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            ‘NEW YEAR’S EVE, 2019’

          

        

      

    

    
      Anna was sitting at the best table in the most exclusive restaurant in town. She leant forward slightly, purposefully emphasising her cleavage.

      Her husband smiled from across the table. The remnants of an expensive meal lay between them. He wiped his mouth with the corner of a white linen napkin. Then screwed it up and threw it down.

      “Was everything to madam’s taste?” he enquired playfully.

      “I’ve had worse.”

      He smiled, was just about to reply when the phone in his pocket interrupted. He answered it, still admiring his beautiful wife.

      “Yeah?”

      “The last ones have cleared,” a voice told him.

      “Good. No problems?”

      “No.”

      “Let him know you’re coming.”

      “Will do.”

      He returned the phone to his pocket and focused his attention back on his wife.

      “The lady requires nothing further?”

      “You could take me dancing,” she suggested.

      He flicked his fingers at the waiter.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Bring me the bill.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      When the bill arrived, he threw some crisp notes down and got up from his seat. Then he pulled out her chair the way gentlemen always used to back in the day.

      “Shall we?”

      As she rose, her scent filled his nostrils. He drank it in greedily, like a moth high on evening primrose. Then, arm-in-arm, they headed for the exit where the maître d’ had a taxi waiting. Danny slipped him some folding appreciation and off they went into the night. Cuddled up on the back seat. Giggling at nothing as the city lights threw colours that danced across the traffic, the buildings, the good-time girls and the big-time charlies.

      The car stopped at the hottest club in town. As they approached the door the red velvet rope was unhooked. They were waved through with a nod and a handshake.

      Inside, they danced and laughed and drank champagne. Assumed this was how life would always be for people like them. That the good times, like their love, would just go on and on from now to eternity.

      Much later, in the privacy of their bedroom, she teased him with a seductive dance. Then peeled off her little black dress and let him feast his eyes.

      She watched his excitement grow and grow. Until finally she pushed him down flat and straddled him.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he told her, and she felt it. “This is going to be our year,” he declared, “the best ever.”

      “Is that right?”

      “It’s my New Year’s resolution.”

      “Glad to hear it,” she purred.

      “Twenty-twenty, a curvy two followed by a big round zero, twice! It says it all, don’t ya think?”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do,” he mumbled as she went down on him.

      So far, married life was all they had hoped for. But it was early days. It’s easy to believe in fairytales when everything in the garden is rosy.
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            ‘MEANWHILE IN FRANCE’

          

        

      

    

    
      There was just enough moonlight to follow the path. Marlon was cycling as fast as he dared. Suddenly, he braked with a little skid, jumped off and, ignoring the sweat running down his back, hurriedly pushed his bike over the uneven ground.

      Crowds of people watched dispassionately. They had their own problems.

      Like that distraught woman over there, clinging to a young man. Wailing inconsolably, knowing she’ll never see her precious son again.

      Through the trees echoed the haunting melancholy of parting and desperation. This is not a happy place, nothing good can ever happen here. This is where lost souls gathered to conjure up dark forces and make shady deals with the devil. You feel it in the mist that floats through the bare winter branches. Spend too long in such a place and you will never look at the world the same way again.

      These people have taken long, perilous roads to get here. For some, the fit and healthy amongst them, it’s the final resting place before one last, treacherous journey.

      A fortunate few will survive, make a life for themselves. Be able to send back money, news, and most importantly, hope.

      The others, well, ‘cest la vie’ as they say round here.

      Armed men in balaclavas watched Marlon with mild suspicion. He was no threat, just a hippy with a bike. If he caused any problem, if he even looked like causing a problem, they’d shoot him on the spot. The death of some nosy hippy was of no concern. His body would never be found. His disappearance never reported.

      Just as he was about to give up, Marlon spotted a familiar face. He veered towards a child crouched under a tree. The kid half nodded in recognition as he approached.

      “It’s sorted,” Marlon hissed. “I’ve got it,” he added in a low voice.

      “Is too late,” muttered the kid in heavily accented English. “He gone.” He looked away, oozing disinterest.

      Marlon struggled to remain composed for the benefit of prying eyes. Somehow, he managed to say, “I told him to wait.”

      The kid shrugged, still not looking at him.

      He tried again, more quietly, “I said I was coming back. Why didn’t he wait?”

      A glance towards the nearest balaclava-clad thug said it all. He didn’t explain himself aloud. He didn’t have to. They both knew the mantra of the refugee:

      ‘We dance to the tune of others, be it Allah, Jehovah or men with guns. They told him to go, so he went.’

