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27TH DECEMBER 2012 

Two days we took to reach Brentwood. Impeded by countless barricades or patrolling 

soldiers, forcing us to make adjustments and take back alleys and side streets. On our 

second day away from central London, we found an empty house to spend the night. The 

other two nights we camped in small groves of trees we were lucky enough to find. 

The strangest thing, when we reached Battersea, the building was empty. Not that I’m 

saying we weren’t grateful to have the place to ourselves, obviously. 

Relieved, Andy headed straight for the communications equipment while the rest of 

us gathered the weapons. 

Jess’s keen knowledge of firearms helped us though. Sully and I had no trouble; the 

guns she handed us were an exact match to the one's in the game. Of course not the 

same, handling a real weapon in place of a games controller. But seeing Andy swamped 

by the size of his gun made us laugh. It felt good, for the briefest of seconds that it lasted. 

Reality kicked in as I shook the memory away and looked at the darkening sky with 

its subtle tinge of yellow. A sudden heaviness overtook me, forcing me to stop and give 

my arms a rest. I stretched out the muscles until the ache dulled. 

Today was my birthday, and apart from the chocolate bar Sully gave to me this 

morning, it had so far gone unnoticed. Then, celebrating a birthday wasn’t top on the list 



 

of our agenda. 

“How much further, Andy?” 

“Let’s aim for the other side of town. Then we can stop and rest. Okay,” he replied 

without turning around. 

“Can’t handle it,” Jess said. 

“Yeah, of course,” I said surprised. Stuart’s disappearance had caused a rift. Despite 

her bitterness, I smiled. Anything’s better than nothing I suppose. 

The ever-hopeful dream faded when Jess turned and shot a dagger-worthy glare. 

Smarting, attempting to avoid attention, I fiddled with the belt around my waist before 

picking up the rifle. The weight felt suddenly alien as I cradled it across my chest and 

started after them. 

“Just pray you don’t get to use the bloody thing,” I mumbled, joining Sully at the rear. 

“You shouldn’t take it personally. She’ll come around,” he said, a look of uncertain 

sympathy crinkling his face. 

“Right.” No chance of that happening. Well not for a while, or then, maybe not ever. I 

brushed the uneasiness away and shivered. “You gave any thought on what to do next?” 

“No, not really.” 

“You’re kidding me, there must be something.” I stared at him, unsure if he was 

telling the truth. “What about Poppy, you can’t have forgotten her. Right?” 

“No, of course not. She’s all I think of, you idiot.” A hint of annoyance tightened his 

shoulders. 

“Sorry, I wasn’t having a go, Sully.” 

“Forget it; everyone’s on edge right now. Well, I know I am.”  

Most definitely true. Even Andy—the sensible one in the group—had been acting 

uptight since we’d left London, which never happened. “How’s the gun?” Deciding a 

change in conversation might help. 

“Okay I suppose. Bloody heavy,” he said and smiled. 

“I know. But at least we’ll be fighting the girls off, what with our massive biceps,” 

nudging him with my shoulder. 

“Yeah right, where are we gonna find any girls? I’m definitely not cuddling up to 



 

Andy,” he said and snorted. 

“Why not. I can see you two making a lovely couple.” 

“Don’t push your luck, J. Just because there’s a few months between us, don’t forget 

I’m still bigger,” he said picking up the pace and walking off. 

“Bigger as in round, right,” I said, and instantly felt the need to run. Humour, along 

with any signs of being human, was a definite non-entity these past three days. 

Sully came to a halt and turned with precision to face me. Gulping hard, I searched for 

an easy route of escape. 

“Not so round now,” he said patting his stomach and smiling. 

The terror melted along with my legs, which by now were shaking beneath me. I’d 

carried a deep-seated fear of Sully’s capabilities since that fight in the woods weeks ago. 

“Idiots. Stop acting like children and hurry up. It’s getting dark,” Jess said. 

“For crying out loud. Don’t you ever get bored of the constant bitching? Besides, do 

we resemble your personal doll collection?” Shoulders squared, Sully spun to face Jess. 

“No. Jess is right. Time to get moving,” I said, taking a step, praying my legs wouldn’t 

buckle. 

“I don’t need any help, J. So keep it for someone who cares,” she said and glared at me 

again. 

Her scathing insult had my face burning. 

“When are you going to stop. How many times does he have to say sorry before 

you’re satisfied?” Sully shouted. 

“There will never be a number large enough.” With a flick of her hair, Jess walked 

away. 

My feet froze to the tarmac. The tiny thread of hope stretched and snapped before me. 

My one chance of redemption annihilated without any prospect of pleading my case. 

What could I do now? 

“Great, Sully. Just great,” I said and stormed past. 

“Bloody hell. What have I done now!” 

If he didn’t know, I wasn’t going to point it out for him. Let him stew, I thought. 

The dragging sound of his shoes echoed behind. I fought the urge to stop and 



 

apologise. 

