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INTRODUCTION
 
Sometimes when you’re writing, a germ of an idea will embed itself into your brain, and the only way to rid yourself of it is to write it out of your system. In my experience, that usually does the trick. Occasionally, though, it might not go to plan. For any number of reasons, the story you end up with might not say what you wanted it to say, or you might go off in a different direction, and before you know it, you’re back to square one.
That was what happened with THE COST OF LIVING. The initial idea came to me many years ago while I was writing the early AUTUMN books. I tried to develop the story as an AUTUMN short but, because of the technicalities of my invented infections and the ‘rules’ of the AUTUMN world, it didn’t work. So I put the idea to one side and planned to come back to it later.
Which I did. Post-HATER, I tried writing the story again, and the result was a four thousand word short named PRIORITIES (which you can find it at the end of this book). It was okay, but it wasn’t quite right...
Sometime later still, when I was asked to write a piece of seven-hundred and fifty word flash fiction, I again returned to this same idea, wondering if I could say more with less. Though the piece (which you can also find at the end of this edition) was well received, I still wasn’t satisfied. Though it packed a decent punch, the characters didn’t have sufficient space to develop.
Looking back, I decided that the length restrictions I’d imposed on the different versions of the story were the problem, and I decided to start again. This time I was just going to write without worrying about word counts or formats, until I was satisfied I’d told the story properly.
And I think I’ve finally done it.
I hope you enjoy THE COST OF LIVING.
 
David Moody
May 2014
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GABBY
SATURDAY 9 MAY – 11:38am
 
And I’m just looking at him thinking, did you really just say that? ‘It’s a pair of bloody supermarket leggings, Stu, that’s all.’
‘No, it’s three pairs of supermarket leggings. Do you really need three pairs?’
‘Yes, I really need three pairs. They’re comfortable. I’ve been living in leggings since the baby and mine are all worn out.’
‘I get that, but three pairs? You know how tight money’s been since we moved. I’m just thinking that—’
‘I know exactly how tight money’s been. It’s all you ever talk about. The cost of living this, the cost of living that... you’re like a broken bloody record.’
‘Not in front of Sally, love.’
‘You bought yourself a load of work shirts last weekend.’
‘Yes, but that’s different.’
‘Different? How?’
Sometimes I just give up. He means well, but Christ, he does my head in. I don’t give him any chance to answer, I just shove three pairs of leggings into the trolley and push it away. Give him thirty seconds and he’ll have caught up and he’ll be grovelling. I know how his mind works.
‘I’m sorry, Gab,’ he says, alongside me again now, arms full of baby. ‘It’s just I’m under a lot of pressure at work and I’m worried about money and—’
‘And I know. You make it sound like I’m extravagant and I’m not. I don’t want three pairs of leggings, I need them. Believe me, I’d rather not be shopping for clothes in the supermarket.’
‘I know. Look, things’ll settle down in a few more months. Once the Harvest project’s done and dusted and the O’Rourke contract’s finalised I’ll get a decent pay-out. First thing we’ll do is go into town and have a spend-up. We’ll get Hannah and Sally kitted out, get Nathan the trainers he’s on about...’
A drunk-looking woman comes through the automatic doors, straight across the front of the trolley, not looking where she’s going. I almost hit her. ‘Don’t mind me,’ I shout. She just ignores me, heading straight for the booze.
‘Pissed before lunchtime,’ Stuart says disapprovingly, shaking his head like a typical old dad.
‘What time’s Nathan’s football training finish?’
He looks at his watch as if it’s going to tell him. ‘Half-twelve.’
‘And what time is it now?’
‘Quarter to.’
‘Then we’d better get a move on.’
Shopping with Stu is a pain in the backside. Everything takes twice as long as it should. I do the food shop every week, but it’s like a bloody adventure for him. I go straight for the stuff I always buy, but he’s always looking for alternatives, trying to find a cheaper option. He’s at it already with the bloody potatoes. ‘But you can get two packs for three pound fifty. We’ll save seventy pence if we buy two.’
‘But we won’t use two, will we? We won’t get through both packs before they go out of date. You’re not saving seventy pence, you’re wasting twice that. Don’t you get it?’
He’s not convinced. I’m thinking he’s about to start trying to tell me how I should cook more potatoes to make things cost-effective when Hannah starts grumbling for her bottle and Sally pulls me over towards the sweets. I’m glad of the distraction. ‘Can I have some chocolate, Mummy?’ Sally asks, and I can feel Stuart on my shoulder, ready to launch into another tirade, but I’m not having it.
‘Of course you can, love. What would you like?’
I glance back and see him struggling with the baby, and the chocolate’s chosen and in the trolley before he can protest. I push on to the next aisle before he can start.
Wait.
This doesn’t feel right.
I can hear something.
You don’t realise the normal soundtrack you hear in places like this until it’s disturbed. The kids, the trolleys, the conversations, the music... they’ve all just been silenced. There’s a weird, uncomfortable quiet now. Stu’s noticed it too. We just look at each other and he shrugs.
Around the corner and into the next aisle and we see it. That drunk woman is kicking off. I try to distract Sally but it’s too late and she’s seen her. ‘What’s wrong with that lady, Mummy?’
‘I don’t know, love. Perhaps she’s not well. Maybe she just feels a little bit sick.’
I look at Stu again, both of us instinctively keeping it light and airy so Sal doesn’t get scared. This isn’t good. I can still hear noise elsewhere in the store, but it’s all dwindling down to nothing as more and more people become aware of what’s happening. The woman’s having some kind of convulsion it looks like, a full-blown fit. A couple of staff are trying to get to her but they’re struggling to get through the onlookers and their massed trolleys and baskets. There’s a PA announcement for the duty first aider. 
‘They don’t need a duty first aider,’ Stu says. ‘They just need to hang her out to dry somewhere.’
There’s a security man, a young girl and a slightly older guy around the woman now, trying to hold back the crowds. They’re doing what they can, but they’re just part-time folks here to stack shelves and stocktake, and I can see them all desperately looking for the first aider so they can pass the buck. To be fair, I’d be the same on their wages. Another woman in a supermarket uniform brushes past us and I see the young girl look up and make eye contact with her, immediately jumping to her feet and calling her over.
Believe me, I’m not one of those people who stands and stares at accidents. I make a conscious effort not to look when we see crashes on the motorway and get slowed down by all the other foul rubber-neckers. But the thing is, we can’t move here. There are shoppers in front and behind now and we’re trapped. The security man is trying to move people back to give the woman on the floor some space but it’s not easy. He has to shout over the heads of the people at the front so that those near the back can move first, but there are still more people crowding into this aisle than there are going the other way. I doubt half of them even know what’s happening. All the half-full trolleys make it virtually impossible to move, bunched up tight together. I pick Sally up and put her in my trolley with the shopping to get her out of the way. She protests, but a piece of chocolate shuts her up fast.
I can see the woman on the floor now through a gap that opens up in the crowd. Bloody hell, that’s horrible. She’s just lying there, facedown on the marble, mouth hanging wide open, eyes staring into space. I don’t think she’s conscious. Is she dead?
This is just like the reports we’ve seen on TV.
‘We need to go,’ Stu says, thinking the exact same thing. ‘I reckon she’s got it.’ 
He starts trying to move back, holding onto Hannah with one hand, pulling at my arm with the other. But there’s no way out, not until a few more of these bloody idiots shift. Hard as we push back, they’re still pushing forward.
Now the security guy’s getting shirty, but he can’t see we’re stuck here. Someone has a go at him and I’m thinking this is going to get nasty if we’re not careful. I just want to finish the shopping then get out of here and go pick up Nathan from football. I knew I should have done this yesterday. Bloody Stuart. If he hadn’t insisted on coming with me today then we—
Wait.
A second ago I thought that woman was dead. Now she’s moving again.
‘See that?’ Stu says, grabbing my arm even harder.
‘I see it. But she was—’
‘But nothing. I swear, she’s got it. They collapse, then they get up again.’
There’s a collective scream. Loads of people try to run when the woman moves suddenly. She rolls over onto her back, quick as you like, then starts clawing at the floor with her fingers like she’s trying to get a grip. The first aider’s here, but even she’s keeping her distance.
‘We need to go,’ Stuart says, pulling me away. It hurts and I yelp with pain. I try to tell him to stop but he’s as scared as I am. ‘Fuck me...’ he says.
The woman who’d collapsed has attacked the young girl in the supermarket uniform. She’s got her pressed up against the shelves now and there are tins and packets of food flying everywhere as the girl tries to fight her off, but the woman’s all over her. Bloody hell, even the security guard can’t drag her away. She’s got her arms and legs wrapped around the girl, their faces just inches apart.
Oh, God.
Now we’re being pushed back faster than we can walk, everyone trying to get away at once. The woman’s dragged the girl onto the floor now and she’s on top of her. Jesus... she’s vomiting into her face. Dirty brown gunk. It’s blood or sick or germ-filled spit... Christ, that’s foul.
I try to untangle the trolley. It’s caught up with someone else’s.
‘Leave it,’ Stuart says.
‘But what about the shopping?’
‘Pick Sally up and just leave it,’ he says again. ‘Now!’
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STUART
SUNDAY 10 MAY – 1:14am
 
So the others are in bed but there’s no point me going up yet. I know I won’t sleep. Gabby went up early but I stayed down to watch a film. I sat through the whole thing, but didn’t take any of it in. Too much on my mind.
What we saw in the supermarket was shocking. Sickening. There’s been reports of similar things on the news over the last few days, but seeing it in the flesh like that was so much worse.
What we get on BBC and SKY is the safe, sanitised, watered-down version of events, the bits they want us to see. We’re spared the gory details, and because it’s what we’re used to, we don’t question it. They show endless footage of wars, but you hardly ever see any blood. You see all those cities in ruins, buildings crumbling, desperate people searching through the rubble... but you’re always watching it from a safe distance. You can’t smell it. You can’t taste it. You can’t feel it. All that changed today.
We didn’t think anything of it when we saw the first reports. Just one or two cases... nothing much in isolation. There’s a new disease doing the rounds every couple of months, and for all the panicked predictions, they never seem to amount to much. There was Swine Flu a few years back, Bird Flu before that, and then there was that virus they found buried in the Siberian permafrost that had been dead for thirty-thousand years but which some dick in a lab managed to bring back to life. But this season’s killer syndrome of choice is different. It came after the annual flu surge and caught everyone unawares. Seems it was something in this year’s mutation of the flu that opened the door to this new germ. The first epidemic paved the way for the next.
But back to the news...
I was sitting here with Gab and I remember the bulletin clear as day. They were talking about how this particular infection strikes its victims all of a sudden. It literally knocks them off their feet. One minute they seem fine, half an hour later and they’re flat on their backs in the middle of a supermarket aisle, apparently out for the count.
And this is where the TV version of events differs from what we saw today.
On the news they talked about infected people’s salivary glands working overtime, constantly dribbling and drooling, some kind of involuntary reaction after they’ve lost consciousness. But I don’t know... that’s not what I saw today. I mean sure, she lost consciousness, that much was obvious, but it’s what happened next that doesn’t tie up. She attacked that poor shop girl and she was doing everything she could to get spit all over her. She was definitely conscious, and she was definitely hurling or drooling or whatever, over the girl. It was controlled, it was violent, and it was frightening as hell.
It doesn’t add up.
And now I’m left sitting here on my own in the middle of the night, sleep the very furthest thing from my mind, thinking why are they lying about this? Don’t people need to know? If these sick people are out on the streets, shouldn’t somebody be telling us or doing something about it?
It’s probably just me, blowing the whole thing out of proportion.
I’d like to know what happened to the supermarket worker who got caught today, though. Maybe she’s all right tonight, maybe she’s out drinking with her friends, trying to forget about the day from hell she’s just survived. 
But what if she isn’t? 
And what about the woman? Did they restrain her? How many more people could she have drooled over on the way from the supermarket to the hospital? 
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STUART
TUESDAY 19 MAY – 10:54am
 
I have the radio on as I work. It used to be a distraction that got me through the tedium of the day, now the work’s the distraction. Concentrating on the stuff the boss tells me makes it easier to block out everything else. See, I think something big’s going on here. Part of me thinks I’m wrong because no one else seems to be reacting, but then I look at the facts and I know I’m right about this. See, I think this should be the main headline, but they’re treating it like an afterthought, squeezing in a mention between the local news and the weather reports.
I know I’m coming across like a conspiracy theorist here, but the mainstream media changed the way they talked about the infection a few days ago. I can’t help thinking they’re trying to make it look like less of a big deal than I know it is. They’re still talking about isolated cases and extreme reactions, but if you dig a bit deeper and start looking at the unofficial news – people’s Facebook timelines and tweets, all that kind of stuff – it paints a very different picture.
I can’t do it here on the office computer, but I can see stuff on my phone. You look at some of the crank sites (at least I used to think they were cranks), all the sites for Preppers and the like, and they’re all full of it. They’re all saying the exact same thing. They’re reporting huge numbers of cases. Well huge by comparison to the ten o’clock news, anyway. I found this report from a kid in Aberdeen. Something like what happened to the woman in the supermarket happened to a friend of his, apparently. How much of this was bullshit I don’t know, but it made for pretty disturbing reading. He was talking about his friend having gotten sick after one of his sick relatives (who subsequently died or disappeared, I’m not sure which) had coughed up gunk all over him. He dropped in the middle of the street without any warning. A few minutes later and he was up again, literally spewing bile over anyone he could get close to. He puked up over more than ten people before anyone could stop him. Just one sick kid.
Thing is, if this is as bad as I’m thinking and this is how this infection spreads, then what’s happening is scattershot, isn’t it? One infected person could contaminate a whole street if they’re not stopped and sedated in time.
I’m finding gaps in explanations, holes in stories, unexpected spaces where there should be information. And no one else is questioning it.
Right now, all this is little more than gossip. No one’s sounding particularly worried, and that’s strange in itself because people are usually happy to panic. Christ, I remember what happened after nine-eleven. I was on work experience in a law firm in the middle of the city centre, halfway up a twenty storey building. The days and weeks after the attack people were talking crap about how friends of friends of friends had been approached by an Arabic-looking gentleman at the train station, warning them to stay out of city centre high-rises. I remember the mild panic when someone spotted a plane circling, but it was just a light aircraft. If you looked close enough, you could see a TV logo painted on its tail. It was a bloody weather forecaster doing circuits for local radio, nothing more sinister.
People don’t ever stop and analyse. They either ignore what’s in front of their noses or jump to conclusions and make assumptions without realising what they’re doing. Why would terrorists launch an attack on our office, for Christ’s sake? Hardly a key tactical target, was it? And would anyone really have been so inspired by what they’d seen across the Atlantic as to want to fly a small plane into the side of a building in Digbeth? I doubt it. People can be so bloody stupid at times.
Now it’s the reverse, though. Now I think something is happening, but people have got their heads buried in the sand because that’s easier than facing up to what might be coming.
This started overseas. South Sudan had a head start on the rest of the world for once. On the radio now there’s a report from the UN where some specially convened meeting is discussing sudden huge rises in the rates of infection in other parts of Africa. And my colleagues are still casually talking about the football and who got voted off the latest shite reality TV programme last night, because what’s happening over there, isn’t happening over here. Not yet. Not in the same kind of numbers, anyway.
But if you look back at reports from those other countries, I think you can see a pattern emerging. It all started the same way. I think it’s only a matter of time.
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STUART
WEDNESDAY 27 MAY – 8:35am
 
Today’s the day it changed. Today it stopped being something on TV I can just switch on and off when I feel like it. What’s happening out there is serious, the implications vast. I’ve tried to keep it from Gabby and the kids because there’s nothing they can do. I’ll try to preserve their normality for as long as I can but, if I’m right, in the next few days their world will inevitably begin to fall apart. Everything will start falling apart.
I’ve been scouring the dark recesses of the Internet again, looking for information. Gabby thinks I’m looking at porn, because every time she gets close I shut the laptop case fast. I wish that was all I was doing.
I’ve found a link to a load of footage from South Sudan and other countries nearby. I’ve seen whole swathes of land left desolate with just the infected left there to roam. In one clip, it was taken live on a phone and streamed elsewhere, some guy stumbled into a village where there were twenty or thirty of them just drifting, looking like they were in some kind of trance, a weird malaise. But then, when they saw the guy who was filming, they stampeded after him, racing with each other like they all wanted to be the one to infect him. I was shaking when I stopped watching, because I know that’s coming over here.
It’s not just Africa now. Parts of Russia are the same, and India and Pakistan too. Now it’s spreading across Europe, though you wouldn’t think so if all you watched was the mainstream media. The rise in case numbers in those regions has been exponential, and I can’t see how anyone thinks they’ll get this situation back under control. It’s just a question of time.
Gabby thinks I’ve got an off-site meeting this morning. There is one, but I’m not going. I’ve got more important things to do. I know she’ll be out all morning. I wait until she’s taken Nathan to school, then head out myself. Just have to hope that the schools are open and that they’ll be okay. I’d rather we were all at home together, but I need the space. I need to do this.
I’m a few steps ahead of the game. I’m still questioning myself constantly, wondering if I’m overreacting, but I know in my heart I’m not. See, I’ve always known this part would be key to surviving the shit that’s about to hit the fan. Most people are still going about their day-to-day business like nothing’s changed, and I almost envy their ignorance. There’s no avoiding it, though. Something terrible is coming.
I drive to the wholesalers we use at work and start doing the thing I’ve always dreaded. I’m stocking up for the apocalypse. Part of me feels like an idiot, like I’m the one who’s got this wrong. I can see people looking at me, thinking I’ve lost my fucking mind, but all I have to do is picture the faces of my wife and kids to keep me focused and on task. They’re all that matters. The lad on the till looks at me as if I’ve gone crazy. Who knows... maybe I have?
I load everything into the back of the car, then go straight back in again for more. This time even more of the staff have clocked what I’m doing. None of them are completely stupid, they’re just not ready to accept that their old lives are coming to an end and that a much more uncertain future now lies ahead, if any future at all. This time as I work my way around the warehouse, I know they’re all watching me. Half the staff are thinking look at that fucking idiot. The other half are thinking, should I be doing that?
I have to move fast. The development is at its quietest at this time of the morning and I reverse onto the drive of our house and unload everything into the garage, satisfied there are no prying eyes watching. It’s almost too quiet. There’s a guy in one of the small terraced houses across the way who says goodbye to his girlfriend then acknowledges me, but other than him I don’t see anyone else. The development’s only two-thirds built, but it doesn’t look like many of the builders turned up to work today.
Now I head straight back out again, this time to the DIY store. It’s no good getting in all those supplies and not taking steps to make sure the house is secure. I buy sheets of plywood, fencing, padlocks and chains, industrial-size containers of bleach and other cleaning agents. The teller puts everything through. She’s polite enough, but I can tell from the look in her eyes that she’s uneasy. Does she know what I’m doing? The combination and quantities of stuff I’m buying is a dead giveaway. She knows the axes aren’t for cutting down trees, and this black rubber sheeting’s not for lining a fish pond.
I get everything unloaded with just a couple of minutes to spare before Gabby gets home. It’s only taken just over an hour. I’m still putting the last of it away when she pulls up on the drive with the kids. She doesn’t have a clue why I’m here. ‘What’s wrong, love?’ she asks me. ‘Aren’t you well?’
‘I’m fine. How come you’re all back?’
‘Not enough teachers at Nathan’s school so they closed it. Never mind that, Stu, why are you home? Don’t tell me they’ve made you redundant? You said there was a chance...’
I shut the front door. Nathan goes up to his room. The baby’s asleep and Sally’s immediately occupied by the TV, so I sit Gabby down in the kitchen and try to tell her things how I see them. ‘I think this is bad, Gab, really bad.’
‘What?’
‘The sickness. I think it’s a lot worse than people are letting on.’
‘Come on, Stu... are you for real? Something like this happens every few years. A couple of weeks time and it’ll all be forgotten and they’ll be onto the next health scare. Honestly, love... this isn’t like you. You’ve been working too hard. Do you need to take some time off? Maybe we should—’
‘There’s nothing wrong with me, Gab. For the record, I hope you’re right. I hope I have got this wrong, but I don’t think I have. Watch the news, read between the lines... they know what’s coming, they’re just not saying. They don’t want people panicking.’
She closes her eyes and shakes her head. What’s she thinking? Does she believe me, or does she think I’ve lost it? Is it easier to believe that than accept the truth? ‘You’re wrong.’
‘I’m not.’ I slide my laptop across the table towards her. ‘Here, have a look. You have a look at what’s happening in Russia, then go back a couple of weeks and see how it started there. Look at South Sudan and South Africa. Look at Chad and Nigeria. It’s the same bloody pattern. A few isolated cases – like that woman in the supermarket, remember? – then more and more. Then it all changes in a couple of days. It spirals out of control.’
‘But it’s not out of control in Russia.’
‘Just look at the news, Gab.’
She does what I tell her and her eyes widen when she sees the reports I was looking at earlier. Hundreds of cases have become thousands overnight. Maybe it’ll be hundreds of thousands by this time tomorrow. Maybe it’ll be more.
She shakes her head, shuts the laptop, and slides it back my way. ‘This doesn’t prove anything. It’s just scaremongering. I’m more worried about you than anyone in Russia, love. I think you’re putting yourself under too much stress. You’re starting to sound paranoid.’
‘I’m not paranoid. This is real, I know it is.’
She gets up and walks over to the kitchen window. She sees the pile of papers I’ve left on the counter; the receipts from this morning. She starts leafing through them, and I know exactly what’s coming next. ‘Stu... what the hell have you done?’
‘What do you think?’
‘I think you’ve blown our food budget for the next three months. Christ, love, we’re struggling enough as it is. You’re the one who’s always lecturing me about the cost of living, and you go and do this?’
She’s doing this on purpose, because fighting with me is easier than facing what’s coming next. 
‘We need to talk about this, Gab.’
‘Damn right we need to talk. Bloody hell, when I think of all the grief you’ve given me since we moved... all that bullshit about tightening our belts and cutting costs... then you go and do this? I give up. And you still haven’t answered my question, why aren’t you at work?’
‘That’s not important. What’s important is trying to—’
‘Not important! What if Ray finds out and you lose your job? What happens then? What happens if we can’t pay the mortgage and feed the kids and... and why are you looking at me like that?’
‘Sit down again, love, please.’
She refuses. I make her a coffee. Her face is streaked with tears. She dabs at her mascara with a tissue. ‘I think you’ve gone crazy. Absolutely bloody crazy. It’s just a flu virus.’
‘It’s more than that and you know it. The flu virus is a red herring, I told you that the day before yesterday. It’s because of the flu virus that so many people’s immunities are low, and that’s why it’s spreading so quickly. The hospitals are overcrowded... the whole health system is stretched to breaking point. Take Sally’s booster jab, for example. When was the last time a routine appointment like that was cancelled?’
‘Never,’ she admits, thinking it over. Then she turns again. ‘You’re making huge assumptions, though. Just because it’s happening in other countries, doesn’t mean it’s necessarily going to happen here...’
‘It already is happening, love. Have you seen the news this morning? It’s the exact same thing. Same as India. Same as China and Russia. And there are reports from the US and Canada too... They said it would never happen there, remember? As recently as last week they were saying they had it all under control... now look. There’s no reason to think it won’t happen here.’
‘But they said we were safe. They said it wouldn’t happen here. They said they’d be able to contain it and because we’re an island they said there’s no way it could—’
‘We talked about this. It’s always the same. What were the people on TV supposed to say before today? The truth’s unpalatable sometimes, but we have to stay positive and look on the bright side here, love, because—’
‘There’s a bright side?’
‘Yes, there’s a bright side. We’re ready for this and we’re together. I’m going to do everything I have to do to keep this family safe. I won’t let anything happen to any of us.’
I wait for her to say something, but she doesn’t. She knows I’m right. She starts crying. I take her hand and hold her tight, then show her the garage. It’s piled high with stuff, and for a second the sheer amount takes even me by surprise.
‘Jesus...’ she says under her breath, and I explain.
‘Enough food to keep us going for a couple of months if needs be. Medical supplies for every eventuality. Water purification tablets, cleaning products, disinfectants, detergents... everything we’re likely to need and a lot more besides.’
‘What’s...’ she starts to say. She stops and composes herself. ‘What’s all the wood for? What are you making?’
‘Not making anything. It’s to help secure the house if we need to. Strengthen the windows and doors, that kind of thing. We might need to keep people out as well as keeping us in. I told you, I’m not taking any chances, Gab. You four are all that matters to me.’
Back to the kitchen. Sally appears from out of nowhere, face full of snot. I grab a tissue and wipe her clean. ‘Hungry,’ she says.
‘I’ll get you something,’ Gab tells her. Sally watches as she makes her a Marmite sandwich.
‘Mummy sad?’
Gabby wipes her eyes. ‘Mummy’s okay,’ she says.
‘Mummy sick?’
‘No, Mummy’s fine.’
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STUART
WEDNESDAY 27 MAY – 11:52pm
 
