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Shuffling feet on the hallway floor. A thud as they reach the door. Silence follows, then the creaking sound of wood straining, splintering, giving way. I tense reflexively and then feel Michael’s hand on mine. It’s coming from the flat next door, where a woman called Helen lives. Lived. I hear her scream and put a hand over my mouth.

"Stay here," Michael says. He tries to take his hand away, but I hold on. He’s a big man and could easily pull away, instead he turns to me. His solid features barely visible in the dark of our bedroom. "I’ll only be a minute."

"Be careful," I say.

He nods. I let go of his hand and then he’s gone. For a moment I sit on our bed staring at the door. The silence crawls over my skin and I imagine all the terrible things that might be happening. Michael is capable, but even at his best he couldn’t take on more than two zombies by himself. There must have been many more than that to break down Helen’s door. 

I can’t stand waiting. I walk across the hall to Penny and Bailey’s room. They’re asleep. I watch their chests rise and fall, wondering what it’s going to be like to grow up in a world like this. Some nights I think it would be kinder to put us all out of our misery. Plenty of people have done so. Then I’ll spend a guilt-ridden hour wondering how I could consider something as terrible as killing my own children.

The front door opens and I turn towards him. "They’re asleep," I say.

"Wake them," he says and walks past me to the kitchen. I hear him opening cupboards and throwing stuff into bags. A crack as something made of glass breaks and then he swears. I go to see what happened.

He’s crouched on the floor picking pieces of glass out of dark red pasta sauce. "Leave it," I say. He looks up at me and, for the first time, I feel really scared. The expression on his face is haunting. "You get the girls." I pick up a cloth and squat down next to him, sweeping up the mess easily. I may not be much use against a zombie, but I know how to clean a floor. "I’ll deal with this."

"Pack all the food," he says.

I nod. He stands up and goes. A moment later I hear the girls groaning into wakefulness. It doesn’t take them long to come around. Bailey is seven and Penny is nine. They have adapted to this new world much more quickly than me.

Ten minutes later we’re standing in the hallway by the front door, dressed in our coats and hats with as many of our belongings as we can reasonably carry. Bailey is holding her stuffed Rabbit, Mr Fixer, under her arm. It breaks my heart to think that we’re taking her away from her home, but I trust Michael’s judgement: if he says we should go then we must.

"Okay," he says. He looks more in control now, his eyes are focused and his body still. I don’t know what we’re going to find out there, but I know I couldn’t face it without him. "You need to stay quiet and keep up with me."

Penny starts to complain, but Michael cuts her off with a look.

"We’re going down the service stairs," he says. "They were empty earlier, but they might not be now. So keep alert. Understand?"

The girls and I nod. I want to tell them that I love them, but that seems too close to admitting that I might not get another chance.

Michael opens the door. There is no noise and I am immediately aware how unusual that is. The moonlit window at the end of the hall provides enough light for me to see our neighbours’ open doors and their possessions strewn across the floor. I gasp in horror and steer the girls away, before they notice the severed arm on the ground.

We move slowly along the hall. Michael at the front, me at the back, and the girls between us. We might be the only four people left in the building.

Michael pushes the door open and holds up a hand to signal that we should wait. Then he goes into the darkness. After a single footstep he has disappeared. It is just me and the girls left. A nightmare I’ve struggled with for weeks. How long would we last without him? He returns a moment later and waves to us.

I push Penny and Bailey forwards and follow behind. The darkness is almost overwhelming. The metal grate beneath my feet clangs every time one of us takes a step.

"Use the handrail," Michael says, his disembodied voice somewhere ahead of me. I feel for it and hold on for dear life. We have torches in our bags, but I know better than to use them here. Remaining hidden is our best chance of surviving.

I sense, rather than see, my family ahead of me and try to draw strength from them. We live... lived, on the twelfth floor. It takes less than a minute to get from the lobby to our front door in the lift. The stairs seem to take hours. My legs are aching by the time I feel concrete beneath my feet.

The lobby has none of the comfort I used to feel when returning from a day in town. Now the floor is littered with shards of broken glass that glisten like snow in the moonlight. The reception desk has been turned over, the computer smashed apart. A chair stands upright in the middle of it all, somehow unaffected by the chaos that has engulfed the rest of the building.

Michael and the girls are already at the door. I tear myself away from the office chair and suffer the look of disappointment on Michael’s face in silence.

The cold is shocking. Even wearing a thick coat, hat and gloves, it cuts through me. I attempt to readjust myself, but it makes little difference. It does keep me occupied for a few minutes though, so that by the time I notice the zombies we are already walking past them.

There are a dozen of them, on the other side of the street with their backs to us. Their limbs grotesquely twisted so it is difficult to tell where one begins and the other ends.

