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In Egypt’s sandy silence, all alone,

Stands a gigantic Leg, which far off throws

The only shadow that the Desert knows:—

“I am great OZYMANDIAS,” saith the stone,

“The King of Kings; this mighty City shows

The wonders of my hand.”—The City’s gone,—

Naught but the Leg remaining to disclose

The site of this forgotten Babylon.

We wonder—and some Hunter may express

Wonder like ours, when thro’ the wilderness

Where London stood, holding the Wolf in chace,

He meets some fragment huge, and stops to guess

What powerful but unrecorded race

Once dwelt in that annihilated place.

Horace Smith, Ozymandias

Presentiment is that long shadow on the lawn

Indicative that suns go down;

The notice to the startled grass

That darkness is about to pass.

Emily Dickinson, Presentiment
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Translator’s Note

This is an abridged and heavily redacted translation of the original 7,000-page manuscript, entitled La Desagradable Historia del Apocalipsis, which was discovered by an employee of Hammersmith & Fulham Borough Council, tightly bound up in a Jiffy bag, in a temporary septic tank on Shepherd’s Bush Green. Suspecting it might be drug money, he fished it out, unsealed it, and apart from a few chapters which fell out from the middle of the sheaf into the ordure and were lost, he saved the bulk of the manuscript, and took it to the council portacabin – where for a few weeks it was used for mopping up spillages and wiping boots – until a Spanish-speaking colleague happened to examine a few passages, and without delay passed the remainder of the manuscript to the council’s hate-crime unit. 

Several pages, and the entire chapter concerning the future of Singapore, were removed from the manuscript at this point, and held as evidence in the event of the authors being found and prosecuted. Attempts to contact the authors failed, but the manuscript eventually found its way to Mr Boyle’s agent, by whom I was engaged to translate the remaining text, and at whose insistence I later removed all of the references to Mr Boyle’s behaviour at the All Star Lanes bowling alley at the Westfield shopping centre. These I would be happy to make available, for a small handling fee, to any interested scholars of the apocalypse or researchers into public urination.

Damage to the manuscript means that there are numerous large and disorienting gaps in the dialogue and narrative, which seem to fit well with the consistently confused nature of the document. Some pages I found to be almost completely without meaning, which made them much easier to translate. I have endeavoured to retain the idiosyncrasies of the text, but have deleted something in the region of 30,000 exclamation marks, a type of punctuation of which the authors seem particularly fond, a great many appearing upside down, in the Spanish fashion. Often five or six would occur in the middle of a sentence in square brackets, usually a mixture of the two orientations, thus: [!¡!!¡], but generally they were peppered throughout, seemingly at random, sometimes two or three within an individual word, and their inclusion would be unhelpful to the casual reader. Also, I have chosen not to include the constant use of the expression ‘¡Tienes cojones!’ with which the protagonist, Alonso Lampe, seems to begin and end most things that he says; and which the authors, to an extent that must be considered unrealistic, pepper the reported speech of most people they meet, including dozens of non-Spanish-speaking historical figures.

As far as I can tell, the majority of the conversations between Mr Lampe and the authors were conducted in Spanish. I understand that both authors are fairly proficient in the language: Mr Boyle from his time as host of ¡Eventos Locos! – an online ‘bloopers’ show aimed at the Mexican market, featuring hostage-situation mishaps caught on Tijuana police bodycam footage, which ran for most of the duration of Covid; and Mr Skelton from the year he spent before university as a cage dancer aboard a Barcelona party boat – which perhaps explains his abundant use of the exclamation ‘¡No tocar!’ (no touching), but this might also have something to do with Mr Lampe’s radically different understanding of personal space. Mr Lampe himself appears to be bilingual in Spanish and English but fluent in neither.

I have not had access to any of the voice recordings made by the authors of their conversations with Mr Lampe, except for a phone message provided by Boyle’s agent in which a person with a thick Gibraltarian accent can be heard singing something in the background which, upon analysis, turned out to be lyrics from the song ‘Circo Loco’ by Drake, seemingly altered to be about the singer’s forthcoming bunion surgery, his tone both playful and threatening. Boyle seems nervous during the message, and at one point there’s some kind of scuffle during which Skelton can be heard to yell ‘¡Este no es el futuro!’ I forwarded the message to a colleague in the Department of Comparative Linguistics, in an attempt to pin down what decade of the future Mr Lampe’s particular brand of Spanish might have emerged in. I forwarded the message to a colleague and they were unable to help, instead passing on the message to the Deputy Vice Chancellor, with whom I am currently having fruitful discussions about the University of Glasgow’s internal communications policy. However, it seems reasonable to speculate, on the basis of other things shouted during the scuffle, that Mr Lampe learned his Spanish at some point after the period referred to in the text as The Conflagration of Decency.