And so it begins. The mainstream media has finally woken up to reality.
I’ve been following this story since late afternoon. A hospital in Manchester had to close their doors to new admissions. I’m not sure why, because there’s no information coming out of the place. I presume it’s overcrowded. Either that or it’s damage limitation, something like that? Maybe they’re trying to preserve the place because they know what’s coming?
But people kept arriving. More and more people are getting sick, and huge numbers of them are obviously trying to get medical attention, even though from what I can tell, there’s nothing any doctor can do for the infected. So crowds have been building up all around the place all evening.
Trouble threatened to break out several times, but it was about four hours ago that it really kicked off. The news cameramen filmed from a distance, not wanting to get close, but long-shots were good enough to show what was happening. The infected who’d been brought to the hospital were turning, immediately trying to infect those who were still free from the germ. It was like watching a riot: pockets of sporadic violence breaking out in the midst of this massive crowd of desperate people. It didn’t take long for the whole area to be consumed by panic. People were breaking into the hospital, others were breaking out... it was absolute carnage. The cameraman abandoned his camera and left it filming the chaos – an unbroken long-shot of Manchester tearing itself apart.
Now, hours later, the streets are quieter. There are just infected left out there now. They wander around with their heads bowed, like they’re in some kind of trance. Now and then something attracts their attention – someone unaffected, perhaps – and they chase after them in huge numbers.
And now the TV has cut to Downing Street. There’s an old guy on screen, talking about the COBRA meeting he’s just chaired, and I’m thinking, who the hell are you? He’s not the Prime Minister or his deputy... I reckon this is some deputy’s deputy’s deputy, and I reckon he’s probably all that’s left.
We’re well and truly fucked.
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THURSDAY 28 MAY – 5:50am
 
This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do; the toughest decision I’ve ever had to make. I knew it was coming – I was ready for it – but that didn’t make it any easier to do. It’s time to seal us in. I just hope I’m not too late.
I sat up all night watching the news, watching the world continue to fall to pieces, and watching dumb fucking substitute politicians spinning the same old bullshit about how things would soon be brought under control, and that lessons would be learned and so on. All just empty words, empty promises. No substance. No facts. Just a smokescreen: a way of hiding the truth because everyone’s finally beginning to realise the truth here is going to be fucking awful.
And then, about half an hour ago, the crisis outside got a lot closer to home. The sickness has reached our development. It was the family diagonally opposite, the ones with all the dogs in one of the smaller houses. I sat in the baby’s room upstairs and watched from the window, one eye on Hannah, the other across the street. Fuck, I could taste their fear even from a distance. They’re never coming home. I could tell from the way they bundled a few bags and their kid and the dogs into the back of their car and drove them away that they were evacuating. They’re as good as dead.
And so will we be if I don’t do this.
It hurts.
As I make my way around the house, trying not to wake the others while I check all the locks and cover the windows, I can’t help thinking about our extended family and all the other people I’d love to help. Mum and Dad, Gabby’s folks, Phil and his family, Sandy and her kids... the list goes on and on but I know I have to focus all my efforts on the five people in this house, and I have to believe the others will be doing the same thing, wherever they are. Dad’ll be okay, I’m sure of that, and Phil should be all right too if he gets his head out of his arse in time. I sent him a message last night, but he hasn’t replied.
I keep telling myself they’ll all look after their own the same way I’m looking after mine. When I feel any doubt, guilt or remorse, I just turn it around. I ask myself, who else is going to look after Gabby and the kids? And the answer’s simple. There’s no one. It’s all down to me.
I bolt and padlock all the doors. I keep all the keys locked away apart from one set that I’ll carry with me. As soon as the others are awake I’ll tell them what’s happening. The kids will be scared but they’ll soon realise that what we’re shutting ourselves away from is far more frightening than anything else.
#
Gabby gets it. She stays in bed, Sally lying next to her, Hannah alongside in her crib. She looks beat. For a second I’m worried it might be the sickness, but I know it’s not. She had all her jabs and I kept her from those friends who might have been exposed. She’s barely seen anyone this last couple of weeks, and that was the right thing to do. She’s just tired now, emotionally drained. We both are, but I make myself keep going.
Nathan’s a different kettle of fish. He doesn’t have a problem with not going to school, but when I tell him he can’t go and visit his girlfriend half a mile away, he gets nasty. They’re just kids. It’s his first crush, nothing serious. ‘You’re not going anywhere,’ I tell him. Bloody kid’s at the front door with his jacket and trainers on, trying to force the padlock. ‘Do you know what’s happening out there?’
‘No,’ he says. ‘You’ve stopped us watching the TV, remember? You unplugged the satellite. I can’t watch shit.’
‘Don’t use that kind of language with me, son.’
He kicks the door again, and mumbles something under his breath about me being fucking stupid or something similar. I let it go. He’s scared. He’s upset. We both are. We all are.
I need to make him understand. I’d planned to leave it a while longer, but we’ll have no front door left at this rate. ‘How much do you know, Nathan?’
‘Not enough. Like I said, you censored the TV and I can’t get anything online. Half my friends have stopped answering my texts.’
‘There’s every possibility your friends are dead.’
He stops fighting for a second and just looks at me. He laughs, then sneers, then turns back and starts booting the bottom of the door again. I pull him away, he shrugs me off. ‘Leave me alone,’ he says, doing what he can to not let me see the tears.
‘Listen, son, I know it’s never cool to do what your dad says, but this is one occasion you really need to.’
‘But I need to go and see Jen. I need to know she’s okay.’
It’s just puppy love. He’ll get over her. I don’t care what happens to anyone else, but I humour him just the same. ‘We have to believe that her family are doing the same as us, and if they do, in a few weeks time, I’m sure you’ll be able to see her again.’
‘I’m not waiting a few weeks. I’m going now. She’s only just down the road. I’ll be back in an hour or so. I just need to know she’s all right...’
‘It’s not happening.’
‘But, Dad...’
‘Listen to me, son, and listen very, very carefully. The disease that’s doing all the damage out there is highly contagious and—’
‘I’ll stay away from everyone else. I’ll run there and I’ll run back. Jen’s brother’s cool with me going and I—’
‘Her brother? Where are her parents?’
‘Her dad moved out a couple of years back.’
‘And her mother?’
He pauses before answering, and the hesitation speaks volumes. ‘She’s sick,’ he eventually admits. ‘She’s in the hospital. I have to go and see Jen, Dad. She needs me...’
‘You have to understand just how serious this is now, Nathan.’
He stops fighting and slumps back against the wall, barely managing to suppress his anger. ‘I know, but—’
‘I’m not sure you do. You see, I can’t let you go anywhere, Nathan, because if you leave this house, I won’t be able to let you back in again.’ I can see that my words have shocked him. He looks at me, then looks away again. ‘That’s not an idle threat, son, it’s a fact. If one of us gets sick, we all get sick, and I can’t let that happen.’
‘She’s only round the corner...’
‘No.’
His head drops. He finally lets go of the door handle. I put my arm around his shoulder and take him into the lounge. He sits on the sofa, deflated – beat, and I plug the satellite back in to show him what’s happening out there.
‘You need to see this, son,’ I tell him. ‘You need to understand.’
The first thing I see on the TV takes me by surprise. It hits us both hard. At some point during the last few hours, the BBC has disappeared. What we’re seeing now is some kind of emergency broadcast, as terrifying as it is clichéd. Just a list of instructions on a loop, dos and don’ts, ten times more don’ts than dos. My mouth’s gone dry, and Nathan’s just staring at the screen. ‘Is this for real?’ he asks. I clear my throat and try to answer.
‘Yeah, it’s for real. You understand now, Nath? Look, I recorded a few news bulletins because I thought this might happen. I want you to see some of the things I’ve been seeing.’
‘Why didn’t you just leave the TV plugged in and let me see them anyway?’
‘Because I care, that’s why. Because I wanted to make this as easy as I could. If we do the right thing here, son, we’ll get through this. You, me, Sally, Hannah and Mum... we’ll be okay.’
I show him some clips from Manchester last night that I recorded. ‘Why did you save this stuff?’ he asks.
‘So that we don’t forget. It’s important. We need to remember why we’re having to do this.’
He just stares at the screen, open mouthed. I’m not stupid, I know he’s probably seen some of this on his phone, but these are the edited highlights, for want of a better word.
I show him some stuff on the laptop. I swear I could have written the script for this next clip weeks ago. It’s a report from outside a supermarket. Cut to inside, and the camera pans along empty shelves, then swings over to one corner of the strangely echoing store where people are fighting over the little food which remains. ‘Have you looked in the garage recently?’ I ask him.
‘Tried to a couple of days back,’ he answers. ‘Couldn’t get in. Too much stuff.’
‘You see all those gaps on the shelves on the screen? That food’s here. I saw this coming, Nath. I’ve got enough for all of us, and it’ll last for a couple of months if we’re smart and ration ourselves properly.’
‘Rations?’
‘It’s got to be done. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but I don’t see we have any other option. But if we can get through this, we’ll get through anything.’
On screen now is a camp that sprung up the day before yesterday. It’s somewhere just outside London, I think, thrown together to cope with hospital overspill. ‘Looks like Afghanistan,’ he says.
‘You’re thinking of Syria, son.’
‘Same difference.’
‘Not really.’
It’s pointless arguing about geography at a time like this, so I let it go and let him watch. He’s right, though, this looks like the kind of thing we used to see on the TV news, endless reports from the war-torn Middle East. But this is somewhere in the Home Counties.
‘Remember when we went camping a couple of years back and we stayed on that farm near all the wind turbines?’
‘I remember.’
‘This is just down the road from there.’
His silence speaks volumes.
This next clip makes me go cold every time I see it. I must have watched it a hundred times since I found it yesterday morning. It’s like something out of a horror movie. It’s an abandoned factory, I think, a massive concrete space in between a number of obviously derelict buildings, endless empty windows and doors. It’s a morgue now, a disposal site. The entire space – and it must be a hundred metres square – is filled with dead bodies in bags, all laid out in lines. The camera operator is filming from on high. Smoke drifts, and the cameraman shifts focus to find the source. There’s a bonfire. A fucking huge bonfire with searing orange flames. The dirtiest black smoke I’ve ever seen billows up. They change position and zoom in tight, the picture getting shakier the closer they get, pixelating and going in and out of focus. And then, in amongst the flames, there are faces. Fingers. Arms and legs. Hair curling up and burning away. Skin being peeled. Black holes where eyes used to be.
Nathan doesn’t say anything. What’s left to say?
Final recording.
‘This is why we can’t go out, son. This is what it’s like out there now.’
The centre of London in chaos, footage taken from a helicopter circling overhead. Uncontrolled panic in the streets. A handful of soldiers try to maintain order, but they’re fighting a losing battle. There are bodies everywhere, lives ended without warning, people’s last moments spent in utter terror, face down in the stinking gutters. Buildings burning, fire spreading. Some still run for cover, but few reach their destinations. The entire world is dying.
And throughout it all, snaking through the carnage, hunting out those frightened few who remain somehow untouched, are the infected. Their movements are chillingly alien: staccato and unpredictable, stop then start, watch then attack. Unexpected jerks and sudden changes in direction, dead but for the germ which drives them on.
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STUART
THURSDAY 28 MAY – 5:17pm
 
Over the course of the last twelve hours, hell has enveloped our neighbourhood. The family leaving in the middle of the night just gone was a pre-cursor to the full-blown chaos we’ve witnessed today. Now it seems everyone is fleeing their homes, and I don’t understand why. What do they hope to achieve? Where will they go? Why this preoccupation with running? The safest thing to do – the only thing to do – is to stay locked away like us and wait. Going out there today... that’s only going to put people in more danger, not less. I can understand wanting to get out of the cities and put some distance between yourself and the rest of the population, but if everyone else is running too, what good will it do?
I was worried there might be some kind of forced evacuation, that the authorities might round up those of us who haven’t been infected while they try to decontaminate the rest of the country. Half the time I’m convinced I’ll see tanks and troops driving up the road when I next look out the window, but I know now that’s just nerves talking. I’ve heard explosions and I can see smoke drifting into the sky, but think we’re long past any kind of coordinated response. What’s left of the news on the TV and online shows a country in chaos. I don’t think there even are any authorities anymore. I’ve tried to find out what’s happening in those countries where the infection began, but there’s nothing coming out of them at all, complete radio and internet silence. There are thousands of possible reasons why communications might have been disrupted, but the most likely explanation is that all those places are gone. Nothing left. Dead. I managed to catch a snatch of an emergency broadcast on the old long wave, but it turned out to be a recorded message on a loop. It could have been running for days. And I found an old, old website with a list of webcam feeds too; tourist spots, city centres, those kinds of things. That refugee camp or evacuation centre or whatever it was? Gone now. There was a camera left looking down over it; a black, burned out hole... no one alive.
It feels like the walls are closing in, like the world’s getting smaller.
Gabby keeps asking me if we should be running too because everyone else is, but I tell her again and again that this is the only way of surviving. Isolation is everything. I tell her to try and imagine the chaos on the roads right now. She doesn’t know, but I’ve been thinking about this day for longer than I dare tell her.
I never said anything to Gabby at the time, because she’d either have got angry or divorced me on grounds of insanity, but when we bought this house at the start of last year, I had disaster preparedness in mind. Of course the location, the number of bedrooms, the local school and facilities and so on were the main reasons for moving here, but I’d been feeling for a long time that we were overdue a disaster. That might sound overdramatic, but sitting here today and having watched the neighbours trying to cram what’s left of their lives into suitcases and cardboard boxes and loading their cars, it seems I was right. To be honest, I thought it was more likely to have been some kind of terrorist attack or social unrest that caused all the damage, but whatever the reason, the end result is the same: the world as we know it is gone. Nothing’s ever going to be the same again.
Our development was built on the site of a Victorian hospital. It was closed many years ago, and only a couple of the original buildings remain now. Despite it being in a relatively built-up area, the fact we’re on what used to be the hospital grounds has a number of advantages. We’re enclosed, for a start, the whole estate ringed by substantial metal railings. There’s a single access road, and from the other end of that road the development is all but invisible, set behind a patch of raised grassland and a copse of trees which obscure most of the houses. Thankfully it’s late spring. The increasing foliage decreases the visibility. And there are less than forty finished homes here anyway... from outside you’d hardly know there was anything here at all. Our house is smack-bang in the middle of it all, completely hidden from anyone looking in. Invisible from all sides.
When the time comes I’ll block the access road if I have to; seal us off completely. We have everything we need to get through this: enough supplies, medication and water. Most importantly, we have each other. I’ll sever our ties with the rest of the world in a heartbeat if it comes down to it.
#
The quiet this evening is unsettling. I hadn’t realised how loud life was until it all stopped. The sounds have steadily reduced all day. Now there’s nothing. Helicopters, panic, the occasional scream... the screech of tyres as more people left the development, the sounds of fighting and uncontrolled panic on the other side of the border fence, the last of the few overly-optimistic clean-up crews being overrun and giving up. It was a gradual quietening, but the silence now feels sudden. It’s like they’ve all stopped trying at the same time, like they’ve given up together.
Maybe they have. Maybe we’re all that’s left now. But we can’t be, can we?
And now the silence leaves me feeling dangerously exposed. This is something I hadn’t bargained on. I mean, I thought I’d covered all bases, but I wasn’t prepared for this. Now that everything’s so quiet, any little noise we make is amplified out of all proportion. That’s okay most of the time because Gabby, Nathan and me can keep our mouths shut when we need to, but it’s not as easy with the girls. Sally’s scared, and why wouldn’t she be? How do you tell a three year-old that everything’s going to be okay one minute, then that she can’t talk the next? It’ll take time, but she’ll get used to it I guess. To be honest, I’m even more worried about Hannah. When she cries for her bottle now it’s like someone’s sticking pins in me. I imagine all the infected for miles around, turning and heading in this direction when they hear her. I need her to be safe and well fed, but right now it’s equally important for her to be quiet. Isolation, remember? We can’t risk being found. 
There’s no information coming in from outside now. The internet has slowed to a crawl and even when I do manage to get an update, it’s already so old it’s not worth reading. All the TV channels have gone, replaced by emergency broadcast music or, more frequently, empty black screens and silence. But it’s crucially important that I stay abreast of what’s happening, particularly in the area immediately around our development.
When we first visited this place, a couple of months before we agreed to buy the house, we left the sales office with a file full of stuff: brochures with floor plans of all the different house designs, leaflets about the locality and various financing schemes, and a map of the development. I’ve pinned the map to the garage wall and have been slowly marking it off. When people have moved out, I’ve crossed their house through. There are plenty I’m not sure about yet – all the houses we can’t clearly see from ours, those which are unfinished – but I know which of the others are empty.
Clive and Christine Parish, that awful couple who lived at number one, were amongst the first to go. And since they cleared out (almost two weeks ago... off to stay with relatives up north until this all blows over, Gabby said she’d heard), all the houses between ours and theirs have emptied too. I take a chance and sneak out while Gabby, Nathan and the girls are occupied elsewhere, telling them I’m going to sort out the supplies in the garage again.
Christ, I don’t like being out here. There’s no one else around, but I feel like I’m constantly being watched. Either that or I’m about to be jumped, but I know from the unending silence that there’s no one here but me. If there is anyone watching, they’re too scared to show themselves. That’s good. We keep ourselves to ourselves from here on in.
I break into Clive and Christine’s house easily enough: in through the side gate, then prise open a kitchen window the idiots left open on vent around the back.
I do a fast recce of the house, making mental notes of everything that might be of use in case they’re not back before our supplies run low. There’s not a lot. Bloody hell, it’s just as I expected it would be in here. Hideously over-fussy. Every available windowsill and surface is covered in tat: little porcelain dolls, collectibles, glass ornaments, commemorative china plates... I always wondered who bought those bloody things. I used to see them advertised in the back of magazines, but I never actually saw any in the flesh until now. The birth of one royal, the death of another... they’ve got the history of the whole bloody family Windsor immortalised in garish crockery. Waste of time, money and effort. Makes me think about the royals, though. Don’t suppose their lineage and blue blood’s helping right now.
Anyway, it’s not so much the contents of this house I’m interested in, more the view. Christine used to make a big deal about how she and Clive were the first people to move onto the development, crowbarring it into every conversation I was unfortunate enough to have with them. She was always going on about how the people in the sales office made a fuss of them, and how there was a bottle of champagne and a fancy box of chocolates waiting when they first walked through their front door. Fat lot of good any of it did them. Better common-sense and an escape plan than a box of fucking chocolates.
I head upstairs, because I know at least one of the rooms up here should give me a decent view of what’s left of the world beyond the development. I’m in their bedroom now – more tat, more crap everywhere, all kinds of stuffed toys – but the view from here is as good as I’m going to get. I brought my binoculars with me and I can see right out through the trees.
Christ.
I almost can’t bear to look, because it’s worse than I imagined. It’s hard to believe what I’m seeing, but there’s a part of me that’s almost relieved because I know beyond any doubt now that locking my family away from everything and everyone else was the right thing to do.
I remember seeing something on the news just before the BBC went to hell... something about how the virus or whatever it is that’s caused all this has an inherent desire to spread. We saw it in the supermarket, way back when, but didn’t understand what we were seeing at the time. Thinking about that day makes me catch my breath. So much has changed. What I’d give for the safe normality of life back then... But seeing one of the infected in the distance brings me back to reality. Damn thing looks lost, dragging itself along the street. What’s it thinking? What’s it feeling? Anything?
For a few seconds I’m struggling to remember what it used to be like out there beyond the development, because all I can see now is about half a mile of utter chaos. Litter blows across the street like tumbleweed, and there’s a car on its side halfway up the road. I used to joke with Gabby that people must do that on purpose whenever the shit hit the fan, because there’s always a smashed-up or burned-out car somewhere, no matter what crappy post-apocalyptic movie you’re watching. But I know this isn’t a joke, because through the spider-web cracks covering the windscreen I can see a bloodied face pressed up against the glass.
The pub down the way has all but disappeared; just a charred but still smoking ruin left behind like a scab. We used to like going there for a drink at weekends. Such a shame.
That damn infected fucker wanders lazily into view again. This bastard of a disease is spread through the transmission of bodily fluids: blood, sweat, saliva... even piss and shit I heard. Infection renders the victim brain-dead within a few hours... still breathing, still functioning on a very basic level, but no longer the person they used to be. Infected people are plague carriers, no more and no less, existing purely to spread the infection. I’ve been sheltered from the worst of it over the last few days, but I can see it happening right in front of me now. The sick are hunting out the living.
A bloke appears, running at speed. I can tell from the way he’s moving that he’s like us, not like them. It looks like he’s been running for a while and he can barely keep going. He turns right, straight into the path of that infected creature I was just watching. He panics... tries to turn back and run the other way, but there must be one behind him too, because now he doesn’t know which way to go. At least four of them converging on him at once. This poor sod looks exhausted... broken. He slips past two of them, straight into the path of another bunch of three I didn’t see. They swarm all over him, and there’s not a damn thing anyone can do to stop it. He knows it’s over.
The attack – if you can even call it an attack – is over quick. They don’t bite him, don’t scratch, barely even fight... they just infect. Job done, they roll away again and leave him, no longer of any interest. He lies there helpless in the middle of the street, all but invisible to the infected now, drenched in their foul brown gunk.
And in my head now, all I can see are the thousands of helpless people who crowded into the overflowing hospitals and refugee camps we saw on the news: all herding together, waiting for the worst of the crisis to pass. I guess all it would have taken would have been for a handful of infected to get in. Maybe even one would have been enough to wipe them all out, perhaps just a single drop of blood or saliva... The fragility of it all is terrifying.
There’s another one of them outside now, and seeing it helps me focus on the threat. I have to be on my guard here; can’t let anyone or anything know we’re still here. The thing outside – I can’t call it a person anymore – hauls itself along the street listlessly and slowly, every movement taking effort it doesn’t have. Its shoulders are drooped and its head hangs heavy on its shoulders as if its weight is too much for it to support. It’s stripped to the waist, and because of its long, straggly hair I thought it was a girl at first. It’s only when it turns around and I get a clear look at its naked torso that I see it’s male. He’s painfully thin, chest caved inwards, and he barely lifts his feet as he walks, just drags them along.
Then something changes.
He stops and looks up, sniffing the air, and even though I’m well away I instinctively move back out of the way in case it’s me he’s seen. Common-sense takes over again and I relax, because I know that even though it’s impossibly quiet out there, I’m too far away to be seen or heard. 
He’s looking in different directions now, like he’s listening out, and I think it’s weird because a few seconds ago, this poor fucker looked like he could barely support his own weight. Now he makes his move, darting across the road, running with odd, unnatural loping movements like he’s learning the controls as he goes. The lethargy has gone, replaced with ferocious speed. I know exactly what he’s doing. He’s hunting.
There’s someone else like me out there, someone else uninfected. The bloke I saw being attacked just now is up on his feet again, calling to someone... screaming at them to go the other way. It’s a girl, Nathan’s age or thereabouts. She tries to outrun the infected thing that’s nearest to her, but she looks even more exhausted than the germ-filled fucker close behind. It’s relentless. The damn thing trips up the kerb and smashes its face on the ground, then just gets up and carries on after her like nothing’s happened, barely even missing a beat.
The kid – and she’s only a kid – looks like she’s caught in two minds. She’s making for the guy on the floor, but he’s pleading with her to leave.
All the time I’m watching I’m thinking I should help... I should do something... but I know I can’t, because if I risk going out there to help a kid I don’t know anything about, then I’ll put the people I am responsible for in danger. They need me, and I need them, and as hard as it is to accept, this kid is not my concern.
She stops and tries a half-hearted punch, but she’s barely got the energy to keep breathing, never mind fight. Swinging her fist knocks her off-balance, and in the brief delay as she tries to steady herself, that infected bastard is on her.
And now it has become they.
There are more of them again, swarming from the shadows. I’m so distracted by their appearance and sheer numbers that I forget about the girl. They appear from out of nowhere, as if they were there all the time but I just couldn’t see them: disentangling themselves from piles of rubbish, staggering out of open doors, throwing themselves out of windows to get to this poor, helpless kid and infect her. Others – some which I thought were corpses lying rotting in the gutter – are starting to move. It’s like they’re waking up, like they’ve been woken from their near-death slumber by the scent of someone uninfected.
A few attackers is now a herd of the fucking things. In the time it’s taken me to process what I’m seeing, as many as twenty more of them are coming after the girl, fighting to be the one that infects her.
With these numbers, she doesn’t stand a bloody chance.
She runs towards the development, and I hate myself for willing her to go the other way. The closer she gets, the worse I feel and the more I can see. She’s looking back more than she’s looking forward now, but the infected are coming at her from all sides, surrounding her... cutting off every escape route. She makes a sudden change of direction, then another, then another, but they’re everywhere now and she knows it. There’s nowhere left for her to run, nothing left to do... she slows down, then stops and she just stands there sobbing, beaten before they’ve laid a damn finger on her.
And then they’re all over her.
One germ-riddled male leaps up from the middle of the oncoming crowd; a single unexpected movement that’s more controlled than anything else I’ve so far seen. The infected man literally knocks her off her feet but he holds onto her shoulders and falls with her. She lands on her back, the sick man on top, pushing her down. She’s trying to beat him off, but he’s not fighting and that’s the problem here. He’s just infecting. She locks her elbows and holds him at arm’s length, but all he has to do is just vomit and spit and drool all over her face.
In the silence of everything else, I can hear her. She screams and gags and wails all at the same time: a hideous, heart-breaking noise.
Then it’s done.
The infected crawl away, retreating back into the shadows, leaving the girl just lying there on her back, sobbing, soaked through with that foul discharge. She wipes it from her face then rolls over and vomits, as much through fear and disgust than anything else, I guess. She gets up and tries to walk away, ragged clothes drenched like she’s been caught out in the rain, but effort and resignation combine and she stops again and drops to her knees. There’s another infected close by but it barely lifts its head, barely even looks at her. She’s of no interest to them now. The girl just sits there, waiting for the sickness to take hold.
And all I can think about are Gabby and the kids. The thought of this happening to any of them is too much to even consider.
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FRIDAY 29 MAY – 10:32am
 
