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Ruled Britannia

This book is part of a triptych of novels; three separate stories
all taking place in the same imagined world. Onre Drop, by Pete
Kalu, 7he Second Coming, by Tariq Mehmood, as well as my
own book, Three Bullets, all take place in the UK as it might be
in the near future.

Thanks to Pete and Tariq not just in terms of world building
but with conversations about race, politics, gender and life in
general, not to mention all the hard work that went into writing
notes for one another. You guys opened a lot of doors for

me — 've not had so much fun writing a book for years.

You can find out more about the Triptych on our Facebook page,
https://www.facebook.com/RuledBritannia/

Or at www.ruledbritannia.net



For my Anita,
who made Lockdown such a pleasure



My name is Martina. You won’t like me, not many people do.
Back then I lived in south Manchester with my little brother
Rowan, an odious brat; my mum, a nutjob; and my friend
Maude, who I used to hate but, well, she didn’t turn out as bad
as she might have done, put it like that. She kind of owed me,
which helped. If it wasn’t for me, she'd have been dead meat by
then, no question.

Not so long before, I had loads of friends — well, people I
knew, anyway. Not all of them were exactly friends. Now I just
had Maude. She used to go to the same school as me, back in
the day. We never hung out. She was way over my head. She
was two years older than me and she was everything 'm not.
She was hot. 'm not hot. Mind you, she didn’t stay so hot, not
without the hot short skirts and the hot tight jeans and the hot
make-up. She still had the nice bum and boobs but if you
dropped her back in a half decent school, she would truly 7oz
be lead bitch. She still got loads of boys but all you needed
round there to get any number of boys was a pair of legs you
could still open and that was as good as hot.

She was smart as well, which I never was — I mean, good-at-
lessons smart. Good at sport and that. Oh, and a bitch. Did

I mention that? A bully. You know the sort. She wouldnt even
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talk to me because I wasn’t cool enough. She was in a group of
girls who somehow found out that I was wearing a thong one
day and pulled my skirt up over my head so that everyone
could see my spotty bottom. That was nice.

Then her house got bombed, and her mum and dad both
got killed, and her brother, who she adored, pulled her out of
the rubble, put her on a mattress on the side of the road and ran
away to who-knows-where.

Maude’s brother did the sensible thing. If my mum had been
as dead as hers, I'd have gone, too. I'd’ve gone before you could
lick the fat off your fingers. I was furious when my dad dragged
her home on that mattress to live with us. I never saw a lot of
my dad because he was always away doing important war stuff.
So then what? He finally gets home after being away for
months, and the first thing he does is adopt the monster bitch
girl from school who spent three months calling me Cheesewire.
And then he goes away again! How’s that for fair, eh, Dad?

‘I don’t care how horrible she was, she has nothing now,” he
said. Then he left us again to get on with his war work.

See? Mum needed him. I needed him. We needed him. And
instead of helping us, he spent all his time helping everyone
else. Then he brings in cheesewire girl and leaves us on our own
to look after her!

Unbelievable.

I remember standing in the doorway of her room, looking at
her lying there, all bruised and ugly. One side of her face was
out like a melon, she had a bloodstained bandage around her
head. She'd been bleeding from her ear.

‘Not so hot now, are you?’ I said.
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I said it quite loud. Loud enough for her to hear if she was
awake — if she could still hear — but not loud enough for Mum
to hear downstairs. She opened her eyes, looked at me, turned
over and lay still.

Serves you right, I thought. But I felt bad.

She woke up a few days later and I still dont know if she
heard me that day. But I really hope not because we became
mates. She spent a week eating all the Pot Noodles I'd got from
when they bombed the Co-op, then one day she lifted her head
and looked at me across the table.

‘Did you get them?’ she asked. “The noodles?’

I nodded. She nodded.

T'm sorry, she said. ‘T'm really, really sorry, Marti.” I suppose
she was talking about the thong and stuff. ‘T'll come out with
you tomorrow and help.’

And she did. And — she was OK, Maude. She stuck to her
word, for you or against you, which I liked. She had principles,
which I kind of admired because I don’t have any myself.

‘A person who stands for nothing will fall for anything,” she
kept telling me. Which was really annoying because I lent her
that book, and also because she’s the one who fell for people’s
bullshit every time. All you had to do was agree with her and
she'd follow you anywhere. I called her Rubblehead because I
think all that rubble sitting on her head for a day must have
knocked some generosity of spirit into her.

“You were such a bitch before. That bomb was a blessing,” I
told her. And she laughed, but actually it’s true. See? Even
bombs can be a blessing.

That was a joke. Right?



Vi

So I woke up and it was pitch black, and I couldn’t see a thing
and there was a great bellowing and roaring all around.

I thought, This is it. There was a big crash and a bang that
knocked the breath out of me. There were bombs going off all
around. It was pitch black but then there was this blinding white
flash for a moment, and everything looked normal. The room,
everything. I was still in bed. The walls, still there. I saw it all in a
fraction of a second. The door. The glass was still in the windows,
but this weird blanket of dust was creeping in at the edges.