Mr Lampe’s post-apocalyptic Spanish has, understandably, undergone a series of significant morphological shifts, and seems to rely heavily on a semantic architecture constructed from the brand names of various mid-price sherries. For reasons of coherence, I have removed several pages of transcribed dialogue in which he and the authors are trying and failing to fix on the meaning of a word, most often a body part. Where I have been unable to comprehend something said by Mr Lampe, I have made an educated guess. I’ve done my best to improve the stories told by Mr Lampe of his time spent navigating the apocalypse, but many are beyond repair, and these I have left untouched. His rambling and incoherent comparisons between white Rioja and Tempranillo Blanco, which occur during most conversations, have been condensed and moved to Appendix 4, which has been deleted. Some chapters I’ve rewritten entirely, as they just weren’t very engaging, and much of the second half of the book is entirely my invention, but such are the liberties a translator must take in order to be true to the spirit of a text.

Dr Yoana Azurmendi

University of Glasgow, 2024




Disclaimer

What you are about to start reading and then give up on in a few minutes is an account of the grisly ruins of human civilisation from one who walked among them, many decades from now, and who journeyed back to our time, at no small personal cost – particularly to those he met here – to warn us of the horrors that await. It describes, in unblenching detail, a sickening blizzard of crimes, immoralities and blasphemies carried out by governments and corporations, monarchies, celebrities, bodyguards, billionaires, and your future self. Though often distressing, and frequently dull, everything in this book is serious, important and true. Nothing in this book is for entertainment purposes only, or at all. If at any point you find yourself being entertained, something has gone gravely wrong, and you should start again at the beginning, ideally with a fresh copy. 

You do not have to believe everything this book tells you, but one day you will, even if this is your dying thought: damn them to hell, they were right. And die you might. For though this book offers vital protection against a future that will do its best to destroy you, we cannot claim that it will save your life. All that we humbly claim is that it will save mankind. We will explain later how this is so – it is a little complex, the explanation would take us to the very outer reaches of science and philosophy, and indeed beyond them, to a place philosophers call ‘beyond philosophy’. No sense can be made of the book itself without a close preparatory study of the Monadology of Leibniz, and there is little point in reading it at all unless you have the Hebrew text of Jeremiah’s Lamentations to hand, so bear that in mind. Much of what it contains is so philosophically dense, that – as Gurdjieff said in the ‘friendly advice’ he gave at the outset of his Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson – to understand it at all will require three readings. Any attempt to criticise this work after just one or two readings will be doomed, and any review based on fewer than three readings is utterly irrelevant unless good, so probably irrelevant.

As should already be obvious, even to the inattentive, our guiding light in writing this book has been Jean-Baptiste Biot’s magisterial Précis de l’Histoire de l’Astronomie Chinoise. Besides Biot’s masterpiece, the predominant models for this book are: the Upadeśasāhasrī of Adi Shankara; Hume’s History of England (especially vol.3); Edith Wharton’s A Motor-Flight Through France; Plato’s Phaedrus; and Nikki Giovanni’s poem responding to the Virginia Tech massacre: ‘We will prevail!’ 

We would urge anyone hoping to read this book to acquaint themselves with these works first to avoid wasting time, and perhaps just read them instead. Should you then decide to embark upon reading this book, you should never attempt more than 80 or 100 words at a single sitting – which is something we probably should have mentioned earlier – always stay hydrated, and if you are able, perform a few preparatory yoga positions each time before opening the text; we recommend going from a downward-facing pigeon via a side plank into a wind-relieving pose, followed by a minimum of 15 minutes on a trampette. Doing anything less than this is, quite frankly, a danger to your physical and mental wellbeing, and you’ve got quite enough mental and physical danger heading your way without adding to it now.