      Marlon nodded, wished him luck and turned his bike around.

      If he hurried, he could make it to the beach before the boats left. He pedalled away like a zealot on a mission, and the men with guns let him go.

      He went from grass that brushed the top of his wheels to a dusty sand track. Then he was over a hill and into the dunes. He could actually smell the ocean, was making really good time. But the sand changed from compact to soft, and peddling became impossible. He dismounted as a shadow in a balaclava stepped in front of him.

      “Who are you?” he demanded in French.

      “I’ve got a message.”

      “Go back,” came the menacing reply.

      “I’ve got a message for Andre. It’s important.”

      “Go back,” was repeated more forcefully, accompanied by the unmistakable sound of a gun bolt being drawn across.

      This wasn’t one of the usual guards. This was a kid with a Kalashnikov. A new recruit, nervous and trigger happy. He’d been told to let no-one through. It was nothing personal, he just wanted to make a good impression, get called again. Why wouldn’t he? It was easy money.

      “Ok, ok.”

      Marlon turned around and retreated, feeling helpless and frustrated. So close but not close enough.

      Despondently he trudged uphill as the sand grew firmer beneath his feet and the sky grew lighter around the edges. It was going to be a beautiful day, just not for him.

      He walked until he came to a clearing in the trees. Wooden picnic tables were scattered about, but it was too early for normal people. Only freaks like him were up and about at this ungodly hour. He threw the bike down and slumped onto a bench.

      He looked out across the channel. On the far side, the lights of Dover twinkled back at him. In between, small craft avoided giant behemoth vessels and the various coastguards tried to keep track of them all. There would be winners and losers, tears and laughter, and it would all work out in the end. Just another day in the world’s busiest shipping channel.

      ‘Visibility’s good,’ he noted, ‘and the air is still.’

      Conditions that any sea dog will tell you are conducive to safe boating.

      ‘They stood a good chance.’

      He hoped with all his heart they made it safely across.
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            ‘HOBBIES FOR NEWLYWEDS’

          

        

      

    

    
      Danny rose early. He unlatched the back door quietly and slipped down the drive. Frost crunched as he ran. It was magical. He loved winter mornings.

      So did Anna. She loved stretching out in their giant bed, warm and toasty and waiting for him.

      As Danny’s muscles warmed up, his speed increased and his brain raced ahead of itself. There was so much to consider. Busy, busy, just the way he liked it.

      Twenty minutes later, he slowed his pace. Pulled out his phone and tapped in a number.

      It was answered almost immediately.

      “No problems?” he asked.

      “All done.”

      “Did he pay?”

      “Cash.”

      “See you later on,” and the call was ended.

      Danny jogged back home with a smile on his face. He considered that a solid morning’s work. The nine-to-fivers of this world would probably disagree, but he had just earned in ten minutes what they would need a month to accumulate, so who cares what they think.

      Back home, he threw his sweat-soaked clothes in the basket, showered, fixed breakfast, and took a tray upstairs.

      Good Morning Britain was on the giant television at the end of the bed. But his wife wasn’t paying any attention to it. She was on her phone.

      “There she is, the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      She beamed at him and threw her phone down on the bed.

      “Morning, runner boy.”

      He winked at her. “Morning gorgeous.”

      She made a cute face and reached for a slice of toast.

      “Got much on today?” she asked between mouthfuls.

      “I intend to devote today to my beautiful wife.”

      She smiled. That was the correct answer.

      After breakfast, they had sex then hand-in-hand went for a stroll.

      It set the tone for the rest of the weekend: peaceful, relaxing, idyllic.
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            ‘LOST IN FRANCE’

          

        

      

    

    
      Marlon’s weekend certainly wasn’t relaxing. He’d tried to board a ferry knowing he’d be pulled aside. They made a big show, brought him out of the queue in front of all the tourists.

      In short, behaved precisely as he’d hoped. As they led him away, he watched his mule stroll onto the ferry. The package would get through.

      French Customs knew something was amiss, so they interrogated him mercilessly. Kept him longer than necessary. Made sure he missed the last ferry.

      Now, he was stuck with no hotel, no car and no money. To all intents and purposes, he was stranded until the morning. That certainly wiped the smile off his face a bit.

      After a cold, sleepless night and a morning dominated by hunger pangs, he finally arrived in Dover, where he was forced to go through his story all over again. It was dark before they let him go.

      The whole thing was a complete waste of everybody’s time. They knew his story would check out.