My mum was always nagging us to sleep down in the
basement with her and Rowan, but I had my reasons for staying
on the first floor. There’s lots of ways to die when your house
gets hit. You can get burned to death. You can have a lump of
masonry fall on your head. You can choke on smoke or get
thrown up into the air and come down on the heap of rubble
that was once your bedroom. Or, you can get buried under the
wreckage with slow internal bleeding that hurts like hell, with
not enough air to breathe and tonnes of bricks pressing down
on top of you, hoping someone will come along and dig you
out but knowing that they probably won’t. I'd put some thought
into this and that last one was my least favourite way of dying.

Which is why I always slept on the first floor. The attic — even
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a little bomb is going to come through the roof and get you.
Ground floor, if the house falls down — you're dead.

Technically the basement was the safest place, but that
basement was so cold and damp. The gas went last year and we
only got electric for a few hours here and there.

I got this horrendous vertigo, like I was falling, but I was still
in the room lying on my bed. Then, a big bump. The glass
shattered in the windows. The incendiaries were flashing — one,
two, three, four, like that — and I could see Maude sitting up in
bed with her hair in little curls sticking up. She turned to look
at me in strobe and I remember it so well, her with her blonde
hair all sticking up with all that gel she used, like some crazy
doll. T just had time to notice that there was something funny
about the ceiling when the room began to fill up with
dust. Thicker and thicker. Suddenly we were both choking and
we knew we had to get out quick.

I jumped up and my head hit the roof. The room had
shrunk! I was like, WT F? but there was no time to think. There
was another flash and you could see how the dust was swirling
around by the broken windows. I bent down under my bed to
drag out my backpack, but the space under the bed had shrunk
just like the room had and it was jammed tight.

‘Marti” Maude shrieked, because I wasn’t getting out fast
enough. You could hear the whole house groaning. But no way,
no way was my beloved backpack staying behind because then
I might just as well be dead. So I was up on my feet and heaving
and tugging at it, screaming, ‘Maude, Maude!” as loud as I
could for her to help me, and we were both coughing and

hacking and choking. But then there was another flash and that
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damn ceiling was even lower, like it was some kind of monster
psycho ceiling coming to get me, with cracks all over it and its
insides spilling out through them, so I had to leave the backpack
after all and make a dash for the window. There was both of us
scrambling out, getting cut on the jags of broken glass still in
the window. I cut myself badly, actually, on the arm and on my
thigh. It was the dead of night. So dark. There was another
flash — thank God! You have no idea how dark it gets when
there’s no electricity. But that dust — you couldn’t even breathe.
Claustrophobia? Tell me about it.

We got out onto the flat bit on top of the bay window and
scuttled to the edge and then paused. It was a big drop from up
there. Bombs were still going off nearby and we were still
getting flashes of lights from incendiaries — but Lo! The whole
house had shrunk. Instead of a view across to the stumps of the
university buildings on the other side of Platt Fields, we were
halfway to the ground.

What must have happened, we worked out later, is bombs
must have gone off on each side of the house. The blast punched
in the ground-floor walls so the house folded up under us like
a pack of cards, and the attic floor above us, which was a rubbish
floor that a cheap builder put in for Mum and Dad when I was
just a wean, came down inside our room more or less in one

piece, which is why the ceiling was so close.

We were both hanging on for dear life because it was a long

way down from there normally, but when the next burst of
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incendiaries went off, you could see that actually, now it was
just a short drop down. So we just stepped down from the top
of the bay window, which should have been three metres off the
ground, straight into the front garden.

We stood there a moment coughing, like, Really? Is that it?
We couldnt believe we were out, just like that. We walked
together across the road like a couple of old folk going for a
stroll and looked back to where the house was, which was like
a ghost house, in complete and utter darkness, except for the
flashes, which were getting duller now as the incendiaries
marched past us. The whole thing was totally surreal.

‘So I was right about sleeping up there,’ I said.

“Yeah, said Maude. ‘Unbelievable. I mean, it looks like that
was the only floor that was . . .’

I knew what she was about to say. The first floor was the
only one you stood a decent chance of coming out of alive. But
then we both looked at each other, because in our relief at being
alive, we forgot . . .

Maude said ‘—Mum.’

She'd started to call my mum just Mum, which annoyed me
because she was 72y mum, not hers. But I didn’t pick her up on
it because — yeah, Mum! She was under all that rubble.

‘Rowan,” she said.

‘My backpack, I said, and we both ran back to the house
just in time to see it go up. There was no warning — no missile
or whistle or anything. It just went boom. We both flew up in
the air in the blast. I didn’t actually see it because I was going

backwards at the time. Then I was rolling around on my back
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with bits of brick and smoking sparks falling around me, trying
to get my breath and work out how many ribs I'd broken. None
actually, thanks for asking. By the time I got to sit up, everything
was in darkness again and you could just hear this rumbling,
crashing, rolling kind of noise, which I think must have been
the house falling down. Jesus. Later, I always thought of that as
the sound of my mum dying.

