up into his head, and he said, “Squizzfiggle,” before flopping forward, leaving the fairground spaceship behind as momentum carried him over the edge.
 
   Roger turned away, heard the splash as his former boss landed in the water enveloping the pier. After a few quiet moments of reflection—He could have fired me. He could have sacked me, but he didn’t because I’m stupid—Roger began to wade toward the town centre.
 
   Brandie was still out there somewhere. He could feel it in his terrified and waterlogged bones.
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   Despite being one of the greatest British actresses of a generation—or three, if we’re being entirely honest—Dame Judi Dench had quite a potty-mouth on her. Even Vera Hunt blushed as Dench cursed after hitting the skylight with the Zimmer frame for the umpteenth time. “It’s as if it’s made of cunting steel!” Dench said, breathless for the first time since Vera and she had joined forces.
 
   Water had almost filled the hall. It was amazing how airtight an old community centre could be. It appeared the only hole in the entire structure was the one allowing the water in, which just went to show that they no longer make them like they used to.
 
   “I can’t…doggy-paddle…for much…longer,” Vera said. Her arms and legs were like spaghetti, and every few seconds her head dropped below the water, only for Dench to pull her back up.
 
   “You can!” Judi Dench said, slamming the Zimmer into the glass once again. “We’re going to get out of here! And when we do, you’re going to make Judith Chalmers’ life a living hell!”
 
   Vera, freshly spurred on, began to kick and paddle more vigorously.
 
   “Now, if I could just make a cunting crack.”
 
   Dench launched the Zimmer frame upwards, which was easier said than done since it was all but submerged, and then…
 
   A tiny spiderwebbing crack appeared at the centre of the skylight, stretching outwards, random cracks beginning to appear off it.
 
   “You…gargle...did it!” Vera screeched. They were going to survive, and all because Vera had had the good fortune of hooking up with an MI6-trained thespian. If that wasn’t God’s way of saying live life to the fullest, she didn’t know what was.
 
   The next time Dench hit the skylight with the geriatric walking aid, glass rained inwards, peppering the rising water with hundreds of miniature shards. As she went about breaking the glass at the edges so that they could climb out without losing bits of their sagging bodies, she said, “Did I tell you about the time Pierce Brosnan bought me a fifteen-inch black vibrator for Christmas?”
 
   “Can we not do this right now?” Vera could practically smell the freedom a few inches above their heads. The sun was still beating down out there, and Vera wanted to get into it as quickly as possible. The heat would soon dry them off.
 
   “You go first,” Judi Dench said. She hooked a hand over the edge of the skylight and offered the other to Vera, who stared at it as if it were a bunch of rotten bananas. “Go on. There’re a lot of dead old people down here. The sooner we get out, the less chance we’ve got of catching Alzheimer’s.” Actually, the sooner they got out, the more chance they had of living long enough to get Alzheimer’s.
 
   Vera didn’t like the sound of that and so used Judi Dench’s hand to push herself up. Hooking a gnarled old elbow over the edge of the skylight, she managed to pull herself through, and the moment her trailing foot left the murky seawater, she felt instantly better. It was like being born again, only without the slime and crowd of overexcited doctors.
 
   She stood, arching her back, which cracked loud enough to send a nearby flock of sparrows into the sky. She took a few steps toward the edge of the building, forgetting momentarily all about Judi Dench. “Holy hell!” she gasped. She’d never seen so much water, at least not this far inland. If it wasn’t for the surrounding rooftops, she might have believed the community centre had been torn from its foundations and carried out into the ocean, where it now floated along, a mobile bingo hall with more dead players than regulation normally allowed.
 
   “Oi!” Judi Dench roared. “Never mind sightseeing. Pull me out of here before I shrivel away to nothing!”
 
   Vera made her way back to the skylight. As she dropped to her knees, allowing her skin-and-bone arm to drop through the opening, she saw something in the water below Dench’s frantically kicking legs, something that wasn’t a dead old person.
 
   “What?” Dench said as Vera retracted her arm. She could see the fear in Vera’s eyes. “What is it?”
 
   Vera watched as the dark shape beneath the water circled Judi Dench’s flailing feet. Whatever it was, it was big, and it was sizing up the actress, trying to decide whether she was edible or not. “Keep really still,” Vera said. “I think there’s a shark in there with you.”
 
   Bubbles began to appear at the surface of the water, which meant that Dench understood the predicament she was in. “How do you know it’s a shark?” the actress whispered, trying not to move whilst simultaneously trying not to drown. “How far away is it right now?”
 
   “I’ve seen sharks before,” Vera said. “Big bloody things, sharp teeth, like to chew up boats and eat drunken teenagers in the middle of the night. Oh, yes, I know a shark when I see one, and...”
 
   Just then, an alligator’s head appeared; all wide maw and stringy drool. Judi Dench threw an arm up to protect herself, but the beast was having none of it. It came down bodily on Dench, forcing her into the water, where it would no doubt make a meal of her.
 
   “Oh!” Vera said. “My bad!” It was an easy mistake to make. Crocodiles, sharks, giant crabs, they were all the same. Nice to look at from a distance, but you wouldn’t want to skinny-dip next to one.
 
   Staring down through the skylight, Vera couldn’t see much. She was waiting for a sign, perhaps a reddening of the water, anything to confirm that Judi Dench had been ungraciously devoured by the beast so that she could move on, put this whole nasty episode behind her. She wasn’t the greatest actress, Vera reasoned. The world wouldn’t miss her, not while they still had Maggie Smith, Glenn Close, and that one from Prime Suspect whose tits have apparently made a pact with the devil.
 
   After a few minutes of watching, waiting, Vera stood up and stared down into the water. “You saved my life, Judi Dench,” she said, making the sign of the cross. “You’re in a better place now, a place where they can no longer force you into making terrible films, a place where Brosnan and Craig can no longer get their filthy hands on you, a place where...”
 
   A severed alligator head flew from the water and hit Vera in the chest, knocking her back onto her bony arse. As she pushed herself up onto her elbows, she watched as Dench wearily pulled herself out through the skylight, her mouth caked with blood, her eyes wide and scary, as if she’d just been told she couldn’t return a faulty item because she’d lost the receipt.
 
   Vera was flabbergasted. “H-How? Y-You bit its head off?”
 
   “It was either me or it,” Dench said. “And my dentures were just too cunting strong for it.”
 
   “I thought you were dead!” Vera picked herself up from the rooftop.
 
   “Not today, little old lady. Not today.” Dench made her way across to the edge of the roof. “Does the tide usually come in this far only I’m not from around here?”
 
   Vera shook her head. “No, this is new. And we tend not to have crocs or tigers knocking around the town if we can help it.” She’d had enough of this nonsense, and wanted nothing more than to be down off the community centre roof, where she could search for her daughter—her Jessica.
 
   “I’ll help you find your daughter,” Dench said, still scanning the streets below.
 
   “How did you know?” Vera hadn’t mentioned it once.
 
   “Let’s just say that they teach you all sorts of neat tricks at MI6 camp.” Dench smiled. Plus, the My Daughter, Jessica tattoo on the inside of the old lady’s calf was a dead giveaway, but she kept that bit to herself.
 
   


  
 

12
 
    
 
   The sun was hot, the water was cold, and Jessica Hunt was scared shitless and hiding in the back of an abandoned articulated lorry. The power she’d felt immediately after putting the crown upon her head was gone; now she was just a teenager with a silly hat, a dress torn and tattered, and something crawling up between her implants that she was too frightened to investigate.
 
   Outside, beyond the temporary sanctuary of her semi-flooded artic, car alarms wailed, house-alarms screeched, and all manner of murderous beasties growled and roared. It was like being in some terrible SyFy movie. Any minute now, Martin Sheen would pop up as the president. Jessica didn’t know what was worse; being mauled to death by lions or bears, or being rescued by someone whose acting skills had regressed so badly, he was almost in Zac Efron territory.
 
   The tarpaulin at the back of the truck was secure, but it meant that she couldn’t see out. When the rescue team arrived—and they would, probably with Prince Harry in tow—she would have to untie the tarp and make her presence known. For now, though, she had no intention of revealing herself. Good luck to anyone dumb enough to swim through the streets out there, but not this girl.
 
   This girl was staying put.
 
   The tingling sensation across her breasts made Jessica squirm, and it was all she could do not to scream bloody murder. Slowly, she reached into her cleavage, hoping to find something benevolent, expecting to find something that could kill her in a matter of seconds: a baby tiger, perhaps, or one of those snakes that look like glowsticks.
 
   “Please, I don’t want to die!” she sobbed as her fingers brushed against something soft and sticky. She curled her hand around it, and with one tug, she pulled it free.
 
   A worm. Just a regular worm. She sighed, relieved, and dropped the worm into the water which covered her waist entirely. Closing her eyes, she relaxed back against the artic wall, reprimanding herself for being so silly.
 
   “Scared of a worm,” she muttered. “No wonder I’m a virgin.”
 
   That was what scared her the most. The thought of dying without experiencing a wo/man’s, touch terrified her. She’d known her own touch, but that didn’t count, and she hadn’t been that good at it anyway, too scared of breaking a nail to get properly involved.
 
   As she lay there, half-submerged in the back of the abandoned artic lorry, she found herself drifting off. Fatigue was slowly setting in. Now was not the time for napping, but she couldn’t help it. Maybe by the time she woke up it would all be over, President Sheen would have done his thing, and the escaped animals would all have been shot, maimed, or adopted by Angelina Jolie.
 
   When she woke—ten minutes? Half an hour? Three days later?—it took a few seconds for Jessica’s eyes to adjust to the gloom, but when they did, she wished she’d never woken at all.
 
   Her knees were covered with what looked like snails. Giant shells clattered against one another as the creatures slithered up her body. There were eight of them in total, an octet of gastropods that had no right to grow to such colossal proportions. It would have been mesmerising to watch if, say, it was happening to somebody else, but Jessica just wanted them off.
 
   They’re just snails, she told herself. But that was how all tragedies started. It’s just a spider, it’s only a volcano, it’s just a suicide bomber.
 
   She slowly reached down and flicked the shell of the nearest snail, but the creature didn’t budge. It had all the suction of a Garfield window cling. Without pausing to think about it, she grabbed the shell in her hand and pulled hard. It came away this time, at least most of it did, and the bit that remained wasn’t going to get far on its own. She dropped the shell and its dead inhabitant into the water and reached for the next one.
 
   Suddenly, the snail reared up. A harpoon shot out of it, catching Jessica right in the throat. As if on cue, the other snails stopped slithering and fired harpoons into Jessica’s face. Jessica screeched as the pain coursed through her entire body. It was like being stung by a thousand angry wasps all at once.
 