We’ve barely moved since yesterday, barely even spoken. I told Gabby everything I saw from the neighbours’ house, but she was frustratingly dismissive. I’m not sure she realises the full seriousness of our situation yet. The way she talks to the kids isn’t right... going on as if nothing’s happened, telling them it’ll be like this for a little while, then things will get back to normal. I told her to be realistic and honest, but she said she was doing it for Sally more than anyone. It won’t help in the long run.
Just over twenty-four hours and I’m already going stir crazy, cooped up with the family. It’s just nerves, I reckon. I need to get things how I want them here. It’s time to make some changes. I’m in the back garden holding the cat, and Gabby and the kids are at the window, watching my every move.
I spent a sleepless night thinking about all of this. I’ve told them what’s going to happen and it’s not gone down well. Gabby said I should do it when Sally’s asleep, but I don’t see the point. It’s not like I’m going to kill the damn cat, just get rid of it. I feel bad enough already, but she’s trying to make me feel worse. I don’t have any choice and they have to understand that. Our lives might depend on it.
There can be no more waste. The longer we stay in isolation here, the better our chances, and I need them to see that. When I think about all the half-finished drinks I’ve thrown away over the years, all the wasted food... it makes me damn angry. I can’t allow that to happen anymore. Our daily rations must be strictly adhered to, everything eaten, irrespective of taste and personal preferences. Gabby gets it, and I think Nathan does too, but Sally’s going to be a problem. How do I explain to a three year old that she can’t have anything else to eat today, or that if she doesn’t eat what she’s just been given, she won’t have anything else until tomorrow? How do I pacify my daughter when she’s crying for juice but she’s used up her allowance and I can’t risk giving her more? We’ve already clashed. She didn’t want her meal last night. I told her you eat it now, or you eat it stale tomorrow.
And that’s why the cat has to go.
There’s no room for sentimentality here anymore, and there’s no option: the cat has to go. He’s a health hazard. It pisses me off... no one was that bothered about him before. It was always me who ended up feeding him and it was me who emptied the bloody litter tray or cleaned up the crap when the damn animal dragged something half-dead inside from the garden. Bloody Smudge. I won’t miss him. I put him over the fence then glare at Sally when she starts crying again and banging on the kitchen window.
The cat will hang around for a few days I’m sure, then he’ll get used to the idea he’s not welcome anymore and he’ll piss off. Cats are manipulative little bastards – you need them more than they need you. When he realises he’s not getting fed, he’ll find his food somewhere else. He’s better off out here.
I felt like a heartless prick when I snatched Smudge away from Sally earlier, but I have to put emotions to one side and focus on the realities of our situation. The cat cost us food and water – albeit a small amount each day – but if you add it all up day by day, that small amount might make a difference. I don’t know if cats are susceptible to the disease in the same way we are, but I have to assume they are. It’d be cruel to keep the animal locked up indoors from here on in, and it’s too much of a risk to let him have free reign. Imagine if I went to all this trouble and effort, just for us all to be infected by something the damn cat dragged in. I’ve nailed boards over both sides of the cat flap.
Bloody thing’s making a hell of a noise though.
He’s in the garden behind ours, making that horrible deep wailing noise he does when another cat encroaches on his turf. I climb up onto the compost bin to shoo him away.
Jesus Christ.
The grass is overgrown here. I never saw the lazy sods cut it, but I’m pleased they left it now. The lady who lived here is dead in the middle of the lawn. It looks like foxes have had a go at her fingers. Smudge looks up at me then runs for it when I hiss at him, his tail slipping through the gaps between two bushes, disappearing into the unkempt flower-bed.
Back inside.
The others shun me like I’m some kind of leper, like I’ve got the bloody disease that’s caused all of this, but I’ve got a thick skin and I can take it. It’s a small price to pay. We’ve all just got to get used to living this way if we want to stay alive. Trouble is, we’re all like the bloody cat. We’re used to things being easy, to having everything our own way. Life is different now, and I have a feeling it always will be from here on in. We might always be fighting, we might always be living on our nerves, surviving on a fraction of what we had before, but that’s just how it has to be.
I tell Gabby and Nathan, but they’re in no mood to listen. I try and explain that when we leave the house... maybe a month or two from now, perhaps... it’ll be easier out there. Fewer people. More space. More supplies. Freedom. It’s strange, but there’s a part of me that’s actually excited by the future. It’s not going to be easy, I understand that, but it could still be good. We just have to make sure we’re not dragged down by what’s left of the old world first.
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STUART
TUESDAY 9 JUNE – 11:14am
 
It’s tense in here. The claustrophobia, monotony and boredom of our incarceration over the last couple of weeks is getting to all of us. Mealtimes are the worst. I don’t know who’s being more difficult, Nathan or Sally. Reasoning with a fifteen year old is proving to be as hard as reasoning with a frightened three year old, but he usually sees sense in the end. Hannah’s not letting us forget she’s here either. Every time she screams for her bottle the noise cuts through me like fingernails scraping down a blackboard.
‘I don’t like soup,’ Sally says, shoving her bowl away. I push it back. ‘Don’t want it.’ 
‘Try and eat it, sweetheart,’ Gabby says.
‘Don’t want it,’ she says again.
‘Try a little bit for Mummy.’
‘No.’
‘Come on, love, just eat half of it...’
‘She eats all of it,’ I interrupt. ‘What is this, a bloody holiday camp?’ I just look at Gabby, amazed. Does she not understand the seriousness of our situation.
‘I just think...’ she starts to say, but I’m not having any of it.
‘We don’t have the luxury of choice anymore, Gabby, in case you hadn’t noticed. We eat what we’re given now. All of us. Whether we like it or not.’
‘But I don’t like soup,’ Sally moans, grizzling now.
‘Tough. If you don’t eat it, you go hungry.’
She starts full-on wailing. ‘Go easy on her,’ Gabby says.
‘No. She has to eat.’ I turn back to face Sally. ‘You have to eat. Eat!’
She shoves it away again. ‘Don’t want this. Want chicken nuggets.’
I count to ten. I know she can’t help it.
‘Well we don’t have any chicken nuggets,’ I tell her. ‘Daddy’s already explained this to you time and time again... we don’t have a freezer at the moment, love. Not since the electricity stopped working.’
‘Mummy can make some.’
‘Not without a chicken.’
‘Or an oven, or the rest of the ingredients, or breadcrumbs, or fresh milk or butter or anything else...’ Gabby adds unhelpfully.
‘We get the picture,’ Nathan says.
‘Maybe I could have a look and see if I can find something else you’d like?’ Gabby says to Sally.
‘No, Gab, you won’t. Bloody hell, have you not been paying attention? We eat what we’re given, no questions asked.’
There’s an awkward silence. Gabby looks down at her food. I hate myself for having to be so abrupt, but I don’t know how else to say it. I’m at the end of my tether here.
The quiet doesn’t last long.
‘I want to go outside...’ Sally says.
‘Why can’t we, Dad?’ Nathan asks.
‘You know why not. It’s too dangerous. We don’t know what’s out there.’
‘But there’s nothing out there,’ he mumbles. ‘There’s nothing left, remember?’
‘We can’t take any chances. We’re not doing anything until we’ve blocked the road.’
‘But everyone else is dead,’ Nathan says. ‘Dead or gone.’
‘And so will we be if we’re not careful.’
‘Am I going to die?’ Sally asks, and the innocence in her little voice is heart-breaking. Gabby squeezes her hand and helps her with her soup.
‘We’re not going to die, love. We’re going to be just fine here.’
‘Daddy’s going to look after all of us,’ I tell her.
But she does have a point. It’s getting harder and harder for the five of us to keep going in the house like this. We’re going to have to go outside eventually, aren’t we?
‘We can’t go on like this,’ Gabby whispers, and I know she’s right.
‘I need to be sure we’re safe here. I’ll go out later and have a look around the development. If it’s as quiet as it looks, maybe we’ll be able to risk going outside to secure the development.’
‘You think it’ll be okay?’
‘Everything I saw and read about the disease said it was spread through contact with bodily fluids,’ I tell her, keeping my voice low for the sake of the kids. ‘So why not? The railings have kept people out. There are no infected in our back garden, are there?’
I don’t tell her about the corpse in the garden behind ours.
‘You said something about blocking off the road into the estate,’ Nathan says.
‘It’s a development, not an estate,’ Gabby corrects him, though the time for such distinctions is long gone. ‘Estate sounds so...’
‘Common?’ he suggests.
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘No, but you were thinking it. You’re such a snob, Mum.’
‘I’m not.’
‘You are!’
‘Stop picking on me,’ she says, pretending to be hurt.
‘Mummy’s a snob, Mummy’s a snob!’ Sally sings playfully. Gabby glares at her for a moment, then shakes her head and breaks into a broad smile. That’s the first smile I’ve seen from any of them in days. In the fortnight since we’ve been locked in here, come to think of it.
If going outside is going to make such a difference, then assuming it’s safe, maybe that’s what we should do.
#
Nathan wanted to come but I said no. Not yet. I explained that I’m just checking the rest of the development this afternoon. If everything’s okay and as quiet as it seems, then he can help me block off the estate in a couple of days’ time. Imagine how much of a difference that’ll make to all of us. We’ll use stuff from the building site at the unfinished end of the development.
I’m nervous but I don’t let them see. I get myself ready in the shed. This isn’t like when I used Clive and Christine’s house as a look-out post, this is very different. I’m going door-to-door today, and I have to be prepared for all eventualities.
I put on the protective suit I use for decorating then tape up my ankles and wrists so there’s no chance of contamination. The suit has a hood, and I cover my face with goggles and a mask. A pair of outdoor gloves I used to use when I creosoted the fences completes my ridiculous outfit. I might look stupid, but I know I’m safe.
Fuck, but this is terrifying.
I open the latch – it’s so loud it sounds like someone cocking a gun, ready to fire – then let myself out down the side of the house. I look up and see them all watching me from an upstairs window, even though I’ve told them not to. I keep the felling axe I’m carrying out of sight, holding it close to my body. I told them it was to help me get into locked houses, but they’re not stupid. They know why I’m really carrying it.
I’ve memorised the layout of the development. It’s pretty much a horseshoe shape, with a couple of cul-de-sacs leading off here and there. I’m going to work my way from house to house, checking if they’re empty. I’m certain the vast majority, if not all of them are, but there are a couple I’m not sure about.
God, but it’s so quiet out here. I can’t hear anything. Admittedly the noise is muffled by the hood I’m wearing, but this never-ending silence is eerie beyond belief. No traffic. No voices. Just the sound of a plaintive dog in the middle-distance. The frightened hound’s noise makes me catch my breath. The poor mutt sounds as scared as I feel.
I distract myself looking at each of the houses I pass. It’s funny... back when we had neighbours, when the world was still intact, you automatically kept your distance and respected everyone else’s property. At least, most of us did. There was that horrible dickhead who lived in one of the houses opposite – a proper geezer; all bullshit, attitude and swagger – he didn’t care. I used to see him regularly walking over his neighbours’ lawns to get to his front door or reversing onto their drives to turn his car around because he couldn’t be bothered to drive the few metres to the turning point at the end of the grove. Insufferable arse. Wonder where he is now? Wonder if he is...?
And this house I’m outside now... he was another one. Objectionable dick. A proper show-off. I remember Christine gossiping about him once. A single man with no shortage of visitors. Apparently he’d made a fortune from a dating app for mobile phones... some kind of personality compatibility test or something like that, preying on the vulnerable with computer-generated bullshit and lies. He used to annoy me. Half my age, and absolutely dripping with cash. He had one of the biggest houses on the development and I doubt he even had a mortgage. I know it shouldn’t have bothered me but it did because I’ve worked my arse off and done everything the right way since leaving uni, and it pisses me off when I hear about people hitting it lucky like that. It used to, anyway. Things have changed. I have to start thinking about this stuff in past tense now. Like I said, I did everything the right way and it’s paid off. What good did the luck and all that cash do this guy? Not a lot, by the looks of things. I peer in through his lounge window, cupping my hands to block out the light. Christ, look at the size of that TV! It nearly fills the entire wall! But material possessions don’t change material facts: this house is empty, devoid of all life. There’s stuff all over the place, like he left in a hurry. Who knows where he is now? Chances are his life won’t be as comfortable as he’s used to anymore.
What was that? I stop dead, sure I heard something. It sounded like a door, but when I look around there’s nothing and no one. I tell myself to calm down, my own heartbeat now the loudest thing I can hear.
I keep going, moving into one of the side roads now.
Another noise up ahead. There’s definitely someone else here.
I remember the woman who lived in the house at the far end of the cul-de-sac just as she appears in the shadows of her open door. At first the light’s so poor I’m not even sure there’s anyone there, and my dirty safety goggles don’t help, but then she trips down the step and almost falls and my throat becomes dry with nerves. Is she as scared as I am?
It’s hard to tell what’s happening here. Is she infected or clear? Her pale skin is heavily discoloured, like she’s been living in squalor since all this began. I take a few steps closer, and she does the same, stepping out of the shade and into the light. Is she sick? Is she just scared? I try to talk but my tongue feels too big for my mouth.
I feel like we’re staring at each other forever, but it can only be a few seconds. I can’t see where the dirt stops and her body begins. Her flesh is mottled, her face hollowed out, eyes and cheeks sunken. And now I can see that she’s hardly wearing anything, just a pair of brown-stained knickers. I clear my throat and try to speak to her.
‘Are you okay...? I live just around the corner. Are you on your own here or...?’
She doesn’t talk, but her actions immediately answer all my questions.
Her head jerks back twice, like she’s choking on something, struggling to swallow it down. Then her chin twitches, her face in spasm, turned round so she’s looking at me sideways. And then she starts to run, a sudden burst of frantic speed, legs pounding, arms flapping uselessly at her sides, brown drool spewing from her open mouth. I know she’s beyond hope and that I should run but my legs are like lead and I can’t move. She comes at me making a godawful moaning sound: a dry half-choke, half-scream and I know what I have to do, but I don’t know if I can. I’ve tried to prepare myself for this moment, but I’m not ready...
I shove the head of the axe between her breasts, pushing her away, because even though I know what she is now and how dangerous this is, I don’t know if I can do it.
She trips, legs folding in on themselves, and now she’s on her backside in the middle of the road. But before I can react, she’s at me again, lunging forward, and whether she has control of her movements or not, I know she’s not going to stop until she’s infected me. The woman lets out a sound that’s like a sad sob, a low, sorrowful moan, and I don’t know if it’s the disease making the noise or her? Does she remember? Is she still alive in there, a prisoner of the infection?
I push her away with the end of the axe again, and in the few seconds of space, I make myself think what would happen if I was infected. I know I’d end up back at the house: either I’d walk home or they’d come out looking. Whatever, the end result would be the same. I picture Gabby and the kids like this woman, and my nervous fear evaporates. I keep telling myself, I have to do this.
This time when she comes at me, I’m ready. 
I swing the axe around in a wide arc, the weight of the weapon increasing the force, and I gag with disgust when it sinks into the small of her back, clacking against her spinal cord. The dead-weight when she falls almost pulls me over with her, and it’s all I can do to keep my balance and stay upright as I wrench the head of the axe out. And still she keeps coming, arms outstretched, fingers digging in the dirt to try and pull herself along as I move further away.
I lift the axe again and bring it down on the back of her head. It wedges into her skull, splitting the bone like an egg, and this time I lose control. I whip the facemask off and vomit everywhere, so much gunk flooding out of my body that, for a few seconds at least, I’m confident nothing’ll get in.
Once I’ve got the mask back on and the sweats have passed, I check the rest of the houses, but I figure if no one’s come out to see what’s going on after I’ve just hacked a woman down in the middle of the street, then there’s no one else left here, alive or infected.
I fetch some lighter fuel from home and set fire to the body. She’s still moving as she burns.
I leave everything – my clothes, the axe, the goggles and facemask – in the back garden to be decontaminated later with bleach, and I go inside.
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STUART
SUNDAY 14 JUNE – 10:03am
 