We ran up to it, but bits of house were still falling off and it was
too dangerous. It was dark, there was fire inside the house but you
couldn’t see much. You could /ear stuff hitting the ground around
you. It was hard to breathe. It started raining. I remember being
surprised at how cold the rain was. Quite icy on the skin. Its
funny what stays in your head. We stood at the front where her
bedroom used to be, shouting, ‘Mum! Mum! Mum! at the top of
our voices at the heaps of bricks, but no one answered. The bombs
were still marching about but further away now.

People came out with torches and shovels and stuff to
help. Once the dust began to clear — the rain helped — you
could see the house was just a pile of rubble and tangled
beams and windows and cables and pipes and bits of fire and
things. Our things. We pulled away at it all night, and it was
the hardest and most horrible work anyone ever did. We
didn’t get any sleep, obvs. When the morning came and we
could see, the devastation was so bad, you just knew you
were wasting your time. Some of the neighbours drifted off,
but we didn’t stop. We took breaks from the digging at
Thomas’s house across the road, sipping hot tea and eating
chickpeas with the other casualties. Veronica from next door

had lost her house too. It actually looked as if it had fallen
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sideways onto ours, which irritated me. I mean — it just made
things worse, you know?

She bandaged up my thigh for me. No one cried. What can
you do? You just sit there and think to yourself that one day,
maybe soon, youre going to cry your eyes out about this. But

not now.



J

Mum and my brother Rowan had been sleeping in the basement
which had the two side walls fall in on it and the ceiling, our
floor, came down on top of that. So they were dead, weren't
they? Flat as cereal packets. Even so, I dug for two days to get
down to them, then at the end of the second day, when we
reached ground zero — Mum zero, let’s face it — that’s when I got
the willies and Maude and some of the neighbours made me go
and wait across the road while they cleared off the final layers.
It took them a few hours until Maude came to find me and
gave me a little nod, and I didnt follow her when she went
back. I didn’t want to see it, thanks.

I cried then. Then, I cried. She'd been a crap mum for the
last couple of years, but that was just because she couldn’t
cope with the war and the bombs and the people dying so she
got into all this weird secrecy and hiding and conspiracy
theories. But before that, she'd been a good mum. And even if
she hadn’t been, she was still 7y mum, the only mum I'd ever
had or could have, and you have to love your mum, don’t
you? — the woman who gave birth to you and loved you no
matter what.

We buried her a couple of days later in the Central Cemetery.

I'm mostly glad I never got to see her dead, because who knows
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what she was like underneath all that rubble? In another way,
though, it does my head in because I keep getting these fantasies,
like the one where she’s just popped out to see someone so she
wasn't even in when the house got hit, or perhaps she was having
a secret affair with someone, but she got stuck and only came
back after we left, and now she’s looking everywhere for us and
can’t find us. Whereas, if I'd seen her, in whatever mess she was
in, then I'd know for sure she was dead, right here in my heart,
and that she is never going to come back.

But whatever my heart thought and hoped, my brain knew.
My mum was dead and I was an orphan, free to realise my
dream of running away from this benighted s***hole and make
my home somewhere decent, somewhere with shops and
beauty spas and schools and hospitals that don't get bombed.
The good things in life. I remembered them and I wanted them
back. Hot chocolate and tea. Nice meals every day, cake, going
to the cinema, make-up, eating out, pizza, burgers, frothy
coffee. Wine. Vodka. Sex. Drugs. All of it.

I know what you’re thinking. You're thinking, What a
monster! Her mum’s just been squashed flat like a beetle
and here she is celebrating her freedom. But dont get me
wrong — I loved my mum. Not my brother Rowan, though.
I didn’t love him, that’s true, so in that respect I am a
monster. But my mum, yeah. Every time I think about her,
even now, it hurts like a punch to the stomach. She was such
a stubborn bitch! And a stupid cow, as I often had to remind
her. I didn’t /ike her much, but I loved her and I wept my
little heart out, all on my own, sitting on the loo in Thomas’s

basement, until someone knocked on the door and said they

11



MELVIN BURGESS

needed a poo, so I wiped my eyes on some toilet paper and
got on with life.
There was only one thing for me to do now. Get the you-

know-what out of there and start to Jive.

Wed had to dig down through our room to get down to Mum,
so I'd already pulled out some of my stuff. A few clothes. I got
my board that I painted in art class while school was still going:
‘“Who is Martina Okoro?” Some other bits and pieces. Couple
of books. My Black Sabrina doll with the braids and hair
extensions. I used to collect them for a while until I got sick of
how pretty they all were — they were making me jealous — so I
got rid of them all except her. My money I'd saved. Yeah, and a
little bag with some gold in it. A gold chain, a few gold coins.
My secret phone, which was still there under the mattress where
I hid it when I slept. But most importantly — I got my backpack!
Yeah! My backpack had been packed for years, just waiting for
the chance to get out of this dump to a sensible country where
you can actually have a life.