   She lunged to her feet, almost fell straight forward onto her face as pins and needles rendered her legs useless. She knocked the snails off; their harpoons retracted from her face and throat as they tumbled into the water, where she hoped they would die a terrible and painful death.
 
   What kind of snail fucking stings you in the face? There were things out there that Jessica would never understand: snails with harpoons, spiders with antlers, flying fucking rats! You only had to look at the zonkey to realise that the world around was no more surreal than Pandora, just with hundred percent less Na’vi.
 
   It was becoming difficult to breathe. No matter how much air she sucked into her lungs, it didn’t feel like nearly enough. And her face! It felt like it was on fire. She reached up, prodded around, and quickly realised that her entire head had ballooned. Whatever those little bastards had pumped into her was causing her face to swell. Another minute or two and she would look like Joseph Merrick in drag.
 
   “Oh God! Oh please! Please, not the face!” She dropped to her knees, not that she had much choice in the matter. The snails’ venom was slowly paralysing her. She was going to be hideous and motionless, a real treat for those that eventually stumbled upon her corpse.
 
   As her face continued to expand and her limbs lost all sensation, Jessica found herself slipping down into the water. By the time her head disappeared beneath the murky surface, she hadn’t breathed for almost an entire minute, which meant that death came relatively quickly.
 
   A crown—cheap, tacky and pointless—floated to the surface. Off in the distance, car-alarms continued to wail, house-alarms continued to screech, and all manner of beasties continued to tear the residents of Cromer apart.
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   “So, let me get this straight,” Thad said. “You’re not real soldiers?”
 
   The sergeant shrugged. His men stopped moving, anticipating an argument. “What would you define as a real soldier?” he asked. “Do we go out to war zones? No. Do we fight for our country? Not really. But we’re wearing camouflage uniforms, which makes us practically soldiers. We’re more paintballers than anything. You give us a mile of forest, a gas-powered gun, and a tub of yellow ammunition, we’ll kick ass all afternoon, or at least until teatime.”
 
   Thad couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “None of you have ever killed anything before?” he asked, sidestepping the corpse of an old man floating along on the water.
 
   “I haven’t,” the sergeant said, “but Brewster over there, he used to be a bit of a hunter back in his day. Ain’t that right, Brewster?”
 
   One of the soldiers stopped moving, turned, and said, “Aye. They used to call me Shootster Brewster.”
 
   “Because you were so good?” Thad said.
 
   Brewster shook his head. “Because it could take me up to a hundred shoots ter kill anything.”
 
   Thad took a deep breath, surveyed the flooded landscape. People were sloshing around, looking for survivors, trying to locate missing children. One man with a bright pink snorkel attached to his face bobbed along the surface. Whatever he was looking for, it was surely long gone by now. The whole town was in chaos, and Thad Bailey suddenly realised how severe their situation was. The fact that he was now part of a ridiculous platoon of what could only be described as paintball mercenaries only served to make the whole episode worse.
 
   “I’m pretty sure the cavalry will be here soon,” the sergeant said, attempting to light a waterlogged cigar, which he’d produced from his breast pocket.
 
   A minute ago, Thad thought, you were the fucking cavalry.
 
   “What if they don’t come?” the one called Hudson said. “What then? Game over, man. It’s game over!”
 
   “Hudson, you really need to sort your shit out, son,” the sergeant who wasn’t, in fact, a sergeant said. “Have you thought about counselling? Perhaps medication?”
 
   “Erm, guys, we have a problem.”
 
   It was Brewster leading the way, though now he’d drawn to a halt. The five soldiers up front stared out over the decimated town. One of them, a guy by the name of Stanley Twobrick, was trembling so violently that the water surrounding him had become frothy.
 
   The sergeant joined his faux-platoon on the front line, and when he saw what they saw, his bladder gave way. Luckily, none of the others saw him piss himself, but Shootster Brewster felt the water-temperature rise ever so slightly and put it down to a farting frog.
 
   Now’s my chance, Thad thought, staring at the backs of the six camouflaged idiots. Get away. Run while they’re looking at whatever it is they’re looking at.
 
   Just then, the sergeant whirled and dropped to his knees, which probably wasn’t the best thing to do, since the water was waist height. After a second or two, his head reappeared, and once he’d got rid of the snot-bubble and the used condom attached to his earlobe, he said, “Please, Thad, you have to help us! We’re going to die out here! We’re not soldiers! We’re not even professional paintballers! We went once on Twobrick’s stag do, and we lost to a bunch of nuns! Do you know how fucking stealthy nuns are, Thad? Like ninjas, they are! Ninja nuns!”
 
   Thad peeled the sergeant’s hooked fingers from his arm and slapped him hard across the face. A giant, red handprint appeared on the sergeant’s cheek, but at least he’d stopped babbling on about Kung-Fu clergy. “What’s got into you?” he said. “You’re acting like a bunch of cowards.” He waded through the water until he was level with the five soldiers, who were still mesmerised by whatever they were watching.
 
   There, just a few hundred feet away, a dozen large cats were swimming toward them. They appeared to be in perfect formation, as if they’d sat down and discussed the best course of attack, only for the lion to pipe up with, “V-formation! It worked in The Great War, and it’ll damn well work now!”
 
   “Maybe they’re not, what’s the word? Carnawhores!” Brewster said, scratching his head, knowing that if it came down to it, he would trip one of the others just to get away.
 
   “They’re big cats,” Thad said. “Nobody ever saw a vegetarian big cat.” It’s ridiculous, Thad thought, that I have to explain this to a bunch of grown-ass men.
 
   “My sister-in-law had a skunk once that would only eat that jelly stuff you get in pork pies,” Twobrick said. “But that’s got nothing to do with this, has it?”
 
   The sergeant shook his head. He’d just taken his second piss of the minute and was ready to stand up now to address his men. “We can’t outswim them, can we?” he said.
 
   “Is your last name Phelps?” Thad said, with more than a hint of sarcasm.
 
   The sergeant sighed. “So how the fuck do we take down a bunch of hungry big cats?”
 
   The cats, sensing their meal was almost within reach, picked up the pace. The lion at the front roared, and the six non-soldiers and Thad whimpered in unison.
 
   “There’s nothing we can do,” Thad said. “They’ve already seen us. Turns out that camouflage of yours doesn’t work in Cromer. We can try to run, but I don’t fancy our chances. Have you ever tried running when something’s chasing you? You just end up giggling.”
 
   “It’s better than standing here like fucking wet dicks,” Brewster said, slowly moving backwards through the water. “I don’t know about you guys, but being chewed up and eventually shat out by a cheetah rates high on my Things Not to Experience in My Lifetime list.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s go,” Thad said, barely more than a whisper. He turned slowly and was about to start running/swimming/flailing for his life when something flashed past him, something bright red, almost like fire. The smell of smoke filled the air, and for a moment Thad was blind.
 
   Brewster: “Whathefuck!”
 
   Twobrick: “It’s them homosexual fishermen!”
 
   Sergeant: “Where the hell did they come from?”
 
   Thad: “I can’t see a damn thing. What’s going on?”
 
   There was a loud twhump! followed by the combined growls of the approaching big cats. Thad’s vision slowly returned, and not a moment too soon as far as he was concerned.
 
   “Don’t just stand there!” one of the fisherman, the one holding the flare gun, bellowed. “We can’t hold them off all day!”
 
   Over the last few hours, Thad thought he had seen it all: a ten-metre tidal wave carving a path of destruction through his town; a woman murdered by what was the smallest frog he’d ever seen; a squadron of famished felines swimming in flawless formation. And now this.
 
   The second fisherman lowered a rope over the side of the trawler, which was parked right there in the middle of the street. If they weren’t careful, a traffic warden would be round any minute to slap a ticket on their anchor.
 
   “Quick!” the sergeant said, wading through the water toward the bobbing boat. “Everyone on board!”
 
   The fisherman with the flare gun fired another smoking missile toward the prowling cats. “They’re still coming, Barry!” he screeched in a much higher voice than even he had anticipated.
 
   “Just keep them at arm’s length, Bobby!” Barry said, leaning over the edge of the trawler. “These soldiers need our help, and by God we’re going to give it to them!”
 
   Thad swam toward the illegally-parked trawler, joined the queue forming next to it. “What are we waiting for?” he said. “Get your arses up there!”
 
   The sergeant nodded, grabbed the rope, and started to climb. About two seconds later, he fell back down into the water, shaking his head and rubbing his biceps. “Does anyone here know how to climb a rope?”
 
   “For fuck’s sake!” Thad took a step back and called up to the fishermen. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a ladder up there, only these guys aren’t really soldiers.”
 
   “THE CATS ARE AT THE FRONT OF THE BOAT!” Bobby screamed.
 
   “Never mind!” Thad said. There was no time. He would have to improvise. To the sergeant, he said, “I’d like to say it was nice knowing you, but frankly it’s been a bit of a downer for me.” He grabbed the sergeant around the waist, crouched slightly, and with all his might tossed the man into the air. There was a thud and a grunt as the sergeant thumped into the side the trawler, about a foot away from Thad’s intended destination, and as the poor fella flopped down into the water, the rest of his platoon stepped away from Thad, fearing they were next.
 
   “INCOMING BIG CATS!” Bobby yelled, and then more calmly to his fellow fisherman, “Can they hear me down there? I mean, I keep telling them they’re about to get mutilated, but they don’t seem to care.”
 
   Just then, a ladder hit the water. “Are you sure they know how one of these works?” Barry called down. “It's a little more complicated than rope.”
 
   Thad ushered the five remaining soldiers toward the ladder. “Go on. Get up there and take your sleeping gaffer with you. I’m right behind you.” 
 
   The V-formation of big cats appeared at the front of the trawler, and when they saw their food escaping up a ladder (all except for one, and though he was big, he wouldn’t share out adequately amongst a dozen beasts) the noise they made was deafening. It was like listening to Slayer, Megadeth, and Katy Perry all at the same time, absolutely sickening.
 
   Thad put his back to the trawler, watching as the cats spread out, encircling him as if they were a bunch of horny old ladies and he was the Donny Osmond tour bus. There was no escape for him now. If he turned his back for one moment, they would be all over him, which was a bit of a shit as he’d never tried to climb a ladder facing outwards.
 
   The faux-soldiers were safe though. And yet he doubted that would be much of a comforting thought as he was rent limb from limb.
 
   “You can’t fight them!” Barry called down. “I’ve got to get this ladder up, son. I used to have a tabby called Mr. Tiddles, and he was like shit off a shovel when it came to getting into my attic. You understand, don’t you?”
 