I’ve left it as long as I can before going outside again, but it’s time. I’ve waited until I’m sure my activities last week have gone unnoticed. I get Nathan out of bed and tell him to get dressed. I knew he’d be like this: he’s been moaning non-stop about wanting to go out but, now he’s about to leave the house, all the macho bullshit has been dropped. He’s as scared as I am.
‘I’m not happy about this,’ Gabby says as Nathan gets himself ready. ‘He’s just a kid, Stuart.’
‘I’m well aware of that. This needs two of us though.’
‘So I’ll come out with you.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. We’ve been through this already. We can’t take the risk. What if something happens while we’re out there? How would the kids survive on their own?’
‘You’re not making me feel any better.’
‘I’m not trying to. Look, we’re not going to take any chances. We’ll roll a couple of cars down the hill to block the road, then use stuff from the building site to stop them getting through. An hour’s work, tops.’
I can tell she’s not convinced, but when Nathan appears at the top of the stairs she stops arguing. He needs this. I could probably do it on my own, but I want him there as back up. It’ll help him get rid of some of that pent up anger and frustration. Christ, I remember what I was like at his age – all those hormones and attitude playing havoc with my head. And my life was easy compared to his.
I haven’t told either of them about the woman around the corner. What’s the point? Gabby will get upset, Nathan will be scared... it’s only going to make an already difficult situation that much harder still.
#
Ten minutes later and we’re standing on the green at the front of the development, hiding behind the trunk of one of the oaks like kids playing some kind of game. Except this is far from a game. This is as far from a game as you can get. We’re both trussed up: me in my decorating garb, Nathan in a boiler-suit with the wetsuit we bought him for that diving break he went on last summer underneath. We’ve both got our faces covered. I’ve got my axe, he’s got a baseball bat. We won’t need to use them, I’ve told him, they’re just to make us feel better. We can see everything from up here on the bank. And Christ, the world looks even worse than when I last looked out.
The road stretches away from the development. At first glance it’s like the view I got that day from Clive and Christine’s bedroom window, but everything’s covered with an additional layer of dirt and decay. As we’re watching, a single infected walks into view. ‘Look at him,’ I say, nudging Nathan. ‘They look pretty docile when they’re like that, don’t they?’
‘Pretty what?’
‘Docile... harmless.’
‘Suppose.’
‘Told you it was bad, though, didn’t I?’
He just nods, finding it hard to talk.
‘We need to move fast and stay quiet while we’re out here, right? Don’t want them finding out we’re here.’
‘Right.’
‘You follow my lead, and you do exactly what I tell you.’
‘Right.’
‘We’re going to block the entrance with cars from the development, okay? We’ll wheel them down. I’ll push, you steer. Then once we’ve got a few of them in place, we’ll use the machinery from the building site to bring pallets of bricks and sand and whatever else we can find over here. Got it?’
‘Got it.’
‘You ready?’
‘Uh huh.’
‘You’re going to have to do better than that, Nath. I need you to be positive. I know you’d probably rather be anywhere but here right now, but you have to be focused and ready for anything. Understand?’
‘I’ve got it.’
Even though his eyes are hidden behind his goggles, I can see how scared he is. Even up until last night he was giving it the big I am... telling me how nothing was going to bother him, how he’d be the one looking after me when we got out of the house. The wind’s been well and truly knocked out of his sails.
It starts to spit with rain. The sky’s a heavy grey overhead, and it’s only going to get worse. It’s like the clouds are giving up and falling, covering everything in their murk. Uncollected litter blows along the streets like leaves, an artificial, out of season autumn. There are bodies. Many bodies, most in differing stages of decomposition, some lying together but most lying alone. ‘Don’t look at them,’ I tell him, because I know he already is. ‘And whatever you do, don’t touch anything. Not a bloody thing. If one of them comes towards you, don’t do anything stupid. You don’t try and fight because you can’t win... just get the hell away from it fast. You understand?’
‘I understand.’
‘Good. Let’s do it.’
There are three cars parked near the first houses up the hill. I take a chance and find the keys to two of them. I won’t risk starting the engine, but it’ll be easier to do this if the steering lock is off. I get Nathan to sit in the driver’s seat, make sure he knows what he’s doing and where to put the car, then I lean in, take off the handbrake, then go around to the back and push.
And it works. Beautifully.
The car glides down the hill, picking up speed and running away from me, and he slots it into position perfectly, blocking more than half the road. He gets out carefully – quietly – like I told him, and runs back up.
We do the same with the second car.
Third time, with the width of the road fully blocked, he steers too hard and too late, and instead of coming to a halt alongside the first two vehicles, he ploughs nose first into the side of one of them. He gets out, keen to let me know he’s okay. But it’s not him I’m worried about.
‘I’m fine,’ he says as we meet near the bottom of the hill. I grab his arm and spin him around to show him what I’ve seen. Infected. Only a handful of them, but we both know one is too many.
‘I’m going over to the building site,’ I tell him.
‘What do you want me to do?’
‘Keep out of the way. Stay at the top of the hill. You’ve done your bit, son.’
‘But, Dad...’
‘But nothing. Do as I say.’
He doesn’t argue, he just turns and walks away, shoulders dropped and head down.
I have to move fast now. The nearest edge of the part of the development that’s still a building site is some fifty metres away. There’s a digger-like machine with an extendable crane – I think it’s called a tele-handler or something similar – that I’m going to use to finish the barricade. I fetched the key from the site office earlier.
The machine starts first time, a deep, belly-shaking grumble that’s more intimidating than I expect. It’s not that the tele-handler’s too powerful, it’s just so bloody loud. I used one of these at college once and it all comes back to me quickly. I manage to pick up a pallet of bricks and get it down to where the cars are, but I lose it as I’m trying to place it, and instead of laying it on top of the first car we moved, I drop it.
The noise is deafening.
When I look up, the road on the other side of the blockade is filled with infected.
No time to piss around. I drive back again and fetch another pallet, but by the time I get it into place a couple of the infected are already trying to get across. I manage to drop the bricks on one of them, and it’s sickening and exciting in equal measure.
Third and fourth loads go without a hitch. As I’m trying to manoeuvre the fifth pallet, though, I see that two of the infected have managed to get through. I jump out of the cab and grab my axe, then have to get out of the way fast when a car comes rolling past. Nathan’s behind the wheel. Silly little fucker. I’ll berate him later, though, because right now there’s more work to be done. More through luck than judgement he’s managed to steer into the path of the infected stragglers and has wiped them out. He gets out of the car and I grab his arm. ‘Don’t get anywhere near the blood, remember?’
He pulls his arm away. ‘I know what I’m doing, Dad.’
‘We’ll see about that.’
Back to the tele-handler. I drop the bricks then turn around and head back for more. Nathan’s already pushing another car down the hill, right over the grass this time, not even bothering with the road. The steep slope works to our advantage and the car picks up a huge amount of speed with minimal effort. I wait for it to thump into the back of the others, then lower a massive bag of sand onto the roof of one of the first cars we shifted.
There are no other accessible cars on this side of our blockade, so I concentrate on using the tele-handler to build things up, shoving the metal fork at the end of the long hydraulic arm and lifting the end of different vehicles up to try and flip them over. It works well, and with a few more minutes of noisy effort, the barricade has been massively strengthened.
I look around for Nathan. Can’t see him. Must be back on the hill.
I reverse back, then drive forward again at speed, faster than this thing should probably be driven. With the arm down I slam straight into the side of one of the vehicles we moved, shunting it further into the others, but when I try to reverse back out again, I’m stuck. I can drive the tele-handler away, but if I do, I’m worried I’ll pull the blockade open and give the infected a way through. I get out and run around to the front to try and release the arm.
Shit.
It’s properly stuck here.
The arm’s smashed through the side of the first car, but in doing so I’ve disturbed another car on top, and that one has dropped down, trapping the arm good and proper.
I sense a flash of movement behind me. Must be Nathan. I spin around to ask him to help, but it’s not him. It’s one of the infected. I try to run but I trip and now I’m on my back, looking up. It’s on me before I can get up.
The infected drops down onto my chest, surprising me more than hurting me, and I instinctively grab its wrists but I know it’s not going to be enough. I try to wrench its arms around so it can’t get its face close enough to infect me, but it just keeps fighting. Its eyes are vacant... dead... no emotion, no sign of life. It pulls its head back on its shoulders like it’s going to butt me, and when it throws its neck forward all I can do is roll over to one side. I feel – but I don’t see – its face smack into the ground with a soft, wet thud. And straightaway it’s up again! Fucking thing is up again... blood and broken teeth mixing with the deadly drool flooding from its mouth. And I can see another figure close behind now, with more of them getting even closer... what have I done?
The infected bastard on top of me lifts what’s left of its head again, ready to strike—
—and a swipe from a baseball bat virtually decapitates it.
There’s germ-filled blood everywhere. My suit is covered and I start to panic but the gaffer tape seals have held.
And it takes me a couple of seconds to realise I’m no longer under attack. The few infected close enough to be a problem have been hacked down. Is there someone else here? Another survivor like us? I get up and look around and see Nathan swinging his baseball bat wildly. There are several fallen infected around his feet. Can’t tell how many, it’s just a tangled mass of body parts, broken limbs overlapping.
What the hell does he think he’s doing?
‘I told you to stay out of the way,’ I shout at him, grabbing his shoulder and spinning him around. He lifts the baseball bat again, thinking that I’m another one of them.
‘You’d be dead if I’d done what you told me.’
No time to argue – there’ll be plenty of that when we get back to the house. For now we need to just finish the job we came out here to do. The few infected that made it over the mass of cars and building materials have been dealt with. It seems that even though I got it stuck, I blocked the flow with the tele-handler after all. 
I grab Nathan’s arm and drag him back up onto the green. I turn around to get a better view, and immediately wish I hadn’t. There are huge crowds coming our way.
‘Why so many, Dad?’
‘Because there’s nothing else. No one else out there. I think we’re all that’s left now.’
We stand and watch as the diseased crowd on the other side of the blockade grows. And I can hear them now. I hadn’t noticed it before, but they all moan. It’s a horrible, sad noise – it sounds like the last gasp of the people they used to be, trying to escape. Individually it’s nothing, but the more of them there are, the louder it’ll get. It’s a ghastly, unnatural noise, and it fills the air.
‘They’re calling to the others,’ Nathan says, and I just look at him.
‘Bollocks.’
He just shrugs. ‘I reckon that’s what they’re doing. They’re making a noise so others know we’re here.’
I don’t think he’s right, but I don’t want to take the chance. We’ve taken enough risks already this morning. ‘We should get back to the house.’
‘It’s not strong enough.’
‘What?’
‘The barrier. They’ll get over it. Shouldn’t we try and make it stronger? They’re not going to give up easily.’
I point towards Clive and Christine’s house – the nearest plot to this point. ‘That house is definitely empty. We need to get whatever we can from in there and block all the gaps. Pile it up. Underneath too. We need to wedge as much stuff as we can find under the cars, stop them crawling under or getting over. Just stop them getting any closer.’
Between us we carry a sofa from the house and dump it. Then we head straight back again and fetch the next biggest piece of furniture we can easily move. Then again, and again, and again. Once we’re done with furniture, we use whatever we can find to plug all the gaps, making sure nothing can get through.
It’s hard work, physically and emotionally, and though we’re both exhausted, by the time we’re done we’ve a barrier that an army of fit people would struggle to breach, let alone the poor sick bastards out there.
‘You see why I couldn’t let you go out there,’ I tell Nathan, struggling to make myself heard through the facemask. ‘You understand why we have to stay here now?’
He just nods. Words aren’t enough anymore.
Together we stand on the top of the bank and look down over the dead world. There are hundreds of infected out there now, dragging themselves through the streets towards the development from every visible direction, forming a vast, moaning crowd outside the development.
‘They won’t get through, will they?’ he asks.
‘I doubt it. We’ll go home now, son and stay indoors. It’s only the noise we’ve made that’s brought so many of them out of the woodwork today. They’ll disappear again soon enough. We’ll be safe back at the house.
#
I burn everything we took outside today in the garden of the house behind ours. I do it out of sight, and tell the others not to disturb me. I have to get rid of every potential source of infection. I don’t want them seeing me put the neighbour’s body on the fire.
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STUART
TUESDAY 23 JUNE – 9:21pm
 
It was Nathan’s birthday today. Poor kid. He understands, though, he gets it. He knows things have irrevocably changed and that stuff like birthdays and Christmas don’t count for anything anymore. Gabby tried to make a fuss of him, but it felt hollow and forced without any gifts and with only our normal daily rations. ‘It’s weird,’ I told her a couple of minutes ago once he’d gone up to his room, ‘Sally and Hannah will grow up not knowing any different. Birthdays, parties, presents... they won’t know any of it.’ I told her we’d given the kids the best gift we could – life. That might have sounded like a cliché, but it was true. No other family has as much as we do now. I doubt there are many other families left.
It feels later than it is.
‘Might as well go up,’ Gabby says.
‘We’re getting old,’ I tell her. ‘You were a party animal when we first got together. The thought of you ever being in bed before ten...’
‘That’s what having kids does to you. Besides, there are no parties anymore, in case you hadn’t noticed.’
‘Times have changed. Everything’s changed. We get up with the sun and go to bed when it gets dark now. That’s how it used to be. That’s how our ancestors had it.’
‘Yes, but that’s nothing to be proud of, is it? It’s the twenty-first century, for crying out loud, Stu. We’re living like we’re back in the dark ages.’
‘At least we’re living.’
‘Whatever.’
‘You have to stay positive, love.’
‘I’m trying. But is there any point?’
‘I don’t want to hear you talking like this, Gab. We agreed...’
‘You agreed. I don’t remember having any say in the matter.’
I don’t rise to her bait.
The silence in the room is awkward. I don’t know what to say to her at moments like this, and there seem to have been more moments like this than ever recently, certainly since Nathan and I sealed us off from the outside world. I’ve told Gabby over and over that it won’t be much longer now. Once the infected have all gone, by the end of the year at the latest, I reckon, then it’ll be safe for us to leave here again. Six months or so. That’s not too bad. We’ve been here for six weeks already.
‘What are we going to do?’ she asks. I feel my heart sink. She must ask me that same bloody question at least once an hour, and each time I give her the same bloody answer.
‘We’re going to carry on doing what we’re already doing, love. We’re going to survive. Maybe you should come with me tomorrow to Clive and Christine’s house so I can show you what it’s like out there.’
‘I don’t want to see it.’
‘Well maybe you should. If you’d seen the things I’ve seen, the things Nathan’s seen, you wouldn’t even ask.’
‘But what’s the point?’
‘The point of what?’
‘Of putting ourselves through this?’
‘What’s the alternative?’ I say quickly, trying not to let my anger and frustration show. It’s not her fault and I have to remember that, but it’s hard. ‘Should we just have let the kids get sick and die? Should we have done the same as everyone else? I’m proud of what we’ve done and how we’ve done it. We’ve been through this a hundred times already... there is no alternative, and that’s fine. It doesn’t matter if there’s nothing else out there, because everything we need is in here, don’t you think? You, me, the kids... we’re all that matters now. We’re in the best place we can be, and I’m going to make sure we’re okay.’
‘I know that.’
‘Do you? You don’t sound so sure...’
‘It’s difficult, that’s all.’
‘I know it is.’
She holds her head in her hands. I pull her closer, and though she’s reluctant at first, she soon softens and leans against me. The rest of the house is silent. Everywhere is silent. And these days the quiet is never ending.
‘I still can’t believe what’s happened,’ she says, her voice barely a whisper. ‘A couple of months ago everything was fine... everything was great. Now this. Now it’s all gone to hell.’
‘No it hasn’t. You have to stop this, love. The rest of the world might be gone, but we’re not. We’re still here... we’re still strong.’
‘I know, I know... I’ve been thinking about the future, though.’
‘What about it?’
‘I’m talking long term here—’
‘I’m glad to hear it.’
‘—and it frightens me. Say we do survive all of this...’
‘We have survived it.’
‘I know, but hear me out... say we manage to survive and we leave here and make a new life for the family somewhere else.’
‘Sounds good.’
‘And maybe it will be, but...’
‘But what?’
‘But what happens when we’re gone? What happens when it’s just the kids left to fend for themselves?’
She has a point, and it’s something I’ve already thought about. But there’s no point looking that far ahead just yet. ‘We’ll prepare them. That’s years ahead of us. And who knows, once we’re away from here we might find other people who’ve survived like we have. Like-minded people. I don’t think the kids will be alone.’
For a moment I’m gone, imagining what it would be like to have the entire planet to myself. Sure, it would be hard work, frightening, maybe, but what an opportunity...
‘I just don’t know how much more of this the kids can take,’ she says. ‘I don’t know how much more I can take.’
‘I’ve told you, love, stop talking like this.’
‘And I’ve told you, I can’t. It’s on my mind constantly.’
I’ve been toying with an idea... do I tell her? I figure I should. It’ll be good to give her something positive to focus on.
‘Listen, I’ve been thinking... we know the development is secure now, so maybe we can start using the space we’ve got a little better. You and the girls might be able to go outside. Would you like that?’
‘I’d love it. Honestly, Stu, you’ve no idea how much I’ve grown to hate this bloody house. When I think about all the effort and expense we went to to buy it and move in...’
‘And it was worth every single penny. We’re strong here, love, stronger than we would have been back at the old place. We’re cut off from the hell outside now, and there’s no way anything’s getting in. In the next few days I’m going to start going through some of the other houses and—’
‘You can’t.’
‘What?’
‘You can’t do that... you can’t go breaking into other people’s houses. What if they come back?’
She’s really not grasped the full implications of what’s happening here, has she?
‘No one’s coming back, love. They’re all gone. There’s no way back in here anyway, remember? And I’ve already told you, I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep this family safe. There will be things we can use in other folk’s homes. Supplies, medicines, clothes, fresh bedding...’
‘Half the food in the garage has gone.’
‘You haven’t been taking extra, have you? Gab, I expressly told you how important it is to make sure we only use the daily allowances I put out. If we start—’
‘I haven’t taken anything extra,’ she shouts, annoyed. ‘I’ve been using the daily rations like you said, but they’re running out. We’ve been here for weeks now.’
‘I’m sorry, love. I didn’t mean to jump down your throat. It’s important that you and I both remember to only use—’
‘I know, I know... I get it. For Christ’s sake, you don’t have to keep telling me the same thing. Every bloody day you tell me to be careful and not use more than I’m allowed. I get it. I’m not stupid. It’s difficult, you know.’
‘I understand, but—’
‘You understand the practicalities, yes, but do you really appreciate the impact all this is having?’
‘Yes.’
‘Did you know Sally’s wet the bed for the last five nights in a row?’
‘You never said...’
‘You never asked. You’re too busy plotting and scheming to see what’s actually happening here. Sally’s scared. We’re all scared. Considering the fact we’re all shut away in here twenty-four-seven, Sally says she never sees you. She says whenever she asks you anything you just tell her to go away and find Mummy.’
‘I’m busy.’
‘I get that. But surviving’s not just about making sure the walls are strong and that we’ve got enough food, is it?’
‘No, but those things are crucial. Without them we’re—’
‘I know, but we have to have a reason to survive too, love. Otherwise we’re just going through the motions. It’s like being in prison.’
‘I can’t help it. What do you expect me to do?’
‘I don’t expect you to do anything. Why do you assume it’s all your responsibility?’
‘You’re my family. You are my responsibility.’
‘Funny, used to be our responsibility.’
‘You know what I mean.’
‘Yeah, I think I do.’
I don’t know what she wants me to say. I’m doing everything I can, but this is an impossible situation. ‘I can’t just flick a switch and make it all better again.’
‘Believe me, Stu, if there was a switch that could fix all this, I’d have already done it.’
The room falls silent. It’s virtually pitch black now, utterly silent. I can’t see, but I feel her shifting in her seat next to me.
‘I was thinking,’ she says, ‘what happens when the food runs out?’
‘I already told you, now we know the rest of the development’s empty, we’ll go through the other houses. I was thinking about this earlier... everything happened so fast, so unexpectedly... there’s going to be plenty of stuff in people’s kitchens. They’d have been well-stocked, like normal. There are enough houses here... if we can find even just a couple of day’s supplies in each one, that’ll be more than enough to keep us going for another couple of months. Imagine that, love, another couple of months without having to worry about food.’
‘What about after that?’
‘Things are bound to be better by then. We’ll have almost reached that six month stage, won’t we?’
‘Suppose,’ she says, but she sounds less than convinced.
‘Look, maybe in the next couple of days we’ll do what we were talking about. . . maybe if the weather’s okay we’ll spend some time outside. I think it’ll be safe now.’
‘That’d be good.’
‘Do you have any idea what the forecast is for the rest of this week?’
I’ve asked the question without thinking. I hear her laugh, then she starts to cry. ‘I’ll put the TV on, shall I? Oh, and I didn’t get a chance to get down to the shops to pick up your paper today.’
I reach out for her and hold her as she sobs. ‘It’ll be okay,’ I tell her.
#
We sit in the dark for a while longer. I must have fallen asleep at some point, because when I put my hand out to find her, she’s gone.
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STUART
MONDAY 29 JUNE – 11:05am
 
Pissing rain has stopped us doing anything for almost a week. None of us have been outside, other than when I’ve gone out to collect the rainwater. We’ve got plenty now. I filled the bath. Sally’s paddling pool is full outside too, and loads of pots and pans and buckets. It’ll last us ages.
It’s a beautiful day today though. It’s warm and dry, not a cloud overhead. We have a slow start, then sit around the breakfast table, eating thin porridge that Gabby cooked on the camping stove. She made it with water. It’s not the best, but it’s warm and it’s enough. I tell the kids it’s important to make sure we have at least one hot meal each day. Sally has a paddy and throws her spoon on the floor, but I know how to deal with this.
‘If you don’t eat up, you won’t grow to be big and strong.’
‘Don’t want to be big and strong,’ she says, looking straight at me. ‘Don’t want to be anything.’
‘Now that’s just silly talk. Listen, how about this... if you eat all your breakfast, maybe Mummy and Daddy will take you for a walk.’
‘What... outside?’ Nathan says, his interest piqued.
‘Well we could just walk around the lounge if you’d rather.’
‘But isn’t that—?’
‘It’s fine,’ I tell him. ‘It’s been a couple of weeks since you and I were out there. I’ve been keeping an eye on the development and I’ve not seen any signs of trouble. I reckon if we stay close to the house and keep the noise down, we’ll be fine.’
‘I’ll stay inside,’ he says, surprising me.
‘Come on, Nath... it’ll do you good.’
‘No thanks,’ he says again. ‘I’ve seen what it’s like out there.’
‘Suit yourself. Mum, Sally, Hannah and me are going out.’
‘No.’
‘Where will we go?’ Sally asks.
‘Oh, not far... we can take a ball out and play, okay?’
‘Okay,’ she says as she starts shovelling down what’s left of her porridge.
#
‘Come on, love, there’s nothing to be scared of.’
Sally’s standing at the end of the drive, the tips of her toes literally at the point where our drive ends and the pavement starts. We’ve been coaxing her for a couple of minutes, but she’s holding back. I’m carrying Hannah. ‘Come on, sweetheart,’ Gabby says. ‘Isn’t it lovely to be out?’
‘Don’t like it.’
‘Why not?’
‘Too quiet.’
She has a point. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to the lack of noise these days. ‘Quiet’s nice,’ I tell her. ‘Maybe it’s not that it’s too quiet now, maybe it was too loud before?’
‘Don’t like it,’ she says again.
This is stupid. What’s the point? If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right. I have an idea. ‘What about Smudge?’
Her expression changes. Her face lights up. ‘Is he still here?’
‘He’s a cat, he’ll be here somewhere I’m sure. He’s probably just hiding in the grass over there...’
I gesture over towards the green at the front of the development. When I look back, Sally’s taken a couple of steps forward. She’s on the pavement now, standing on tiptoes, craning her neck to see. ‘Why’s the grass so long?’ she asks.
‘Everybody’s too busy to cut it right now,’ Gabby explains. ‘Lots of people are having to stay indoors like we are.’
She seems to swallow that. ‘Daddy could do it,’ she says. ‘You could do it, couldn’t you, Daddy? You haven’t been to work for ages.’
‘There’s too much for me to do here, love. I don’t have time to go to work anymore. Lots of things have changed.’
‘I know. I don’t like it.’
‘You’ll get used to it. We all will.’
She’s let go of Gabby’s hand now. She walks further from the house, crossing the road towards the green, and I signal for Gabby to let her. She has to explore on her own, has to find her confidence. Then she shouts for the bloody cat at the top of her voice, and I feel myself freeze. Don’t get angry. She can’t help it.
‘Smudge!’ she yells again.
‘Don’t, love,’ I tell her, running over and crouching down in the grass so I’m at her level. ‘Don’t make so much noise. Cats have got amazing hearing. He’ll know we’re outside soon enough.’
‘But...’
‘But nothing. No noise, Sally, okay?’
‘Okay.’
I leave her to it again and look back at the house, wondering if Nathan’s coming out. He’s upstairs, watching from the window. I gesture for him to come down and join us, but he won’t budge. Oh well. He’ll change his tune soon enough.
‘You think it’s all right to be out here?’ Gabby asked.
‘Sure it is. It’s a good thing. I can feel the tension easing, can’t you?’
‘I guess...’
‘It’s good to get out of the house. Good to get a change of scene. You know, love, you’ve been talking all this time about how we’re stuck at home, and that might be true, but we’ve got all this place too. We could have a house each if we want, not that I’d want that. But you see what I’m saying? It’d be good for Nathan to have more space, and for Sally and Hannah to have more room to play, don’t you think?’
‘I suppose.’
‘You don’t sound sure. Come on, love, you have to be more positive.’
‘I’m trying... it’s hard, that’s all.’
For a second I think Sally’s gone. I look around and see her walking further into the development. She’s okay as long as she stays in view and doesn’t go behind any of the houses or around the corner. I gave her a pep talk before we came out. I didn’t want her finding what’s left of that woman I had to deal with a few weeks back. I should have gone and done something with her remains before today but I couldn’t face it. Maybe later...
Sally’s back. She comes running over, a huge grin on her face. She grabs my hand and starts pulling it. ‘Can we play, Daddy? Can we play?’
‘Who? You and me?’
‘No, silly... me and the little girl.’
‘What little girl?’
‘In that house,’ she says, and she points to one of the other houses across the way.
‘There’s no one there,’ I tell her. ‘There’s no one else anywhere around here now, love, just us.’
‘Us and the girl,’ she says, indignant.
I’m curious. ‘Show me.’
She holds my hand and takes me over towards the house she was standing in front of. All the way I’m telling her how she shouldn’t make stuff up, and how it’s more important than ever that we’re all honest because we’re going to have to rely on each other for all kinds of things now and we’re always going to... and I stop right in front of the house and look up at the window. That wasn’t there before, I’m sure. I would have definitely noticed that.
I feel my pulse start to quicken.
One of the downstairs windows is covered in a mass of tiny handprints. There are smears of blood and grease everywhere, cross-hatched scratch marks where a kid’s fingers have been clawing at the glass. I pick Sally up and hold her face close to my chest as I take another step forward.
‘What’s wrong, Stu...?’ Gabby asks, startling me. I turn to try and stop her coming any closer. I try to tell her, but my throat’s dry.
When I look back at the house, there’s an infected kid’s face staring at me. I stagger back, still holding onto Sally, almost tripping over my feet with the shock. I want to stop Gabby seeing this and getting any closer but it’s too late. She knows something’s up... she knows there’s something here...
‘Stuart, what’s going on?’
I don’t answer, just bundle Sally over to her and try to put myself between her and the window, blocking her way through. But all I can see whichever way I look is that little kid’s ghastly face: her pallid skin, sunken eyes, the brown, germ-filled drool trickling from the corners of her twitching mouth.
‘There’s a girl in that house,’ Sally says. ‘I want to play with her.’
‘She’s not very well, love,’ I manage to say. ‘She can’t come out.’
‘But Daddy... I haven’t got any friends anymore.’
And the emotion’s too much now, and I can feel myself welling up. I try to explain to Gabby and hold her back but she just pushes past me to see for herself. And from here I realise she can see the body in the cul-de-sac, and I can feel everything unravelling...
‘You have to listen to me, Gab...’
But no one’s listening to anything I say now.
The dead kid in the house hammers on the glass. When she can’t get out, she takes a run up and throws herself at the window. And again. And again. 
Gabby’s screaming. Sally’s screaming because Gabby’s screaming. And all I can do is stand and watch as what’s left of this bloody kid walks back then throws itself at the window again and again and again.
‘Do something?’ Gabby shouts, but what can I do?
‘Like what?’
‘Make her stop.’
‘How?’
She knows there isn’t an answer and she turns and runs back to the house, Sally still in her arms. I stay there a few minutes longer, long enough to be sure the girl won’t get out. The glass is stronger than her skull. She keeps throwing herself at the window until her head’s just a mass of bloody pulp and she can’t move anymore.
On the way back to the house, I see Nathan coming the other way. ‘Get back indoors,’ I tell him.
‘Not yet. You need to see this.’
He looks scared, the expression on his face bordering on panic. I don’t know how much more of this I can take today, but I do as he says and I follow him deeper into the development.
‘What, son?’
‘I’ve been watching,’ he says. ‘I need to show you. It’s been going on for a while but I didn’t think it mattered, then you went outside and it all went crazy.’
‘What are you talking about?’
He stops on the green. ‘This, Dad, look. I was watching with your binoculars. As soon as they heard Sally scream they started.’
‘Who started?’
‘Them,’ he says gesturing.
Fuck me.
There are infected all around the front of the development. More than I can count. The longer I watch, the more I can see. They’re coming from all angles, all converging on the barrier Nathan and I built to keep them out. Okay, so they’re not here in massive numbers yet, but the potential’s there.
‘We need to get back indoors,’ I tell him, feeling my legs weaken. ‘As long as we’re quiet and out of sight, they’ll disappear, won’t they?’
‘They did before. Like I said, Dad, I’ve been watching. I snuck out a few times and checked.’
I should be angry with him, but I’m not. I’m relieved. 
‘So let’s get back to the house. And we’ll keep this quiet, okay? I don’t want your mother and your sister upset more than they already are.’
‘So what happens when Sally wants to play outside again?’
‘We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Come on, son, let’s go.’
‘Not yet, Dad. Wait. There’s more.’
He walks, and I follow. He leads me through an open gate between two houses, then down the length of a back garden to the fence at the end. There’s a metal tool-store in one corner. He gets up onto it and gestures for me to do the same.
‘How long have you been coming out here?’
‘Long enough.’
‘For Christ’s sake, son, have I been wasting my breath all this time? The risk of infection was—’
‘I know about the infection, Dad. I do listen to you, even if you think I don’t. I haven’t taken any risks. I haven’t touched anything. Not even what’s left of the body around the corner. Did you do that, by the way?’
‘That woman... yes, I did.’
‘Sick.’
I think that’s a complement, but it’s of little importance now. I climb up onto the tool-store next to him, and look over. Immediately backing onto the fence here are the six-foot high metal railings around the perimeter of the development, and Jesus Christ, there are even more infected bodies here. There must be hundreds of them in total, crushed against the barrier, piled up in places with arms and legs and even heads pushed through the gaps like they’re reaching out for us. I’m up on tiptoes now, looking directly down, and here they’re almost impossible to distinguish from one another. I can’t see where one ends and the next begins; just a solid, endless mass of diseased flesh.
‘Like I said, don’t tell your mother. I don’t want her worrying more than’s necessary...’
‘It gets worse,’ he says, though I don’t know how it can.
This time he takes me way behind the back of our house and the houses behind, all the way to the copse of trees on the other side of the railings at the outermost edge of the development, as far from the barrier we built as we can get. Here too there are more bodies. It’s like a truck-load of mannequins have been dumped behind the fence. Most of them remain motionless, but some are twitching and juddering. The longer I watch, the more they start to move. I think it must be a trick of the light, that they were moving all the time and I just didn’t notice, but Nathan doesn’t think so. ‘They always do this,’ he says.
‘Do what?’
‘Start waking up. It’s like they know we’re here. It’s like they can smell us.’
‘Bullshit,’ I say, but I know he’s right. There’s a face I was watching, one cheek pushed into the ground, only half it’s vacant expression visible. I could have sworn it wasn’t moving, but it is now. The one eye I can see is looking around, and its mouth is beginning to open and close, dribbling gunk into the leaves and dirt.
‘Are they zombies?’ he asks, and the question makes him sound like a child again.
‘Depends what you mean by zombies. If you’re talking Night of the Living Dead, something like that, then I don’t think so. I don’t think they’re dead, do you?’
‘No. They can’t be. That wouldn’t make sense.’
‘Not much of this makes sense, Nath. No, I reckon the virus has slowed them down, maybe taken them to a point near death, and that’s where they’ve stayed. When they see or hear us, whatever it is that’s controlling them starts working again. It’s all about spreading the infection. I still reckon in a few months they’ll all be properly dead, if you get what I mean. By then it should be safe for us to come outside again.’
‘But who says the germ dies when they die?’
I can’t answer him, so I don’t waste time trying.
There’s a high bank in the trees behind the development. There are more infected up top, though Christ alone knows how they got there. They’re not in any great numbers, but there’s enough all the same. I don’t know whether they’re reacting to us, or reacting to the reaction of the germ-filled figures closest to us. A couple of them lose their footing and start falling down the bank and, bizarrely, others start throwing themselves down after them. It’s surreal: an ex-human avalanche adding to the drift of flesh already pressed up against the railings. The damn things are unaffected by anything that happens to them. I see bones break as they fall down the incline, hear limbs snapping as they hit rocks and trees, but nothing fazes them. Their injuries go unnoticed. All they’re interested in is getting closer to us.
‘They’re reacting to us being here,’ I tell Nathan.
‘No shit.’
‘We have to get back to the house.’
‘I’m sick of that bloody house.’
‘Mind your language, son.’
‘Mind my language? Come on, Dad... seriously? The world’s dead, we’re probably all that’s left, and you’re having a go at me for swearing? Fuck’s sake.’
He’s gone before I have chance to pull him back into line. I let it go this time. Getting to safety is more important than anything else.
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TUESDAY 30 JUNE – 3:09am
 