We keep moving as quickly and quietly as we can. Every few steps I turn back to look at them. The building they are focused on is a bakery. I know there must be people trapped inside, but there is nothing I can do to help. I don’t even allow myself to consider it, let alone suggest it to Michael. Soon we are around the corner and I no longer have to think about them.

There are people on the highstreet. For a moment it looks like late night shoppers browsing the window displays, commuters hurrying home from the tube station and groups of friends staggering from one bar to another. A second look and I see that they aren’t groups of drunk friends, they are zombies. The people hurrying are trying to get away from them. The people browsing window displays are trying to hide. We keep moving.

We pass through the small clusters of zombies easily. As long as we are quiet they don’t seem aware of us. I am aware of them though; the smell of their rancid flesh and congealing blood makes me sick to my stomach. I hurry to keep up with Michael and the girls.

I don’t know how long we walk for. I have lived in London for ten years but never walked far. As soon as we pass the tube station I am in unfamiliar territory. Michael hasn’t told us where we are going, but I know he has a plan. He always has a plan.

Sooner than I expect, we reach the river. There are fewer people here, but they are clustered in a tight group. Small boats are bobbing up and down on the river. There are no zombies as far as I can see, but that doesn’t make me feel secure. I have an idea that I might never feel secure again.

Michael leads us towards the docks. There is something eerie about so many Londoners gathered in absolute silence. It makes me think about the way funerals are silent.

We push our way into the crowd and several people push back. They may be silent, but they aren’t docile. No one wants to lose their place.

I reach for Bailey’s hand. She seems smaller among these people. I don’t want her to get lost. Together we push and shove until we can’t go any further. Then there is nothing to do except wait.

I shiver. Bailey squeezes my hand and I don’t know whether she is seeking comfort or giving it. It makes no difference. I squeeze back but no comfort passes between us. I turn to Michael, but he doesn’t notice. His eyes are fixed on the boat ahead of us.

A figure appears on the dock. In the darkness I can’t tell whether it’s a man, woman or child. When they speak it is so quietly that I still can’t tell. Despite that I hear every word they say. "We’ll be opening the doors in a minute. There’s not enough room for everyone. It’ll be first come, first in."

We were late to arrive but, when I turn to tell Michael this, I see that more people have appeared behind us. We are somewhere in the middle. Depending on how full they’re prepared to have the boat, we might still get on.

"Where will it take us daddy?" Penny says.

‘The Isle of Wight," he tells her, without looking away. "It’s safe there."

Is it?

As far as I know zombies can’t swim, but that didn’t stop them getting over the channel from France. The Isle of Wight is a long way and if zombies did get there we would be trapped. I consider telling Michael this, but I know he will already have considered it. If he is willing to take the chance then so am I.

"Okay," says the figure on the dock. "Here we go."

The doors open with a screech of metal and even before they clang into place the crowd surges forwards. I am pulled along with them, unable to do anything except try to keep hold of Bailey’s hand. I reach for Michael with the other, but he is too far away. Panic rises in my throat as I realise we are being pulled in different directions. No, not quite. I am being dragged in one direction and he is using brute strength to force his way in the other.

It happens very quickly. One moment Bailey and I are moving away from the boat together, the next her hand is slipping out of mine. I turn to look and see that she has been caught by another current. I reach for her. "Bailey!" I shout.

"Mummy!" she shouts back.

I forget about the boat. My daughter is the only thing that matters. No one tries to stop me. I am moving away from the water, one less person for them to compete with. It is still awkward to move through the mass of bodies, but some people are considerate enough to push me in the direction I want to go.

"Bailey!"

"Mummy!"

She sounds terrified and that gives me the strength to keep going.

I lose track of her. I want to scream. I imagine her being pushed into the icy river, lungs filling with water. I push harder, call louder. I break through the crowd and stumble onto the dark street.

A small shape on the ground. She might be someone’s discarded backpack, but bags don’t shiver and sob. I put my arms around her and she tenses. "It’s okay honey. Mummy’s got you." She relaxes into my arms and I hold her.

It doesn’t take her long to cry herself out. "Where’s daddy?" she says when she’s done.

We stand up together and turn towards the boat. The people are so compressed now that I can’t tell them apart. The boat is barely visible beyond them. Even if I could see Michael and Penny, there’s no way I could get to them.

I take Bailey’s hand and we move forwards together. Dread makes me shiver. This can’t be happening.

I squeeze Bailey’s hand again, and this time I know it’s me seeking comfort. Then two things happen at once.

The first is hearing Michael’s voice. "Sam!" he shouts. "Bailey! Where are you?" I see an arm waving near the boat and know it’s him.

The second is the wheezing moan from somewhere behind us. I turn, but I don’t need to see them to know that zombies have arrived.