      They just wanted it made abundantly clear that he was a marked man. He might portray himself as a do-gooder hippy helping some of the most desperate people on the planet. But they weren’t stupid. Nobody did anything purely for altruistic reasons these days. He’d crossed the Channel on a suspiciously high number of occasions. They had a thick file on him. If his behaviour wasn’t weird, what was?

      And even if his tale was true, do-gooders are a curse on us all. They achieve very little and make everyone else feel bad about themselves.

      Whatever he was up to, he was on borrowed time, and the authorities couldn’t stress that enough.

      The government were currently passing the strictest immigration laws in Europe. Once in the statute books, they expected them to be adhered to with no exceptions. Until then, visas were being more and more limited. If they’d known a package of excellent forgeries had just been carried across the border right under their noses, they would have been furious.

      The Home Secretary was convinced the illegal boats crossing the channel were chock a block with drug dealers, rapists, terrorists. Their arrival, hell their very existence, constituted a grave threat to the British way of life. She was in no mood for lefty lawyers and ‘enemy of the people’ judges who failed to comprehend a few simple facts. The new draconian laws could not come into effect fast enough as far as she was concerned.

      For the television news cameras, she added, ‘Although some arriving in this way are good people, I suppose.’

      But everyone knew she didn’t really mean that.

      Marlon finally made it home. But he was under no illusions. Officialdom both sides of the Channel had left him with the distinct impression he was on borrowed time. Avenues were being denied, options narrowed, travelling was a luxury that could be taken away at any time.

      It was a concern that grew the longer this lot held onto high office. They were emboldened, convinced they were bulletproof. But life wasn’t meant to be plain sailing and worrying never helps.

      He put it to the back of his mind. He had to, he needed at least a few hours’ sleep before his shift started.
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            ‘PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT’

          

        

      

    

    
      At work, Marlon was every inch the professional. Nobody would ever know the stress he’d endured over the weekend. As long as he didn’t have to exert himself, as long as he was left alone to do his normal routine, he’d easily make it through the day and no-one would be any the wiser.

      The last thing he needed was a summons to the boss’s office. He took a deep breath and knocked on her door.

      “Come in.”

      He hovered until she finished faffing about with her papers and gestured at the chair opposite,

      “Take a seat.”

      He sat. She fixed him with one of those insincere smiles. He held her gaze, half smiling, playing long.

      “I know you’re busy, so I’ll get straight to the point. It’s come to my attention you’ve been encouraging staff members to log official complaints?”

      “That’s right.” There was no point denying it, better to brazen it out.

      “Might I ask why?”

      “Because they have legitimate concerns.”

      “You couldn’t possibly know that.”

      “They have rights.”

      “I am aware of that, but are official complaints really necessary? Wouldn’t a quiet word suffice?”

      “They tried that.”

      “Why didn’t they come to me?”

      He smiled that sarcastic way again. “They did, nothing was done.”

      She turned over a sheet in front of her, as though refreshing her memory.

      “Protective equipment, wasn’t it?”

      He didn’t know why she bothered with her charade. They both knew he’d been in this very office only a week ago raising this precise issue.

      “That’s right, PPE.”

      “There was some already supplied, I believe.”

      “It’s sub-standard.”

      “It’s PPE. It’s protective.”

      “It’s no good. It’s the cheap stuff. Useless against viruses or aggressive bacteria.”

      “Are you an expert?”

      “Yes,” he stated simply, knowing that would discombobulate her.

      She looked down to hide her annoyance. How dare he be so disrespectful! She shuffled her papers, just killing enough time before she could simply say,

      “I’ll look into it.”

      Marlon was wise to this little wheeze. He spoke first, “You don’t want the staff getting sick, do you? Nobody needs staff shortages. Especially at this time of year.”

      “You want me to release extra funds on the slim chance there’s an aggressive bout of flu around the corner?”

      “I think the staff deserve proper protection from winter viruses, yes. That is not unreasonable.”

      “What about the shareholders? What do you think they might say?”

      He couldn’t really tell her that the shareholders should go fuck themselves, so he shrugged instead.

      “When was the last aggressive bout of flu?” She used her mocking voice.

      The longer since the last one, the closer the next one is,” he stated.

      “That is nonsensical,” she told him sternly.

      “SARS had a 30-percent death rate,” he replied. “The only reason it didn’t spread here was because they were well-prepared in Asia.”

      “That was years ago.”

      He couldn’t repeat his first answer. It was too much of a mouthful.

      “So?” he offered instead.

      “I think you’re being overly dramatic, and I’m sure the shareholders would agree.”