The screaming starts just after three and I’m up like a shot, Gabby right behind me. Everything is pitch-black: black-out blinds and boards at the windows, all candles and lamps put out. We feel our way through the house to get to Sally. The place is like an obstacle course, stuff everywhere. She’s sitting bolt upright in bed, still screaming non-stop. I try to hold her but she pushes me away. She’s soaked through. Gabby has more success. I find a torch then light a lamp so she can see it’s just us. And now the bloody baby’s started. Hannah’s screaming too.
‘What’s the matter, love?’ Gabby asks her, holding her tight and stroking her head.
‘It was that little girl,’ she says. ‘She wants to play.’
#
We don’t go back to bed. I strip Sally’s bed while Gabby settles her in ours. She’s okay. It was just a dream, though I knew that anyway. I watched that kid smash her own head in trying to get at us. She’s where we left her.
Gabby and I sit in silence downstairs. Maybe we know that any conversation will be difficult. Maybe there’s nothing left to say. Eventually, she speaks.
‘We can’t go on like this.’
‘We can and we will.’
‘Just listen to what you’re saying, Stu. Just for a second, stop talking and listen. Think it through.’
‘I have.’
‘I’m not so sure.’
‘What do you mean by that?’
‘What do you think I mean? Have we made a mistake here?’
‘Don’t talk crap...’
‘I’m not.’
‘You are. I’m doing what I have to do.’
‘You’re doing what you think you have to do. There’s a difference. Is it all going to be worth it? All this effort, all this hurt... what are we trying to achieve?’
And I just look at her sitting across the room with her head in her hands, only her outline visible in the first light of dawn.
‘For Christ’s sake, Gabby, just listen to what you’re saying. Think about the alternatives. Have you seen the infected? Can you imagine our kids ending up like that? Believe me, love, I’ve done everything I can to protect you all from the very worst of this. Outside this development it’s hell on Earth. We don’t have any choice. We have to see this through.’
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NATHAN
THURSDAY 9 JULY – 7:14am
 
My dad’s a fucking idiot.
He doesn’t have a fucking clue what’s going on here. Fucking dick. He thinks I don’t know what’s happening, but I do. He might be able to stop Mum from asking too many questions, but I know more than he thinks. He’s not the only one who can walk around the estate at night when no one else is watching. Prick. And he reckons he’s going to protect us from the infected? Fuck’s sake, I walked two steps behind him a couple of nights ago and he didn’t even know I was out there with him. If I’d been one of them, he’d be dead.
He’s got no fucking backbone.
He’s not surviving here, he’s just hiding. And I don’t reckon he’s ever going to come out.
It makes me fucking sick. You know, he comes out with all this survival stuff, but it’s just bollocks he’s seen on TV. Bear Grylls and all that shite he used to sit and watch for hour after hour on the Discovery channel. He just doesn’t get it. There’s a whole world out there, so why just limit ourselves to this place? I know it’s the family home and Mum and Dad are proud of the house and everything, but it’s a bit late for all that now. We’d be better off at the top of a tower block, I reckon. Or a prison... somewhere strong like that or maybe somewhere out in the country. Not here, though. Not in a normal house, pretty much right next-door to the city centre. Dad’s always coming out with these clichés about thinking outside the box and seeing the bigger picture, but he’s the one with tunnel vision. I read this book once about a bloke who built a bomb shelter next to his house. The nukes went off, and the house collapsed on top of the shelter, blocking his way out. Tried to tell Dad about it, but he was too busy rearranging the shit in the garage for about the hundredth time to listen to anything I had to say.
I’ve been watching the fences. I’ve been watching them better than he has. I know what to do.
There’s a gap. Over the garage that belongs to the small house down by the offices near the front of the estate, then down between two parked cars, over a gate and I’m away. It’s a kind of channel, and those sick fucks outside can’t get through. They can’t climb, can’t jump... can’t do anything but drag themselves around. I reckon I’ll be okay as long as I keep moving. So I ripped a map out of this old road atlas Dad had, and I worked out a route that’ll get me from here right into the heart of the city. There has to be other people there, other people like us who aren’t infected. It’s only a few miles. I can do it in a day. And if there’s no one there, well then I’ll just head out of the city and into the country.
As soon as I find other survivors, I’ll bring them back here. I don’t hate my family, really I don’t, I just can’t stand being with them right now, not like this. If I can get away from here then get back safely, if I can prove to Dad that there’s hope somewhere other than this fucked-up, dead-end hole, then that changes everything.
Nearly two months we’ve been locked up here. Two months too long. I know they won’t understand – they won’t even listen – so I’m just gonna do it anyway.
I’ve been hoarding my rations for a few days so I know I’ve got enough to last until I find more. I bag it all up, then put on my wetsuit and all the other protective stuff I’ve got left, the goggles and the facemask... the whole deal. I even use tape to seal the gaps, just like he showed me.
I’m standing on the green now, looking at the excuse of a barricade me and the old man made.
Tell you something... it’s fucking scary out here. I mean, I’m gonna do it, but I’m scared. That’s good. I read this book about how being scared is a positive thing, how it keeps you alert and on the edge, and I’m going to have to be like that today and from here on in.
No turning back.
The idea of staying here is worse than the thought of leaving.
I do it before I can talk myself out of it.
#
See, I was right.
I’ve been running for about quarter of an hour now, long enough to get over a mile from home, long enough to get used to the pace. My legs feel fine. It’s really hot already, though. Going to need loads to drink.
I haven’t seen any of them yet. Plenty of them dead on the ground, but none moving. Dad says the disease is only spread through direct contact, so as long as I stay away from the bodies I should be fine. There’s gonna be loads of food around here, loads of places to shelter...
I don’t know if I’m going the right way. It all looks different on foot. I used to get the bus this way with my mates, but I reckon I might have taken a wrong turn and not noticed. It’s okay, because I know I’ll end up in the city centre if I keep going this way, I’d just rather follow the route I planned.
Wonder what’s happened to Mikey? He lived up here. His house was half way down that road I just passed. There’s a part of me wants to go and see, but I can’t. Too dangerous. He might be okay, but he’s probably one of them now. Fuck me, that’s a scary thought... thinking about Mikey all sick and twisted like that makes me feel really uneasy. I don’t like it.
Remember those films? There was that I am Legend with Will Smith, remember that? Shit film I know, but that’s me now. I’m the one who survived. I’m the last man on Earth. Always thought it would feel different to this though. It’s kinda frightening. There’s a lot of responsibility. No Mum or Dad around now. Just me. Everything starts and ends with me.
And I’ve definitely fucked up with my directions.
I was trying to go around the centre of Northfield, not through it.
Now I’m right in the middle of the place, right in the middle of all the shops, and I’m thinking I should go back and work out where I went wrong. I keep getting distracted ’cause there’s loads of bodies here. I mean, I’m used to it and they don’t bother me like they used to, but it’s still weird seeing so many of them like this. You start giving them stories, start trying to work out who they might have been and what they were doing when it got them, wondering if you knew them or if they knew you...
I slow down, then stop. I get out the map and try to work out where I am. I remember Dad getting lost on the way to somewhere once and he said the first thing you’ve gotta do is stop. If you keep going, chances are you’ll just get yourself more and more confused. A rare nugget of common-sense from the old man.
I wish all this had happened a couple of years from now, though. I’d have been driving by then. I mean, I could try and get a car going, but if I—
Wait.
What’s that?
I look around, sure I heard something. Then I see a rubbish bin rolling around in the wind, and when it moves it makes the noise I heard. Shit, that was frigging scary. My heart’s thumping. I need to calm down.
Hang on.
No, that’s not right.
I need to get a grip here.
There’s a body right in front of me, facedown on the pavement, head turned away, and I swear it’s moved. But there’s hardly anything left of it.
I take a couple of steps forward, trying to see if it was a man or a woman. It’s weird how they all look the same now... all thin and scrawny and greasy and covered in dirt and shit and—
Fuck me!
The fucking thing swings its arm up and over like it’s trying to swim. It doesn’t look up, doesn’t even move its head, it just digs its fingers into the tarmac and starts trying to pull itself along...
Fuck. Is it trying to get to me?
I take a couple of steps back and the sound of my boots on the ground seems to excite it. It lifts up its head, neck twisting in ways it shouldn’t, and I know all it wants is to infect me. Its mouth hangs open and thick brown spit starts dripping out all over the place. It’s like its mouth’s watering, like it’s hungry.
Shit. There are a couple more of them starting to move now. I shouldn’t have stopped here. There’s one up ahead that definitely wasn’t there a few seconds ago. It’s standing upright, head twitching, and even though I don’t think it can see me, I know it knows I’m here.
Breaking glass.
There are two of them in a shop across the way. One’s gone arse-over-tit and managed to fall through a window, and the fucking thing’s almost cut itself in half. Its innards are everywhere and I think I’m gonna be sick. But I can’t. I can’t throw up in this mask and I can’t take it off, so I just try and breathe slow and stay calm, but it’s hard because the other one is coming my way, its feet slipping in the cut-up one’s spilled guts.
Another one tries to get up but its legs are fucked. They’re fucking useless and I know I can outrun them, but that’s not the point.
They’re everywhere now... everywhere I look. Coming at me from out of nowhere. One minute there’s nothing, then there they are. There’s a mound of rubbish that’s built up outside the front of the bank Mum and Dad used to use. And I don’t see it until it starts moving, but there’s one crawling out of the litter now. It’s like the fucking thing’s been hibernating in a nest... waiting for someone like me to come along...
The door of a shop flies open with a creak and a scrape. Three of them trip out into the light and start coming for me. Another one appears from an alleyway.
I can do this. Just need to stay calm and keep moving.
Like I said, I know I can outrun them. I’m walking now, and already I’m leaving them behind. I’m still in control here. I’m better than them. I’m stronger than them. Even though I’m scared, I’m still in control. A few seconds’ hard effort and I’ll be away from here and I’ll have left them for dust.
One distracts me when it lunges, and I trip on a kerb I didn’t see. I’m on my hands and knees before I know what’s happening. I try to get up again but something’s got hold of me. When I look back I see one of them right behind me, lying in the road, holding onto my boot. Fucking thing’s weak, pretty much falling apart, but it’s hanging onto my frigging boot like it’s the most important thing in the world. And I know all it wants is to make me sick like them. Nothing else matters.
I kick the fucking thing in the face and start running again, weaving around several more. I keep my pace steady, ’cause steady is fast enough and I don’t know how long I’ll have to keep this up. Should I turn back and head home? Was Dad right? When I look back over my shoulder, I know I don’t have any choice but to keep going.
The road behind me is full of infected, like some sick, germ-filled army. It’s like something straight out of a zombie movie, but it’s a thousand times more frightening ’cause this is real.
#
I stick to the Bristol Road ’cause this was the way the bus used to take me into town and I know it pretty well. I reckon I could probably find my way along the side streets, but I’m not taking any chances.
I look back and they’re still coming. Doesn’t matter how far I run, if they still see me, they’ll just keep coming.
Up ahead there’s a building site where there used to be a college. The gates are locked but I manage to climb over and down the other side. I snag my trousers on a nail and that makes me panic again, because there’s only these few layers of clothes stopping me from getting infected. I just have to be careful. Don’t panic. Take it steady. Don’t panic.
My guts are churning so food’s the last thing I want right now, but I know I’ll need to eat and drink sooner or later. Thing is, can I risk taking off my facemask? I know Dad said it was just the fluids that carry the infection, but how do I know he’s right? What if I breathe it in if I get too close? We didn’t get sick back at the house though, did we? I’ll just have to make sure I’m not around any bodies when I eat. And I’ll have to check I haven’t got any of their shit on me too.
This place was going to be a massive old people’s home, some kind of retirement village. There’s big billboards up everywhere with pictures of old folk. Some parts look almost finished, other sections are just concrete and scaffolding skeletons. It looks like a prison from here, and I think that’s a good thing. Maybe I can stop and wait for the crowds to disappear? I look back through the gate to check and they’re still coming for me. It’s like they’re moving in slow motion. Their slow speed makes it more frightening, not less.
There’s a site office: a load of metal cabins stacked on top of each other. I’ll look in there. The door’s half-open. There might be some food or water, maybe a vending machine, something like that.
I go to open it but one of the infected comes at me from out of nowhere. How the fuck did it get in here? It comes at me fast – too fast – and all I can do is grab hold of its wrists. I bend its elbows back and lock them, stopping it getting any closer, but I don’t know what else to do. It’s not as strong as me, but the fucking thing won’t stop squirming. I’m remembering all the films me and my mates used to watch and I’m thinking this should be fucking easy... just go for its head... but it’s not that simple. Its head keeps jerking back and there’s brown gunk running down its chin. I think it’s trying to spit. It knows it’s not close enough and it’s trying to spit germs at me instead.
All I can do is shove it back into the site office. I push it into the dark room and it ends up on the floor in the corner, arms and legs everywhere. I’m only watching for half a second but it’s already up and coming at me again, moving with impossible speed now. I pull the door shut in its face, keeping hold of the handle, and I feel it throw itself up against the door again and again and again. It knows I’m still here, but it can’t get out.
I just wish the noise would stop. I bet you can hear it for miles.
#
Feels like I’ve been gone for days, but it’s only been a couple of hours. From up here on the roof I can see for miles. Parts of the city centre have disappeared. There’s dirty smoke in the air above where the tower blocks used to be. The place looks completely dead.
The infected are still here. The one in the Portakabin is still making a hell of a noise, but I don’t think that’s the only reason they keep coming. I don’t know if these are the ones that followed me from Northfield, or if this is a new crowd that’s sniffed me out.
And I’m lying up here on my belly, looking down over the edge of the roof, and even though I know they can’t see me, I know they know I’m here. The weird, fucked-up way they move makes it hard to work out how many there are, but that doesn’t matter. All it takes is one – one drop of blood or spit or vomit – and I’ve had it.
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STUART
THURSDAY 9 JULY – 11:37am
 
‘What do you mean, he’s not in his room?’
I just look at Gabby. Is she losing it?
‘What do you think I mean?’ she says. ‘He’s not here. I’ve checked his room, the garage... everywhere. I looked out all the windows...’
‘And he was definitely inside last night?’
‘I checked on him when Sally started screaming.’
‘And?’
‘And what? He was in bed, wide awake, just looking up at the ceiling.’
‘And he didn’t say anything?’
‘Like what? By the way, Mum, I’m going to run away in the morning?’
‘Don’t back-chat me, Gabrielle. This isn’t the time.’
‘And don’t belittle me.’
She turns her back on me and storms out of the kitchen, Sally at her side and Hannah in her arms. I get dressed to go out, putting half my stuff on in the utility room, the other half when I’m outside. That bloody kid. He’ll be hiding out in one of the other houses, I know he will. I’ll crucify him when I find him. Selfish little shit.
#
No sign. No sign of him anywhere. I’ve torn this place apart, checking every house. Most of them are still locked and he doesn’t have any keys, but I haven’t found any forced doors or broken windows.
He’s hiding from me. Little bastard. He’s playing games. He’s probably watching me right now, enjoying putting me and his mother through this. I’ll give him hell when I find him.
I walk around the full perimeter of the development, checking the fence. He wouldn’t be stupid enough to have damaged the fence or the blockade we built together would he? I don’t know what’s going through his head right now, and even if he does want to give me grief because he’s stuck here, I don’t reckon he’d do anything to put the safety of his sisters or his mother at risk.
There are more bodies than ever around the outside of this place now. Piled high. Dead but for the germ which keeps bringing them ever closer towards us.
I head back for the green and I shout out for Nathan. The noise is a risk, but I can’t not do it, can I? When he doesn’t answer, I return to the house.
He thinks he’s got one over on me. Bloody stupid kid.
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STUART
THURSDAY 9 JULY – 6:19pm
 