The crowd bristles but no one runs. They seem to feel that their best chance of survival is getting on the boat. But there isn’t room for everyone and there’s no way I could fight through the crowd.

Bailey might be able to though. She’s young, small and fast. She might slip through without anyone noticing.

I imagine myself standing alone on the dock, watching my family float away. I might never see them again. I imagine the boat leaving me and Bailey behind to face the zombies. They would catch us and kill us, but I would live long enough to know that I could have saved her. I don’t want to die alone, but I want Bailey to live more.

"Go to your dad," I tell her, squeezing her hand for what will likely be the last time.

"Mummy..." she says. I see fear in her eyes, but I know it’s for the best.

"Just go," I say and try to push her away. She doesn’t move so I push harder. There isn’t time to argue.

She staggers away, taking my heart with her. She looks back and I feel tears on my face. Then she is gone.

The zombies are closer and the people who aren’t going to get on the boat decide they should leave. I should go as well, but I want to know they’re safe.

By the time Michael calls out that he has Bailey, it’s almost too late. I can smell the rotting creatures close by. I turn away from the boat and run.

I stop on the bridge. The screams of people who weren’t quick enough echo across the river. None of the zombies have followed me so I walk to the railing and look down. It is too dark to make out anything clearly, but I tell myself I can see the boat. If all goes well then in a few days they will be on The Isle of Wight where they will be safe.

I have to believe that is true.

The night is getting colder. I don’t know what time it is, nor how long I stand on the bridge wondering whether to throw myself off. If I thought it would kill me then I might. The thought of bobbing around in the icy water for hours is the only thing that stops me. I could find some other way to kill myself, but by the time I am off the bridge my suicidal impulse has started to fade.




London is a big city folded up on itself. Like the human nervous system, it fits into a neat little package, but if you were to lay it out flat then it might reach the moon. It feels as if I walk for hours, numbed by what has happened. When I see zombies I take a different route, I have nowhere to go and no reason to get near them.

The sun is beginning to rise by the time exhaustion forces me to find somewhere to rest. I walk into a small block of flats with the door hanging open. It latches closed behind me and I fumble for a light switch before remembering that the electric went off weeks ago.

It doesn’t feel as if anyone else is here, but I still go from room to room and make sure. When I am satisfied that the place is empty I go into a bedroom and close the door. I push a dresser in front of it. My bag goes on the floor by the bed and my back aches with gratitude. I fall onto the bed. Too exhausted to think about eating, or even to climb under the covers. I am asleep in seconds.

When I open my eyes again the room is filled with bright sunshine. I am sweating.

The walls are grubby white and decorated with posters of what I assume was the last boy band sensation. There is a small desk in the corner with a mirror and lots of cheap makeup on it. The kind you buy for young teenage girls. The open drawers reveal more beauty products and an iPad covered in glittery pink stars. It is the sort of room I imagine Penny and Bailey would have made for themselves, if they ever had the chance. Now they never will.

My stomach rumbles. I grab my bag to find something to eat. I sit on the bed eating an energy bar, drinking water and wondering what I’m going to do next. I know where they are going, which is good. I have food and water, which is also good. I have no idea how to get to The Isle of Wight though and my supplies will run out eventually.

I force down the last of my breakfast. I can’t think that far ahead. 

Michael would tell me to check the kitchen before I leave, so I do. I take the few tins that I find and there is enough water in the pipes to refill my bottle. Then I go to the front door and step out.

In the narrow Victorian terrace row there are close to two-hundred zombies. I stand in the doorway and watch them. They move slowly, listlessly, as if board, or resting. I know they haven’t noticed me yet because I am still alive.

One of them begins to turn. I am too terrified to move and in the short term that probably saves my life. Its cold, dead eyes slide over me as if I am just another brick in the wall. It looks away but I am too scared to sigh with relief.

I consider going back inside, but is there any chance they will move on? It seems more likely that my movement would catch their attention and then I’d be trapped in the house for as long as it takes them to break the door down.

Minutes pass and I still can’t decide what to do. If Michael was here he’d know. I have to do something though. Eventually one of them will notice me.

My legs start to ache. My back is throbbing from carrying the heavy bag. If I leave it too much longer I might not be able to move at all.

I take a deep breath and think about Michael, Penny and Bailey. I take a small step forwards, stop and look around. They don’t seem to notice me.

I take another step and then another. I stop when I reach the door to the next house. Some of the zombies are looking around but not at me. They seem to know that something is going on, but aren’t sure what. They move closer together as if the disturbance could be a threat.

I move again, staying as close to the houses as possible. The road begins to curve and when I next look back, I can’t see the house I started from. I speed up. No idea where I’m going, only that I need to get there quickly.

At the corner the street I see zombies moving towards me and stop. I look for a place to hide but don’t see anywhere. I could go back the way I came, but I already know there are more zombies there. One of them turns and its dead eyes fall on me. It lets out a groan and starts moving in my direction.