   Thad nodded. “Just tell me family that I love them,” he said, though he didn’t know why. He had no family, and even if he had, he doubted the fisherman would know where to find them.
 
   “You don’t mind if I piss off now, do you?” Barry said. “I can’t stand the sight of blood, and I’m almost positive there’s going to be some.”
 
   The big cats were almost upon Thad, whose efforts to deter the beasts by flexing his copious muscles at them seemed to go unnoticed. “No, you go on. Get yourself off. I’m a bit of a bleeder, so I expect it’s going to get pretty gross down here in a second.”
 
   “Cheers, mate. Sorry we couldn’t rescue you and all that. We tried.”
 
   “Oh, I completely understand,” Thad said, snarling at an eager leopard. The ladder to his side slowly retracted, leaving him waist-deep in ocean and completely fenced in by zoo monsters. This was not how he wanted to go. Having sex with Taiwanese twins whilst watching the box-set of 24 on Netflix, that was how he wanted to go. This, well this was just cruel.
 
   The lion seemed to smile as it swam forwards. The rest of its mismatched pride watched intently, awaiting the lion’s orders to go forth and devour.
 
   “I hope you fucking choke on me, you pussies!” Thad said, closing his eyes, preparing himself for the inevitable pain.
 
   “Excuse me,” a calm and somewhat annoying voice said. “You can’t park that boat there.”
 
   Thad opened his eyes to find a traffic-warden standing next to the boat’s rudder. He was so busy writing out a ticket, he failed to notice the throng of big cats licking their lips.
 
   “There’s a car park in the next street, though it’s a little pricey, but not as pricey as this ticket, which I’m afraid is HOLY SHIT ARE THOSE THINGS GOING TO EAT ME!?”
 
   As the cats leapt for the traffic-warden, dragging him into the murky water, Thad heaved a massive sigh of relief and jumped for the rope that had been left dangling over the trawler’s side. Unlike the fake soldiers, he knew how to scale a rope, and he was up and over the trawler’s edge in less than three seconds.
 
   “Good to see you again, son,” Barry said as Thad landed on the fishgut-drenched deck. “You’re not bleeding, are you? Because I’m not great at steering this vessel when I’m unconscious.”
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   After almost twenty minutes of aimlessly floating through Cromer on the back of her door, Brandie decided she wasn’t getting anywhere. The people she saw were either dead—and therefore not very conversational—or being attacked by monkeys, who were not quite as silent as the dead folk, but still a little ignorant. No matter how many times she warned the unfortunate souls being laid upon by chimpanzees that hitting them with sticks would only serve to incense the great apes further, they just wouldn’t listen. In the end, she decided to leave them to their own devices and concentrate on keeping a low profile.
 
   She managed to direct her raft toward Cromer Cathedral. Surely there would be survivors there seeking solace in God, praying that the water would recede and that the myriad wild animals would somehow vanish into thin air. And if the support of a mythical deity wasn’t available, the cathedral had a rather nice tea room. If the pastries and scones weren’t all soaked through to the point of inedibility, Brandie imagined it would be a nice way to kill a few hours until the helicopters arrived.
 
   “Hello?” Brandie called out, though not with any great conviction. There was something eerie about the place, and she didn’t like it one bit. She’d expected to see someone by now. Any other time, the cathedral was a hive of activity. “Is anyone there?”
 
   When no one replied, Brandie assumed the townsfolk were all inside, drying off with a tall glass of port and a lamb samosa. It never crossed her mind that the congregation were already dead, that they had been set upon by the animals, the very animals that she was supposed to have dominion over. Of course, it wasn’t her fault. Whoever had had the bright idea of plonking a zoo right next to the fucking sea in the first place? Those were the people that had some explaining to do. Oh, and the meteorologists, seismologists, physicians, government officials, and anyone who’d read the New Testament.
 
   Brandie paddled the door forward, knowing she would be quicker on foot, in the water. The only problem with that was, she knew what animals the zoo kept, what they would do to said foot if they had half a chance. She also knew that any number of parasites could be swimming around beneath her and that by leaving her door she was practically inviting them to swim up inside her and make themselves at home.
 
   She reached the cathedral door and banged three times. It was like that bit in The Wizard of Oz, only the Emerald City didn’t have quite as much graffiti.
 
   Come on, come on, I’m burning to death out here! Brandie thought. The sun’s rays were leaving their mark on her usually pallid flesh. It was currently a toss-up as to what would kill her first: the escaped animals or skin cancer.
 
   She knocked again, this time with the ball of her fist. Imagining a roomful of survivors just beyond the door was enough to drive her to distraction. She hoped there were some biscuits left when they finally let her in.
 
   She was about to knock one last time when a voice interrupted her.
 
   “You’re wasting your time.”
 
   Brandie almost fell off her door. “Who said that?” She looked this way and that, up and down, and then she saw it. At first she though it was just a head, severed perhaps, floating along on the floodwater like a baby’s turd. Then she remembered that severed heads seldom have the propensity to natter or blink, and this one appeared to be doing both.
 
   “What are you doing down there?” Brandie asked. It seemed like a reasonable question as it left her lips.
 
   “I’m dying,” the head said. “Two hours ago I was surrounded by beautiful women, and now I’m up to my neck in pissin’ seawater and something’s chewed my fuckin’ arms off.” As if to prove he wasn’t lying, the man raised his stumps, glanced at them in turn before dropping them back into the water. “And there’s no one in there. I thought there would be, but it looks like we’re the only ones who’ve made it this far in one piece.”
 
   Brandie wanted to correct him. She appeared to be the only one in one piece, but she kept it to herself. The guy was clearly having a bad day without her denigrating him further.
 
   “What’s been eating your arms?” Brandie frowned. It was one of those questions that you should be able to go through life without having to ask, like “Are you sure the baby is mine?” and “Who would you rather sleep with? Meat Loaf or Carrot Top?”
 
   “Dunno,” the man said. “I was swimming along when I realised I wasn’t going as fast as I had been.”
 
   “Oh, that sucks,” Brandie said. “Could have been worse, though.”
 
   The head looked incredulous. “How?”
 
   “Well, if you’d only lost the one arm, you’d still be out there now, swimming in circles.”
 
   The man thought for a moment, all the time regarding Brandie the same way he might regard a piece of roadkill, then said, “Anyway, I don’t think I’m going to make it. I’ve lost a lot of blood already, and I’m pretty certain something is nibbling at my toes as we speak.” As if to confirm he was telling the truth, three chubby severed toes plonked up to the surface. “Bloody knew it,” he said. “Oh, well. I suppose it’s my duty as mayor of Cromer to sacrifice myself for the good of the town.”
 
   Holy shit! This wasn’t just any old soul; this was the mayor, Donkadonk. He looked so different without his arms.
 
   “Want to know a little secret?” the floating bald head asked.
 
   Brandie paddled the door toward him. Intrigued, she said, “Is it to do with how you syphoned off years of government money, spent it all on a house in Sandwich and jewellery for your three mistresses?”
 
   Donkadonk shook his head. “No, it’s about—hang on, where did you hear that?”
 
   “Everyone knows about it,” Brandie said. “Not to mention the secret love-child you have with Sarah Ferguson, the crystal meth you have stashed in your grandma’s mattress, and your affiliation with the Scientologists, mainly Travolta because of how much you loved him in Michael.” She shrugged. “Common knowledge.”
 
   Under ordinary circumstances, Donkadonk would have been concerned. Since he was being gnawed to death by unseen creatures, his corruptness didn’t seem to matter anymore. Still, he hoped she hadn’t heard about the Macaulay Culkin incident.
 
   “Anyhoo,” he pressed on. “I didn’t just happen to arrive here by chance. I was on my way to a top-secret base when I realised my arms were gone.”
 
   “What top-secret base?” Brandie almost fell off her raft. “Where?”
 
   The mayor winced, said “ow!” and watched as another two fat toes drifted past. “Oh, I’m not just going to tell you,” he said, grimacing. “You’re going to have to give me something in return.” He grinned, a shark’s grin. He looked the way a cat did a few seconds before coughing up a furball. “Take off your top. If I’m going to die here today, by God I’m going to do it with a fresh set of boobs in the spank bank.”
 
   “When I make it out of here alive,” Brandie said, “I’ll tell everyone about what you did with that Home Alone boy, including your grandma.”
 
   “It’s in the library,” Donkadonk quickly said. “Second floor, but they won’t just let you in. You need the password.”
 
   Brandie tilted her head.
 
   “Oh, I can’t just give you the password,” Donkadonk said. “Just one boob, please! I…” Just then, a severed and chewed penis appeared in front of the mayor’s bald head. “Well, that’s fucked it,” he said, trying to blow the cock away so it didn’t bounce off his chin. “Oddly, your boobs no longer interest me. The password is EDIE. Tell everyone I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. Hope you get all this nonsense sorted out, and whatever you do, don’t vote Simmons in as my replacement. You think I’m corrupt? I was Mother Teresa compared to that buffoon.”
 
   Already manoeuvring the door away from the slowly dying mayor, Brandie said, “Thanks, Donkadonk. I hope it was enough for God to forgive you.”
 
   “I doubt it,” the mayor said. “But I hear all the good ones are in Hell anyway.”
 
   Brandie steered the door away from the cathedral. As she reached the end of the street, the mayor’s death screams echoed around Cromer. Pigeons took to the skies, along with two owls, a Bald Eagle, and half a dozen macaws.
 
   “Now, if I could just figure out where the library is,” Brandie muttered. Somewhere nearby, a helicopter hovered. She could just about hear it over the sound of Donkadonk’s pained screeches.
 
   Helicopters are good, she thought, sensing that the nightmare would be over very soon. I wonder how many they’ve sent.
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   “Looks like we’re the first on scene,” Ruth Blizzard said, leaning across and sliding the helicopter door open. She’d anticipated at least a dozen news crews hovering over the town, each vying for the best shots of floating corpses and old people stranded on their rooftops. It was a nice surprise, therefore, to find the airspace clear on all sides. Not even the BBC had a chopper in the sky, which was a little strange since they usually had a fleet ready to go.
 
   “Do you want me to get closer?” the pilot asked.
 
   “We’re going live in thirty seconds,” Ruth Blizzard said. “I expect to be almost touching the water by the time we do.”
 
   The cameraman crouching opposite Blizzard handed her a microphone, then pointed out through the open door. “Is that Dame Judi Dench?” he said, his mouth wide open as he followed the ancient actress across Cromer’s rooftops. She appeared to be dragging an old lady behind her.
 
   “Don’t be absurd,” Blizzard said, paying no attention to the cameraman. “Now, how do I look?”
 