‘Daddy,’ Sally says, tugging my arm, ‘there’s a man at the door.’
My blood runs cold.
Is it Nathan? Is it one of the infected?
It’s neither.
I hang back at the end of the hallway, watching the shape on the other side of the frosted glass. Who the hell is this? I don’t recognise him. Where the hell did he come from?
‘Aren’t you going to answer it?’ Sally asks. 
I crouch down so I’m level with her and I whisper. ‘Go upstairs and find Mummy.’
‘Mummy’s upset about Nathan,’ she says, whispering too now.
‘I know. Go and make her happy, there’s a good girl. I’ll see what the man wants.’
I watch her all the way up the stairs. She looks back and I gesture for her to keep going.
He’s gone. Where is he?
Fucker’s having a good look around.
I see him moving in front of the living room window, checking out the house, trying to see where we are. How does he know we’re here? What’s he after? Is he just trying his luck, looking for supplies. Christ, the supplies. I have to stop him before he goes anywhere near the garage. We’ve not got enough to last ourselves. I’ll be buggered if anyone else is getting hold of any of our stuff.
Nothing else for it. I’m going to have to go out there.
I slip into the kitchen, moving quietly. I start to put on my protective gear but when I hear him at the door again, banging on it now, shouting through the letter box, I know I don’t have any choice. I grab my axe then run around the side of the house, ready to defend what’s mine.
He’s still standing at the door, bending down and looking through the slot. He doesn’t even know I’m here. How the hell has he survived so long?
‘Move away from the house,’ I tell him. He panics and spins around and starts moving towards me, mouth opening and closing, tears running down his cheeks, hands raised in submission. I hold the axe up ready to hit him, even though I don’t know if I can.
‘Please,’ he says, sobbing. ‘Please don’t...’
‘Move away from the house,’ I tell him again, and I gesture for him to move to the middle of the front lawn. He does what I tell him. Christ, he’s in a state. His clothes look like they haven’t been changed in weeks, and his beard and hair haven’t been touched. He keeps pulling up his trousers. Skinny bugger looks like he’s lost half his body weight. If I didn’t know better I’d think he was infected. Wait... I think I recognise him. Is he that slacker from across the way? The one who never went out of his house? ‘What do you want?’
‘Have you got any food you can spare?’ he asks, his voice so weak it’s hard to make out.
‘No.’
He sobs again. ‘I ran out a couple of days ago. I don’t want much. Just a little...’
‘No,’ I tell him again. ‘How did you know we were here?’
He points at one of the other houses. ‘I live at number twelve.’
‘But I checked all the houses. I knocked your door.’
‘I know.’
‘And you didn’t think to answer?’
‘Too scared.’
‘So you’ve been locked up in there all this time?’
‘Yeah... I heard you and I saw you outside a few times... I didn’t know if it was safe to come out. I thought you might get sick and I didn’t want to risk it.’
‘Who else is with you?’
‘Just me.’
‘What about your family?’
‘My girlfriend’s dead.’
‘Where?’
‘Not here. She died way back. She was in the hospital. I’m on my own now. You’re my only hope now. There’s no way back in or out since you blocked the road.’
Fair point. I look up at the house and see Gabby looking down. I try and get her to move back behind the curtains. I don’t want this guy knowing how many of us there are here.
‘I’m sorry,’ I tell him again, ‘I’m not giving you any food. Like I said, I don’t have enough for my family.’
He turns his back on me and starts walking away. Fucker looks emaciated. He doesn’t even have the energy to lift his feet, just drags them along like one of the infected.
Then he stops.
‘I know where your kid went.’
‘What?’
‘I saw him earlier...’
He stops again and makes proper eye contact for the first time. What’s his game?
‘Tell me where he went.’
I curse myself. My voice sounded more desperate than I intended, and he knows it. I can see him thinking through his options now, a little life back in his eyes.
‘Give me some food. You give me food, I’ll tell you where the kid went.’
Fuck. What choice do I have? But wait, what difference does it make? ‘Why should I? What am I supposed to do about Nathan?’
He shrugs. ‘I don’t know... but I know I’d have to do something if I was in your shoes. I mean, I couldn’t just sit there and do nothing if I thought he might still be alive out there. There’s nothing I can do for my girlfriend, but your kid’s only been gone a few hours. You could still catch him if you wanted.’
‘You watched him leave?’
‘I know what he was wearing, what he was carrying, which way he went... I’ve seen everything these past weeks.’
I do what I can to hide what I’m thinking. Don’t want him to think he’s got any advantage, any kind of hold over me. ‘I don’t want you near my family,’ I tell him.
‘And I don’t particularly want to go anywhere near your family. I just want something to eat.’
I look up at Gabby, still visible at the window. I can tell by the way the curtain shifts that Sally’s with her too. What do I do? My family is the most important thing here, and this guy knows it.
‘You stay away from here, understand?’
‘Like I said, I just want—’
‘You go back to your house. Wait there. I’ll bring you something.’
Amazingly, he does as I say.
#
‘What’s happening?’ Gabby asks. I’m in the garage, bagging up a little food.
‘Stay upstairs and keep out of sight.’
‘Who is he?’
‘A neighbour.’
‘And he’s been here all this time?’
‘It looks that way.’
‘But why? Why didn’t he let us know he was here. Why didn’t he—’
‘That doesn’t matter now. Just go back upstairs and stay there. I’m going to get rid of him.’
‘What do you mean, get rid of him. Wait, Stuart, does he know anything about Nathan? Does he know where he’s gone? If he can tell us anything then—’
‘He doesn’t know anything. He’s full of shit. He’s sick. Deluded. I’m giving him this stuff to keep him quiet. He won’t bother us again.’
‘I don’t like this, Stu. I think you should—’
‘I think you should do what I told you. Go upstairs with the girls and stay there. I’ll be back in a little while. Keep out of sight.’
#
Back outside, this time wearing all my outdoor gear. I don’t know what this guy’s place is going to be like. I’ve got my axe too, just in case.
I head straight over, pulse racing, and he’s in the doorway waiting before I get anywhere near. He looks surprised, seeing me in my full garb. But if he’s as desperate as I think he is, he won’t react.
He lets me straight through and I go inside, holding the axe where he can see it. Don’t know if I’ll use it, but I don’t reckon he’ll take any chances. He’s apologising about the state of the house, but I’m too busy to listen, checking all the downstairs rooms. It’s a crying shame – this place would have been quite nice when he first moved in, but it’s wrecked beyond repair now. The dirt in here is engrained and I can taste a foul stench in the air even through my facemask. It sticks in my throat. He’s been cooped up here on his own for weeks. The downstairs toilet is overflowing with shit.
He shuts the front door, and that makes me feel uneasy. ‘Leave it open,’ I tell him, but he doesn’t.
‘It’s okay... I’m not going to try anything, I swear. I’m just relieved you’re here. I’ve been watching you for ages, but I was too scared to make contact until now. It’s only seeing your lad that made me come and see you.’
‘I don’t understand why you didn’t do it sooner? Can’t believe you’ve been here all this time.’
‘I didn’t know how you’d be. You’ve been perfectly reasonable. I thought you might be a little unhinged, given the circumstances.’
I don’t tell him I thought the same thing. I still think that, actually.
‘So which way did he go?’
He gestures for me to follow him upstairs. ‘I’ve spent most of the time around the back of the house,’ he tells me. ‘I thought it was more sensible. I know those things outside can’t see me from the back of the house.’
This place is vile. The floors are covered in litter. His bedroom, the room we’re in now, is like some kind of filthy nest. The covers are badly soiled. I can’t even see the carpet. ‘How did you let yourself get in such a state?’
He seems to take offence. I shouldn’t have said that.
‘I lost my girlfriend, remember? There’s just me here. Didn’t seem any point keeping the place nice.’
‘Yeah, but there’s nice and there’s nice, isn’t there? This isn’t healthy, mate.’
He just laughs at me. ‘Strikes me the whole world’s not that healthy anymore.’ He turns to the window, moving crap out of the way so he can get close to the glass. He points at a gap. Some kind of alleyway down by the offices adjacent to the development. ‘He went out that way. I heard him climbing over the fence. It was about half-seven this morning, I think. Bugger woke me up.’
‘And which way did he go?’
‘I haven’t got fucking telescopic vision, you know.’
‘What was he wearing?’
‘Full garb like you. And he had a rucksack. Now what did you bring me? I’m fucking starving.’
I give him a couple of scraps. We can’t spare any of this, but I needed to know what he knows. ‘Here.’
‘This all? You’re taking the piss.’
‘I’m not. I’ve got a family to look after.’
‘Half a family. The boy jumped ship, remember?’
‘Don’t push me.’
‘I’m sorry, man,’ he says, and he genuinely looks like he is.
He’s wolfing down the food. ‘How long’s it been since you’ve eaten?’
‘Couple of days,’ he says between mouthfuls. ‘I had enough to last until now. I thought about breaking into some of the other houses, seeing if there’s any food there, but I didn’t want to do it on my own. We could do it together if you like. We could both do it and split the difference.’
That stuff – if there is anything in the rest of the estate – is mine. Mine and my family’s. ‘I already checked,’ I tell him. ‘There’s nothing. I cleared most of the houses out a while back.’
He nods thoughtfully, still chewing. ‘Oh, well.’ He sounds resigned, accepting. ‘That’s all of us fucked then.’
‘Looks that way.’
‘What about your kid?’
‘What about him?’
‘You going after him?’
‘Maybe.’
‘I reckon he’ll be all right, you know. He looked up for it. Well prepared.’
‘You think? I’m not so sure.’
‘All the more reason why you should go.’
And leave you here with my wife and daughters? I think but don’t say. I know I couldn’t go now, even if I wanted to. 
I turn to leave. ‘Stay here,’ I warn him as I go back downstairs. ‘Keep yourself to yourself, and we’ll do the same. Right?’
‘There’s no need to be like that...’ he starts to say as he follows me down and I stop, turn around, and pin him up against the wall.
‘You keep away from my family, got it?’
‘Got it,’ he says, and I can feel him shaking with nerves. Fucker doesn’t have the strength to fight me even if he wanted to. I let him go and he slides down the wall, sitting in a heap in the crap at the bottom of the stairs. I slam the door behind me, but it’s open again before I’ve even made it to the end of his drive.
‘I mean it,’ I tell him, pointing the axe in his direction. He holds up his hands... capitulates.
‘I get it, I get it...’ I walk away and he shouts after me. ‘I just want us to be mates. I’m Dean, by the way...’ But I just keep walking.
#
‘I can’t go out and look for him.’
‘Why not?’ she says, tears streaming down her face.
‘Think about it logically. Use your brain, love, like Nathan should have. He could have gone anywhere. The chances of me finding him are next to zero.’
She’s screaming at me now. ‘So that’s it? You’re just going to write Nathan off? Leave him out there to die?’
‘Listen to me – I don’t have any option.’
‘Fine then, I’ll go.’
‘Don’t be stupid.’
‘Don’t call me stupid, I’m not stupid. I can’t just give up on our son like you can.’
‘It’s not about giving up on him. The best thing we can do is wait here and hope he comes home. And anyway, I’m not going anywhere now we know there’s someone else on the development.’
‘I can handle him. I’ll just—’
‘You’ll just what? You’ll just invite him in, make him a coffee and explain nicely that it’s probably for the best that he stays away? For fuck’s sake, Gabby, get a grip.’
‘I wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t let him in.’
‘You would. I know you better than you know yourself. It’s a harsh new world we’re living in now, love. The old rules don’t apply. We have to be hard to survive, cruel even. That’s why that fucker over the road can go to hell, and that’s why we’re not going after Nathan. He made his choice. If he wants to act the big man, then he has to take the consequences too.’
‘But, Stu—’
‘But nothing. Don’t argue with me. You know I’m right.’
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STUART
FRIDAY 10 JULY – 6:23am
 
What happened yesterday changed everything. Nathan’s gone, this Dean person has revealed himself... we’re in the same place, facing the same issues, but it feels like nothing’s certain anymore. There’s a new urgency to everything, and I have to get to work. I’m up early, creeping around the house so I don’t wake Gabby. I think I’ve done it, but as I’m about to go outside, she startles me. She’s in the doorway, looking like a ghost in the low light. ‘Shit. You scared the hell out of me, love.’
‘Where are you going?’
‘Outside.’
‘What for?’
‘To start checking the other houses. I should have done it weeks ago.’
‘Why now?’
‘I need to see if there’s anything worth salvaging in the other houses.’
‘Yeah, I get that, but why now?’
‘Isn’t it obvious? Because of him.’
#
The first few houses don’t take long. Dean’s house is way over to the left as you look out of our front door, so I go right. I start with the houses I know he can’t see, houses I’ve given the once-over to before, houses I know are definitely empty.
I figure there’ll be something I can use to carry stuff in each house, and for the most part I’m right. There’s a house the same design as ours but with the reverse layout and horribly decorated inside. I find a decent stash in the kitchen. I reckon this is where that really fat couple must live. Gabby was always pointing them out. He had one of those mobility scooters, and he didn’t look any older than me. It’s a sad state when you let yourself get in that kind of condition. Mind you, I’m starting to think I might have gone too far the other way. I was shocked at how thin that Dean was yesterday, but when I catch my own reflection in a mirror in the hallway, I have to look twice to be sure it’s me. Even with all this kit on I’m half the size I used to be.
I could do with that mobility scooter now to help me carry this stuff to the house. I dump it all in next door’s garden where I know Dean won’t be able to see me. I’ll come back and sort it all later when it’s dark. I’ve come across plenty of people like him before now. Selfish. Only thinking about themselves. Fucker would take all our stuff and not think twice about it. He’d see my kids starve just as long as he’s got a full stomach. He waited like a coward until I’d made the development safe, and he was quick enough to help himself yesterday...
Thinking about my kids makes me stop again. Nathan. I wonder where he is, what he’s doing...? Is he still alive? Is he infected? I wish he hadn’t run, but a part of me understands why he did it. I might have done the same if I’d been in his shoes.
I could do with him here now, though. The work is physical and hard, too much for one person.
There’s less in the next few houses. It’s taking me a lot longer to do this than I was expecting. I didn’t count on getting so tired so quickly, nor on having to keep looking over my shoulder, watching out for Dean. And if it’s not him, it’s them. From time to time I can see them on the other side of the metal railings. There’s no way they can get inside, but they keep on trying. Even those at the bottom of the crush of diseased flesh keep reaching out for me, stretching their hands and arms between the posts.
I’ve built up quite a pile of food next door now, but I’m going to have to stop. I’m exhausted. Hungry. But at least I managed to get a few treats. A couple of cans of beer and some spirits... some chocolate for Sally. We’ll eat well tonight. It’ll be good for everyone. It’ll help calm Gabby down and settle her nerves. More to the point, it’ll settle my nerves too. I’ve managed to find a few books and a couple of board games for Sally, and a baby toy or two for Hannah. I don’t allow myself to think about where the original owners of these things might be. I properly scared myself a while back, imagining an infected baby crawling over the massive drifts of dead flesh which surround the development. I force myself to focus on the future. I think ahead to a few more months from now when they’ll probably all have withered down to nothing, and a couple more months later still when winter will take hold, when what hasn’t rotted away will have frozen. We’ll be safe then.
There are three more houses ’til the end of this row. I’ll just check them, then go home and shift everything from next door’s garden into ours. Then I’ll sort the garage. That’s enough work for one day.
Christ, I’ll sleep well tonight.
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STUART
SATURDAY 11 JULY – 1:37pm
 
I sit up quick, then lie back down again. Fuck me, my head... What the hell happened? 
I remember as soon as I smell the booze. The stench of stale whiskey makes me gag. My stomach’s flipping over.
‘So you’re awake,’ she says. Gabby’s sitting on the chair in the corner of the bedroom, reading a book and watching me. ‘I told you you shouldn’t have drunk so much. I said it’d affect you, didn’t I? You’ve barely drunk anything for the past few months. Half a bottle of malt whiskey’s enough to knock anyone off their feet.’
‘What time is it?’
‘Just gone half one.’
That takes a couple of seconds to sink in. Half one in the morning, or the afternoon? The curtains are closed, but there’s light trickling in through the gap between them. ‘Jesus, how long was I out for?’
‘Catching up on all the sleep you haven’t had in weeks, I reckon,’ she says.
‘How long?’
‘You were out like a light just after eight last night. A bomb wouldn’t have woken you. I was starting to get worried.’
For a couple of seconds longer I just lie there, soaking up her words and waiting for my guts to stop swilling. This feels almost normal. Strange. It’s like the morning after a work’s do. Then reality starts trickling back...
‘Any sign of Nathan?’
‘No, nothing.’ She pauses. Is there something she’s not telling me? She catches my eye then looks away. She opens the curtains slightly, pretends she’s busy. Then she drops the bombshell. ‘That man was here again. Dean, was it?’
‘What? I told him to stay away.’
‘Yeah, he said that.’
‘I hope you told him to piss off.’
‘Not in so many words.’
‘What did he want?’
‘He wanted to know where you were, actually.’
‘Why?’
‘How am I supposed to know? Anyway, I did exactly what you said, I told him we didn’t want any trouble, and asked him to keep himself to himself.’
‘And?’
‘And he did.’
‘And where did you say I was?’
‘I told him you were sleeping. Don’t worry, I didn’t tell him about the booze. I just said you were feeling a bit fragile.’
I get up fast, then regret it. But I have to keep going. I make it to the toilet, then throw up everywhere. Jeez, I really can’t take my booze anymore.
‘I’ll go and get some water,’ Gabby says, and I hear her leave the room.
I make myself get dressed, then clean up when she brings the water. Then I go straight to the garage and check the supplies. Thank God for that... everything’s just as I left it last night. If that bastard sets foot in here... so help me, I’ll tear him limb from limb. I’ll feed him to the infected on the other side of the fence. Little shit. Who does he think he is, coming around here?
I need to tell him.
I need to put him straight.
#
He answers the door as soon as I start hammering on it, like he was waiting for me. ‘Morning, Stu,’ he says, and that wrong-foots me.
‘How do you know my name?’
‘Gabby told me,’ he says, looking all innocent. But innocent is the last thing he is. I can see it in his eyes. Fucker’s playing with me. ‘She’s lovely, your wife. You’re a very lucky man.’
That’s enough. Have to show this cunt who’s boss. I grab him by the neck and force him back into his house, all the way down his hall until we hit the kitchen door and can’t go any further. ‘You stay away from my house and from my family.’
‘I was just trying to be neighbourly... we’re all stuck here together... I thought we could help each other out.’
‘Forget it. The only way you can help me is by staying away. Got it?
‘Got it...’ he says, and I can tell from the expression on his face now that he really has. I let him go and he falls at my feet, still cowering. Weedy little bastard.
#
I’ve already wasted enough time today. Since I’m out now I figure I’ll empty a few more houses. Even though I slept for hours I’m still tired. I don’t feel at all well, but I’ll make myself do this anyway.
I manage to check a couple more homes before the effort gets too much and I go back. There’s always tomorrow. No sense peaking too soon. I’m in this for the long haul.
But I can still see that fucker watching me from his upstairs window.
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STUART
SUNDAY 12 JULY – 10:02am
 
I feel much better today. Refreshed. Ready.
Physical work stops me thinking about Nathan, stops me worrying about him. He’s been gone three days now. I half expect to find him hiding in one of these houses, though I know in my heart that he’s long gone by now. Wish he hadn’t done it. Wish he hadn’t gone.
I found a good haul in the first house I cleared out this morning. Stacks of stuff. Some tins of food and other stuff that’s in date... packet mixes, jars of sauces, that kind of thing. Should last us for a few days, and I reckon if I can squeeze a few days out of each couple of houses, then that should keep us going for a couple more months. Gabby keeps on at me, keeps asking what we’re going to do after that. Bloody woman’s getting like a broken bloody record. She knows what I’ll tell her. Same thing I always do: another couple of months and everything’ll look completely different. Fewer infected, and those that’ll still be here will be in a far worse state. The world’ll be ours for the taking.
I’ve been able to get in most places easy enough. This next one is easier than most. The back door has already been forced. They’re all looking much of a muchness now. Have I been here before? Can’t remember. It looks familiar, but I don’t recall leaving a door open like this. I would have remembered, wouldn’t I? Could it be Nathan? I check the house at double-speed, running from room to room, wondering if my son’s here, if all the worry has been for nothing. I know before I’ve finished that he’s not here, of course, but just for a second I allow myself to dream I’ve found him. I wouldn’t be cross, wouldn’t be angry. The kid’s acted like an idiot, but I can’t hold that against him. We’ve all been under incredible stress since the beginning of May.
No sign.
I’m standing in the kitchen, and it’s only now that it hits me. I definitely haven’t been in here before. Someone has, though. Some fucker has already cleared this place out. The cupboards have been emptied, everything taken, and I know it was recent because there are obvious signs. Dust has been disturbed. There’s a wrapper on the floor that looks fresh, not sun-bleached like everything else. The rest of the kitchen is relatively clean, but there are crumbs all over the worktop.
Dean.
The fucker’s found his confidence. He locked himself away for weeks on end, only to finally emerge once he’d seen me and my family outside, once he knew it was definitely safe. I’ll show him. Bastard. This is mine now. This is for my family, not him.
I head for his house. I’m going to kill the little shit.
I run from one side of the development to the other, and now I see all sorts of signs that he’s been more active than he should have been. There are a couple more front doors open, scraps of rubbish blowing in the wind... a fucking huge rat runs across my path and I stop dead, because I don’t know where it’s been or where it’s going. What if it’s infected? Can rats carry the disease? Has that dumb bastard left scraps around to encourage them?
I hammer on his door and try to get in but it’s locked. I kick it and beat it, but it’s strong and I can’t break it down. I’m knackered. Exhausted. Soaked with sweat. I’m not feeling great. It’s all I can do to keep standing, but I have to try and look the part, because I know that frigging weasel is watching.
‘What’s wrong, Stu?’ he says, and I look around for him. Can’t work out where he is.
‘Come out here, you cunt.’
‘Bloody hell, mate, that’s a bit strong.’
I look up and see him hanging out of one of his bedroom windows.
‘Get down here, you shit. And I’m not your mate.’
‘What’s the problem?’
‘You’ve taken my food. My family’s food.’
‘No I haven’t. It’s as much mine as yours. It’s neither of ours, if you want to get particular about it. All belonged to the neighbours.’
‘It’s mine.’
‘You’re being very unreasonable, Stuart,’ he says, and the patronising tone of his voice just makes me want to kill him. I try to open the door again, but we both know it’s not going to happen. We both know he’s safe up there. Fucker.
‘Come down here,’ I scream, and now I’m kicking the door, throwing myself against it. I take a few steps back then run at it, determined to get inside. Then again. And again. And again. And all the time he’s up there looking down at me. Cunt.
One more.
I step back again, and someone grabs my arm. I spin around fast, thinking it’s one of the infected. But it isn’t. It’s Gabby. ‘Come on, love,’ she says, trying to pull me away. ‘Come home.’
I pull myself free and keep kicking at the door. Again, she drags me back.
‘Leave me alone.’
‘Come on, love,’ she says again, and this time I stop. I don’t want either of them to see, but I’m fucked. I can’t keep going. I go back to the house with her because I don’t know what else to do.
‘He’s right, you know,’ she says when I explain what’s happened.
‘I know that technically he’s right, but things have changed in case you hadn’t noticed, Gabby. The world’s a different place now.’
‘I get that, love...’
‘Do you? Do you really? I’m not sure you do. I don’t want the stuff that’s in other people’s houses just to spite him, I want it because you, me and our kids need that food. Now do you get it? It’s all well and good standing there like some prissy churchgoer, taking the moral high-ground, but what good’s that gonna do Sally and Hannah when the food finally runs out? I’m not exaggerating here... you might think he’s got some entitlement, some kind of right to share, but he hasn’t. Things are different now. He’s killing our kids and I’ll do anything I have to to keep you and the kids safe. You hear me, Gabby? Anything.’
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STUART
MONDAY 13 JULY – 1:02am
 