My heart lurches and I do the only thing I can think of. I run.

The seconds seem like minutes. I expect every step to be my last, to feel their cold, dead hands pulling me down. The possibility of escape seems remote, but I am determined to run until my legs give up. I don’t keep track of where I turn because I don’t believe it will matter. There won’t be any need to find my way back once they get me.

Eventually I can’t catch my breath and my legs feel like lead weights. They still haven’t caught me, so I turn. There is nobody there. Dead or living.

If you have never lived in a big city then you can’t really appreciate how unusual it is to stand on a street and not see anyone else. It is this, almost as much as my narrow escape, that finally makes me appreciate how much has changed. How much has been lost. I stand alone on the street, hands on my knees, and watch my tears fall onto the pavement.

What am I going to do? My family has gone, my whole world has fallen apart. I am lost and alone. This might as well be the end.




I walk along an unfamiliar highstreet near Olympia. The shops are all small boutiques, the kind of places I would never shop for myself, but might get Christmas or birthday presents from. The glass has gone from most of the windows, the delicate displays destroyed. I don’t know why anyone would want this stuff now, but they’ve taken it just the same.

Further along the same road I see a burned-out car. It looks as if it crashed into a wall. I don’t look inside. If there is anyone there I can’t help them, and I don’t want to see what they look like now.

The sky begins to darken and I am still walking. Every so often I catch a glimpse of a zombie, but they are easier to avoid when they are on their own. I keep moving. Night comes and in the distance I see the glow of fires. For better or worse, I am nearing other people.

Soon it is too dark to see more than a few metres ahead. I am still some distance from the firelight and feel disappointed. I hadn’t realised how much I miss the company of other people until I’d gone without it. But it would be better for me to arrive during daylight, I don’t want them to think I’m a threat.

I find an old pub. The door isn’t properly locked. It has a couple of rooms upstairs. After checking that it’s empty, I make myself comfortable on a grubby double bed. A day of non-stop walking has exhausted me and it is a relief to climb beneath the covers.

I dream about Michael, Penny and Bailey. They are still on the boat, but I know it’s a dream because they are being towed through the dark ocean by a team of seahorses as big as elephants. I tell them that I will find them, but they don’t hear me. I start to scream at them. Then their boat is attacked by a monstrous fish that is rotting like a zombie.

I wake with a start. I tell myself it was just a dream but can’t stop shivering. The sun has barely risen, but I know I won’t sleep anymore.

I take more than I usually would from the kitchen. There is plenty there. Before I step outside I check to make sure there are no zombies. When I’m satisfied, I start all over again.

It isn’t easy to remember where the fires were. In the darkness they appeared close enough to touch, but after an hour of walking I seem no closer. It is well past mid-day when I see the first sign of human habitation.

A small boy watches me from the second-floor window of an old house. His face is obscured by the dirty glass and when I look up at him he ducks out of sight. I stop in the middle of the narrow street. After a moment he appears at the window again and this time I am ready with a smile.

The front door opens but it isn’t the boy standing there. It is a man, perhaps thirty years old. He looks strong and capable and enough like the boy that I’m sure they’re related.

"Clear off!" he says.

I don’t move.

"You hear me? Get lost!"

It would be easier to go, but he is the first person I’ve spoken to since Michael. "I’m sorry. It’s just..."

"Just what?"

"I have food," I say. "I’m happy to share."

"Does it look like we need food?"

"I’m on my own," I say. Of course, that’s what I would say if there was someone waiting around the corner to attack him and steal whatever he has hidden in there. Maybe the boy. "I don’t want any trouble."

"Then clear off," he says. This time he doesn’t wait for me to respond. He slams the door and I hear locks turning.

I consider trying again, but he has made it clear he won’t help. As I walk away I look up at the window, the boy watches me until I stop watching him.

It was the first place I tried and there are plenty more. I saw at least twenty fires last night and there must be someone who will help me. Even if they can’t take me to The Isle of Wight, they might be able to point me in the right direction.

I walk through the unfamiliar streets trying to maintain a positive outlook. There is no reason to believe that everyone will act the same way.

An old church stands before me. Smoke is coming from behind it and there are lights in the windows. I try not to get my hopes up.

I cross the road and wonder whether I should knock on the door or walk around to the fire. What would make the best first impression? I don’t want to startle whoever is there, even a vicar might be driven to violence if he thinks his life is in danger. I decide to go around the back and look at the fire first, just to make sure they’re friendly.

I pick my way through the long grass and trip over half-buried gravestones. At the back of the church the grass has been cleared by fire and is now little more than patches of dirt.

The fire is much bigger than needed for cooking or warmth. Even from a distance I can feel it on my face. I press myself against the cold stone wall and wait to see the person who built it.