   The cameraman shrugged. “You use your eyes, don’t you?”
 
   “Okay, we’re live in ten seconds,” Blizzard said. “PILOT! WE’RE LIVE IN TEN SECONDS!”
 
   The pilot dropped the helicopter several feet in less than a second. The smell of the ocean drifted up to the helicopter as the rotors above whipped it into a frothy frenzy below. Cromer, Blizzard thought, had never looked better.
 
   “Three…two…one…” The cameraman gave her the thumbs-up.
 
   “Scenes of absolute devastation here in Cromer right now,” Blizzard said, gesturing out through the helicopter’s open door. “This sleepy little town on the East Coast has been hit by what appears to be a large tsunami. As far as the eye can see, the North Sea has covered miles of land, killing hundreds, maybe even thousands. How many people actually live here?”
 
   The cameraman shrugged. Fucked if he knew.
 
   “Well,” Blizzard continued. “A lot of people have drowned, and things don’t look great for those still down there. What we do know is that the town was too cheap to install CCTV cameras, meaning we have no way of locating any survivors and no way of discovering, and playing—on loop and in perpetuity for our viewers at home—the terrors that have unfolded here today. From what we understand, help is on the way for these poor, poor, and in some cases, dead people, but thanks to government cutbacks, it’s taking a little longer than usual.”
 
   The helicopter swung around, maintaining a constant height of two feet from the water. The cameraman, sensing this was his moment, took the opportunity to get a good long-distance shot of the tragedy. If this didn’t win them a Best News award, nothing would.
 
   Ruth Blizzard, having withdrawals as a result of being out of shot for so long, clicked her fingers, and the cameraman quickly swung his JVC round to frame her once again. “As you can see just behind me, the carnival floats have taken their namesake literally and are now drifting along through the town.” She gestured to a large, paper-mâché mermaid as it bobbed alongside the helicopter. She snorted. “Well this one might just make it to the end of the day, which is more than can be said for the hundreds of Cromerites without fins and tails.”
 
   The cameraman shook his head in embarrassment. Ruth Blizzard chose to ignore it.
 
   “From what we gather, there are no early indications that this is anything to do with Al-Qaeda, Caucasus Emirate, Hezbollah, the Irish National Liberation Army, the Saved Sect, Shining Path, the EDL, or the Pope. However, we now know that several of the youths in Cromer played violent videogames and listened to Marilyn Manson, so I’m pretty sure we know what tomorrow morning’s headlines will be.”
 
   “What the hell is that?” the cameraman said, pointing out across the steadily-flowing water. Ruth Blizzard shot him a glance that said How dare you interrupt when I’m looking pretty and talking at the people!
 
   The helicopter drifted a few metres forwards, almost spilling Ruth Blizzard out the door. She grabbed onto the side of the chopper, preventing herself from becoming another statistic, and it was then that she saw the melee just beyond a large plastic float in the shape of Queen Elizabeth’s head.
 
   Composing herself, she urged the cameraman to continue filming—more specifically, “Point the fucking thing at me!”
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, we are now looking at what appears to be several large animals fighting over a decimated model of Gary Barlow.” She squinted, trying to make out exactly what she was looking at. “Yes, I can now confirm that two elephants and a hippo are tearing the former Take That singer’s face to shreds. We—well, it’s hard to imagine where the animals came from or what they have against such a delightful chap, but I’m guessing Cromer’s Bingham Zoo has also been affected by this disaster.”
 
   Ruth Blizzard shrugged. This was all a little strange, even for her, and she’d covered several Crufts competitions, two royal weddings, and the story about the woman who insisted on weightlifting throughout her pregnancy, right up to the moment the baby fell out of her (she’d been attempting 240kg at the time).
 
   “Well,” Blizzard said, eyebrows arched, a look of mirth upon her face. “There are times in this job where you think you’ve seen it all, and then something comes along to prove you wrong. I’m Ruth Blizzard, reporting for ITV7, back to you in the—”
 
   Those viewers watching live from the comfort of their dry homes were able to discern the final word as ”studio.” But unfinished sentences would have been the least of their concerns as their third-favourite news reporter (after Susanna Reid and Bill Turnbull) was snatched from the helicopter by what looked like a crocodile. Blood spattered the camera-lens, leaving viewers at home squinting through a haze of dripping red goo. The cameraman fell backwards, hoping to put some space between himself and the wide-open door.
 
   “UP!” he screeched to the pilot, who hadn’t witnessed the demise of Ruth Blizzard and was therefore still keeping the chopper near the water’s surface. “GET US OUT OF HERE!”
 
   Swinging the camera round, he pointed it toward the helicopter door. If that thing, that fucking lizard, was going to return for seconds, then by god he was going to capture it in full HD.
 
   The helicopter suddenly tilted hard to the left, and it was all the cameraman could do to remain on his feet. What was the pilot playing at? Was he trying to get them both killed? But then it all became very clear as the cameraman spotted the slick, grey skin in the water below, the gaping maw reaching up for the landing skids.
 
   “WE’VE GOT A HIPPO ON US!” yelled the cameraman, realising how ridiculous that sounded.
 
   “It’s got a hold of us!” the pilot screamed back. “Try to get it off!”
 
   Frowning, the cameraman edged slowly toward the open door. The to-ing and fro-ing of the chopper wasn’t helping, but that’s what happens when a fucking river-horse gets its teeth into you.
 
   “Get off!” the cameraman said. Unsurprisingly, his command was ignored. Time for a harsher approach. “Oi, hippo! Fuck the fuck off our chopper!”
 
   The cameraman fell back as the pilot nudged the cyclic lever forwards. It was like trying to shake Rob Ford off the tow bar of a Honda Civic; in the end, and despite it looking unsightly, you were just going to have to get used to it.
 
   “I’ve got no control!” the pilot yelled. “We’re going to hit the water!”
 
   Well that, the resigned cameraman thought, is just fucking typical. 
 
   As if to make matters worse, the crocodile could be discerned just below the helicopter, rolling over and over in the murky depths. The lifeless—presuming life couldn’t continue without a head, which science had all but proved—corpse of Ruth Blizzard was down there too, waiting for her cameraman to join her, waiting for the rotor blade to hit the water and the ensuing fireball to cook them all suitably for the loitering animals.
 
   She didn’t have to wait long.
 
   The explosion was heard several miles away in a quaint little village called Wash Dyke, where a group of geriatrics surrounding a residential home’s television decided they had seen enough action for one day and changed the station just in time for Deal or No Deal.
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   Watching the helicopter go down, probably the scariest thing he had ever seen, Roger quickly changed his mind about swimming across the square. He hadn’t noticed the hippos until now, and it took one hanging from the underside of a whirlybird to make their presence known. Swimming for the cathedral, as was his initial plan, would be suicide and in complete discordance with what he was trying to do.
 
   No, he would stick to the rooftops, trying to skirt the square as best as possible. Up here, he wasn’t exactly safe. Silhouetted against the sun, he was damn easy pickings, but at least he was dry, and as far as he knew, hippos and gators weren’t the best when it came to ascending fire escape ladders. Though back at the zoo, they had never been presented with the opportunity to try.
 
   Maybe they were awesome at it.
 
   Roger walked along the roof upon which he’d watched the chopper fall. He couldn’t be sure, what with the sun’s rays already beating unforgivingly down on him, but the heat from the debris in the centre of the square seemed to reach him. The temperature had certainly soared in the last few minutes, and Roger didn’t think he was going through the menopause, though he was at the right age.
 
   A large gap separated the next rooftop from his. He glanced down at the quickly flowing water between the two buildings, wondering whether it would break his fall or just his spine if he happened to misjudge the distance, the trajectory, and the fact that he hadn’t tried jumping from one place to another since he was fifteen years old. There were no beasts down there, which was something at least, but they would find him if he fell and would pick him apart by the end of the day. Something nice to think about on the way down, Roger thought. He glanced down at the water again, and this time saw several small black shapes beneath the surface. Penguins? It certainly appeared to be penguins, swimming in formation, urging him to jump. All of a sudden he didn’t fancy his chances. Those penguins had it in for him.
 
   “You’re not going to make it,” a voice said. “Your legs are too weedy. You won’t get the push-off you need.”
 
   Roger couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and his gormless face said as much. “Judi Dench? Wh…what?”
 
   “Listen, laddie, there will be time for autographs later on. My car-boot is filled with copies of my new autobiography, I Might Be Silver, But You Would, Wouldn’t You?, and for just fifteen quid, I’ll even personalise it, but for now, we need to get across that gap before we’re set upon by monkeys or hippos or god-knows-what.”
 
   The old lady standing just behind Dench grunted in agreement. Roger didn’t know who she was, if she was famous too or just one of Dench’s groupies.
 
   Turning back to the break in buildings, Roger said, “How do you suggest we get across, then?” Yeah, Dench! Answer that one!
 
   The actress took a few steps forward, shaking off the old lady attached to her back as if she was nothing more than an overzealous wasp. After scanning the area for a minute or two, she turned to Roger and smiled, those almond-shaped eyes of hers barely even twitching. “We swing.”
 
   “Now hang on a minute,” Roger said. “I’m all for a bit of swinging, but shouldn’t there at least be one pretty girl involved? Actually, she doesn’t even have to be pretty, just post-WWII.”
 
   “Not that kind of swinging,” Dench said, though her expression wasn’t harsh. “There is a window on the side of that building.” A gnarled finger pointed down to the square of glass embedded in the building opposite. “And if we can get something to hook over on that side of the roof, I think we can swing down, break through that window and be on our merry way.”
 
   “Sounds doable to me,” the other old lady said, pumping her right fist into her left palm. Holy fucknuggets, Batman!
 
   “Wait just a gosh-darn minute,” Roger said. “You’re suggesting we swing down and smash through that window, all three of us?”
 
   “Well, it wouldn’t be fair leaving someone behind,” Dench said. “And I’m not that heavy. She weighs about as much as three bags of sugar, and you, well, you’re hardly Randy Couture.”
 
   Roger didn’t know whether that was a compliment or not. “And what are we going to use to get across?” he asked, holding his arms out as if waiting for someone to stop by and nail a cross to him. “I left my coil of rope at home this morning.”
 
   Dench, not to be defeated just yet, scoured the rooftop for something they could utilise. Roger and the old lady watched as she lithely dashed here and there, apparently not aware of her own shortcomings. Surely she was suffering. This wasn’t the movies. This was real life, yet Judi Dench was doing all this without the aid of a stunt double or prop department. It was mesmerising to watch and a little humiliating for Roger, who felt about as manly as Ru Paul out shoe shopping with those fellas from Brokeback Mountain.
 