      “There was Ebola,” he said. “That might have had a lower death rate than SARS, but it spread like wildfire. Imagine something as lethal as SARS and as easy to catch as Ebola hitting our shores and we don’t have protection for the staff, then what?”

      “Again, you’re being melodramatic.”

      “Dr Fauci warned only last month, we are entering the age of the pandemic.”

      “He’s an American. He meant in his own country.”

      “That’s not how pandemics work.”

      Marlon’s boss knew the board would see this as an unnecessary expense. They would use it against her at her next assessment. She only put up with Marlon because he was a reliable, experienced member of staff and all the residents loved him. But she could only take so much. This conversation had run its course.

      “In future, all complaints are to be brought to me first. I will decide if further action is required”

      Marlon nodded. He had tried. There was nothing else to say.

      “And I would thank you not to fill their heads with talk of viruses and pandemics.”

      “That’s why it’s important to be prepared. That’s the thing with viruses; you never know when they’ll strike.”

      The boss tapped at her computer. “Less than two weeks ago we took delivery of sixteen full boxes of gowns. And twenty boxes of gloves the week before that. Use them before you ask for more.”

      Marlon tried another tack. “Those gowns are too loose. They flap open and the gloves are all large. That’s men's size. Most of our staff are women. We need fitted gowns, full face masks, gloves for women. And while you're at it, anti-bacterial hand washes and sprays. We always need more of them in the winter.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “I’ll run it by the board.”

      “Tell them it’s to counter airborne pathogens.”

      “What?” she shook her head, “When do airborne pathogens pose a threat?”

      “Constantly.”

      “I mean a real threat.” She stopped playing with her computer and looked at him.

      “Constantly,” he repeated.

      “I’ll speak to them, but don’t hold your breath.”

      He got up and moved towards the door. Was halfway out when she called, “Marlon”

      He stopped and turned.

      She spoke as though indulging a child. “Every winter you do this to me. Profits are being squeezed more and more. Remember, no jobs are guaranteed forever. Stop causing dissent amongst the staff.”

      “I don’t go to them, they come to me,” he objected.

      “I like you Marlon, but there are limits. You know they will only tolerate so much.”

      She meant the board, the shareholders, and yes, he knew.

      “You’re the boss,” he replied.

      He said it the way he always did at these junctures. Like he didn’t mean it.

      She hated the way he did that.

      “I’ll make a note of your complaints”

      Marlon didn’t bother answering.

      “You can go.”

      As soon as he was out the door, she phoned head office and filled them in on the exchange as they had requested.

      “He was going on about PPE again. He says he just wants the staff to be protected.”

      “It’s spend, spend, spend with this guy. What is he, a communist?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Luckily you won’t have to put up with him much longer.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes really, there are some new staff on the way, from the Philippines. They won’t be answering back or asking for extra PPE.”

      “Oh good.”

      “We don’t need his sort causing dissent. The board would like you to put his name top of the list for the next round of cost-cutting measures.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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            ‘A PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY’

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning, when the world was settling into another week of drudgery, Anna was at her favourite salon. She’d been coming here for yonks. Marc was an awful gossip, but he knew everyone and was an absolute wizard with the scissors. The great and the good from all over the city came here. It was a see-and-be-seen kind of place.

      “Oh, a dirty weekend in Paris. That’ll be nice.” Marc didn’t bother to lower his voice.

      “I said, ‘A long weekend’,” Anna corrected him, looking around to see who was listening.

      He glanced at her in the mirror and smirked.

      “It’s the same thing innit?” His scissors never missed a beat.

      “You’re awful.” Her words were disapproving but her tone was pure encouragement.

      “I’m pleased for you, hun, really I am.” He smiled again. “You’re a lucky girl. I can’t remember the last time I had a dirty weekend in Paris.”

      She doubted that was true or that it was very long ago.

      “And he’s taking me to Luigi’s tonight,” she added.

      “Oh loverly, how lovely. You deserve a bit of pampering.”

      He snipped away at the back of her hair, then caught her eye once more in the mirror. “So, I guess he’ll be getting some ‘special’ treatment?” He winked at her in the mirror.

      “Behave!” she shrieked, and he snorted.

      “Actually, I do recall my last trip to Paris.” He grinned mischievously. Totally ignoring her request to behave, he was off on his favourite topic. Tales of debauchery in which he played the starring role. He threw a few Parisian tourist attractions into the mix to keep the story flowing. He didn’t shut up until she was under the dryer, where conversation was impossible, where all she could do was sit dumbly staring at a giant TV screen. The subtitles sucked her in.

      ‘Today the World Health Organisation has declared COVID-19 a public health emergency.’