A figure walks out of a large shed carrying a pile of wood. When they are closer to the fire I see that it is a woman. She’s barely my age and might be much younger. Her dark hair is short but dishevelled. She has pale skin but her cheeks glow with the effort of the work she is doing. She drops the wood on the fire and it crackles immediately. When she turns I see she is wearing a dog collar on her loose black blouse.

She is everything I could have hoped for. Not only a woman, but a vicar. I couldn’t be safer. She stands there watching the fresh wood catch for a moment, nods to herself and then turns and walks away. A few minutes pass and she returns with more wood to repeat the process. I can’t work out why she wants a fire this size. All it will do is draw attention, my being here is proof of that.

When she walks away again, I follow her. As I get closer to the fire, I see that it has been built in a semi-circle, with high walls and a space in the middle large enough to park a car. I don’t understand, but it doesn’t occur to me that there is anything sinister in its design.

I find her in the stone building. We meet each other at the door and I gasp in surprise.

"I’m sorry," I say. "I didn’t mean to startle you."

She smiles and I see that my guess about her age was off by a few years. There are strands of grey in her hair and smile lines around her eyes. "You didn’t." Her voice belongs to a twelve-year-old girl. It surprises me enough that I don’t respond. "I saw you watching."

"You did?"

She nods, looks me up and down, then turns to continue her work as if I’m not there. She takes pieces of wood from a shelf and places them on a block in the middle of the room. Then she splits them with an axe. I watch her do this three times.

There is a strange smell in the building. I can’t place it. I don’t want to be rude, so I don’t say anything, but it lingers in the back of my throat like a bad piece of meat.

"Take this," she says, handing me a bundle of wood. I follow her out of the shed, back to the fire. "Just put them down here." She drops her bundle and I put mine on top.

As we are walking back towards the shed, I find my voice. "I’m looking for help."

"Are you now?"

"My husband and children are on a boat to The Isle of Wight. I need to get there."

We enter the shed and the smell fills my throat again. We pick up more wood and leave. "Well you’ve come to the right place."

"You’ll help?" I am surprised that it is so easy.

"The Lord brought you to me for a reason."

As a lifelong atheist, that sort of talk makes me uncomfortable. I imagine holding my daughters again and manage to keep my mouth shut.

She goes back into the shed and I follow. There is no more wood to chop. She walks to a door at the other end. It has a heavy chain across it. The vicar takes a key out of her pocket, removes the lock and opens the door. I finally find out what the smell is.

I am too surprised to scream. The bile rises in my throat. A dozen zombies lurch towards us and, if they weren’t chained up, they would kill me, because I am unable to move.

The vicar steps into the room. She grabs the first zombie and it tries to bite her, but she is too quick for it. She pulls the creature towards us and once it is out of the room she kicks the door closed.

"Lock it," she says to me. 

I don’t understand what’s happening. The vicar is already at the other end of the shed, dragging the screaming zombie behind her.

"Lock it," she says again. "Unless you want them to escape."

There is nothing I want less. It takes every ounce of willpower I have to move closer to the door. I can hear as well as smell the dead bodies now and they strain against their chains to reach me. Somehow I manage to pick up the two ends of the chain and lock them together. Then I back away from the door and out of the shed.

Outside the vicar is already halfway towards the fire. I catch up with her and hear her muttering a prayer. The zombie is no longer trying to bite her, but doing everything it can to stay away from the flames. Its efforts are in vein, however, the vicar is remarkably strong.

They stop in front of the fire and I hear the end of her prayer: "May the righteous flames of the Lord purify thy soul and bring you everlasting peace. Amen."

The zombie stops struggling. It looks as if it has been hypnotised. When the vicar lets go it just stands there looking at her. She removes the chains from its hands and throws them to the floor. She stands toe to toe with the creature and looks at it. Then she shoves it hard in the chest and it flies backwards into the flames.

The scream is the essence of agony. My legs go weak and it is all I can do to keep standing. The smell of burning flesh fills the air and I see the zombies blackened limbs struggling against the fire.

When I can move again, I look at the vicar. She is throwing more wood on the fire and muttering another prayer.

The screaming finally stops, but I can still hear the echo of it in my mind. I have little sympathy for zombies. They terrify me and I would be happy if they were all wiped out. If you had asked me ten minutes ago, I would have said it was fine to burn them alive. But that scream...

The fact that the vicar seems completely unaffected makes me question whether I should trust her. What kind of person can listen to a creature make that noise and not feel something? Now that her prayer has finished, she starts to whistle. I recognise the hymn "All Things Bright and Beautiful." She goes about shifting wood around as if it is the most natural thing in the world.

I imagine watching another zombie burn and know that I can’t. I don’t want her to release them, but burning them alive is inhumane. It might be evil.