He’s spent the whole day at his window, watching out for me, and I’ve waited just as long, watching him watching me. Watching him thinking he’s watching me, anyway. I slipped out through the back and went into one of the other houses facing his. Fucker’s been looking in the wrong place.
And I’m scared and I don’t want to do this, but I know I have to. The things I said to Gabby have been running round and round my head since we spoke. He’s not just taking care of himself, he’s killing our kids.
He’s been out of sight for almost an hour, and I reckon that’s it. He’s sleeping, he must be. Time to move.
I head straight for his house, axe in hand, and before I have chance to talk myself out of it, I smash the front door lock. It takes two more strikes before it gives way. I kick it open.
He’s downstairs before I’m inside. Look at him, useless piece of shit. He stands there in front of me in a grubby vest and dirty shorts and all I can think is this filthy little cunt thought he mattered more than my kids.
‘Stuart... what the hell...?’
‘What did I tell you?’ I say to him, and he shakes his head and screws up his face like he doesn’t understand. I pull my facemask down. ‘What did I say to you about the stuff in the other houses?’
He backs away down the hall, arms raised. ‘Come on, Stuart... let’s talk about this sensibly.’
‘I tried that earlier.’
‘But you didn’t, mate... you didn’t. You just told me how it was going to be, you didn’t give me any chance...’
‘And that’s just how it is.’
‘But that’s not right. That’s not fair.’
‘Again, that’s how it is. I’ve got responsibilities, Dean. Those people in that house over there, they’re counting on me. You don’t get that, do you?’
‘I do, I do...’ he says quickly, still cowering. ‘It’s just that...’
‘Just what?’
‘Just that I don’t see they’re more or less important than me, that’s all.’ He pauses, but I can see he’s got more to say. He needs to think very carefully here because he’s on the verge of making a monumental fuck-up. ‘I get that they’re your family, mate, I really do... and I wouldn’t want to do anything to harm them... but put yourself in my shoes for a sec. What about me?’
‘What about you?’
‘I need to eat too, mate. I’ve made it this long... I’m not just going to roll over and give up now.’
‘Then maybe you should look elsewhere for food.’
‘I’ve as much right to be here as you.’
And now I’m stuck, because he’s got a point. Before all of this happened I used to be a reasonable guy. I’d talk and negotiate and do everything I could to see another person’s point of view. But this is different. The whole damn world is different now, what’s left of it. ‘The old rules don’t apply anymore,’ I tell him.
‘We can work together...’
‘I reckon we’re already past that point.’
‘Think about it... You don’t look so good, Stu. You’re tired... what good will you be to your kids if you burn yourself out?’
He’s playing games, trying to trick me. ‘Shut up, Dean. You had your chance.’
‘I meant what I said, mate, we could work together. Two heads are better than one and all that... think how much easier it’ll be if we helped each other out.’
‘It’s not going to happen.’
He stands a little straighter, like I’ve given him an ultimatum, or he’s about to give me one. ‘So what are we gonna do? Because I’m not giving up what I’ve got, Stuart. The stuff that’s in this house is mine, and I’m not giving it up, not for you, not for no one.’
‘I’ll take it.’
‘And I’ll take it back. Come to mention it, I might help myself to whatever it is you’ve got stashed away in your garage. By your logic I could have that too. I saw you yesterday, scurrying about. Truth be told, that’s why I did what I did. If you’d kept quiet, I probably wouldn’t even have come out yet. I’m a survivor, mate, and I’m gonna keep surviving, no matter what it takes.’
‘Not at the expense of my kids.’
‘No sign of your son yet?’ he asks, and that stings. ‘You see, I think your lad had his head screwed on right, maybe better than both of us. He knows there’s nothing left here, that we’re just playing a waiting game. We can’t win, you know. None of us can. Maybe your lad’s the only one who stands a chance. Then again, maybe he just got sick of being ordered around by a fucked-up control freak like his old man?’
I lift the axe and go at him, but the bastard barely moves. His eyes barely flicker. ‘I could kill you,’ I tell him.
‘Yeah, but you won’t. If you were the man you think you are you’d have already done it by now.’
The axe is raised, ready to swing. ‘I was giving you a chance.’
‘Bullshit. You don’t have the nerve. You know, I’ve seen blokes like you come and go before now. You think you’re the big I am, dontcha? Think you’re a cut above the rest of us. I used to see you driving around the estate, looking down your noses at folks like me who didn’t have a house the size of yours. I saw the way you used to look at that flash fucker with the Jag, the one younger than both of us. You’re a weak, spineless, middle-class cunt. You’re too scared to die, and that’s why you’ve got your family banged-up in here.’
He’s almost sneering now, and I can’t work out the logic. Has everything that’s happened fucked with what’s left of his brain? Does he have a death wish? ‘I’m giving you one last chance,’ I tell him. ‘Shut yourself away and stay here. You can keep the food you’ve already taken, everything else belongs to me and my family.’
‘And I’m supposed to just accept that, am I?’
‘Seeing as I’ve got the axe and I’m blocking your way out, yes.’
‘You’re bullshitting again, Stu. See, you’re the one backed into a corner. A real man would have rolled up his sleeves and started fighting by now. You’re too middle-class for your own good. If you really are the man you think you are, why don’t you just do what you have to do?’
So I do.
I bring the axe down hard. It glances off the side of his head and buries deep in his shoulder. He just looks at me, eyes full of surprise, then looks down at the head of the axe stuck in his flesh. I pull it out again, but it’s sunk so good I almost pull him over.
‘I told you. I told you not to fuck with me.’
He starts crying, and the pitiful noise cuts as deep as my blade, making me realise what I’ve just done. But I can’t leave this unfinished. He looks up at me, eyes wet with tears, and I hit him again, right on the crown of his head this time. The impact sends shockwaves running through my hands and arms. It makes me feel sick to my stomach. It’s a relief when he drops, but now he’s just lying at my feet, looking up at me, his mouth opening and closing like he’s still trying to speak, still trying to argue his point.
I had to do it. I keep telling myself I had to do it.
‘It’s your own fault,’ I say to him. ‘You made me do it.’
But I can’t leave him like this.
Don’t know what else to do.
Now I feel guilty, like I’ve made a mistake, like I could have found a better way...
Think about Gabby and the kids. He was taking food from their mouths.
I bring the axe down one more time, right onto his chest... his heart. Bones crack. His breathing’s all I can hear now. Rasping. Laboured. He tries to say something, and I can’t stand the noise. I hit him again.
There’s a noise behind me. I spin around and see Gabby in the doorway. ‘I was worried,’ she says. ‘You woke me up. I saw you over here. Is something wrong...?’
I try to stop her, but she pushes me aside. And even though there’s hardly any light in here, she sees all she needs to see. She screams and I drop the axe and run after her, catching her when she’s halfway back to the house.
‘I had to do it, Gab...’
‘Get off me,’ she yells, and in the dark I lose my balance. She races away and I try to get up but I can’t. 
The nausea comes hard and fast. 
I’m on my hands and knees, vomiting in the gutter. Everything is completely silent. All I can hear is high-pitched whistling in my ears: the pressure of knowing what I’ve just done.
I retch again, then spit what’s left into the overgrown grass. I get back up, my hands shaking and numb, heart pounding. 
I stop again before I get home and my legs buckle under the weight of what just happened.
Hannah?
I hear the baby scream, and I look up and see Gabby coming out of the house again. She’s got Hannah over her shoulder and she’s holding Sally with her free hand. Looks like she’s trying to carry a bag or something heavy too... where the hell does she think she’s going?
I try to stop her but she just pushes past, side-steps me and ushers Sally out of the way. ‘Where’re you going?’
Still no response. She half-walks, half-runs away from the house now, heading down towards the front of the development and the road Nathan and I blocked off. What the hell does she think she’s doing?
Now Sally’s crying, and Hannah’s screaming, and the girls’ noise is filling the air. Doesn’t she realise what effect this’ll have?
‘Gabby, stop,’ I tell her, but she doesn’t. She keeps marching. She’s never been this far from the house before. She doesn’t know what it’s like... ‘You can’t go out there.’
And then she sees it.
The moon’s still up, revealing more of the outside world than any of us want to see. Much of the land around the development is in shadow, and my mind starts to fill in the blanks, imagining huge masses of writhing infected. Gabby’s still trying to get closer. I can’t let her. I run forward and grab her shoulder but she brushes me off. Then I make a grab for one of the kids but Gabby snatches her away. She changes direction, moves towards the railings around the estate, then she stops.
The smell here is unbearable. The kids are still crying. A sliver of moonlight illuminates a patch of ground close to Gabby’s feet and she looks down, then staggers back. There are hands stretching out through the gaps between the railings. Dead arms trying to get at us.
She’s stopped now. She’s a little calmer.
‘You can’t go out there,’ I tell her, and I try to take Sally’s hand. Gabby just looks at me.
‘Stay away from me. Stay away from the girls.’
‘But Gab, I had to do it.’
‘You didn’t have to do any of this.’
‘I did it for you and the kids.’
‘What the hell happened to you? Just stay away from us, Stuart.’
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STUART
WEDNESDAY 15 JULY – 5:14am
 
A noise wakes me up with a start. I sit up and listen, but it’s nothing. Probably just an animal... It’s nothing to worry about, and I put my head back down.
I’m three houses down the road from home. Gabby still won’t let me back in, won’t even talk to me. I have to give her space and time to understand that I did what I had to do, that I did it for them. I keep trying to tell her, but she’s just not ready to listen. I stood outside the house yesterday and shouted through the bloody letterbox to try and make her see, but she’s too caught up with the events of the last few days to be able to think logically about the long-term. If – when – she calms down and thinks this through, she’ll understand. I’ve made mistakes, sure, but who wouldn’t under this kind of pressure? Look around, I keep telling her, how many other people are in as good a position as us? How many other families are left alive? She knows the answers, she’s just not ready to accept everything yet.
Shit.
There’s that noise again. Much closer, this time. What the hell is it? I’m worried it’s Gabby, trying to take the girls away. There’s no way she’ll get out of the development, but it’s the damage she’ll do trying to get out that I’m concerned about.
I’m up and out of someone else’s bed before I can think. I stumble down the stairs, confused by the layout of this house. It’s the same as ours but reversed, and I turn the wrong way at the foot of the stairs, heading for the back not the front. I realise and turn back, going over onto my ankle and cursing my stupidity.
The light outside is grey. I can already see movement out front. Is it Gabby? Is it one of the infected? I push my way out, still hobbling, then stop.
It’s neither.
It’s Nathan.
‘Dad...’ he says and he starts coming towards me. He’s ripped off his facemask and goggles, and has stripped his wetsuit down to his waist. He’s dripping with foul gunk. All I want is to reach out and grab hold of him and hug him and tell him everything’s going to be okay.
But I can’t.
‘Don’t, son. Don’t move.’
‘What?’
‘Stay exactly where you are.’
‘But, Dad...’
‘Please, Nathan, just listen to me. You might be infected.’
Now Gabby’s outside the house. She comes bursting out of the front door, running towards him.
‘Nathan, love,’ she shouts. I head her off, almost have to rugby tackle her. She tries pushing me away but I won’t let go. 
‘You can’t, Gabby. We can’t risk it.’
‘What the hell are you talking about?’ she says, still fighting.
‘He’s been out there for almost a week. He might be infected.’
‘Don’t be stupid... look at him. He’s fine, aren’t you, love?’
Nathan takes a couple of steps forward, then stops. ‘Dad’s right, Mum,’ he says. His voice sounds sad... resigned. ‘It’s not worth the risk.’
‘But...’
‘Honestly, Mum,’ he says, doing his best to reassure her, his teeth chattering with the cold. ‘I’m just happy to be home. I don’t care if I have to spend the rest of my life stood out here, I’m just glad to be back.’
Gabby stops squirming, but I still don’t let go. And, for the first time since the incident with Dean, she softens towards me. I know she’d rather be holding our son, but she holds me instead.
‘Nathan, I’ll go inside and get you some clothes,’ I tell him. ‘Strip off what you’re wearing and go into that house there.’ I gesture at the house I’ve been sleeping in. ‘There’s some food in the kitchen. You’ll need to stay there for a couple of weeks, just to be sure.’
‘Isolation?’
‘Yeah, something like that. Just long enough so we know you haven’t got it.’
‘I don’t think I have. I was careful.’
‘I’m sure you were, son, but you understand, don’t you?’
‘I understand.’
#
The morning passes in a haze of speed and unexpected optimism. Nathan’s return has lifted the mood and given us focus. I stand outside in the early summer heat and burn his clothes.
It’s mid-afternoon, and he’s been sleeping solidly since he got back. Gabby’s playing with the girls on one of the patches of grass. They’re watching the birds overhead and looking for shapes in the clouds. Nathan’s at the downstairs window of the house now. He calls over to me. Gabby sees him and comes across too, carrying Hannah. Sally’s close behind.
Nathan’s still stripped to the waist, and it’s a shock to see him in broad daylight like this. He’s always been in good condition, always looked after himself, but he looks thin and dishevelled now. I can see his ribs, like a POW picture from World War II. I try not to let my surprise and sadness show. He opens the window slightly so we can talk, locking it on vent.
‘You okay, son?’
‘I’m okay.’
‘Want to tell us what happened out there?’
He doesn’t answer at first, and I don’t want to push him.
‘Come on, love,’ Gabby says. ‘It might help.’
He starts crying. He tries to act the hard man and hide the tears but it’s no use. He can’t stop. It’s a couple of minutes before he’s composed enough to talk. Christ, this is so hard... all I want to do is go in there and hold the kid, to tell him everything’s going to be okay. I look at Gabby and she looks at me and I know we’re both as worried as each other.
Nathan calms down eventually. He clears his throat. ‘I’m sorry... I shouldn’t have gone. I shouldn’t have done it...’
‘That’s okay,’ I tell him. ‘I mean it, Nath. You did what you did, and nothing’s gonna change that. I think maybe you had to go through this. The important thing is you’re back here now. We’re all here. All of us together again. All safe.’
He looks at me, then looks away.
‘It was horrible out there...’ he starts to say. He stops again, still struggling to pull himself together. ‘It’s so much worse than what we saw on the edge of the development, Dad.’
‘In what way?’
‘It’s never-ending. It never stops. There are infected bodies everywhere, and as soon as they know you’re not like them, they come for you. When they don’t know you’re there, it’s like they’re just drifting... peaceful. I almost envy them ’cause it’s like they’re in a trance, like they don’t feel anything. I swear though... doesn’t matter how sick they are, how weak... once they know you’re there they just keep coming. I saw things that should have been dead – half-bodies, ones that had been crushed or burned, stuff like that – but they were still coming after me. You remember that Pied Piper story? I was like that. Wherever I went, I had loads of them following.’
‘So where did you go?’ Gabby asks him.
‘Into town to start with.’
‘Into town? Bad move. Why didn’t you go the other way out into the country?’
Gabby just looks at me and I bite my tongue.
‘I panicked, I guess. I thought it made sense to stay around buildings and look for places where there might be food or other survivors. I got into Northfield before I realised it was a mistake, but by then I couldn’t just turn back. I had to keep going.’
He stops, and I can see the effort it’s taking to remember. ‘Go on, son.’
‘I was looking ahead for places to stop, covering small distances so I was only outside for a few minutes at a time. Even though they don’t stop, these things, they’re slow too. You can outrun them if you have to... as long as there aren’t too many, and as long as you know where they are.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I stuck to the main roads,’ he explains. ‘That way I had a better idea where they were – either in front or behind. This one time I ended up on a roundabout in the middle of a shopping centre – Castle Square, I think it’s called – anyway, they were coming at me from all sides... I nearly didn’t get away. Still don’t know how I managed it...’
He stops talking, his voice fading as he recalls the hell he’s just been through. I know this is hard, but I also know he needs to do this. It’s important. It’s therapeutic. I can only imagine the things he’s seen. ‘Keep going, Nathan.’
‘I found a couple of big supermarkets. There was a massive Asda at the bottom of a hill and I thought about staying there. I took what I could, but I ended up dumping most of it. I know how stupid that sounds, but I didn’t know what else to do. It was too heavy to carry. It slowed me down. And I couldn’t risk taking off my mask when I was out there, so I couldn’t eat or drink much. To be honest, I was too scared. I made myself eat a couple of times but I ended up throwing most of it up again. I swear, if the nerves don’t get you out there, the stink will. And if it’s not the stink, it’s what you see... It never stops. Everywhere you look there’s death and disease. Everywhere...’
He’s gone again. Drifting back into a trance-like state. 
‘You don’t have to do this now, love,’ Gabby says, pressing her hand against the glass.
‘I want to, Mum,’ he says, and the strength I see in my son’s face is inspiring. I’m proud of him. He clears his throat again and continues. ‘I got lost. I just kept running and I didn’t know where I was going.’
‘Did you see anyone else?’ I ask. ‘Any other survivors?’
He shakes his head. ‘No one. There’s no one else left anywhere, Dad, just us.’
‘Jesus.’
‘So I kept going, ’cause I didn’t know what else to do. I kept running, thinking I’d see a road sign or something else I’d recognise. So that’s what I did. It was really hard. It kept getting harder. All the time I had bigger crowds of them following me, and even though I knew they wouldn’t catch me, they just kept coming.’
‘How did you find your way back?’
‘Don’t know, really. I must have run in a massive loop, I reckon, ’cause I ended up back on the Bristol Road and I just followed it home. This time yesterday I thought I was dead. I thought I was never going to see any of you again...’
‘It’s okay, Nathan,’ Gabby says, her palm against his, still separated by the window. ‘Everything’s going to be all right.’
‘No, it’s not,’ he says, and I sense he still has more to tell us.
‘How did you get back, son? Once you’d reached the development, how did you get back inside?’
‘Same way I went out. There’s a gap...’
‘By one of the offices?’
‘Yeah, how did you know?’
‘I spotted it. Figured that was how you did it. But how did you get back?’
‘Over the roof of the security building. There’s a truck on the other side of it we hadn’t seen before. I managed to get through most of the bodies and up onto the bonnet. Then I just climbed up onto the roof. It was like running through water. Like raw sewage. Some of them are falling apart.’
I try not to get fixated on the horror outside, because I’m trying to focus on other details. ‘Did they see you?’
‘Sure. Of course they did. But it’s okay... Like I said, they won’t be able to get over the way I did.’
‘And you’re certain of that?’ Gabby asks, looking as uneasy as I’m feeling.
‘Yeah. Completely sure.’
‘Good.’
‘The Bristol Road was definitely the worst bit,’ he says, sounding a little calmer now. ‘It’s so wide and so straight... I just had to run for it and hope I’d got enough energy left to get back here. I nearly didn’t make it. I couldn’t stop, couldn’t turn around. There were so many of them following me...’
‘How many?’ I ask him.
‘It’s impossible to tell. They merge, you know? They all look the same and you can’t tell how many are in a crowd because they’re all—’
‘Hundreds? Thousands?’ I interrupt.
‘Go easy on him, Stu,’ Gabby says. ‘He’s been through a lot.’
‘This is important. How many?’
‘Too many,’ he answers, his cockiness returning, almost bragging now. ‘I didn’t stop to count. You’ve never seen anything like it. The whole Bristol Road was full of them for as far as I could see. All the way back towards Northfield. Thousands of them, I guess. Maybe tens of thousands. Why?’
My legs feel like they’re about to give way. I tell Gabby to go back inside and to take the girls, and when she starts to argue I scream at her until she runs to the house in tears. Nathan’s yelling at me too, banging on the glass for me to listen to him, but I can’t hear anything anymore. Nothing’s sinking in. I run towards the entrance to the development, not knowing what I’m about to find.
I climb up onto the barricade, standing on the tele-handler I used to block the road more than a month ago. I don’t want to look, but I know I have to. I have to know how bad things are.
And when I do look out there, I wish I hadn’t.
Ahead of me for as far as I can see are the infected. It’s like an endless sea. The road, the cars, the burned out pub... everything’s obscured by an incalculable number of disease-ridden bodies. Nothing but plague victims cramming themselves ever closer to the development. And the few spaces which remain between them are filling as I’m watching, more and more of them edging ever closer. And they’ll keep coming. I can see it now, clear as day. We’re the only ones left, Nathan said, so they’ll keep getting closer and closer and closer. When there’s no room here, they’ll spread out around the sides, and before long they’ll have surrounded the whole development. I understand what he was saying about their numbers, because it’s impossible to tell how many there are. All I know is that, in the absence of anyone else, every plague victim for miles around will drag themselves here. He’s brought the whole damn world to our doorstep.
#
Gabby’s waiting for me back at the house. ‘What is it?’ she asks. ‘What’s wrong?’
I try to tell her, but the words won’t come.
‘It’s okay though, isn’t it? You said we’re safe here. You’ve always said we’re safe here. They won’t get in...’
‘Don’t you get it? They’re infected. Even when they’re all dead, even when they’ve rotted down to almost nothing, the whole area around this place will be toxic. Mile after mile after mile of poison. We’ll never get away from here now. Nathan’s cut us off. It’s not about the infected getting in, Gabby, it’s about us never getting out.’
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STUART
TUESDAY 18 AUGUST – 11:40am
 
I tick the eighty-second day off the calendar I’ve drawn on the garage wall. Almost twelve weeks since lock-down. A month since Nathan came home.
That’s it. We’re done. The last of the supplies. The very last house on the development completely emptied. There’s enough to last another week. Maybe ten days if I forgo some of my rations. Trouble is, I don’t think I can. I’m so hungry all the time. But I have to try. The kids must come first. All three of them are malnourished. Hannah’s half the size she should be. She still looks like a new-born. It’s like she stopped growing when all this began.
I give Gabby the food for the day. I half-expect the kids to come running when they hear us in the kitchen, but they don’t. They don’t have the energy to run anymore. We spend all our time in the lounge and that’s where they are now. Nathan’s lying on the sofa, reading the same story to the girls that he’s already read a hundred times or more.
‘You look tired,’ Gabby says to me.
‘I am.’
‘Funny how exhausted we are, when all we do is sleep.’
I pull her closer to me. It still catches me out when I hold her like this. She’s changed so much. So little weight. Her spine is more curved than it was, her arms much thinner. Her breath rattles. Her smell has changed also... no more perfumes and crèmes, just her natural scent. It reminds me of the smell of an old-fashioned sweet-shop, like how my grandma used to smell. And Gabby’s hair... brittle like straw. It breaks my heart. I know how much she used to love her hair, how she always used to keep it in such lovely condition.
‘I need to get on,’ I tell her.
‘Get on with what?’
‘Checking the supplies... ordering the stuff in the garage...’
‘But there’s nothing left in there, love.’
‘I want to be sure. I need to double-check.’
‘You did that yesterday.’
‘I know, but I might have missed something.’
‘Just stop. Come and sit down. Come and be with me and the kids.’
‘I will, I will... I just want to go through the bins, check I haven’t missed anything.’
‘Will you never stop, love?’
‘No, Gab, I won’t.’
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GABBY
MONDAY 24 AUGUST – 5:35pm
 
Today’s the day. Barely any food in the garage. So little left.
‘Do you know what day it is today?’ I ask Stuart. He just looks at me, blank, so I answer for him. ‘August bank holiday.’
He’s been dozing again, and it takes him a while to respond. ‘That’s right,’ he says. Bloody hell, he sounds about seventy. ‘Weren’t we going to go away? Didn’t you want to take the kids to Cornwall this week?’
‘We could still go,’ I tell him. ‘Hop in the car, drive down to the coast...’
He starts to laugh, but the laughs quickly turn to coughs. Soon his noise fills the whole house.
So tired. We’re all so tired.
Stuart thought I didn’t understand. He didn’t think I realised how serious our situation was, but I knew right from the start, same as he did. We just had a different way of dealing with it is all, a different point of view. He’s always been the practical one, but it’s not always about being practical, is it? I don’t think he thought I pulled my weight, but I’ve worked just as hard as he has through all of this. I’m the one who looked after the kids and answered their impossible questions. The one who cooked and cleaned and kept the house as normal as I could. The one who saved half their food each day and shared it out between the children. I’m as tired as he is. I was supporting the family in different ways, that’s all. 
I’d just like a break. I’d love to just switch off from all of this for a while. Nathan told me about the infected again this morning, about how when they’re not hunting, they’re just drifting. He says it’s like they haven’t got a care in the world, like nothing matters to them.
I got angry yesterday when I caught Stuart in the garage again, divvying up our already meagre rations into smaller piles still. I said it’s the same amount, love, doesn’t matter how you share it out, but he just got all defensive. He kept asking me what else I expected him to do, and I said I didn’t expect anything, that he’d already done enough. I told him he didn’t have to keep trying to take all the responsibility. He said he did. I don’t think he’ll ever listen.
All things considered, I think we’ve probably got enough food for another week. We might make even it to the beginning of September. That’s sad. Such a shame. It’s the kids I feel for most of all. At least Stu and I have lived a little. Still, if your fate’s sealed, I’d struggle to think of a better place to go than at home, surrounded by the people you love the most.
We’ve all been sitting together in the lounge this morning, a brief illusion of normality. We still sit around the TV, even though it’s been dead for months. When I half-close my eyes and relax, I can almost imagine this is a normal day like the ones we used to have. Nathan’s found some batteries and has managed to squeeze a little life out of a handheld game he used to love. Sally’s playing with her dolls, with occasional help from Hannah. Stuart’s in his armchair, trying to read a book but struggling to stay awake.
The moment feels perfect, but desperately fragile. This won’t last long. I think if I could bottle and preserve these feelings, I could live off them for years.
It’s definitely time.
‘Who’s hungry?’
They all look up when I ask the question, surprised. After having to save every crumb, every morsel for weeks on end, it’s shocked them all that I’m actually offering food.
‘Gabby, what...?’ Stuart starts to say, immediately concerned. I put my hand on his.
‘It’s okay, love. I know I shouldn’t have, but I kept something back. I thought there might be a day when we’d like a nice family dinner together to help keep our spirits up, and as it’s a holiday, I think it might as well be today. That okay with you?’
He looks like he’s about to cry. ‘Yeah... that’s fine. That’d be lovely.’
‘What is it, Mum?’ Nathan asks, looking up from his game.
‘Some meat and vegetables. All out of tins, I’m afraid, but I’ve got a bit of gravy powder left and some herbs and spices. I think I’ll be able to rustle up a decent stew.’
‘I don’t like stew,’ Sally grumbles.
‘You don’t like anything. You’ll eat it if you’re hungry enough.’
I leave them bickering and go into the kitchen, enjoying their noise. I shift some of Stuart’s crap out of the way, then give the camping stove a quick wipe over and start cooking. I’ve had this planned for a while. Almost as long as we’ve been shut away here, I think.
The smell quickly fills the house, and it’s heavenly, like the Sunday roasts we used to love. Another wave of nostalgia washes over me. The kids are laughing now. It’s wonderful to hear, but heart-breaking too. So sad that this is just a fleeting reminder of what we used to have all the time, what we used to take for granted.
No one notices me nip outside.
#
Whether they like stew or not, no one’s complaining. Even Hannah’s managed a few mouthfuls. That should be enough, I hope. I laid the dining table like we used to. Sad that a simple thing like a family meal with hot food feels like such an extravagance now. It feels like fine dining. I would have gone upstairs and put on a dress, if the stairs weren’t such a climb, and if I had anything that still fitted.
The meal tastes good, even if I do say so myself. So good that no one notices.
#
By late-afternoon, we’ve all got it. I make up beds in the lounge, telling the kids they’ll feel better in the morning, but knowing they won’t. They won’t feel anything. That’s what I planned.
I close my eyes and imagine myself drifting.
Stuart looks frightened. I lie down next to him and hold him tight, feeling his life draining away as fast as mine. It’s hard for him to speak, but he manages a few words. ‘What... what did you do?’
‘I did what I had to,’ I tell him. ‘I love you, Stu. You worked so hard to keep us all safe, but we both know we’re long past the point of no return. We knew it would get us sooner or later. We wasted so much energy. We should never have fought so hard.’
‘But...’
‘I thought it would be better this way. I’ve seen those things beyond the fence. They’re free and out of pain, we’re not. Seems to me the infected have a better life than we do now.’
He squirms, his guts beginning to spasm, and I hold him even tighter.
‘It was the only thing left for me to do, love. Think about it... the infection is our last way out of this nightmare. I took some blood from one of them and added it to the food. We’ve all got it now. It’s done.’
I kiss his forehead. He’s burning up, soaked with sweat.
‘It’s for the best,’ I tell him, and I hope he can still hear me because I really want him to understand. ‘You see, love, there always comes a point when you just have to face facts, don’t you think? There’s no way out of this for us. This is the best option, our only option. It’s funny, you were the one always banging on about the cost of living, and I always said it didn’t matter, because we’d always get what we needed. But you just couldn’t see it, could you? I was never talking about pounds and pence. When the real price is hidden, love, it’s impossible to make the right decisions. Sometimes, it’s just too high a price to pay.’
 