It was time to go. I'd spent the past few years hanging around
against my better judgment looking after my mum. It was time
to think about myself for a change. We all have our dreams and
ambitions. Some want to Do Good, some want to travel, some
want to make loads of money. I wanted to spend my war being
decadent. Drugs, booze and sex. Mostly sex. Lots of sex. Every
single way you can imagine.

People who know me would be surprised to hear me say that

because I'm such a prude. I never swear. I can’t watch when a
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sex scene comes on a film, I have to put my head in my hands
or look the other way. I'm such an iron virgin that not only
have I never had sex, I've never even been kissed. It’s true. But
inside, there’s a dirty bitch waiting to come out who only I
know, just waiting for the right chance to be introduced to the
right people. It’s just that none of them have chanced along to
meet me yet.

I was soooo looking forward to it.

I was already packed — I'd been packing for years. That
backpack was the first thing I went looking for after the bomb,
because you can bet there were plenty of people beetling about
in the rubble that day, pretending to help, who were really just
looking out for what they could loot. I cant tell you how
relieved I was to get to it first, still intact.

All the essentials were in there. Underwear. Five or six
changes of clothes. Make-up. Books — The Gender Games and
my copy of the autobiography of Malcolm X, that my dad gave
to me. If I wasnt so besotted with Beyoncé, it would be
Malcolm X whod be my hero. His motto is my motto: ‘By any
means necessary . It’s just that he wanted equal rights by any
means necessary, and I want to get out of this hole and get
stoned and you-know-whated by any means necessary. I know
a lot of people who admire Malcolm X as much as I do, but
none of them admire him quite like me. The big difference is
that whereas they admire him for the Black liberation years, 1
revere him for the New York years, when he was out there busy
getting his hair straightened into a conk, taking loads of
cocaine, wearing a zoot and sleeping with white girls.

And my meds, they were in there. About three months’

13



MELVIN BURGESS

supply — enough to get me to Amsterdam, city of fun, where
you can buy the things over the counter, so they say. I'm never
without a supply of meds. You better believe it.

I have family in Amsterdam. One, maybe two half brothers
from my dad’s past life. I haven’t heard from them in ages and
P've never seen much of them anyway so I can't say that they’re
the main attraction. But it helps to have a foothold, you know

what [ mean?

Once I left the loo, I got outside, hid myself away round behind
the back of Thomas’s house and took out my secret phone and
my earphones to listen to some tunes. The phone had a bit of
juice in it, where I'd charged it at Thomas’s generator. Nothing
but the best for our Thomas.

It was one of my very precious things, that phone. It was a
present from my dad, the last present he ever gave me before
he disappeared. He left one with Maude and one with Mum,
but would you believe those bitches, they lost theirs ages ago,
which was really careless of them, because they both knew
how important the software on it was to Dad and the people
he worked with. Not to mention all those poor suckers down
there in the ERAC at Huntingdon, who were having their
brains spring-cleaned twice a day, courtesy of the Brotherhood
of the Blood of Jesus. You want to know how important that
software actually was? So important it had been bugged so
that it couldnt be copied, or downloaded or duplicated in
case anyone fiddled with it or put a virus in it or learned

how to decode it. That important. Yes, those bitches had lost
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their phones and I still had mine, like the faithful daughter
I was.
Which meant I had the only copy of Dad’s Very Important
Software existing on the entire planet. Big responsibility, huh?
Whod have thought it?

You might not have heard about the ERAC at Huntingdon.
The Bloods never exactly advertised it, obvs, and our lot up
here, the FNA, the Free Northern Army, they were never too
keen on making it public knowledge either. It’s the old story.
Most of them refused to believe it existed in the first place, and
the ones that did were like, Are you kidding? You want us to
deal with something happening way down there? Thats up
to the East Anglian bunch, or the southern bunch. We're too
busy fighting for our own people.

ERAC stands for Evangelical Realignment Centre. It’s
where the Bloods fix up idolaters and heretics and believers in
equal rights, that sort of thing, to put them back on the straight
and narrow. Of course, being white supremacists, they have
their own ways of working out if you are a heretic. So for
instance, if youre south Asian in descent, youre a Muslim.
Stands to reason. If youre Black, you may or may not be a
Muslim, but best to take no chances. If you're a Black Christian,
youre going to be the wrong kind of Christian, and if you're
not a Christian, you'll have more than likely got your head full
of all that equal rights nonsense anyway. Best to shove you in
there, too.

I'm not saying there’s no white people in ERAC, just that
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they need pretty good proof that you belong there. As opposed
to no proof whatsoever if you're Black.

White supremacists, don’t cha just love ’em?

The ERAC isnt just any old internment camp. Its an
experimental facility. They put a chip in your head, an actual
microchip, and they reboot your identity with it. I know! Don't
ask. It literally makes my skin crawl. They use some kind of
software, but software just happens to be the thing my dad was
a genius at. He'd been developing a virus that could undo the
damage.

Clever stuff. Clever Dad. And he may have actually done it,
too. He was just about to go down south to deliver the software
when he vanished overnight. Fortunately he'd put copies of it
on these phones which he then handed out — one to Mum, one
to me and one to Maude — to keep safe if anything happened
to him.