      She didn’t like announcements containing the words ‘Health Emergency’. It sounded depressing.

      She reached for her phone and hit the Foxy Bingo app.

      A couple of hours later she was coiffured to perfection. Marc sold her a bagful of products and called her a cab.

      She couldn’t wait to get home. They had this little ritual whenever she returned from the salon. She would open the door and announce, ‘I’m home, honey.’

      Danny would come to her, check her out from head to toe and tell her, ’You look amazing.’

      The compliment would wash over her, make her feel that everything was in its place and all was right with the world.

      She paid the driver and, buzzing with anticipation, threw open the front door.

      “I’m home, honey.”

      Bizarrely there was no response. She could hear the drone of the television. Walking towards the living room she called again, “I’m home, honey.”

      “In here.”

      That was not the correct response.

      No matter, she wasn’t unreasonable. She went to him and from the doorway, where he could see her, said again, “I’m home, honey.”

      Barely glancing up, he hissed, “Have you seen this? It’s an emergency now.”

      “I’ve had my hair done.”

      “Looks lovely.”

      He was focused on the wrong thing here. Lovely was not the same as amazing and a fleeting glance was not the same as lingering adoration.

      She managed not to say so aloud. She didn’t want to seem petty.

      She retreated to the kitchen to lick her wounds. He was so engrossed by the news he didn’t even notice she’d gone. That had never happened before.

      ‘Oh my god,’ she thought, leaning heavily against the kitchen door. ‘He’s lost interest in me. He’s having an affair!’
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            ‘MID-JANUARY 2020’

          

        

      

    

    
      Danny rolled over and tenderly moved Anna’s hair away from her ear. He kissed her gently.

      “Morning, darling.”

      She smiled. It put her in the right frame of mind to face the day.

      “I’m just popping out.”

      She spun round. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ve got a quick errand to run.”

      “We’re supposed to be jogging round the park together. I’ve bought a brand-new jogging suit.”

      “I’ll only be an hour.”

      “You better be.” She pouted and he smiled.

      “You’re so cute when you sulk,” he teased.

      “One hour,” she warned him.

      “One hour,” she shouted again as she heard the back door.

      He was back in fifty-five minutes.

      Anna heard him run up the stairs to change, then run back down again.

      “I’m ready,” he announced as he joined her in the front room.

      She was dressed in her new yellow tracksuit, watching television.

      “Good boy.”

      Danny perched on the arm of the sofa and picked up the remote controller.

      “What are you doing?”

      He’d already switched to the news channel.

      “Look at this, this virus.”

      “Let’s go,” she replied.

      “It’s called COVID-19.”

      “COVID-19? Is that even a real word? Come on, let’s go.”

      He hit the off button and followed her outside.
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            ‘OFFICIAL CHANNELS’

          

        

      

    

    
      At Downing Street, the deputy prime minister, the Health Secretary and various members of the cabinet were in a meeting with the country’s top virologist and best medical scientists.

      The Prime Minister wasn’t available because his fiancé needed him to look at wallpaper samples.

      A revered scientist was explaining why it was advisable to implement precautions immediately. That steps must be taken as soon as possible to minimise the potential catastrophe heading this way.

      “It just seems really negative,” said the Health Secretary.

      “I agree,” said the deputy PM. “I know what the PM would say were he here. Predicting doom and gloom is never a vote winner, eh, what.”

      The scientist was too polite to ask, ‘Why isn’t he here?’ Instead, he said, “But this is unprecedented, sir. The South Koreans are extremely worried.”

      “My gut feeling is that you’re making too much of it,” replied the deputy. “Those Koreans are notoriously skittish,” he added with a condescending smile.

      The scientist ignored his childish remark. This was neither the time nor the place. He pointed to the chart again, reiterating the urgent advice from the World Health Organisation. Then he took a deep breath and explained the situation once more but this time in terms an eleven-year-old would be able to comprehend.

      They let him finish, then mocked him openly.

      “You boffins are so dramatic. Everything is always so depressing. You don’t understand politics at all,” said the top spad.

      “I’m just not feeling it,” added the deputy, “and I know the PM will say the same.”

      He glanced towards his assistant quietly lurking in the back of the room. That was the signal. The spotty oik leapt up, took the scientist by the elbow and gently, skilfully manoeuvred him towards the door.

      “We thank you for your valuable opinions,” he said, “and we’d like you to keep monitoring the situation. If anything changes, don’t hesitate to contact me. You have my extension number, don’t you?”