I turn away and don’t look back. I stumble across the graveyard. The vicar doesn’t call me or come after me. I don’t stop until her dreadful church is far behind me.

The further I get the more zombies I see. It is as if they know to avoid the area. That kind of self-preservation instinct is not something I expect from them and it troubles me for a few minutes. Eventually I decide that if they do have intelligence, it is of the animal variety. Not great enough to consider them equals, but enough that they shouldn’t have to suffer burning alive. I put it out of my mind and keep going, avoiding getting close enough for the zombies to notice me.




The days that follow are unremarkable. I walk through filthy streets with no destination in mind, avoid zombies and beg strangers for help. Most won’t even speak to me. Those who do are invariably crazy like the vicar. I expect it to go on like this until the hope drains out of me. Then I meet a man called Charlie.

I have just been turned away by a group living in a Tesco Express. They weren’t even willing to talk, preferring to chase me away with threats of violence if I tried to steal what was theirs. I chose not to argue, nor to point out that neither the building, nor its contents, belonged to them.

It is early afternoon. There is still plenty of time to visit more places and be refused help. Instead I sit on a bench and think about my family. I have moments of despondency, but I believe I am a long way from giving up hope. Eventually someone will agree to help.

"Rough morning?"

I look up and he is standing in the road a few metres away. A man in his mid-thirties, well dressed in a grey suit. He looks clean and therefor out of place. For a moment I wonder whether I am imagining him.

"Do you need something?" he says. "Food? Water?"

Slowly I shake my head, but he has already turned to remove the bag from his back and doesn’t see me. A moment later he holds out a bottle of water and a Mars bar. I still have plenty of food and water, but it has been weeks since I’ve tasted chocolate. I take them both.

"Go ahead, eat," he says. "You look like you need it." He sits on the bench next to me. "Charlie."

"Samantha."

He nods and opens his own bar of chocolate. I look at the wrapper on mine and try to see if there’s any way he could have tampered with it. "I got it in a service station this morning. There’s nothing wrong with it. Go ahead, eat."

Unable to resist the temptation of chocolate, I do as he suggests.

"Are you on your own?" he says.

I shrug.

"It’s okay," he says. "You don’t have to tell me."

"My husband and daughters escaped."

"And left you here?"

"No. I mean, yes, but it wasn’t like that," I say. The feeling in my chest suggests that he is already closer to the truth of how I feel than I am after all these days alone. "There was a big crowd. I couldn’t get through. I’m glad they got away. They’re safe now."

"And you?"

I say nothing.

"It’s none of my business. Forget I said anything."

"What about you?" I say.

"Ah," he says. "Well I suppose I’m in a similar situation. Only it’s been a bit longer in my case."

I should thank him for the chocolate and leave. But I am tired of walking. I could sit forever. When I don’t say anything, he continues.

"Maxine, my wife, and our son, left when the zombies first arrived."

"They went to The Isle of Wight?"

Charlie shakes his head. "No. Although I suppose they might be there now. They went to her mum’s house."

"You didn’t go with them?"

"I wanted them to stay here with me. I didn’t think it would get this bad. The army were going to sort it out. She wanted to go, begged me to go with them, and I refused. Then I woke up one morning and they were gone."

"Why didn’t you go after them?"

He reaches into his pocket and removes a piece of paper worn thin from repeated handling. I can see the feathered ink before he opens it. "This was on the dining room table." He looks down at the letter, reading it for what I suspect is the thousandth time. "She didn’t want me to go after her. Said she wanted time apart."

If I had ever written such a letter to Michael it would have been a test. Charlie hasn’t taken it that way though and I’m not sure Michael would have either. But if she was begging him to leave with her one day and the next she was telling him she didn’t want him, then surely it was obvious?

"I know what you’re thinking," he says. "And you’re right. I should have gone after her anyway. I was too stubborn, I suppose." He folds up the letter and puts it back in his pocket. "But you see, I still thought the army would fix things and she’d come back realising I’d been right."

"And now?" I say, because no one could possibly believe that everything is going to be okay now.

He opens his mouth to start speaking and then stops, as if unsure what he’s going to say, or how he’s going to say it. After a long pause he says, "What if they aren’t okay?"

It is a good question and I haven’t considered it until now. I have gone through the last few days assuming that Michael would get Penny and Bailey to The Isle of Wight but what if he can’t? The boat could have been attacked. Or they might have arrived and found the island wasn’t as safe as they’d hoped.

"I haven’t heard from them since they left." He shakes his head. "I think I’d rather not know. At least this way there’s a chance."

What would I do if I reached The Isle of Wight and found they hadn’t made it? I’m not sure I could live with that. It might be better to stay here and not know.

"Samantha?"

I turn to Charlie. He’s been talking but I haven’t heard a word of it.