... Not that there was any need to say anything about me still
having that phone to Maude. She didn’t need to know everything.
I told myself, ‘It’s a safe bet that if she does ever find out I still have
it, she will seriously try to kill me.” As far as she was concerned my
phone disappeared in the same police raid as hers and Mum’s a
few days after Dad disappeared. We thought we were safe from
the Bloods because at that time, they were a hundred miles away
still busy fighting for Birmingham. It must have been a task force
they sent up from down there, just to take my dad out. They
knew what a genius he was, even if the FNA didn’t. They took
him out and I guess we ought to be thankful they didnt come
back and take us out as well. But they didnt. Instead they came
back and took all the hardware we had — laptops, phones, USB
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sticks, the lot. My dad’s software, that he had spent his life working
on — gone. Every last copy. And yet . . . here was my phone that
Dad gave me, right here in my hand. Odd, eh? The world is full
of contradictions, isn’t it? You just never can tell.

I only kept it because it was a real good phone, better than
my other one. It had my music on it, including the playlist my
dad made for me. Wi-fi was on and off like a traffic light, the
mobile masts were always being knocked out, so if you wanted
tunes on demand, you needed a hard copy. Normally I kept the
secret phone, well . . . secret. You know? And quiet. But on this
occasion my other phone, my cheap, nasty public phone, didn’t
make it out of the house, so there was no choice if I wanted to
listen to my tunes. Even so, I so wished I didn’t have it, because
what it meant was, that before heading off to Hull to catch a
ferry on my way to Amsterdam, city of my dreams and my
future home, I was supposed to go south, down towards Blood
territory to deliver the software and fulfil my dad’s crazy dreams
of giving all those poor lost souls in the ERAC their freedom.
Who, frankly, were never any of my business in the first place,
except that he made me promise I would.

Except — really? I mean — really? Yes, 1 know I promised my
dad if anything happened to him I'd make sure that software
got down to the ERAC in Huntingdon. And yes, I know that
Maude’s poor heart had been broken into a thousand pieces
when all that hardware went missing, taking my dad’s dreams
with them, which of course had become her dreams too, ever
since he saved her life . . . But the thing is this; no one in the
world — 70 one — had any idea that I still had that phone with
my dad’s software intact. And . . .
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Dad was dead, wasn’t he? He bad to be dead — why would
the Bloods keep someone like him alive? And promises don't
count to dead people, do they? My dad was a man with a huge
brain, so huge that when he spoke to you, you often didn
know what he was talking about. Tell the truth, I sometimes
wonder if he understood himself. Yeah, he was a brain. But he
was a dead brain now.

I kneeled down there among the bins, where I doubtless
belonged. The sweet notes of Sylvester’s “You Make Me Feel
(Mighty Real)’ filled my ears. A message from my dad. I tapped
my fingers on my knee in time to the music. I could hear my
dad in my ear, saying . .. ‘Is it a man? Is it a woman? Do we
care NOOOOOOOY

When we first realised that Dad had gone from our lives
for ever, first thing Maude did was try to give the software to
the FNA. But as far as they were concerned, my dad was just
another crazy old Black man with a bunch of crazy old Black
dreams that were never going to come true. After that,
when they said no, she was all ready to set off on her own, all
the way down there, into the very teeth of the enemy, to
deliver a phone full of crazy software to some guy my dad
used to know, who might not even be alive any more. Even
though she'd almost certainly never make it. Even though
she had no idea whether the software would even work
or not. And even though she really owed it to me to stay and
help me look after my mum, because I was the one who saved
her life.

But! Guess what? It came to pass that it was exactly at

that moment that the Bloods came and raided our house, so
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she couldn’t go and had to stay and help me look after Mum
after all.

So there I was behind the bins, thinking, Hmmm. So, what’s
it gonna be, Marti? Amsterdam, with its drugs, sex and its
cheap, hedonistic lifestyle? Or the ERAC, with the Bloods and
all their attendant oppression, racism, torture, rape and almost
certain death? Because, let’s face it, as I stood there in my
stockinged feet, I represented everything — everything — that the
Bloods hated. If they ever got their hands on me, I was worse
than dead. They'd spend the rest of eternity beating me up and
pulling out my fingernails just for fun.

Now let me see . . .

In case you're wondering, I'm not a Muslim. Neither was my
mum or my dad. And 'm not a Christian or political or
anything really, except I'm really, really, really pro-Martina
Okoro. So what is it about me they would hate so much?

You may well ask.

The music moved on. It was my hero, Beyoncé. I love her so
much. I want to be as much like her as it’s possible to be. Same
face, same boobs, same life. I know, I know! Dream on. But we
all need an ambition in life to keep us going. Mine just happens
to be being Beyoncé.

I sat there for a few more minutes, waiting and thinking,
thinking and waiting. What was it to be? Fulfilling my dad’s
noble ambitions — or my petty, small selfish ones? Putting
myself in grave personal danger for the greater good, or running

for cover and a selfish, hedonistic lifestyle? Fighting for hope,
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freedom and democracy for my fellow countrymen — or making
a run for it to grab whatever I could for myself?