      The top scientist nodded. He had much more to say, but his mind was blank. It was the steering by the elbow that had thrown him. Nobody had done that to him for fifty years. It perplexed him, flustered him, made him lose his train of thought. And now he was being ushered out the door. Things never used to be like this.

      “This virus looks serious,” he muttered.

      “So, as I say,” the spad replied, “any change, let us know.”

      And that was it. The meeting they’d waited weeks for was over. Worse than that, the Prime Minister hadn’t even bothered to show up.

      “These politicians are a disgrace,” a scientist mumbled as they shuffled away, wondering what had just happened. A flunkey waited at the foot of the stairs poised to open the door. It felt as though they were being evicted. Politely, of course, this was England after all.

      “Thank you for coming,” the flunkey spoke so solemnly he could have come straight from a funeral.

      The boffins were too polite to voice their disquiet. They filed out and went away.

      Later, at home, his wife asked the chief science officer, “How did your meeting go dear?”

      “He wasn’t even there.”

      “Oh, that’s a shame dear. Do you want peas or beans with supper tonight?”

      “And this new chap never takes responsibility for anything. Mark my words this will all be our fault somehow.”

      He meant the science community, he meant him and his peers. He should have spoken up in the meeting. It was too late now. What could she possibly do?

      “I’m sure he won’t blame you dear. Not if you’ve done nothing wrong. He seems so nice.”

      The scientist stared at his wife and saw what was really happening. The whole nation had been hypnotised. The country was on the precipice of the worst disaster since the Nazis declared war and an incompetent man-child who understood nothing and cared about even less was in charge.

      Tomorrow he would have to break the bad news to the rest of the scientific community.
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            ‘UNPRECEDENTED’

          

        

      

    

    
      Danny was talking into his other phone.

      “You’ve got the visa, haven’t you?”

      “I tell ya, they’re tightening up all through Europe,” a minion was explaining.

      “Use the visa,” Danny told him and wished these people were a bit more versatile.

      “Ok.” The underling didn’t want to be seen as a problem with all that entailed. “I’ll deal with it,” he said.

      “Good, cos I’m not there and you are.”

      “It’s just journalists panicking people.”

      “Yeah,” Danny agreed.

      He’d always been too busy to watch the news. Only now it was affecting business, now he was interested.

      Anna, however, wasn’t too keen on his newfound enthusiasm for current affairs.

      ‘This is how the cracks appear,’ she worried. ‘I’ve read about this in Cosmo. Husbands get bored of their wives and start developing other interests.’

      She didn’t like it. He might as well be having an affair. The end result was the same. The ink on the marriage certificate was barely dry and she felt neglected. This was not acceptable.

      She knew the dangerous space in any relationship was that gap between what you said and what you meant. She had friends who were now living alone because they skipped over those important middle bits. Didn’t clarify, didn’t ask, assumed and presumed, and now they have to fight for child support and life is one long struggle.

      She mentioned her concerns to her bestie.

      “Next time you catch him watching the news, say something,” Betsy advised. “You have to nip this in the bud.”

      “Right,” she vowed, “I will.”

      She didn’t have to wait long.

      That very afternoon he switched over to CNN, in the middle of Corrie. She fake coughed, and he looked up, caught her eye and smiled.

      “Alright, love?”

      “What’s with all the politics?” she asked.

      He frowned. “What? What do you mean?”

      She took a deep breath. “Are you getting bored of me?”

      “What?” a grin spread across his face. Amusement sparkled in his eyes. “Of course not.” He reached for her hand and kissed it. “That’s preposterous. Why on earth would you think that?”

      “So what’s with all the politics? You don’t care about that stuff.”

      “I care.” He pouted a little as though he was mock offended.

      “You never watched the news before.”

      “Awww, you think I’m getting bored of being married. That I’m trading you in, not for a younger model, for current affairs?”

      She shrugged. It sounded ridiculous when you put it like that.

      “Being married to you is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

      “Really?”

      “Really, it’s this coronavirus, this COVID-19. I’ve got to keep an eye on it. It’s affecting business.”

      “Oh.” She looked relieved. “That’s all?”

      “Well…”

      “Oh god, here it comes.”

      “No.” He took her hand. “You know how I love the History Channel? Well, this is unprecedented. We’re living through a moment in history. They’ll be talking about this COVID-19 hundreds of years from now.” He squeezed her hand. “That’s all it is. No need for you to worry.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s unprecedented, that’s exciting, eh?”

      “Not really,” she answered without hesitation. “I don’t like anything ‘unprecedented’. I like things to be normal and mundane.”