"Are you okay?" he says.

"Fine," I lie.

"Do you have a place to stay tonight?"

"I’ll be okay," I say.

He stands up. "In that case I’ll let you go. You’ll want to find somewhere before it gets dark. I advise you not to go near Cliff Street. There are some nasty folk down that way."

We say our goodbyes. I watch him walk until he is out of sight and I am alone again. I screw up the chocolate wrapper and stuff it in my pocket. Time to be on my way.

That night I find a room above a shop. There are no curtains, so I don’t switch on my torch. I don’t even eat because doing so will take away the taste of chocolate. I lay on the creaky old bed and listen to the zombies moaning on the street below. I try my best not to think about whether Michael and the girls made it, and whether I would be better off if I never found out.

Eventually I sleep. At least I close my eyes and when I open them again the sun has risen.

I manage to drag myself off the bed and force down one of the high energy bars from my bag. I’m running low on water, but I finish it off anyway. What’s the point of saving it now?

Could Michael and the girls really be dead? It seems like I would know if they were. That I would feel something. The logical part of my mind knows that’s nonsense though. They could have been dead for days and I would rather not know.

I barely move all day. I don’t know if it is grief or acceptance. If I am going to give up, then this is as good a place as any to do it. Maybe one day someone else will come here needing a place to hide and find my body.

When night comes I crawl back under the covers, close my eyes and hope that I don’t wake up. Without my husband and children my life has no purpose, so what’s the point of dragging myself through it?




It is not long after dawn. There is a gnawing hunger in my belly. I grope for my bag, force down an energy bar and wish I’d saved some water. Now I’ll have to get more. While I’m at it I would prefer to eat something other than oats and grains. Although my mind is ready to die quickly and without a fuss, my body seems determined to keep going.

Outside the sky is a milky pink colour. There are three zombies at the end of the street. I pick the opposite direction.

It isn’t long before I find a shop where I can get everything I need. I sit on a bench and eat two bags of crisps and three chocolate bars. 

If I am staying in the city then I should find a more permanent place to live. Is this a good area? In the short term, while food is plentiful and zombies are relatively rare, it seems it. But what happens when things change? Would I be better off leaving London?

I put my rubbish in the bin, although it will never be collected now. What I need is a map so I can get an idea where I am in the grand scheme of things.

While I consider where to get a map, I walk. I pass a zombie that has been cut in two. It uses its arms to drag its filthy belly across the ground towards me. I stop and watch for a moment, wondering whether it feels pain. If I had a weapon then I might put it out of its misery. Then I turn and keep walking. I hear it drop to the ground as it gives up on me.

It is mid-afternoon by the time I reach the library. I hadn’t planned to come here, but now it seems obvious. I walk up the steps and find the old building unlocked. I push the door open and enter cautiously.

Light streams in through a high glass ceiling. Moats of dust swirl lazily in the air. I stand for a moment and let the calm wash over me. It brings back memories of childhood. My dad used to take me to our local library every Saturday morning to pick books for bedtime and listen to the story tellers.

I walk to the helpdesk. There is a pile of newspapers on the floor. The top one has the headline: MISTERY VIRUS RESPONSIBLE FOR INCREASING VIOLENCE.

They weren’t the last to be published. Those had headlines like: IT’S ZOMBIES, RUN FOR YOUR LIVES! But this being a public building it would have been one of the first to evacuate.

This is a distraction, but a welcome one. I am not in a rush so I might as well take my time.

Past the desk the room splits into rows of shelves, each lined up with the middle like the spokes of a wheel. When I turn on the spot I can see that there is no one there. I only have to walk around the edge of the room to confirm there is no one hiding there either.

The reference section is on the second floor. I take out the last edition of the Ordnance Survey which covers the area of London I think I’m in. I carry it to the reading tables, open it and start looking for the library.

Twenty-minutes later I’m starting to wander if I picked up the wrong book when I see it. My heart drops into my stomach. This is the wrong map and I’ve found something I’d told myself I was no longer looking for.

The Isle of Wight.

It is clearly marked in the bottom left of the page. A little way out from the coast. You would need a boat to get there. I’m pretty sure they won’t be running the hovercraft anymore.

I stare at it for a long time, not aware that I am thinking anything at all. The decision is made without my conscious input. Of course I am going to go there. How could I do anything else?

Afterwards I find the correct map and work out the route I will take. It will be a long journey, but so be it. I would walk for a year if it meant seeing my family again.




That night I hardly sleep. I find a room in a large town house and spend most of it pouring over the map. Eventually I do close my eyes and by the time I wake up it is the middle of the morning. By the time I’m ready to leave, half the day has gone. It means I have to adjust my plans and find a different place to stop for the night, but I refuse to let it become an excuse to put off leaving for another day.