No competition, was it?

Sorry, Dad. I know how much you wanted to help mankind,
but the present is more important than the future. More to the
point — I am more important than them.

And you? You're dead.

I got up. I had things to do. On the way out I walked right
past the bins — Thomas still kept his bins, the snob, even though
no one had collected any rubbish for years — but I didn’t throw
the phone away. Not yet. Those tunes were a present from my
dad. They were like messages — memories, bits of information,
beliefs. In a way, they were all I had of him.

I loved my dad at least as much as I loved my mum, maybe
even more. | don’t think I liked him much more than her, but
I admired him. My mum was too fragile for this world. She
didn’t have it in her. Actually, I think Mum would have had a
hard time coping even in the land of milk and honey, let alone
the land of shrapnel and bullet wounds. But my dad was
brave and clever and determined — all the things that I'm not
and never will be. He seemed to really believe that he could
force the world to see things the way he did — which was
nonsense of course, but you have to admire him for it. He
picked those tunes for me. It was stuff he liked, stuff I'd liked
at various times of my life. Stuff my mum liked. Songs that he
wanted me to know about, or that showed me something he
thought was important. He'd really thought about it, like he
thought about everything. He was dead, dead as a leg of lamb.

He was a lousy dad even when he was alive, always away
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looking after anyone on Earth so long as they weren’t related
to him, as far as I could make out. But those songs were all 1
had of him, and I wasn’t anywhere near ready to chuck them
in the bin.



While I was busy planning our escape, Maude was still at it,
pulling, digging, chopping her way through the beams. She
kept saying she could hear something under there, voices, bangs
and so on, but it was obviously just the house settling. A bomb
goes off, BANG, and your house falls down, but it spends a
while settling. Bits fall off. It creaks and groans and sometimes —
often — it sounds like voices. But it isn’t voices, except once in a
hundred. It’s two beams rubbing themselves together, or the last
bit of breath being squeezed out of your mum’s cold dead body,
most likely. No one gets out after three days under the rubble.
After two days, if they do find you, you probably wish they
hadn’t. It wound me up, to be honest. I was on at her to pack it
in. She was going to need that energy for later on.

‘We can’t leave until we're sure, she kept saying. And I was
like, What are you going to do, move the whole house with
your bare hands?

‘If T have to,” she said.

See? I don’t call her Rubblehead for nothing. She got a thing
in her head, that’s it, for weeks. She used to be such a cow, then
she tried to make up for it by being a saint. And she had no
sense of self-preservation. Which is fine, but she'd not only give

her last crust of bread to some poor old woman who’s going to
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die anyway — honestly, I've seen her do it — she'd give my last
crust of bread to some poor old woman who’s going to die
anyway. Which is unacceptable. It's a war zone, Maude! You
don’t do that sort of thing. You look after yourself. There’s no
shame in it. You have to.

The situation was getting urgent; the Muslims were arriving.
I saw some in Withington when I went out to see what was
going on. At that point it was just a few dozen, hanging out on
the pavements, little groups of them, trying to catch my eye
and give me the nod, working out if I was one of them or not.
Well, I wasn’t. I didn’t nod back, I kept my eyes straight. I
didn’t have anything I wanted to share with them.

They werent getting what youd call a warm welcome. It
wasnt like we had enough ourselves. With all those extra
mouths to feed, things were going to get a lot worse pretty
quickly. The ones I saw in Withington were just the start. We'd
all seen the tanks rolling into Birmingham, seen the columns of
refugees on our screens — miles and miles of them, strung out
along the M6, marching north, overwhelming towns and
villages on the way. Tens of thousands of them, maybe hundreds
of thousands, marching up the country because theyd been
pushed out of their homes by the regime. That had been going
on ever since the US put the Bloods in charge after the war
down south a couple of years ago. They'd chased the Muslims
out of London first, so they'd all gone to Birmingham. Now the
Bloods had taken Birmingham so they were all coming up here.
You see? Once us brownskins started arriving in Manchester in
numbers, you can bet the regime would be right behind them.

Manchester was going right down the pan and it was going to
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get worse, fast. As soon as the Bloods got here, we were going
down. There was no unity. The Free Northern Army controlled
the south of the city, the fascists had the north, the east was in
bits, that sort of thing. There were snipers and street-to-street
fighting, all that. There was shelling and bombs going off, it had
been going on for three years or more already, ever since the
government fell and the civil war got going properly. Things had
got a lot worse in the past six months or so with the real heavy
bombing, the air raids, when the Bloods began advancing north.
Softening us up, I suppose. It wasn't just them, either. The big
powers never want to risk their own boys on the ground, so they
help their chosen side with bombs. Don’t ask me who it was
dropped that junk on us in Fallowfield, there’s so many different
sides, I can’t even count that high. Probably the US, who hated
the FNA. Turkey may have had a few planes going over. The
Gulf, Europe. I don't know. The point is the Muslims and the
Blacks, the commies and the queers and the libertarians, etc were
all coming and the Bloods were behind them and when they
came, theyd bring along the big stuff — American stuff. Tanks,
heavy artillery, helicopter gunships. And troops. Lots of troops.
Lots of heavily armed troops. We were not going to be on the
payroll. Maybe they were a few months away, maybe a few weeks,
maybe even a few days. But they were coming, and by the time
they got here, I wanted to be gone. I wanted to be gone yesterday.