   “She’s good, isn’t she?” the old lady said, smiling gummily.
 
   Roger nodded. “Yeah, but not in that one with Jonathan Pryce.”
 
   “Oooh, no, that one was terrible,” the old lady said, screwing her face up as if she’d just been force-fed a packet of fizzy cola bottles. “I knew it was gonna be shit when Sheryl Crow started singing, and…”
 
   “Right!” Dench said, appearing from nowhere. “There’s absolutely nothing up here for us to use, so we might as well go back, or…” She glanced down at Roger’s trousers. “We could all take off our clothes, tie them together, and get the hell off this rooftop before Vera here disappears into nothingness and you and me burn to death like a couple of KFC wings.”
 
   Roger didn’t know which bit of that to pick apart first, and by the time he started talking, the old lady next to him had already removed her blouse, bra, and was halfway to getting her skirt off. “Look, that has to be the worst plan ever,” he said. What if someone saw him, cavorting around on a rooftop, butt-naked with two old dears? What if Brandie saw him? It was difficult enough trying to convince her to go out with him without her thinking he was some sort of fogey-fucker. “Let’s just think about this for a min…look, love, put your bra back on. Dench doesn’t know what she’s talking ab…oh, and now the knickers, fantastic. And you haven’t shaved since the 50s, terrific.” Roger turned his head away, tried to force down the bile rising in his throat.
 
   Should have taken my chances with the hippos.
 
   “Come on, whatsyername. Get your kit off.” 
 
   Roger turned and was about to retort when Dench’s sagging breasts cut him off. He closed his eyes, sighed, tried to remember what he’d done to deserve this, then said, “Ah, what the hell.” As he began to peel his damp clothes off, he thought of Brandie. This is all for her. This is all for Brandie, Brandie, Brandie, Brandie…
 
   “I think he likes one of us,” the old lady said, pointing to the bulge in Roger’s pants. “What do you say, young ’un, if we get out of this alive, you and me go for a nice mug of Horlicks somewhere?”
 
   Covering his obvious erection—thinking of Brandie had been something of a mistake—Roger said, “Let’s just get this over with. I need to find someone. She’s all alone out there. She’s all I’ve got left.”
 
   “Lucky girl,” the old lady said as she slung her breasts across her shoulder.
 
   The building opposite seemed to be getting further away as the minutes passed. It was as if a colony of stalwart ants had crawled amongst its foundations and, on the count of three, lifted the thing up. Roger couldn’t believe that he had even contemplated jumping across not so long ago. He would have surely perished.
 
   Dench had tied their clothes together, creating a trouser-blouse-shirt-tee-skirt-bra-skirt-knickers-thong-blouse rope that would probably break before they even managed to attach it to the opposite side. 
 
   And whose was the thong?
 
   “Okay,” Dench said, dragging the rope across to the edge of the building. She’d wedged a large stick between the cups of the largest bra, creating a rudimentary hook. “We only need it to hold for as long as we’re swinging.”
 
   “Good job, really,” Roger said, examining the rope. It looked as if it could be taken apart by a decent gust of wind.
 
   “I’m going to throw it over, hope it catches on the edge of the rooftop,” Dench said. For some reason, there was a surety to her voice, as if she had done this a thousand times before. Perhaps she had, although her Wikipedia page said nothing about her parkour skills.
 
   The actress took a step toward the edge of the building, swinging the trouser-blouse-shirt-tee-skirt-bra-skirt-knickers-thong-blouse rope around her head like some cowgirl. Roger faced the other way, not wanting to watch, unable to focus on anything other than Dench’s sagging and bouncing breasts. Now he just wanted to find Brandie to prove to himself that he wasn’t, in fact, attracted to aged ladies.
 
   There was a whoop and a holler, and when Roger turned, the two old ladies were leaping up and down, chest-bumping one another. Dench had a hold of one end of the rope, and the other was firmly (yet to be tested) affixed to the opposite building.
 
   “Well done,” Roger said. “Now can we get out of here? My arse is burning, and I don’t know whether you’ve noticed, but your boobs look like melted clown noses.”
 
   “Okay, everyone on.” Dench took up position at the very edge of the rooftop, holding the rope tightly with both hands.
 
   “Shouldn’t I be the one at the front holding the rope?” Roger said, more worried about where his erection was going to go than anything else.
 
   “What, with those gangly arms?” Dench said. “Look, just put your arms around my neck, and VERA!”
 
   The old lady came up behind Roger. “What?”
 
   “You hold on nice and tight to this young man now. We’re going to hit the window with a lot of force, which means that if you’re not holding on properly, you’ll shoot right off.”
 
   Vera threw her frail and rheumy arms over Roger’s shoulders, and before he had time to protest, her legs were wrapped around his groin. “I won’t let go,” she whispered into Roger’s ear. He shuddered, almost positive that a tongue had brushed his earlobe.
 
   After a moment in which Roger didn’t know what was happening—so surreal, and yet so real—he stepped forward and allowed his arms to fall across Dench’s shoulders. “Are you sure about this?” he said. “I mean, you’ve made some pretty bad judgements in your day.”
 
   “Such as?” She was clearly irritated.
 
   “The Chronicles of Riddick,” Roger said.
 
   “Yes, well. Look, can we just get this over with? The sooner I get out of your silly little flooded town, the better. I’ve got a meeting with Barbara Broccoli at seven and I—”
 
   “I thought they killed you off in the last one.” Vera said from the rear.
 
   “You can’t kill M off,” Dench said, as if it were the most ridiculous thing she had ever heard in her extensive life. “She’s like the Doctor. She’ll keep regenerating, only it’s always me when she does.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure you died,” Vera said. “I’ll have to watch it again when I get ’ome.”
 
   “Right, can we go now?” Roger asked. The heat had made something of a human centipede out of the three of them. He had to peel himself away from Dench just to let his skin breathe.
 
   “On three,” said the Dame.
 
   “Screw that, just go,” Roger said, pushing Dench forward, sending all three of them, now melted into one big pile of liver-spotted limbs and grey pubes, over the edge.
 
   Falling, falling, for what seemed like forever but was, in fact, just long enough for the old lady on Roger Whipsnade’s back to break wind. Then the rope tautened, and they were swinging across the gap. For a millisecond, Roger thought they had made some sort of momentous error, that the rope was one bra too long and they were about to meet solid brick wall with enough force to kill them all immediately. He whimpered, realised that, no, everything was fine, Dench had worked out the rope’s length perfectly. Still, he closed his eyes just before the window exploded. The last thing he wanted was an eyeball full of glass. Or worse, just one big shard to the temple.
 
   Dench released the rope as soon as they were clear of the shattered window, and they rolled across the room, hitting the far wall with a meaty thump.
 
   “Ouch!” Dench said.
 
   “Ouch!” Roger concurred.
 
   “…,” said the old lady who wasn’t there anymore.
 
   Clambering to his feet, Roger scoured the room for the old dear who had, up until a moment ago, been strapped to his back like a novelty rucksack. “Where’s she gone?”
 
   Dench was already pulling the rope apart and throwing clothes back on as if she’d just discovered a hidden camera in the ladies’ changing rooms. “Don’t look at me,” she said. “I was at the front.”
 
   Roger couldn’t believe this. It was a nightmare, getting worse by the minute.
 
   He made his way over to the window, brushing broken glass aside with his bare feet. By the time he reached the hole in the wall, his toes looked like severed worms; the balls of his feet looked like the sole survivor of some ridiculously gory horror movie. It hurt, but he didn’t have time to concern himself with it just now.
 
   He leaned out the window, stared down toward the water.
 
   “Oh no!” he said, barely more than a whisper. He didn’t want to startle the hippo with the old woman draped across its bottom jaw lest it snap down and chew her in two.
 
   “It’s okay!” Vera called up. “I never expected to make it to the end! Just try to save my daughter!”
 
   “A damn shame,” Dench said, sidling up alongside Roger, who was pinching his nose between thumb and forefinger, trying to alleviate the onset of a terrible migraine. “Well, it was lovely to meet you!” she yelled down at the soon-to-be-dead geriatric.
 
   “You too!” Vera said. The hippo was already swimming away, dragging the old lady with it. “At least I got to cum one last time!” And then she was gone, pulled beneath the water by two tonnes of amphibious mammal.
 
   Roger and Dench stared at the water in silence for a minute or two, neither wanting to speak first, neither able to. The penguins were still down there, floating around in the old woman’s blood. Bathing in it like Bathory. As funerals went, it was certainly the weirdest Roger had ever attended.
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   Dench snapped out of her reverie. “When?”
 
   “Just before the hippo took her. She said something. What was it?”
 
   “Oh, well, I think she said ʻat least I got to cum one last time.’”
 
   “That’s what I thought she said,” Roger grimaced. “Be a darling, would you, and make sure there’s nothing on my back.”
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   Dorothy One was aswarm with primates. They crawled over her roof, across her deck, clinging onto her side as if their lives depended on it. One of the non-soldiers screamed, “Primates!” and another answered with, “What, like Long John Silver?” It was a terrible joke, one that sealed both characters’ fates. A silverback gorilla landed amongst the panicking survivors, throwing out fists and feet like a street dance champion. Hudson was the unfortunate soul nearest the flailing beast and therefore the first to get pummelled to death, not before managing one final, “Game over, man! Giant monkeys everywhere!”
 
   “Get off my boat!” Barry Rawlins screamed, planting a foot squarely beneath the chin of a recalcitrant chimp. The chimp somersaulted backwards into the water, where it would recuperating, rethink its life, and reconsider a career in Hollywood, where Andy Serkis was getting all its parts.
 
   “We can’t fight them!” Bobby yelled, dodging an orangutan’s clotheslining arm. “They’re sneaky little bastards!”
 
   The sergeant, who had been wrestling with a capuchin at the rear of the trawler, scrambled to his feet. “What happened to the big lad?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bobby said, scanning the teeming deck. “The last time I saw him, he was being pinned by two chimps and a mandrill.” Panic washed over him. Without the big guy, they were screwed. He was the hero of this piece, the giant who you could rely on to sort out the bad guys, the Schwarzenegger. You could drop this guy in a jungle with nothing more than a paperclip and a box of used matches and he’d ride out of there on a tank.
 
   “Wait,” Barry said. “There he is!” He pointed across to the centre of the deck. Scattered around were the bodies of the fallen, the camouflaged faux-soldiers torn apart by the silverback.
 
   The silverback that Thad, the big guy, now circled, growling and snarling as if he was the one in command, drooling, hoping that it made him look more dominant.
 
   “He’s off his tits!” Bobby said.
 