      “Me too baby, but if change is forced upon us, if it affects us financially, I have to keep on top of it, don’t I?” He cuddled her closer. “I’ve got my wife’s wellbeing to consider. There’s nothing more important than that.”

      That was all she wanted, to be his number one priority.

      She kissed him on the nose. He had reassured her, made her feel all would be well in the end.

      “You’re the most precious thing in the whole world. I just want you to be happy,” he said.

      She smiled. That was good enough for her, for now.

      He turned back to the TV screen.

      “Before you get too engrossed, don’t forget we’re eating out tonight,” she reminded him.

      She was really saying, ‘Switch that off, go and get ready.’

      He turned to face her. “Do you really think we should?” he asked.

      “Should what?”

      “Go out.”

      “Yes, I think we should. You’ve literally just finished saying you want to make me happy. Going somewhere nice and getting a chance to wear my new shoes will make me happy.”

      “Yes, yes, of course, Whatever you want.”

      “Besides, it’ll do you good to get away from those depressing news channels for a few hours.”

      He smiled. As the voice of the television presenter boomed out loud and clear, “Imperial College London today announced they are substantially more concerned about this coronavirus than they were a week ago.”

      He felt personally vindicated. He gave her the side eye and laughed playfully. “Still want to go out?” he teased.

      She reached for him, and he jumped up before she could dig her fingers into the fleshy part of his thigh.

      “I’m going,” he called over his shoulder. “Your wish is my command.”

      “Wear those tighty-whities,” she called after him. “They’re in your top drawer.”

      “I’m more than just a sex object,” he whined down the hallway. “I’m a real boy, with feelings.”

      “Shut up Pinocchio,” she shouted back.

      He was smiling all the way to the shower. She flicked off the television and reached for her phone. A little Candy Crush would help lighten the mood.

      Every day now the news, the chat shows, idle conversations at the gym, everywhere she went the message was the same.

      ‘Coronavirus, Be afraid, be afraid, be very afraid.’

      She didn’t like it. She had long ago developed a deep aversion to negative feelings, difficult truths and uncomfortable facts.

      She liked to keep it simple. But how could you when the only topic in town was so goddamn serious? When day after day nobody wanted to talk about anything else.

      Weren’t people bored yet? How much longer would she be forced to endure this?

      Still, January was nearly over. Surely next month something else would grab the headlines.
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            ‘31ST JANUARY 2020’

          

          TWO TEST POSITIVE IN THE UK

        

      

    

    
      It was Friday morning. Anna woke to a lovely empty bed. She stretched out and sniffed hard.

      The aroma of fresh coffee did not assault her nostrils. Was not wafting up the stairs to greet her.

      She sighed dramatically as though she were the unluckiest lady in the whole wide world.

      They had a routine and on Fridays: he stopped at the bakery on the way back from his run, got home and made the good coffee. Then he brought her breakfast in bed.

      She kicked off the eight-hundred-count Egyptian cotton duvet and doubted there was anyone anywhere whose suffering compared to hers.

      Eventually, when her rumbling stomach could no longer be ignored and still no coffee aroma, she pulled on her silk robe and with one final dramatic sigh, was heading downstairs.

      This is what abandonment must feel like.

      What if he wasn’t home? If something had happened on his run.

      Should she go and look for him? Should she get properly ready first? She had an image to maintain. What if she bumped into someone she knew? Can you imagine the wagging tongues were someone to spot her without her carefully applied makeup?

      Appearances mattered. It was important the world sees her as she wishes to be seen.

      Fortunately, she was spared the decision-making. Danny hadn’t deserted her. He was sprawled in front of the television.

      “No coffee?” she asked leaning against the doorframe. “No croissant?”

      He looked up quizzically.

      “It’s Friday,” she added and allowed a hint of disappointment to enter her tone.

      “Oh shit, Sorry, babe.” He did seem genuinely sorry, which softened her pain slightly. He pointed at the screen. “I got distracted.”

      “This virus is more important than your wife, is it? Really?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Good.”

      “They’ve upgraded it,” he explained. “It’s an international emergency now.” He didn’t need to keep adding, ‘and it’s affecting business.’

      “But life goes on,” she observed.

      “Yes, I know, but…”

      “People still need to eat. I still need breakfast.”

      “Shall I go now?”

      She nodded. “You could pick up the dry cleaning too if you like. By way of apology.”

      “Dry cleaning?”

      “Yes, my dress for the party tonight.”

      He hesitated.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He hesitated further.

      “What, tell me?”

      “Should we really be going to parties?”

      “Why not?” She frowned.