We must stress: although this book offers you advice, you are under no obligation to follow it, and if you do (which you definitely should) we take no responsibility, moral or legal, for what happens as a result. All we will accept is your gratitude, whether it’s a dying whisper of ‘thank you’, or a firm handshake on a pile of rubble and skulls amid the smoking ruins of civilisation, followed by a cry of ‘onwards!’ as we leap into the bloody ruckus, occasionally stabbing each other by accident, but never holding a grudge, and growing in trust with each new battle fought. The ribbons of our blood-spattered clothes hanging off us like the flags of a new country, the motto of which is the spirit in which you must read this book: credo quia absurdum, I believe because it is true.

The truth can be a bitter pill – hard to swallow, and tough to digest – so maybe, on reflection, it’s best used as a suppository. As vast and misshapen as the truths contained in the following chapters may be, they will better nourish and protect the reader if they are administered in the correct way. So, settle down in a comfortable chair, take a deep breath, and shove the book up your arse.

Although everything in this book is completely true, almost none of it is verifiable. It cannot be verified, because it hasn’t yet happened, and God willing it never shall, although in some sense it already has. Or rather, it will have happened, but hopefully, thanks to us, it won’t. If you are feeling confused, that’s okay. What you are sensing is your old, ignorant self melting away. Relax, and feel yourself grow. And remember, you cannot get truths this enormous inside you without some initial discomfort – that’s natural.

If, when reading this, you happen to be a lawyer employed by Microsoft or the Duke of York or Virgin Galactic, please remember: none of the foul deeds recounted herein have yet been done: the apocalypse in which these atrocities occur has yet to unfold, and nothing should be imputed to the pre-apocalyptic incarnations of these future monsters. For example, when we recount the brutalities of the elderly Zendaya, actress turned mercenary, who ended up head of the entire Disney Child Army, her wrongdoings in the post-apocalyptic future cannot be attributed to the current delightful Zendaya we know and love from various films and things, nor should they be thought of as reflecting negatively on the Walt Disney Company or any of its subsidiaries, such as the Walt Disney Child Army, which doesn’t exist yet, thank God.

We do accept that today’s Zendaya may well be embarrassed, hopefully even ashamed to hear what Colonel Zendaya gets up to later this century, but our responsibility to share what we’ve been told about the coming carnage is too great to spare her blushes. It was also, we should note, extremely upsetting for Frankie to hear details of Zendaya’s atrocities as he’d only just discovered that he would become romantically entangled with Zendaya in the early 2030s – with Zendaya’s ex, the actor Tom Holland, occasionally joining them on holiday for a surprisingly relaxed and fulfilling ménage à trois. 

Would he still be able to have an intense, sexually exploratory two-year relationship with Zendaya knowing what she ends up doing? He thinks probably, yes, but said he’ll cross that bridge when he comes to it. Indeed, he actually said he’ll cross that bridge when he comes on it, suggesting that his mind is at least partly made up. Alonso, our friend from the future, was relieved to hear this, as the product of Frankie, Zendaya and Tom Holland’s union is a boy child he refers to mysteriously as ‘the Sigil’, and every time he says the name, he makes a slow clasping and unclasping gesture with his left hand, which became annoying after a while. When Charlie asked what he’d be doing in the early 2030s, the time traveller made an occult shrugging gesture, and walked off, probably to suggest that it would be something important.

Please note, we’ve been obliged to change a few of the names. These include: some of the people we know professionally; some of the productions we have worked on; and a few people we met during the challenging process of writing this book. For example, ‘Greg Welensky’ is in fact Gary Welensky, and the location of Alonso’s great epiphany about his mission took place in the car park of Majestic Wine on Goldhawk Road but we changed this to the hedge at the end of Brackenbury Gardens, a few hundred metres away, because it seemed more likely, in terms of the social mores of our day, that Alonso would perform those kinds of actions under a hedge, rather than in full view of traffic. Also, we are still in a dispute with Majestic Wine about damages to two of their trolleys, referred to as Trolley A and Trolley B in court documents.

In our description of the Brackenbury Gardens hedge incident we have, under advisement, changed the names of these wine trollies to Trolley C and Trolley D, and have been careful not to imply that the ‘Trolley G’ mentioned in the account of the incident was Greg Welensky (Gary Welensky). Nor when we describe the scuffle, and how, towards the end of it, Trolley G ‘loses a wheel’, should anything we say be taken to mean that what was lost by Trolley G was anything other than a wheel, because these are ongoing proceedings and anyone speculating about it risks prosecution for contempt of testicle.