   “Let him have a go,” Barry said. “If he doesn’t, we’re all going to die.”
 
   “Well, let’s at least make it interesting,” the sergeant said, pulling a handful of soggy notes from his arse pocket. “A tenner says the silverback pulls his head off.”
 
   “Don’t be so absurd!” Bobby said. He reached into his pocket. “Twenty says the big guy says something about the silverback’s momma before kicking it in the bollocks and twisting its head all the way round until it’s pointing toward the clock tower.”
 
   “That’s a bit far-fetched, Bob,” Barry said, peeling a twenty from his wallet. “I reckon the silverback will pick the big guy up, swing him around like a cat in a pillowcase, slam him against the deck a few times until he’s unconscious, and then elbow-drop him right the way through to downstairs.”
 
   The sergeant sneered. “Not a chance.”
 
   They each handed their money to Stanley Twobrick, who would have thrown a tenner in had he not just been mugged by an angry gibbon.
 
   “Okay, here they go,” Bobby said, pulling up a crate to sit on.
 
   The silverback roared, revealing a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth, but it didn’t seem to bother Thad, who was either too stupid to realise he was about to die or smart enough to have concocted a plan.
 
   “Yeah, is that all you got?” Thad bellowed, circling the gorilla, dancing like Ali after three bags of sugar cubes. “Well, your momma’s so hairy, you almost died of rug-burn on the way out!”
 
   The silverback roared again, this time beating its chest. It wasn’t the best comeback, but the hackles on Thad’s neck tingled all the same.
 
   “Your momma’s so hairy, she’s got cornrows on her feet.”
 
   Roar, beat, roar. The gorilla was, for want of a better word, livid.
 
   “He’s pissing it off!” Bobby said.
 
   “Not clever,” Barry replied.
 
   “I can’t watch,” said the sergeant.
 
   Thad stepped right up to the silverback. It was like the weigh-in preceding a big fight. Their faces were almost touching, and they both hopped from one foot to the next, awaiting each other’s next move.
 
   “What’s fat and hairy?” Thad said.
 
   “Huh?” said the gorilla.
 
   “Yo momma!” And with that, he brought his knee straight up, catching the silverback right in the baby-maker. The gorilla made a noise like a broken siren as it dropped to its knees, eyes rolling up into its head, mouth contorted into an O of pure agony.
 
   Thad, realising that time was of the essence and that if the gorilla got back up, he would be slaughtered without further preamble, grabbed the silverback’s head and, with a quick turn to the right, broke its fat neck.
 
   “Have you seen this episode before?” Barry asked Bobby. “That was insanely correct.”
 
   “Come on, guys. It was obvious what he was going to do.” Bobby accepted the money and a kiss on the cheek from Twobrick, and stuffed it into his pocket. He walked across to Thad, who should have been celebrating but instead wore the expression of a haunted man. “Well done, big guy. I knew you’d do it.”
 
   Thad shrugged. “I didn’t want to kill it,” he said. “I didn’t even know its momma.”
 
   “Well, look at it this way.” Bobby sounded as if he knew what was going to come out next. In fact, he hadn’t the foggiest. “You’re alive, we’re alive, the silverback’s not alive. Now, does that sound like a bad result to you?”
 
   The trawler’s captain was right, yet Thad felt terrible. He’d never killed anything before, apart from those little white insect-y things that hang around the toilet, waiting for you to misjudge your aim.
 
   “Look, Bobby!” Barry called from the side of the trawler. “They’re going away.”
 
   It was true. The primates were dispersing, swinging across the deck, clambering over refrigerators that no longer worked, anything to get away from Dorothy One and her clearly crazy crew.
 
   “Shame all these people had to die,” Bobby said, gesturing to the dead paintballers strewn across his deck.
 
   The sergeant stepped forward, blowing “Taps” through a horn that he’d pulled from seemingly nowhere. “They were good men,” he said, lowering the horn. “Not great men, but good. I mean, Hudson had a wife and children.” He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “Sure, he cheated on her, and he hasn’t seen the kids since they were born, but he was a good man. And Paul, well, Paul was just Paul.” A faint smile touched his lips. “I remember this one time, Paul and I were out stealing sweets from trick-or-treaters, and we got set upon by a bunch of Power Rangers.” A nod—such a fond memory. “And then there was Gerry. Who could forget Gerry?” Another tear. “The only guy I knew who was addicted, literally addicted, to prostitutes. Got to love that Gerry.”
 
   “Is this going to go on much longer?” Bobby said. “Only we’re in the middle of some sort of apocalypse.”
 
   “And Will,” the sergeant continued, “with his loveable charm and propensity to eat anything put in front of him. I once watched him eat a hundred chicken wings without breaking a sweat. And you know what? He had coleslaw on the side. Will, I love you man!”
 
   “Okay,” Barry said, ushering the sergeant away, forcing him down into the devastated cabin where a half-finished bottle of scotch would hopefully put him the fuck to sleep.
 
   “Right!” Bobby said, as if watching the fight between the big guy and the gorilla had somehow rejuvenated him. “Let’s get this trawler moving again. We need to pick up as many survivors as we can. These animals aren’t going to defeat us, not today, not on my watch!”
 
   It wasn’t quite a Martin Sheen speech, but it would have to do.
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   The library was deserted when Brandie arrived. Well, that wasn’t quite true; there was an elderly gentleman floating in the corner, obviously dead. Whatever erudite paper he’d been reading the moment the tsunami battered the building was now soggy and draped across his shoulder. Hail, Caesar!
 
   All these books, Brandie thought. Ruined, not even good enough to palm off on some unsuspecting charity shop. Shakespearian tomes drifted past as she made her way across the room. As if for no other purpose than to wind her up, a copy of Melville’s Moby Dick hit her in the face. Before she reached the stairs, she was clobbered by a hardback edition of The Old Man and the Sea, a paperback copy of Treasure Island, and three hardcover copies of Master and Commander. If God was up there, he was taking the piss.
 
   Dragging her sodden body up the stairs, Brandie felt heavy, cumbersome, as if she wasn’t a slight woman at all but a double wardrobe filled to the brim with gold bullion. The water was starting to affect her, both physically and mentally. How Kevin Costner managed in that film of his (Waterland? Watertown? Waterglobe?) was beyond her.
 
   As Brandie reached the first floor, she collapsed in an untidy heap. Lying there for a moment, she listened as something exploded in the distance. Things were going from bad to worse, and still there was no sign of help: no rescue teams dangling from choppers and hoisting people to safety, no hovercrafts speeding across town. She couldn’t help thinking that things would be altogether different if this was London. The capital would have been teeming with emergency services by now; the Queen on her way to Starbucks to change gowns and get a crown-polish. But this wasn’t London. This was Cromer, and it was piss-drenched.
 
   Up to the second floor Brandie went, not knowing what to expect when she arrived. Donkadonk hadn’t told her who would be there to receive her or if they would receive her at all. It might very well be a case of “if your name’s not down, you’re not coming in.” In which case, she would be no worse off than she already was, and she could at least tell those hiding away safely up there while the rest of the town was drowned or devoured what she thought of them.
 
   But is that not why you’re here? For sanctuary? To continue living whilst your fellow man is gobbled up by crocs and lions and bears, oh my!?
 
   Yes, well, it was very much a case of every man for himself right now. The only other person she cared about was missing, presumed dead or dying. Brandie’s mission was to find out what was happening from the people on the second floor, who was coming to save them, how something so terrible could happen in this day and age, and if anyone had a change of underwear, preferably dry and saltless. Once all that was in place, she would head back out in search of Roger.
 
   Up on the second floor, where not even a splash of water had touched the russet carpet (though coffee-stains were ubiquitous), three large oak doors stood at the end of the corridor, but only one drew her eye.
 
   The sign said “OUT OF USE.” There was a small image, spat out by a printer on its last legs by the look of it, of a door with a red X running through it. On that door was a smaller door, again with a red X across it, and so on and so forth until Brandie couldn’t focus any more.
 
   She squelched her way across the landing, took a deep breath, and knocked.
 
   There was a loud thump from the other side of the door, followed by a string of expletives that would have made Gordon Ramsay blush. But then it all fell silent again, leaving Brandie confused and more than a little annoyed.
 
   She hammered again. “I know you’re in there! I just heard you say ʻcuntwaffle.’”
 
   “No you didn’t,” came the reply, followed by several reproachful voices hushing the speaker. They clearly didn’t want to be found, and even though they had, they still refused to acknowledge it.
 
   “Look, I’m alone, and I just need to know what’s going on.” She listened, closed her eyes, and rested her forehead against the cold, oak door. It felt nice, soothing, despite the vibrations thrumming through the bones of the building as the water splashed against it both outside and in.
 
   “Just go away!” a female voice said. She sounded frightened, as if Brandie presented a threat that a roomful of VIPs would in no way be able to deal with. “Wait for help to arrive!”
 
   “The mayor sent me.” It wasn’t exactly the truth. After all, he’d only told her of its whereabouts once his bollocks were swimming past his mouth. Either way, it seemed to work; there were mutterings and whisperings from inside the room as those shacked up in there discussed their predicament.
 
   Eventually, the male speaker said, “Then what’s the password? If Donkadonk sent you, he would have informed you that we wouldn’t let you in, not without the password.”
 
   Shit! What was the password? Brandie knew it started with an E, but the swim over—dodging otters is more painstaking than one might think—had apparently scrubbed it from her memory. “It begins with an E,” Brandie said.
 
   “So do lots of other words,” said the man. “Be more specific.”
 
   It was a name. A little old lady name. Elsa, Elsie, Etta, Edna, Evelyn, Eugenia? Effie, Edwina, Emily, Esta, Elenora, Ettie? Why the fuck do all old lady names start with E?
 
   “Please,” Brandie said, not liking the whiny inflection to her voice. “I had to beat off a mob of horny meerkats just to get here. The mayor is dead, and it was his parting wish for me to make it to this library in one piece.”
 
   “Password?” the female voice said.
 
   Brandie was losing patience. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. The password is…Edie!” Just like that, it came back. Brandie smiled, shook her head, incredulous. The brain was an amazing thing when it wasn’t trying to get one over on you.
 
   Several moments later, there was a clunk—the sound of a lock disengaging—then a raucous din as latches were clicked off, chains slid across, padlocks fumbled with, and what sounded like a bear trap going off. When the door finally opened, Brandie had to step over a pile of chains and locks big enough to give her an altitudinal nosebleed.
 