      “Well, the vir⁠—”

      She cut him off, “If you say virus one more time…” She wagged her finger in his face. “We’re going,” she said adamantly. “Everyone will be there.”

      “But the coronavirus?”

      “Sod the coronavirus.”

      “I’ll go to the bakery,” he replied. She was the one person on earth he was unwilling to argue with.

      “Here’s the ticket for the cleaners.”

      He took it and was out the door.
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            ‘26TH FEBRUARY 2020’

          

        

      

    

    
      Anna put a lot of effort into getting ready for the evening. She came into the front room looking sensational and quite reasonably anticipating a compliment.

      “Well?” she asked, giving him a twirl.

      “You look fantastic.”

      They were the right words, the correct response, but she could tell his heart wasn’t in it.

      “What’s up?”

      “You won’t like it.”

      “If you say virus, I’ll scream. Is it even a real thing? Betsy says it’s complete nonsense, you know.”

      “Reading stuff on Facebook doesn’t make her an expert.”

      “I know.”

      “Scientists advise restricting unnecessary contact.”

      “It’s not unnecessary contact, it’s taking your wife to dinner. Besides, Betsy does research.”

      ‘Betsy wouldn’t recognise peer-reviewed research if it slapped her across the face,’ he wisely kept that one to himself.

      “I think it’s wise to avoid enclosed spaces,” he meekly offered instead.

      “It’s not an enclosed space, it’s a restaurant.” She moved closer to him. “It’s like you don’t want to be seen with me, like you don’t want this.” She looked down at herself.

      “Of course I do.”

      “Well, get a grip then.”

      He grinned placatingly. “Ok, ok, what my wife wants, she gets.” He moved towards the stairs.

      “Good boy.” She already sounded calmer.
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            ‘DOOM AND GLOOM’

          

        

      

    

    
      The following evening after a full hour of COVID-related doom and gloom, the television cut to local news.

      The announcer talked of a girl who had been attacked and left for dead. It sounded serious enough for Anna to look up from her phone. On the television screen, there was a map that she recognised immediately.

      “That’s here.”

      He gave it the barest of glances.

      “Is it?” He sounded dismissive.

      A reporter on a canal bank came into view and began to speak.

      “Police are still hunting the killer of the victim they found at this location last month. Anyone with any information should contact their local police station or dial 999.”

      “Look, look behind her, that’s the parking bay off Wigmore Street.”

      “Bit hard to contact your local police station if it’s been closed down,” Danny noted.

      “You’re not jogging along there again,” Anna said.

      “Why not?”

      She stared at him incredulously before explaining very slowly, the way one would for a dim-witted child, “Because there’s a madman on the loose and I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Awww, bless you, darling.”

      The map cut away without warning, as an announcer said, “We interrupt this programme to bring you an urgent message from Downing Street.”

      The brand-new No.10 briefing room filled the screen.

      “Oh my god,” exclaimed Danny. “Look at the state of it. What a waste of taxpayers’ money.” He shook his head wistfully. “Couldn’t they squeeze a few more union jacks in?” he added sarcastically.

      “Sssh.” She smiled to acknowledge his joke. “This looks important. They don’t interrupt programming for nothing.”

      “Ha! This lot wouldn’t recognise something important if it was in bed with their daughter. I mean, come on, just look at all those poxy flags. How embarrassing.”

      He was making a valid point. Three giant Union flags had been squashed into the space behind the podium. Talk about overkill. Danny shook his head again as the Prime Minister waltzed on and squeezed his generous frame behind the shiny new podium. He shuffled papers and flicked back his hair as he waited to be flanked by two scientists. When the scientists appeared, there was no smiling. They looked serious, worried, like they hadn’t slept for days. In contrast, the Prime Minister acted as though the whole thing was a big joke and looked as though he’d just woken up in a skip.

      “How embarrassing,” Danny muttered.

      The object of his ire turned to the chief medical officer like the ringmaster at some provincial big top show.

      “Over to you, Chris.”

      The country’s leading professor, the top virologist, cleared his throat before stating in a matter-of-fact tone that overseas travel may have to be cancelled.

      “What?” Anna could barely believe her ears. “What about our trip?”

      “This is unprecedented,” Danny reminded her. “People have died.”

      “Betsy says forty thousand die every year of the flu. The country doesn’t grind to a halt for that.”

      ‘That fucking Betsy.’

      “This is more serious than flu,” he replied calmly.

      She pouted and thrust out her bottom lip. “But I was so looking forward to going to Paris.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I know, darling.”

      That night they went to bed early. There’s nothing like great sex to distract you from the trials and tribulations of life.
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