I ran back home to tell Maude it was time to stop digging.

Thomas, our neighbour whod taken us in, he had this big old

house, the biggest on our road and it hadn’t been touched.

24



THREE BULLETS

Even his croquet lawn at the back was still in one piece, which
was ridiculous really, because we'd all sorts of stuff going off all
over Fallowfield lately. It was just him and his mum living there
so he had loads of room and he was very good after the
bombings. He opened up his basement for people — had a
family of six living down there who'd been bombed out a few
weeks before. He was very generous but he was hilarious too —
he used to go down there with an air freshener and spray all
over them and bellow at them in that big operatic voice of his
about personal hygiene.

‘The waft comes up every time I open the cellar door,” he
bellowed. It wasn’t their fault, there wasn’t enough water for all
those people to shower every day like he did. Also, Thomas had
somehow got his hands on half a dozen sacks of chickpeas,
don’t ask me where from, I dont know. He knew so many
people, he was always coming up with something. We'd all
been eating nothing else for two days, so everyone was farting
away like Queen Elizabeth II after a heavy week of banqueting.
It was a miasma down there! You could spray all you liked and
never get rid of that honk.

But not us. Maude and I were from across the road. We were
neighbours. I used to go to parties at his house when I was little
with Mum and Dad and play croquet. He used to let me have
a sip of fizz while they weren’t looking.

‘T'm not having you staying down with the riff-raff, he said.
“You get the posh treatment. You're guests.” So we had one of
the spare bedrooms on the top floor.

He was a singing teacher — opera. There was always someone

round there yodelling away in one of those big opera voices,
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even during all that chaos. There was one there when I arrived.
A girl. Very beautiful and very surreal, that beautiful voice
soaring over the rubble of our house as I came up the road. I
went in the back way, past his mother Lily, sitting watching
soaps he'd recorded for her years ago at high volume in the
conservatory.

‘Marti, darling, how nice to see you, make me a cup of tea,
will you?’ she warbled as I ran past. But I was in a hurry. I ran
up the stairs two at a time. We had to GO!

I burst into our room and guess what? Guess bloody what?
She'd found someone under the rubble after all. There he was
on the bed — our bed — with a drip going into his cute little arm
and an oxygen mask over his cute little face.

You guessed it. It was Rowan. She'd only dug out Rowan.
The surviving little . . . survivor.

“You found 4im?’ 1 said. ‘Of all the things you could have
found — him? Him, Maude?’

‘He was under the stairwell, she said, which made sense
because Mum was always on at us to hide in the stairwell, or in
the fireplace. They were the two places most likely to stay
standing. ‘I told you I heard something.” And she grinned like
an idiot. Shed effectively cut our chances of getting out the UK
by several hundred thousand per cent, and she was pleased
about it. Then she teared up on me, like Santa Claus finding a
baby to give a rattle to.

‘Great, I said. ‘Hey, that’s really great, Maude. You must be
SO pleased with yourself.’

It was all I could do not to kick her in the teeth.

*
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Let me tell you about Rowan.

He was three years old, right? The civil war was in full swing,
snipers on the streets, nothing in the shops, health service dead.
A war baby. Now you tell me what sort of total idiot moron
woman actually goes and has a baby in the middle of #his? 1
mean, how selfish can you get? I cannot even begin to tell you
how angry it made me when I found out Mum was pregnant.

‘So you're getting rid of it, right?’ I said.

‘Oh, no, she said. ‘No, no. How could I terminate a new life
in the middle of all this death?’

We had a HUGE row about it. It went on for days. I didnt
even know it was possible to have a row that big.

Dad was away, as usual. He only appeared long enough to
get Mum up the duff and then he was away again. He’s like,
Oh, no, I don’t have ime to help my own family, 'm far too
important for that. So here’s a newborn baby and a half dead
bully to look after. Really? I mean — really? We could hardly
feed ourselves as it was. Mum was already in a mess. She was
depressive, my mum. Definitely. Of course she wouldnt have
it. She’s like, Oh, no, nothing like that. I'm just depressed
because of circumstances. Anyone would be depressed with all
this going on, wouldn’t they?

No, Mum. I'm not depressed and Maude’s not and Dad’s
not. And you are!

But it was no use, say what you like, it was never anything to
do with her. Neither she or Maude would have been even alive
if it wasn’t for me. But do I get a say? No way. [ just get to play
Mother while my actual mother is too busy being pregnant.

Of course Mum being Mum, she then went on to have the
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worst pregnancy ever. The vomiting! She was a fountain of
puke. Food was already getting short, and there she was
vomming it all back up as soon as it went down. There was this
time when Maude found a box full of canned peaches —a whole
boxful! Peaches! They were dented but they were all good. Mum
spooned them down herself every night for a week and then
half an hour later — blurg! Up they’d all come.