We carried on in silence until Andy came to a stop. “This should do,” he said tucking 

the compass into his coat pocket. “We’ll find a house and hopefully get some sleep.” 

“‘Bout time. So which one do we choose?” Sully said walking past me. 

“Any one will do.” Andy fidgeted with the rifle in his hands. 

“Suppose you want me to go and check.” 

“I’ll help. Come on, let’s get this over with, I’m knackered,” I said aiming for the house 

on the right. 

“Fine,” he said and followed. 

I still hated the process of searching places for dead bodies. But then, if it weren’t for 

Sully and me, we’d spend every night outside. 

The house stood dark. The long path to the front door blanketed either side by 

overgrown bushes. I disliked the vibe wrenching in my gut so edged slightly to the left 

and peered up the path of the house next door. The garden appeared in better condition. 

Neatly cut lawns and flower beds. 

Certain of the choice, I lifted the latch on the gate and entered. 

Sully’s warm breath brushed the back of my neck. “Can you step back, or do you want 

to take point on this one,” I said, uncomfortable with the closeness. 

“Nah, go ahead. Must be your turn anyway,” he said backing away. 

Strange, but it always seemed to be my turn. I hesitated before pushing the gate open. 

“You’re just as bad as him,” I whispered and Sully grunted. 

The fading light grazed the back garden, and it took a few seconds for my eyes to 

adjust. Blaze inched forward before stopping to sniff the path. A tiny paved garden came 

into view. No one could hide in here. Tugging the lead for Blaze to follow, I moved 

further into the garden. 

A small deck stood parallel to two full-length glass doors that led out onto the garden. 

One stood half-open. On the ground, fragments of glass glinted in the poor light. I froze 

as two options played out in my mind. Ransacked, or still occupied. The latter was more 

appealing although not ideal. Unsure, I pointed the glass out to Sully. 

“Your decision, J,” he whispered. 



 

“Let’s do this. Come on Blaze,” and I stepped towards the open door. 

“J. This doesn’t feel right,” Sully said as I passed him the lead and readied my gun. 

“Let’s try a different house.” 

“Since we’re here, might as well give it the once over.” 

I stepped through the doorway. Broken glass crackled and popped under my boots 

and I grimaced. Removing my backpack, I switched on the torch attached to the rifle. 

Can’t go back now, I thought, aiming for the doorway to my right. 

The open door led into the kitchen. The first thing that struck me, everything looked 

untouched. So why the broken glass? If someone had raided the place, then where was 

the mess? Instead, the room appeared like an ad in the local paper offering new homes 

for sale. 

Sully’s heavy breathing alerted me to his presence. I pointed the rifle towards the 

other door off the kitchen. “Check the downstairs. I’ll go this way.” 

“But we always search the houses together,” he said, his voice quiet but shaky. 

“I know, Sully. But it’ll be quicker if we split up,” and I headed back the way we had 

come. 

A scrap of light was seeping through a half-moon-shaped opening at the top of the 

front door. I faltered for a second then continued along the hallway. “Maybe Sully was 

right.” 

As I rounded the corner at the end of the hall, the light from the torch cut a path 

through the blackness shrouding the staircase. “Great. No windows.” Reluctant to move, 

I forced myself up the stairs, praying for them not to creak. 

My heart was pounding by the time I reached the last door. Apart from a few items of 

jewellery and belongings, it would have been hard to believe anyone lived here. Taking 

an unsteady breath, I lifted my hand and hoped I was right. 

The gun lowered automatically in my hands as I stared at the empty room and sighed 

with relief. One big plus, I’d found no signs of any children ever living here. I closed the 

door and bounded down the staircase. 

Sully was in the kitchen feeding Blaze. “Find something?” I said placing my rifle on 

the worktop. 



 

“No. The place is empty,” he said, stuffing some of whatever he was feeding Blaze, 

into his mouth. 

“Well, better go let the others in.” 

“Suppose that means me,” he said dropping the packet on the counter. 

“I see you found food. Anything good?” Hoping it wasn’t dog food he was scoffing. 

“The cupboards are stuffed. Check them out.” He headed for the door. “Oh, and 

there’s power too, found a generator in the garage.” 

“A generator? But there’s no one here?” 

“Maybe they’re out scouting the town,” he shouted. 

“Hope not.” Angry homeowners were the worst. Well, except for bloodthirsty raiders. 

Shrugging my shoulders, but sure to keep my gun in easy reach, I searched the 

cupboards. 

Sully was right; they were like Aladdin’s cave overflowing with goodness. My 

stomach growled in response. Food was a luxury item since leaving London, and the 

idea of an actual meal made my mouth water. 

“Wow. Nice place.” I heard Jess say. She entered the kitchen first, glanced at me and 

looked away. 

“Sully says we have power. God, it will be nice to have a wash with hot water for a 

change. Guess I should get to work,” Andy called. 