   Standing in the middle of the room were three men and a woman, all wearing damp suits. The woman was draped with green and brown seaweed, and her long blonde hair was scraped back so harshly that her eyes were pulled wide open, giving her the appearance of someone perpetually terrified. The men, on the other hand, were all interchangeable. Grey hair, bald patches, bright white teeth revealed through lips drawn tightly back. For a moment, Brandie thought she’d stumbled onto the X Factor stage. I hope they don’t expect me to sing.
 
   “So Donkadonk’s dead?” one of the men said, shaking his head. “That’s a shame. He owes me fifty quid.”
 
   Brandie glanced around the room at the vast array of what looked like very expensive equipment. A radio hissed away in the corner, incoherent voices that were neither tangible nor—so it seemed—of this earth. “Have you heard anything from the outside world? Is help coming?”
 
   The men grunted in unison. It was clear that they were already regretting their decision to grant her entry.
 
   “There are boats on the way,” the seaweed woman said. “But we don’t expect they’re in any rush. The prime minister is on his jollies in the Maldives, and the rest of the cabinet have decided it’s none of their business.”
 
   “Can they do that?” Brandie was shaking now, more through anger than the fact she was sodden and cold.
 
   “Dear, they’re the Tory party,” one of the men said. “We’re lucky we’re getting boats at all.”
 
   “Bring back Thatcher, I say,” said the portliest of the men. “At least you knew where you stood with her.”
 
   “In the dole queue?” Seaweed Woman said.
 
   Suddenly, the radio crackled into life. The suited VIPs were drawn to it like bibliophiles to a library, quickly surrounding it, awaiting further news. Brandie had lost all hope of finding dry underwear. 
 
   “Cromer, are you there?”
 
   Seaweed Woman snatched up the microphone. “Well, of course we bleeding are,” she said. “If you hadn’t noticed, we’re surrounded on all sides by the flipping ocean, not to mention the fact that there appears to be a menagerie out there causing all sorts of trouble.”
 
   Hiss, crackle, hiss. “Yes, about that. Boats are on the way, but there seems to be a little issue.”
 
   Just a little issue, Brandie thought. Nothing to worry about.
 
   The four drenched suit-wearers exchanged glances; Brandie almost felt left out, as if this already-established group were better than her simply because she’d arrived late to the party. “What do you mean: a little issue?” Seaweed Woman said, her eyes doing that thing you only see in daytime soap operas.
 
   “Well, the boats have arrived just outside town, but until the angry monkeys calm down and stop flinging their shit at the crews, they’re refusing to go any further.”
 
   Monkeys? Those were technically Brandie’s responsibility, but surely that only applied when they were behind bars. Prison wardens have nothing to do with paedophiles and car thieves once they’ve been released. Wasn’t this the same, in a bizarre sort of way?
 
   “Oh come on!” Seaweed Woman screeched. “The monkeys are the least of their worries. There are things out there ready to tear them limb from limb.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to let them know,” the radio voice said. “In the meantime, I suggest you stay where you are. We’ll get to you as soon as we can. On the bright side, lovely weather we’re having, isn’t it?”
 
   Seaweed Woman dropped the microphone. “Well, that’s just great,” she said. “The PM's sunning himself in the Maldives, we’re sitting in the middle of the North Sea, and our rescuers are currently moored, waiting for the simians to quit poo-throwing.”
 
   “Well at least we’re safe up here,” one of the men said.
 
   A terrifying roar from the wide-open door suggested otherwise. Brandie turned, the suited hiders staggered away from the still-hissing radio, and all eyes fixed on the beast as it loped into the room.
 
   Bad to worse, Brandie thought as the cheetah locked eyes with her and five sets of bowels suddenly relaxed.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Roger felt better once his clothes were back on. There was something surreal about escorting one of Britain’s best-known actresses around his submerged town whilst his flaccid penis slapped his thigh, although he imagined she’d been through worse.
 
   “Where are we going?” Roger asked. He’d been silently following Dench through the hotel hallways for the last ten minutes, trusting that she knew what she was doing, that she had a plan of some sort. But he was pretty sure they had passed Room 237 twice already, which meant either the hotel numbering people had made a slight boo-boo or Dench was taking them in circles.
 
   “We need to find the furthermost point of this building,” Dench said. She licked a finger and held it up to the air, as if testing the wind’s direction. Roger had the sudden urge to just hit her over the head and leave her to her own devices. “From there, we should be able to reach the cathedral. That is where you want to go, is it not?”
 
   It was, but only because he figured that’s where Brandie would go. She had a thing for tall spires and old architecture. The myriad postcards Sellotaped to her locker said as much. Cathedrals, churches, mosques, pylons, anything that ended in a point. Yes, that’s where she would be, safe and sound, or at least sound.
 
   “Why are you helping me?” It was a good question. Why would anyone put her own life at risk just to make him happy?
 
   “I’m not,” she said. “I have this top-secret contingency plan with my people. If ever I’m in trouble, I’m to head for the nearest religious building and they’ll know exactly where to find me.”
 
   “Sounds a little coincidental,” Roger said, frowning.
 
   “Who knows how these things work?” Dench said. “Sometimes, I’m not entirely sure I’m in control of my own actions.”
 
   They passed Room 237 once again a few minutes later. If Dench wasn’t in control of her own actions, Roger wanted a word with the bastard who was.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Don’t move a muscle,” Brandie whispered. The cheetah was circling them, sniffing the air, perhaps trying to decide which one had dropped the guff.
 
   “Are cheetahs like those Pitch Black aliens?” one of the terrified suit-men whispered. “Only sense movement?”
 
   “No,” Brandie said, “but I’m pretty sure it’ll freak out if we start doing the Thriller dance.”
 
   The cheetah kept its distance, at least for now, as it prowled round the room, overturning stacks of books and gently whirring laptops with its nose. Brandie eyed he door, tried to fathom if she had a cat in hell’s chance of making it without losing a foot. She came to the conclusion that yes, she most probably would reach the door, and yes, so would the cheetah. Then a scuffle would ensue, and Brandie didn’t fancy her chances.
 
   There was a sudden crash of plastic and steel as the cheetah latched onto the radio with its savage maw and dragged it onto the carpet, where it fizzed and smoked. A tinny, barely audible, voice whispered, “Cromer? Is everything alright?”
 
   The cheetah nudged the shattered radio parts aside with its head—nothing to eat here. Brandie had a feeling it was simply toying with them, giving them a brief glimpse of hope. In a moment, it would launch into a furious attack, but it couldn’t get them all at once. The trick was to look the least appetising.
 
   A loud, bellowing horn sounded somewhere below. It was so unexpected that the suit-men and Seaweed Woman gasped and whimpered. The cheetah’s ears pricked up; it sensed that it was pushing its luck, that it was best to just eat now before its food got away, and as it rose up on its hind legs. Brandie closed her eyes, knowing that she had a one-in-five chance of staying alive. Good odds, though not for the one.
 
   A shrill scream echoed around the room, followed by the sound of bone snapping, lips smacking, blood spraying. Brandie was running for the open door with her eyes closed, elated that she wasn’t the one that had screamed, slightly angry at herself for not feeling more for the poor Seaweed Woman, who had clearly caught the cheetah’s eye.
 
   As she fell through the door, eyes open now, she realised the suit-men were right behind her. The last one out slammed the door shut, holding onto it as if the cheetah had the means to turn the knob. Brandie didn’t want to be there to find out if it did.
 
   She continued along the hallway, ignoring the squelching sounds from the room behind. Maybe the cheetah would have opted for someone else if the woman hadn’t been so beautifully seasoned.
 
   That’s seaweed for you. A billion Chinese people can’t be wrong.
 
   “Oh my God! It’s eating Lucy! It’s eating Lucy!”
 
   “Shhhhhh,” Brandie said without stopping. “Lucy’s dead. We’re not.” Not yet, anyway. An adult cheetah can eat its way through up to ten pounds of meat per day, and Brandie didn’t think Lucy had much more than that on display.
 
   Down to the first floor they went. Two of the suit-men fell, crumpled at the bottom of the stairs like drunken businessmen. They were none of Brandie’s concern, and she stepped over them to reach the second flight of steps. Her thighs were sore, her head was pounding, and her goddamn damp knickers were chafing so much that she was reluctant to run too fast lest she split herself in three.
 
   “What made that noise?” the last suit-man asked. “That god-awful horn set the fucking cheetah off!”
 
   Brandie dropped down into the water on the ground-floor and was immediately set upon by a hardcover edition of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. “The cheetah was going to attack anyway,” she said. Whether that was true or not, she had no clue. Primates were her area of expertise. To her, cheetahs were a complete mystery. “Just be thankful it chose her instead of us.”
 
   The suit-man slowly lowered himself into the water, hissed as his crotch broke the surface. “Fuck, that’s cold!”
 
   “Be careful,” Brandie said. “This library has a strange sense of irony.”
 
   Just then, and without warning, a whole bookcase creaked. Brandie turned, saw the shelves collapsing, but there was very little she could do. She screamed, “Look out!” but it was too late. Over a thousand volumes in the Sea Adventures section came crashing down on the suit-man, forcing him beneath the surface of the water, where no amount of complaining would save him.
 
   Brandie made the sign of the cross and swam toward the front door.
 
   The sun almost consumed her wholly as she waded forward, shielding her eyes, trying to discern the floating objects in front of her, whether they were just corpses or the things that made corpses.
 
   Then a massive shadow fell upon her, and her first thought was: hippo. But hippos don’t say, “Do you need rescuing, ma’am?” at least not that Brandie was aware of. Her eyes quickly adjusted, and the large black mass in front of her transformed into a boat. The silhouetted man who had called her “ma’am” turned into Thad Bailey, of all people, and Brandie…
 
   Well, Brandie turned into an unconscious woman.
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   “This is it,” Judi Dench said, opening a window set halfway down the wall at the end of the corridor. “The easternmost point of Cromer Travelodge, which would put us only a few hundred feet from the cathedral, providing the poles haven’t switched while we’ve been in here.”
 
   A lot of things could have happened while they’d been trapped inside the hotel, aimlessly walking the corridors like alcoholics in a maize-maze. It wouldn’t surprise Roger to discover, upon their rescue, that three popes had come and gone, David Beckham’s youngest son was now playing for England, and Justin Bieber had already served twenty years of a life sentence.
 
   “Well, are you coming or not?” Dench said, already half-hanging from the open window. “It’s only a little drop, and there are no critters waiting below.” And then she was gone, the word “Geronimooooooooo!” lingering for a while.
 
   Roger rushed to the window, saw Dench floating around happily down there, waving up at him as if they were a couple on holiday and he was the one holding the disposable camera. Whoohooo, make sure you get my good side.
 