‘There go those peaches again,” said Maude. I could hardly
speak, I was so angry. Every time I heard the tin opener going I
wanted to run in and stab her with it. And did she learn? Did
she leave the peaches for us? Of course she didn’t. She kept
trying and trying until they were all gone.

‘But I love peaches,” she groaned. Yeah. So did I. Thanks, Mum.

When the vomiting stopped, the bloating began. When the
bloating stopped, the high blood pressure started. If you ask
me, for a woman to have a boy inside her — I mean an actual
real boy, actually living inside her like some kind of alien
parasite — it can’t be right. It’s poisonous, I reckon.

‘Well, she managed it before OK, didn't she?” said Maude. I
didn’t even bother answering. I have to deal with that sort of
thing all the time.

Mum could have had a termination easily. There were still
clinics open. It wasn't like she was religious or anything. I told
her. ‘Look around you,’ I said. ‘Bombs going off all over the
place. Militias roaming the street. Racists and supremacists
running around. And — youre married to a Black man! You
have Black kids!” Well, it’s all right for her, she’s white. But me?
You can lie about your religion or your politics, but you can

never lie about the colour of your skin.
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Let me think. We live in an absolute racist hellhole. How
can we make it even worse? Oh — I know! Let’s bring another
Black person into the world in case the racists need a little extra
target practice, why don’t you?

Great. And to add insult to injury, when he was born, the
lictle wretch was actually white, pretty nearly. I mean, how’s
that? Really! An almost-white Black brother. The little toad. I
could have strangled him at birth.

I know what you're thinking. You're thinking, There she
goes. Moaning about her brother. The usual. Brothers and
sisters, eh? Always moaning about each other but underneath
they adore one another really.

No. Really 70. I genuinely did hate him. I know it wasn't his
fault. He didn’t ask to be brought into the world, did he? If hed
been able to see what he was coming into, he'd have said no, I
expect. I certainly would’ve. Well, I'm sorry about it. I really
am. But still, all that notwithstanding . . . yes. I did actually,
genuinely hate him.

But surely, you say, surely I was pleased to see my little
baby brother had survived? Surely I was going to look
after him.

Excuse me? Can you imagine how hard it was going to be to
get away from here anyway? Militias, roadblocks. Radical
beardie Muslims. White supremacist Christian maniacs.
Bombs. Refugees. And now I had a toddler with me. On what
planet is that good news? And it’s not just any normal three-
year-old we're talking about here — it’s a precious, whining,
spoilt, bad-tempered little toad of a three-year-old. To look at

him, you might think butter wouldn’t melt. Cute? Yes, cute as
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kittens — if you didn’t know him like I did. Believe me, this is a

kid unable to think of anything except himself.

So me and Maude had an ENORMOUS row about what to
do with Rowan. I wanted to do the sensible thing, which was
to hand him over to a charity, whod find him a nice family to
live with. Cutesy three-year-old, whiteish toddler, wants
rescuing from hunger and despair by loving family. Come on!
This is a war zone! It’s our duty to make sure he has the best
chances possible.

‘He’s your brother,” she said.

‘Yeah, that’s why I'm doing my best to find a decent home
for him,” I said. There were a dozen organisations whod be
falling over themselves to take him on . . . and help us out on
our hazardous journey by compensating us for our noble
sacrifice. Come on. I mean - COME ON!

‘We promised your mum,” said Maude, and she looked away
as if that was the end of the conversation. As if promises were
real. As if they were made out of steel and concrete. Like if you
dropped one on your foot, youd break your toe.

[ was furious.

“You go with him, you go on your own,’ I said.

‘He’s your brother, she said again, cool as you like. It was one
of the things I hated about Maude — she was always so cool.

‘A brother?’ I said. “What does that even mean? Why should I
be responsible for him just because we have the same parents? I
told Mum not to have him, but she did anyway. He’s not my

faultand if something’s not your fault, it’s not your responsibility.”

30



THREE BULLETS

‘He’s a person, not an argument.’

‘I don’t care.’

“Yes, you do.’

‘I do not, Maude. I really do not. You know how much I
hate him.’

‘No, you don't”

Yes I do. I really, really, really do,’ I said through clenched
teeth.

She scowled, and farted. We might be guests, but we were
still on the chickpea diet. “Whatever. I promised Mum that if
anything happened to her, I'd look after you and Rowan.
End of”

See? I even had to share my own mother with her. What
a cow!

We argued and argued, I talked sense, she talked cojones. 1
talked practicalities, she talked pie in the sky. But it was no use.
Rubblehead just had to have her own way. And the annoying
thing was, I szi// had more chance of getting out with her than
I did on my own, even with the whiny one coming along. This
was going to be an extremely dangerous trip. Maude had
trained with the FNA. Sheld been on courses. She can shoot a
gun, she knows first aid, she can drive. She’s pretty. She’s white.
She has contacts and perfect tits.

Sickening though it was, I had no choice but to give up on it.
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