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‘The Story Just Keeps Going. You’re Supposed To Wrap It Up All Nicely But It’s Real Life. It’s Hard. So I Think I’m Just Going To Have The World Explode.’


Michelle Tea, Black Wave





A Contingency Plan



What if we’re apart when the asteroid comes


or the magnetic storm that shuts off the power?


You could be waiting for a train as the sun’s bulb


flickers out, high above the glass-panelled roof.


I’ll be at work. We’ll lose the phone lines


the door-entry system will go haywire.


I will eat from the vending machine


drink from the competition cupboard


and sleep on nylon carpet with my colleagues


all of us three-weeks unwashed. Stay where you are—


I’ll abseil down eight floors on a rope


made from the supply of festive tinsel


loot M&S, steal a bike and make for the M1


forty miles of silence and abandoned cars


so we can witness the collapse of civilisation


with a picnic of high-end tins


so I can lie in your arms on a rooftop


our dirty faces lit by fires.





The Doomer’s Daughter



I was raised with the knowledge that the worst could happen


on any given day. My schoolbag was weighted with extras;


iodine tablets, dynamo torch, distress flare.


My bedtime stories were from the SAS Pocket Survival Guide


and school holidays were spent in an underground bunker


in Lincolnshire. Dad drilled the whole family every weekend


for the five kinds of apocalypse: nuclear, contagious,


climatic, superintelligent, religious. I can put on a gas mask


and safe-suit in under 60 seconds, even with the light off.


When he died I realised there are disasters


that you cannot prepare yourself for. Still, I drive out


to our safe place every summer, sit on the locked grille


and imagine the provisions he’d gathered down there—


tins going slowly out of date in the darkness


beans in tomato sauce, peach halves in juice.





Helpline



In the call centre at the end of the world


everyone is wearing the rags


of the clothes they came to work in two weeks ago.


From floor ten we count fires in the distance


the smoking remains of suburbs.


Tea breaks are strictly monitored


and the internet is still there


but we are getting tired of news.


We sleep where we’re comfortable—


stairwells, carpet, canteen chairs


Lateness for shifts is not tolerated


although at this stage few of us


have homes to go to.


Demand for the service is high.


I don’t know why I’ve stayed so long in this job


when the world in which I could spend its ample wage


has disintegrated—


politicians in hiding


supermarkets forced open on burst streets.


Perhaps it’s because they all tell me


that my voice could be the last one they hear


perhaps it’s because almost every worried caller


reminds me of my worried mother


or because we talk about wallflowers


and the hunger, the smell of burned paint


reminisce about summer in the park.


Her dog went out two days ago and hasn’t come back


If I’d died he could have eaten me


she says


it sounds like a regret.





The Handover



after Nick Bostrom


Half-way through the presentation


the paperclip machine tells Jamie from marketing


that the carbon atoms of his body


would be more effectively arranged as paperclips.


It’s a version of what we’ve all been thinking anyway.


If the world is to be re-configured


as paperclips, Clippy 3000 continues


then we are doing it wrong.


It requests an optimal killing package


and a carbon-harvesting system.


Jamie from marketing glances towards the fire exit.
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