There seem to be more zombies on the street. I hide in shadowy doorways and scramble through blackened ruins to avoid them. Perhaps it only seems that there are more of them because I have a plan now. I can no longer take the path of least resistance. I don’t make as much progress as I would like and, even by my revised schedule, I am behind. I stop for the night in a pub cellar.

Things do not improve much over the next few days but, I refuse to give up. I inch towards the city limits, determined that I will reach The Isle of Wight, no matter how long it takes.

Five days into the journey I’m walking through a street lined with shops, wondering why anyone bothered to steal iPhones, when I hear engines. A moment later three cars overtake me. I wonder if I should run away.

They leave the engines running and two men get out. At a distance they look big. One has a shaved head and arms as thick as my legs. The other is skinny with glasses. He looks like a middle manager for a particularly dull company.

The middle manager takes the lead, fixing a smile to his face and stopping a few feet in front of me. He isn’t a middle manager, he’s a salesman. "Hi," he says. The big man stops just behind him.

"Hello," I say.

"I’m Tom, this is Bennett."

I look from one to the other but say nothing. I have no intention of telling them my name.

"It’s dangerous out here," Tom says. "Are you on your own?"

"I’m meeting my husband," I say.

"That so?" Tom says.

I nod.

"I don’t see him."

"I’m not meeting him here."

"Where then?"

"Is there something I can help you with?" I say. A heavy feeling settles on my stomach. I want this over with.

Tom laughs.

"What’s so funny?"

"You helping us," he says. "We wanted to see if we could help you."

That seems unlikely but I nod and smile.

"We could drive you to meet your husband."

"I’m not sure he’d like me arriving in a car full of men."

"Jealous sort?"

"Very."

If they want me in their car, they’ll have to force me, and I don’t intend to make it easy for them.

"Listen," Tom says. He takes a step closer. I try to work out how many I can let him take before I have to do something. "I’m serious. It’s not safe here. You could get hurt."

"I can look after myself," I say and realise that it’s true. I’ve been on my own for weeks now.

He smiles at me like I’m a child, but I’m not anymore. "You’ve been lucky so far. Let us take care of you."

Although I’m not certain, I’m pretty sure I know what he’s got in mind. For a moment I imagine letting them take me. The old me would have. The new me wonders if they are holding other women and whether I could help them. I shake the thought away. I’m no longer a child, but I’m still not a hero.

Tom takes another step forward but before he comes to a stop I begin to move. It catches him off guard and he stumbles. The other man has quicker reactions but he’s further away. Tom stretches out an arm, but he misses. I turn and run.

"Stop her!" Tom shouts.

There are footsteps behind me, and cars being put into gear. I don’t look back. I run towards the nearest side street, which I hope is too narrow for the cars to get through.

It isn’t likely I’ll be able to outrun them, so I try to think of something else I can do. The footsteps are already nearer. I can hear the panting breath of Bennett. Then I also hear the low, throaty moan of zombies.

They are ahead of me. Wherever the alleyway leads, there will be zombies waiting.

An idea begins to form.

Tom and his friends don’t strike me as the kind to run and hide.

My footsteps echo loudly in the narrow street. I try not to think about the fact that I am purposefully running towards an unknown number of zombies.

As I near the end of the street I glance back. Bennett and Tom are behind me. The other end of the alleyway has been blocked by a car and there are more men getting out.

I turn back and leave the alleyway like a bullet from a shotgun. The zombies move towards me, but I don’t stop running. I collide with one of them and send it spinning away. It hits another and a few of them stumble and fall. I hit more as I run, not stopping. Doing my best not to slow down. There is no time to wonder what is happening to the men. All I can do is focus on getting to the other end of the courtyard.

It seems to take no time at all. I run into the side of a building and stop. Wait for one of the zombies to grab me, but they don’t.

Cautiously I turn and look back. Tom and Bennett emerge from the alleyway. A hundred zombies stand between us. I see that it doesn’t matter whether they are the sort of men to stand and fight or run and hide. They are trapped.

There is another alleyway. I have no interest in watching zombies slaughter anyone. I move quietly away from them. I do my best not to hear the screaming but can’t avoid it. I know that I am leaving those men to die, and I feel nothing.




It takes a week to get out of London. I feel a tremendous relief to put it behind me. On the open road it is easier to avoid zombies. It is only two more weeks before I can smell the sea air and see gulls floating in the currents above me.

The day before I reach the coast, I spend the night in a boarded-up bed and breakfast. I take fresh clothes from a pleasantly un-ransacked sports shop and do my best to wash with bottled water. That night I can’t sleep. There are too many things to think about.

It isn’t until I promise myself that if they aren’t there I will leave. That I won’t stop searching until I know one way or another what happened to them. With that thought I can close my eyes and slip into a pleasant dream where I am holding my daughters again.
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