I edged past Jess, trying not to make eye contact, and collided with Andy. “Sorry,” I 

said, steading myself from the impact. “Let’s wait and see if anyone comes back first.” 

“Good thinking. We’ll give it an hour or two,” he replied without question. 

∞∞∞ 

We waited for two hours. Jess had cleared the glass by the back door. Sully and I had 

managed to cover the hole with a blanket, which proved difficult with plastic windows. 

And Andy had the generator primed and ready. 

“Close all the curtains. We have no idea if any of the lights are working,” Andy 

shouted from the garage. 

After closing every blind and curtain, Sully shouted to Andy to go ahead. A low hum 

echoed through the house. The lights in the kitchen flickered a few times then turned on 



 

completely. 

“Check the thermostat and make sure it’s on,” Andy said walking back into the room. 

“Do we have a choice, J?” 

“A choice of what?” Confused as to what he meant. 

“A shower or bath.” 

“Oh right. Either, so take your pick. So what’s for tea then?” The hunger pangs were 

beginning to hurt. 

“Don’t expect me to play Mother,” Jess said, or rather growled. “If you want any food, 

do it yourself.” 

“Okay. Keep your knickers on,” Sully joked. “None of us are expecting you to feed us. 

Although, isn’t that what girls are for?” 

Jess spun with such a force to face him, I expected her to fall over. “Funny, is it? Well 

the same goes for you too.” And she left us standing open-mouthed in the kitchen. 

The sound of her footsteps banged up the stairs. “Well, looks as though you’ll have to 

wait for that bath, Andy,” Sully said, patting him on the shoulder and sniggering. 

“So it seems. Who’s up for food instead?” He said, not caring in the slightest. “I’m 

starving.” 

Both Sully and I laughed. To figure out Andy, you would need a degree in 

Psychology. No chance. “Okay. Let’s see what we’ve got,” I said opening the cupboards 

again. 

The weirdest thing yet, when Sully opened the fridge-freezer, the inside was cold. 

Even the food was in date, which freaked the hell out of me. That said, we gorged 

ourselves until we were bursting. 

Jess excused herself, leaving Sully, Andy and I alone. 

“Now we can talk and keep our heads intact, what do you suppose this house is 

about?” I said gauging their reactions closely. 

“Christ, J. Is it possible for you to go a couple of days without your friend paranoia? 

Just be thankful we found this place,” Sully said. 

“I’m sorry J, but I agree with Sully,” Andy said, his face flushing a hot pink. 

“Fine. Believe what you want, but I am not paranoid, okay. It’s as though the house 



 

was set up on purpose for us to find.” 

“And how do you suppose they managed that. Magic. Aliens from Mars. Look. No 

one had a clue which house we’d choose, including you,” Sully said lounging back on the 

sofa, looking smug. 

Perhaps not, but I know I felt forced to pick this one. I considered telling them my 

concerns on seeing the first house, but changed my mind. Anyhow, maybe fear was 

causing me to see things. 

“Okay, so you reckon I have a problem, doesn’t mean I have to like it,” I said getting 

up from the floor. “I’ll take first watch. You two get some sleep.” I picked the Glock from 

the coffee table. “Sully, come and relieve me in three hours.” 

“Sure. No problem.” 

Grabbing a sleeping bag, I carried a chair from the kitchen and headed for the front 

door. The sky was full of stars painted in a sickly yellow. I shivered as the cold air hit me 

and took a seat. Yellow was officially my least favourite colour. 

∞∞∞ 

My backside was falling asleep, so I checked the time on my phone. “Ten-forty-five,” I 

mumbled. That left an hour and a half before Sully started his watch. Peeved, I rested the 

Glock on my legs and stretched. During the night, it had turned colder, and my legs were 

aching from the bitter wind blowing across the garden. 

The bushes next door rustled and I jumped up from the chair, dropping the side arm 

to the ground. It clattered on the paving stones. Alarmed, I held my breath, eyes 

scanning the darkness for intruders. Nothing. “Only the wind,” I told myself after 

breathing in a good measure of freezing air. 

I bent and picked the Glock off the floor, my attention on high alert in case I had it 

wrong. “Damn, Sully was right,” I said, realising that possibly my paranoia was reaching 

critical mass. 

Not too sure, I sat back in the chair and wrapped the sleeping bag around my 

shoulders again. I just needed to keep it together; it was lack of sleep, nothing else. The 

fake words of comfort held no weight, and I knew it. 

The moon emerged from behind the clouds, coating the lawn in pale light. I was able 



 

to make out a small pond near the bushes that were overhanging from next doors 

garden. The rippling water glistened, and through the rustling of the leaves, I heard a 

faint trickle of water. The generator must have turned on a pump. I tried daring myself to 

get up and see if there were any fish, but the worrying thought from earlier made my 

skin creep. 

“Keep it together, you idiot. Not long now.” I rested my head against the back of the 

chair and closed my eyes. Maybe I could spare a few minutes. 

∞∞∞ 
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