   Brandie was still alive out there. He could sense her, smell her, even hear her. It was as if they were somehow preternaturally linked, like two Furbies separated for just a moment. As he climbed up onto the window-ledge, stared out across the flooded town toward the cathedral’s spire, he knew that everything would be okay.
 
   And then he was falling. Falling for the water. Falling for the ocean beneath him and the woman of his dreams. 
 
   Landing on Judi Dench’s head had never been his intention, but shit—as the town of Cromer was very aware—happens.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Listen!” Bobby said, pointing at nowhere in particular. Everyone on board Dorothy One turned their heads in the direction of the captain’s finger. “Do you hear that?”
 
   Thad helped Brandie to her feet. She’d only been out for a few minutes, but to her, it felt like she was waking up from a cryogenically frozen sleep. Any minute now, someone would tell her she’d been out for fifty years and that aliens had since populated the earth, killed all the cats, and put Prince in charge.
 
   Off in the distance, animals roared, tropical birds squawked, pigs snorted, and wombats chittered. And Brandie, who had been contemplating life in a world with purple rain, suddenly realised that things were so much worse than that.
 
   Just then, Barry heard it too: the unmistakeable sound of swarming helicopters. His confusion-warped face stretched into a smile. “They’re coming!” he said. “We’re saved!”
 
   Everyone on board began jumping for joy, which was probably not a good idea after what Dorothy One had endured. But people were just so damn happy to have lived through it, this terrible catastrophe which had threatened to wipe out the entire town yet had only succeeded in killing 79 percent of it. Statistically, it was still a terrible tragedy, but try telling that to the leaping, shouting, smiling, singing, dancing survivors on board the gayest boat in history.
 
   “Everything’s going to be okay,” Thad told Brandie, who was pressed against the side of the trawler, trying to make some sense of the day’s events. She knew it wasn’t, not until Roger was found, not until she knew he was alright.
 
   “HELP!”
 
   “Did somebody say something?” Bobby said, turning to the survivors. Heads shook. Nope, not us, we’re too busy being happy and singing football songs at the tops of our voices.
 
   “HELP! DOWN HERE!”
 
   Brandie rushed to the opposite side of the trawler, heart racing, head still pounding, knickers still chafing. She knew that voice; she’d heard that panicked “Help!” a thousand times before, when he was cleaning out a creature he wasn’t quite familiar with. And when she saw him, frantically waving at the boat, her heart ceased beating. Not for too long, as that would mean she’d died, but long enough for her to notice.
 
   “Roger!” she screamed. “Oh! Roger, you’re alive! And you appear to be dragging Judi Dench through the water!”
 
   “I landed on her head!” Roger called up. “I think she’ll be okay, but she might never get to play M again.”
 
   “M died in the last one,” the sergeant said. “I believe this vessel is now obsolete.”
 
   “Still, it would be nice if one of you could grab a hold of her,” Roger said. “She’s saved my life so many times today, I’m starting to think she’s actually had some MI6 training.”
 
   Bobby and Barry lowered the ladder into the water. The steady chuck-a-chuck-a of approaching helicopters was music to Roger’s ears. He swam up to the trawler, manoeuvred the Dame toward the ladder. Hands came down and grabbed her, and when Roger looked up, he smiled. “Cheers, Thad. Good to see you made it.”
 
   “You too, Rog. Can I call you Rog?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay.” And with that, Dench was carried up to relative safety, and Roger began to climb up the…
 
   He had one foot on the ladder when something latched onto his ankle, sank its teeth in. A scream from above, Brandie’s scream, told him that it wasn’t a friendly creature hanging off his leg, a beast that didn’t know its own strength and was merely looking for a cuddle.
 
   “Gator!” the sergeant bellowed down. “And it’s got the new guy!”
 
   Roger was cruelly disconnected from the ladder—so near and yet so fucking far—and pulled down into the water, where everything was crepuscular and merciless. The alligator still had him by the ankle, dragging him deeper and deeper. Roger hadn’t realised just how deep the water was, but by now his ears had popped and he was scouring the vicinity for Doug McClure.
 
   There was a special technique for battling alligators and crocs, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember it. A punch on the nose was meant to work on sharks, and a finger up the arsehole was apparently the best way to shake off a Doberman. There must be a way, he thought, swallowing large mouthfuls of seawater. Those handbags don’t make themselves.
 
   Even though he was seemingly miles beneath the surface, he could hear Brandie screaming at the top of her lungs, pleading with the alligator to bring him back, cursing God for allowing this to happen. It sounded—well, it sounded as if she liked him. Why else was she crying so uncontrollably? Yes, that was it. She had fallen in love with him, and it had taken this whole nightmare for her realise it.
 
   And now I’m going to die, Roger thought. Never a break for the little guy. She’ll probably shack up with Thad, fuck him six ways from Sunday, and only visit my grave every other month when the guilt returns.
 
   Hitting the bottom of the sea, which was, in fact, Derry Street according to the blurry road sign just beyond Roger’s reach, he lashed out, trying to knock the alligator off. But while it was attached to his ankle, it wasn’t biting his head off, and in a few more seconds, Roger would be unconscious, drowning, and the gator could do what the hell it wanted with him. He wouldn’t feel a thing.
 
   Well, world, I’d like to say it’s been nice knowing you, but…
 
   Suddenly, something whipped past Roger’s head, and then again, and again; mere blurs of black and white, moving so quickly that it was possible they weren’t there at all. The water frothed and bubbled all around, and Roger could no longer discern what was happening.
 
   Something was happening, though. Something miraculous.
 
   The pressure was removed from Roger’s ankle as the gator, either through force or sheer confusion, released his leg. Something large and grey whooshed through the water to Roger’s right, and for a split second, he thought he understood, thought he saw a beak and a body of feathers which he could only describe as familiar. Though his eyes were stinging, he strained to see into the distance, beyond the rising bubbles, past the indiscernible blur of black, white and grey, and that was where the miracle was happening.
 
   The alligator was fleeing, swimming as fast as it could in the opposite direction, chased by that large blurry ball of feathers and beaks and courage.
 
   Penguins, Roger thought as he pushed off the street and surged toward the glimmering surface. I thought they hated me, wanted to sodomise me. Shows you should never judge a book by its cover or, in this case, a penguin by its proclivity to sneer at you when your back’s turned.
 
   “Oh, Roger!” Brandie squealed as he broke the surface, gasping for air. Then to someone else: “Get him out of there, now!”
 
   Hands pulled at him, dragged him this way and that, and then he was free of the water, falling in and out of consciousness as he was carried up the ladder. Clonk, clonk, clonk, clonk…
 
   He dreamt of penguins, beautiful, wonderful penguins. Swimming all around him, wading up to him and patting him on the back as if he had been pitted against them all in a friendly game of penguin-tag. You’re it, human!
 
   “Roger?”
 
   Roger chased the penguins, grabbed one by its flipper and rolled it over, kissing it on the belly.
 
   “Roger?”
 
   The penguin clapped its flippers together, smiled, gave Roger a head start. The other penguins gathered round, clapping along, so happy, so right.
 
   “Roger, wake the fuck up!”
 
   Something slapped him hard across the face, and it wasn’t one of his penguin friends’ flippers. “Whu-what?” He lurched forward, spat out murky water. A Cromer crab fell from his forehead and landed on his chest.
 
   Then he was enveloped by beautiful, slender arms, being rocked back and forth like a child recently woken by a nightmare. “Oh, I’m so happy,” Brandie said. “Oh, Roger, You’re okay! I thought I’d lost you. Don’t ever do that again! I love you!”
 
   From beneath Brandie’s pert breasts, Roger made a sound that suggested the feeling was mutual. He couldn’t believe how well this had all turned out. Not even the fiercest of beasts could keep them apart, and that day, plenty had tried.
 
   “Look!” Bobby Dern said, holding a hand across his brow to shield his eyes from the unforgiving sun. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”
 
   Barry moved next to his lover, laced his fingers through Bobby’s. Together they watched as the jet-black dots in the sky grew bigger and bigger and the chuck-a-chuck-a got so loud, Judi Dench had to turn off her hearing-aid.
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   Three Months Later (After all the funerals)
 
    
 
   God she’s beautiful! Roger thought, staring into Brandie’s eyes. Perfect, really.
 
   God, he’s one hot fisherman, Bobby thought, staring into Barry’s eyes. Perfect, really, except for his flatulence and that odd noise he makes when he cums.
 
   The double wedding had been the talk of the town for weeks and not just because it was the first gay marriage Cromer had ever seen. People were just happy to be alive, alive and together, a community unbreakable. Not even a tsunami could finish the Cromerites off. Not even an escaped zoo could destroy their spirit. Life was full of twists and turns, and the people of Cromer had learned the hard way that it wasn’t how you coped exclusively that mattered. Only town-spirit had allowed the 21 percent to survive, and even those who had perished were considered heroes, each and every one.
 
   “Is this going to take long?” Judi Dench asked from the back of the church. “Filming starts today on the next Bond, and Craig gets ever so funny if I’m late.”
 
   Everyone laughed, for Dench had lost most of her marbles after the tsunami and hadn’t left Cromer since. Thankfully, Thad had taken quite a shine to her and was now her live-in lover. Most of the town thought they made a wonderful couple, apart from one or two who believed she wasn’t as crazy as she made out. “Sucking the cream off the top of the coffee” one woman had called it.
 
   “Do you,” the priest said, “Roger Whipsnade, take Brandie Stroman to be your lawful wedded wife?”
 
   Roger smiled. “I do.”
 
   “And do you, Brandie Stroman, take Roger Whipsnade, to be your lawful wedded husband?”
 
   Brandie snorted, excitedly. “I do.”
 
   “And do you, Bobby Dern, take Barry Rawlins to be your lawful wedded husband?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “And do you, Barry Rawlins, take Bobby Dern to be your lawful wedded, erm, husband?”
 
   “You bet your soppy bollocks I do.”
 
   The priest nodded. “Then I now pronounce you husband and wife and husband and husband. You may now kiss your respective other halves.”
 
   The church erupted with applause. People leapt to their feet, cheering and clapping, throwing confetti—which was frowned upon inside the church, not that anyone seemed to care. It was a wonderful day, one that would go down in Cromer history, one that seemed to draw a line under the preceding months’ events. Cameras flashed, people clapped, and Judi Dench danced with her new toy boy, and the sergeant looked forward to the after-party, where there would hopefully be an impromptu paintballing session. At the back of the church, a single Humboldt penguin stood watching, concealed by the pews and the tumult.
 
   One day, Roger Whipsnade, the penguin thought, frowning at this new crossing of threads in the fabric of fate. One day, when you least expect it…
 
   It slunk out through the back doors unnoticed, a plan was already forming in its little penguin head.
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