THE END
 
 



PRIORITIES
 
There are more than a thousand corpses outside the house in Ashbourne Close, and at least as many more again dragging themselves towards the mouth of the cul-de-sac. They come because they know there are survivors here. The reasons why they come are unclear and unimportant. The only thing that matters is that even now, almost a month after the beginning of the end of everything, there’s no let up. They just keep coming.
Inside number nine live Stuart and Gabby Parker and their seventeen year-old son, Nathan. They haven’t set foot outside for almost thirty days. There’s no question, they’ve done spectacularly well to survive this long. In fact, if you were to start at their house and search outwards, you’d have to travel more than thirty-two miles before you found anyone else still alive.



STUART
What time is it?
I open my eyes and look around. It’s almost light. The alarm clock says six-thirty, not that it matters anymore. I lean across and check on Gabby. She’s still sleeping. I don’t want to disturb her. Her breathing is light and shallow and I carefully slide out of my side of the bed. Christ, it’s cold in here. I take my clothes to the other end of the room and get dressed.
The rest of the house is colder still. I pass Nathan’s room and pause outside the door to listen before heading downstairs.
Morning rituals.
You’ve got to have a routine. It’s vital. My only purpose now is to keep my family safe inside and keep the outside out, but we’d never have made it through the first week if I hadn’t been so organized. Regimented, almost. I check all the downstairs doors and windows are secure, pausing in the front room to look out across the drive. It’s clear but I can see the bodies on the other side of the blockade. When the shit really started to hit the fan, I blocked the entrance to the house with our cars and a couple of my business vans, parking them end-to-end. The barricade’s holding firm for now. I thought a few of them might have been able to slip through or under but, so far, it’s kept them out.
Fetch the daily rations of water, food and fuel from the garage, then lock and double-lock it again. With the cars out on the road, I’ve used the space in the garage to stockpile supplies. As soon as I heard what had happened to the bodies in London, that the dead were rising and the infection was spreading, I knew this was going to kick-off big-time. I’ve never had much faith in government emergency plans and the like and as soon as they started telling us everything was under control, I knew it really wasn’t. Everyone else seemed content to sit at home and watch the unthinkable happening on TV. It was easier to watch from a distance than to look outside and accept it really was happening, I guess. I took advantage of their malaise to get out and get stocked-up. I bought two van loads of food home from the cash-and-carry and paid for them through the business, figuring that if this really was the end, then no one was going to bother chasing me for invoices and credit card bills anymore. I reckon we’ve got another month’s worth of stuff left in there, maybe six weeks if we’re careful. After that, who knows?
I split the food into three piles for Gabby to prepare today’s meals – breakfast, dinner and supper. It’s important we stay strong and well-fed. I put out three small bottles of water, one each. I’ll leave Nathan’s outside his room later.
I’m going to have to change the gas cylinder on the stove later so that Gabby can—
Oh Christ, here it comes again. 
This is a morning ritual I could do without. My stomach’s cramping with pain, so bad I’m doubled-over. I’ve had this every morning for the last week or so. I haven’t told the others – don’t want to worry them. I can’t afford to get sick. I know Gabby would cope without me if she had to, but she’d struggle. 
I use the downstairs toilet so they don’t smell anything,  but I have to stop when I’m only halfway there and hold my guts again. What the hell is this? Is it just sickness or nerves or something more serious? I barely get onto the toilet in time.
I can handle the diarrhoea and the sweats, it’s the impact on our resources that’s the real concern. I have to drink more water so I don’t get dehydrated and use more water to flush, and I’ve already had to start on next week’s toilet paper and bleach allowances. But I don’t have any choice. They need me. I have to stay healthy and strong.
#
Gabby looks tired.
‘You okay, sweetheart?’
She nods and nibbles the corner of another biscuit. I almost have to force her to eat these days.
‘I’m fine.’
‘You’ve got to stay strong, love. We all have.’
She nods again.
‘Have you spoken to Nathan this morning?’ she asks.
‘Not yet. Don’t want another argument like last night.’
‘I know, but you need to talk. Poor kid’s not...’
‘Poor kid’s not seeing the bigger picture. Poor kid’s not considering what’s at stake here. He’s old enough to understand and I need him to cooperate. If I lost my temper every five minutes and did whatever I wanted to without giving a damn about anyone else, we’d be screwed right now. We probably wouldn’t even be alive.’
‘I know, love, I know.’
‘He needs to grow up fast.’
‘He’s just a kid.’
‘I need him to be a man.’
‘Just try and talk to him, Stu, will you?’
#
I need to keep this family together so I do what she asks. I always try and do what Gabby wants. I knock the door then push it open. Nathan’s sitting on the end of his bed. He doesn’t even look up at me.
‘You okay, mate?’
He grunts something and throws a tennis ball against the wall then catches it. I choose my words carefully so I don’t fire him up. He keeps bouncing that bloody ball. Every time it hits the wall or bounces off the floor I cringe at the noise it makes. He knows as well as I do what effect it’ll have on those bastard things outside. I can see them through a gap between the boards across his window. There are hundreds of them out there, thousands even, all crammed into our cul-de-sac. We’re safe here, but there’s no point him winding them up unnecessarily.
‘Nathan, just stop throwing the ball for a second, please. I want to talk.’
He catches it and holds it.
‘What?’
‘Look, I just wanted to say, I understand why you did what you did last night. It’s just that—’
‘No you don’t,’ he says, bouncing the ball again. ‘You don’t understand anything. You haven’t got a bloody clue what’s going on here.’
‘Keep the noise down, son. They’ll hear you.’
‘They won’t. They can hardly hear anything. Bloody hell, they’re dead, Dad. Remember?’
‘Mind your language, sunshine. Just because—’
‘I can say what I want.’
‘While you’re in my house you’ll—’
‘What you gonna do?’
‘What?’
‘You gonna ground me? Take away my TV? Stop my allowance? Face it, Dad, you’re all out of options so just piss off and leave me alone.’
‘Don’t you dare talk to me like that. Have some respect.’
‘Respect? I’m supposed to respect you? Don’t make me laugh.’
‘If you don’t shut up I’ll...’
‘You’ll what? You won’t do anything, Dad, because you’re a fucking coward. That’s why we’re trapped in here. You’re hiding because you’re too scared to face up to what’s happening outside.’
‘That’s rubbish and you know it. You know we can’t go out there. You’re just being difficult for the sake of it. When I was...’
‘Keep your voice down, Dad,’ he sneers. ‘They’ll hear you, remember? Don’t want to upset the neighbours.’
‘You little shit. If it wasn’t for me you’d be...’
I don’t get to finish my sentence. Gabby pulls me away and pushes Nathan’s door shut.
#
‘Stuart,’ Gabby shouts from the kitchen, ‘come here quick. They’re in the garden.’
Damn, she’s right. My legs go heavy with nerves when I see them out there. Looks like the fence between next door and next-next door has collapsed and some of them have managed to get through. A couple have found the hole in the hedge at the bottom of our garden. Shit. I knew I should have blocked it up... What the hell am I going to do now? There’s still only a handful of them on our lawn but where one of them leads, hundreds more usually follow. I run upstairs to the bathroom to get a better view and Gabby follows. She looks down over my shoulder.
‘What are we going to do?’
I can’t answer. Can’t think straight. Can’t risk going outside.
‘We’ll wait,’ I tell her. ‘Maybe they’ll keep going? What if I go out there when it’s dark and make a hole in the fence on the other side? I could try to shepherd them out.’
‘But they’re getting closer, Stu. We have to do something.’
‘If we go outside then they’ll know we’re in here. That’ll be the end of it. They’ll never leave us alone. They’ll keep coming until—’
‘Get rid of them and block up the fence,’ Nathan says from behind us. Didn’t realise he was there. ‘Five minutes and we could have the place cleared. Come on... Jeez, just look at them. They’re useless. They don’t stand a chance. If you leave it we’ll be overrun.’
‘Did you not hear me? We can’t risk going out there. It’s too dangerous.’
He turns his back on me and goes back to his room.



NATHAN
 
Dad’s not listening. Dumb bastard, he’s too scared to go outside. Why can’t he just admit it? We all know it. He’s just trying to save face and all Mom does is pander to him. I’ve had enough of this bullshit.
The back door’s secured with a padlock and chain but I know where he keeps the keys. He thinks he’s so smart, but I’ve known about the little metal cash-box at the back of the bottom drawer since I was a kid. I’m outside before he’s even made it downstairs.
I just stand there for a second, breathing in the air. It smells foul – full of death, decay and disease - but at the same time it’s fresher than the recycled hot air and bullshit that’s filled the house for too long. I grab a felling axe - one of the so-called weapons Dad’s left lined up and untouched for weeks – then head out. I should have done this a long time ago...
The first one looks like it used to be a woman, but it’s so fucked up it’s hard to tell for sure. It’s an absolute fucking mess, all charred and burned down one side, its clothes melted and fused into its flesh. One side of its scalp is covered with long, greasy hair; the other side’s bald and raw, skin shrivelled and dry. It lurches towards me, skidding in the muddy grass, and I swing the axe around and virtually take the fucking thing’s head clean off its shoulders.
Christ, that felt good.
Next one up used to be a big bastard. Its massive body is saggy and pear-shaped now. Gravity’s dragged its insides-out and its stomach and legs are swollen. It tries to go for me but it’s so bloody slow it’s untrue. I just side-step it and watch it stagger past. It keeps moving for another three or four steps before it even realises I’ve gone. It tries to turn around but I’m too fast and I bury the head of the axe in its spine. It drops to the ground, legs paralysed. Still moving but going nowhere fast.
The last two dumb fuckers are still stuck down at the far end of the garden. I hardly look at the third one as I hack it down. The fourth is stuck, its tattered jacket snagged on a broken branch. Stupid thing leans forward and tries to reach out for me with numb, grabbing hands. There are no more of them about, so I don’t kill it for a second. I walk right up to it – as close as I can get without it reaching me – and stare straight into its face. There’s nothing there. Not a bloody flicker of emotion. I can’t believe we’ve let these things take over. I know it’s the infection that’d done all the damage but I still reckon I could get rid of hundreds of them and not even break a sweat. 
I lift up the axe then swing it down and crack the skull of this one open like an egg.
‘The fence,’ Dad shouts. At least he’s made it outside. Chicken-shit is still at the other end of the garden, though, hiding in the shadows of the house. ‘Block it!’
‘You block it,’ I shout back, though I know it’s all down to me. I could wait for him to come down and do it himself but the place would be full of corpses by the time he’d psyched himself up, and I can’t be bothered with all this pointless pissing about.
The metal swing and climbing frame I used to play on when I was a kid are still here, despite the fact they haven’t been touched in years. I pull the climbing frame over onto its side and drag it through the long grass. I wedge it into the gap the bodies came through. That’ll hold the fuckers back. They don’t have any strength. They’re like Dad: weak and powerless and pointless. The similarities are remarkable. They’re out there, we’re stuck in the house. We’re all as dead as each other.
What the hell’s he doing now? Mom’s trying to pull Dad back inside but he’s standing over the fat corpse, ready to spear its head with a garden fork.
‘Go on then,’ I tell him. ‘Do it.’
‘Keep your voice down,’ he says, looking up for a second. He swallows hard and shuffles his feet like he’s trying getting himself into position. The corpse is still moving. It reaches out with a numb arm. Dumb, dead bastard.
Mom tries to pull Dad away again.
‘Come on, Stuart, leave it. Let’s get inside.’
I stand my ground, and the fact I’m watching seems to really piss Dad off. He lifts the fork higher but I know he won’t do it. He hasn’t got the balls.
‘Go on, Dad,’ I say again, egging him on. ‘Put it out of your misery.’
The corpse reaches out for him then over-balances and flops onto its back like meat on a butcher’s slab. It looks up at dad with cold, dead eyes. It probably can’t understand why the useless fucker hasn’t done anything yet.
‘You’re full of shit,’ I tell him. ‘If you weren’t such a coward we wouldn’t be stuck here now.’
Tired of waiting, I stamp my boot twice on the dead fucker’s face. The massive corpse twitches and shakes, then lies still.
‘Don’t go in the house with those boots on,’ Dad shouts after me as I walk away. ‘Gabby, don’t let him take anything infected inside.’
#
‘I know it’s hard, love, but think about what you’re saying...’
‘No, Mom,’ I tell her, ‘you think about what you’re saying for once. He’s kept us locked away in here for almost a month and for what?’
‘We’re still alive,’ she says, wiping away a tear and hoping I haven’t noticed.
‘You call this living? This is barely existing. This is no different to what those damn things are doing outside.’
‘Your father has done all he can to keep us safe. He’s made sure we’ve got enough food, he’s kept the house heated, he’s kept the place secure.’
I try not to shout because it’s Dad I’m angry with, not Mom. ‘All he’s done is prolong the inevitable. Doesn’t matter if we’ve got enough food for another day, another week or another year, when it’s gone, it’s gone. What are we gonna do then?’
‘By then things might be better. There might be other people who—’
‘Just stop and listen to yourself, Mom. You’re repeating his bullshit and you know it. Things aren’t going to get any better, no matter how long we leave it. We’re just waiting to die here.’
‘Don’t say that...’
‘It’s true. Stand up to him, Mom. Show some backbone. He won’t listen to me, but you’ve still got a chance.’
She shakes her head and my heart sinks. Mom would have been twice the person she was if she’d put Dad in his place a long time ago. He’s a stupid old bastard, stuck in his ways. He’s stayed still while the rest of the world has changed. Even now I can hear him downstairs in the garage yet again; checking, double-checking and triple-checking the supplies and helping himself to a little extra while he’s there. I know what he’s up to. He knows as well as I do that we’ve only got a few days left. He talks about weeks, but he’s fooling no one.
Deep breath. Tell her what I’m planning.
‘Mom, I’m leaving.’
She starts to protest but it’s like I’ve punched her in the stomach and all she can do is open and close her mouth like a fish, not saying anything.
‘You... you can’t...’
‘I can’t stay here. I checked this morning and there are nowhere near as many of them out behind the house. I reckon I can get through them.’
‘But you just can’t...’
‘I’m going to try and find other people like us, then I’ll come back for you.’
‘No, love...’
‘And even if I don’t come back, your supplies will last longer without me. I’ll find stuff outside. There will be loads out there.’
‘But what about the disease?’
‘I’ll be okay. You’ve seen how slow they are. As long as I’m careful and I don’t hang around, I reckon I’ll be fine.’
‘When?’
‘First thing tomorrow.’
 



GABBY
 
You try and do the best by everyone but sometimes you can’t do right for doing wrong. I told Stuart about what Nathan was planning – I had to – and the inevitable fight followed. I’m stuck in the middle between two unstoppable forces on a collision course and I don’t know what to do for the best. Whatever I decide, someone gets hurt.
Nathan’s right about Stuart, though. He’s gone and got us trapped here and I can’t see a way out. There are too many of those things outside the gates now, and the way he parked all those cars and vans means we can’t get away easily. I lie awake all night, every night worrying about what we’ll do when the food runs out. I keep my eyes closed when Stuart wakes up. I don’t want him to worry. He’s got enough on his mind.
But Stuart’s right about Nathan too. He’s a typical teenager – as bloody-minded and impulsive as his dad was when we first started going out together. It doesn’t matter how hard I try to make him see someone else’s point of view, he won’t listen. He’s stubborn and he’s made his mind up and that’s all there is to it. I could spend all night talking to him but it wouldn’t make any difference, he’ll still leave in the morning. But I know, his dad knows and, I think, he knows he won’t last five minutes out there. There are millions of bodies outside - millions of them! All it takes is for him to come into contact with just one and he’ll be infected. I can’t stand the thought of him walking around out there like them, all alone. I saw it take so many of my friends when this all started. I thought Stuart might have caught it last week when his stomach started playing up, but I know that was just nerves. He should have told me.
‘Need any help in there, love?’ Stuart shouts. I can’t help smiling to myself. As practical as he thinks he is, he’s never been any use in the kitchen. Couldn’t boil an egg!
‘No thank you, love. It’s ready now.’
I glance in through the open door. Nathan’s listening to music on his headphones and Stuart’s compiling another one of his endless lists of all the food we haven’t got left. He makes me laugh! He thinks I don’t know, bless him. He’s been helping himself to extras since we first locked and bolted the doors.
‘Here we are...’
The smell of the hot food is strong enough to make them both stop and look up. I hand them their bowls and they stare at the stew like it’s the first hot meal they’ve had in years, not weeks. Stuart looks from the bowl, to me, to Nathan, then back to the bowl again.
‘Bloody hell, Gab... where did this come from?’
‘You’re not the only one who’s good at stockpiling, Stu. I’ve got my own supplies. It’s only tinned meat, but I’ve been holding it back for a special occasion. We’ve all had a tough few days and I thought this might help.’
It seems to have done the trick. Nathan’s taken off his headphones, Stuart’s put down his pen and they’re both tucking in. It’s lovely to see them both eating so well. For a minute I just sit back and watch them.
It only takes a few minutes.
Nathan drops his spoon and clutches his gut. This is the bit I’ve been dreading.
‘Mom... I...’
He rolls over to one side, falls off his chair, then starts writhing on the floor. I’m so busy watching him that I don’t see it take Stuart. He grabs my wrist, squeezing so hard that I yelp with pain.
‘What’s... happening...?’
I don’t know if he can hear me, but I owe it to him to explain.
‘Whatever we do, love, we’re already dead. We’ve all known it for weeks, but both of you are too stubborn to accept it. I had to do this. I didn’t have any choice. At least this way we get to stay together. No more arguing, no more worrying about supplies...’
Nathan screams in pain and thrashes around on the dining room floor. Then he stops and lies completely still. Stuart relaxes his grip on my wrist and slides off his chair too. He convulses for a few seconds, then stops.
‘Think about it,’ I tell them both as Nathan slowly starts to reanimate, ‘this is the best option for all of us. The only option.’ I take a deep breath then swallow the biggest mouthful of food I can manage. I chew it quickly and force it down, desperate not to waste my last few seconds. ‘I took some blood from the bodies in the garden and added it to the food. This way we stay safe, we stay at home and we stay together...’ 
The first wave of pain shoots through my stomach like an electric shock and it’s all I can do to stay upright. I try to force more stew down but I can’t even hold the spoon...
Hard to keep talking. Have to try. Need them to hear this.
‘I had no choice. It’s my job to... keep this family together.’
#
Ashbourne Close is empty. There are no survivors here now, and the huge crowd of bodies has disappeared. There’s hardly any noise, very little movement, no sign of life...
Just three corpses remain inside number nine, isolated from the rest of the dead world. Safe.
 



FLASH FICTION
 
We wouldn’t have made it to the end of the first week if it hadn’t been for Stuart. I used to criticise him for being so anal: so pedantic, always penny-pinching. He was always going on about the cost of living. It was bloody infuriating.
But his attention to detail was what saved us. When everyone else was running around terrified out there, fighting over the last loaves of bread on supermarket shelves and stepping over the bodies in the aisles, we were safely locked away.
Stuart saw this coming. Smartarse even modelled it on his bloody computer. He showed me how the outbreak would inevitably become an epidemic, then a pandemic, then something worse. Typical bloody accountant. No emotion. He went out to the cash-and-carry with the business card and brought back enough food and bottled water to fill the garage. When everyone else finally caught up and started realising the end really was nigh, he’d already cleared out the DIY store and got everything he needed to make the house secure. By the time we’d locked down, the rest of the world was in utter chaos. The germ spread through any direct physical contact, so we cut ourselves off from absolutely everyone else.
Six weeks, four days. That’s how long it’s been.
We survived on adrenalin to begin with, living on our nerves. The girls were more upset about the cat than anything else, but Stuart was right, she was a contamination risk and she had to stay outside. After the first couple of weeks it all went quiet out there – too quiet. The screaming, the helicopters, the gunfire and the engine noise gradually all stopped. Then there was nothing.
The next weeks were harder, but we kept ourselves busy keeping the kids distracted, checking and re-checking the house was secure and rationing the supplies. Stuart said he’d worked out how much food and water we’d need each day, and that we had enough for a couple of months if we were sensible. I asked him what happened after that. He didn’t have an answer.
We knew we couldn’t think about anyone else, even if we wanted to. A woman tried to get in once. Don’t know how she found us. It was hard leaving her out there, listening to her screaming. I took the kids upstairs and tried to keep them occupied. Stuart stayed down on the other side of the door, just in case she got in. Her body’s still on the driveway.
The girls and Stuart are really struggling now. I can’t let them see that I am too. We’re all doing our best, but I don’t know how much more we can take. The garage is half-empty, and we don’t have any way of getting more food. We can’t risk going out. We’re fighting all the time now. Last night things came to a head.
‘We keep doing what we’re doing,’ he said, tears streaming down his face. ‘We ration the food even more, and we wait.’
‘Wait for what? There’s no one else left. And what about the kids?’
‘What am I supposed to do?’ he screamed at me. ‘I’ve done everything I can for this family. I’ve kept us all alive.’
I held him as he sobbed. ‘I know... I know...’
‘I know I’ve built us a prison here, but it was the only option...’
#
I did it this morning while Stuart and the girls were still asleep.
I’d been keeping some decent food back, and I cooked the best meal I could with the little I had. Something I knew they’d all like. They ate every scrap, and for the first time since this started, they were all happy: bellies full, nightmare outside temporarily forgotten.
It took about an hour for it to take them. Hannah first, then Sally, then Stuart. I took what I needed from the infected body on the drive, and added it to the food. And that was that. A little bit of pain, a short burst of fear, then it was over. Far better than the alternative... the hunger... the panic... waiting for the inevitable.
And now, as I sit next to their still warm bodies and finish my food, I look at them all and remember how much I love them.
Sometimes, Stuart love, the cost of living is too high a price to pay.
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