The names of the many restaurants, buffets and shopping malls in which our discussions with Alonso took place remain unchanged, nor did we change the name of Alonso Lampe himself, the entirely reliable source of much of the information you are about to absorb – although ‘Alonso Lampe’ is not how he pronounces it. None of the moods, footwear, causes of death, hair colour or beats per minute have been changed. None of the names of people who have not yet been born have been altered, unless of course we incidentally happen to change them by changing the future, which is a distinct possibility. And of course, we kept intact our own names, although a couple of times in the text we swap them back and forth, or assign them to other people and places. These instances, which always occur while we are talking about other things, are not highlighted.

Finally, we are legally obligated to insist you do not, under any circumstances, read this book, and to inform you we ourselves have not read it, and that for VAT purposes it constitutes a piece of plant machinery.

Frankie Boyle & Charlie Skelton




Preface

Congratulations. You hold in your hands a remarkable book, and you can count yourself fortunate to have stolen it. Caged within its creaking, workaday prose like a doomed lobster is the key to your future and to humanity’s survival on this godforsaken planet. As a work of literature, it is worthless. Only at a few points here and there does it rise to the level of mediocrity; for the most part, let us not mince words (the matters dealt with in this book are far too consequential for dishonesty or posturing) it is just plain maximal scheisse. Barely has it begun, yet already you can sense a clumsiness of style and paucity of imagination that, in other circumstances, would have you flinging it to the pavement like a disappointing book. 

You may already have flung it down dejectedly, and turned on your heel to go back into the bookshop to steal that Åsa Larsson thriller that you nearly took instead. ‘A body found in a freezer at the home of the deceased alcoholic, Henry Pekkari, has been identified as a man who disappeared without a trace in 1962: the father of Swedish Olympic boxing champion Börje Ström.’ You can’t argue with a set-up like that, and we understand your decision, but we urge you, for the sake of civilisation: turn back on your heel a second time, and go and pick this book up from where you flung it, and if someone else has picked it up and is reading these words instead of you, snatch it away, and if they show any reluctance to relinquish it, don’t hesitate – elbow them in the throat, or deliver a crisp punch to the solar plexus and bring your knee up into their face as their legs give way. Look at them there, gasping and spluttering. They don’t even deserve to read this book. But not so fast! You, our new reader, who picked it up from the pavement and who’s been reading these words, have been forewarned: adroitly parry the blow and with the flat of your hand strike upwards at the book snatcher’s nose with all your strength and kick sideways at their kneecap – discovering too late that you, our initial reader, knowing what they would try, ducked beneath the punch, took a half-step back to avoid the kick, and have launched yourself forwards, using your head as a battering ram, knocking the wind out of reader #2, who still manages to get a thumb into your windpipe, but finds your throat braced for the assault. 

The two of you are evenly forewarned. As you tumble thrashing to the pavement, trading bites and blows, your hissed insults turn to grunts of admiration and after a couple of minutes of scuffling you roll apart, look each other in the bruised eye, and smile – you have found your first comrade for the horror that awaits you both. Shake hands, tend to each other’s wounds, kiss a little if you feel so moved, and then settle down next to each other companionably on the pavement to read on. 

Maybe take turns reading out loud, while the listener gently strokes the reader’s hair – secure in the knowledge that however bad this book gets, neither one of you will ever think of flinging it aside again. The pair of you have been granted a glimpse of its immense value, which will be one of the many things you’ll be soon whispering about, along with personal details, likes and dislikes, and secrets about your past that you’d almost forgotten but now seem perfectly natural to share.

However bad it gets – and yes, make no mistake, it will get pretty awful – remember that the immense value of this book has nothing to do with its constant inelegance.

Repetitive, tonally confused, hampered by authorial incompetence, paucity of imagination, and shoddy editing that Thomas Paine in his Rights of Man, when eviscerating the prose of Edmund Burke. Dull, confused, repetitive, hackneyed, self-contradictory, but never repetitive or dull, although sometimes confused: even this description of how uninspiring it is is uninspiring. We’d love to be able to tell you that having the word ‘is’ twice together in that last sentence was the low point stylistically of the whole book, but we can’t. Well, of course we could, we could tell you anything we wanted, but the one thing that this book definitely is, is truthful.

Truth in literature is a quality which has been derided since the 1960s when the French started writing about it. It will probably come as no great surprise as you read on to learn that the pernicious influence of French attitudes and ideas led directly to the collapse of civilisation and the death of billions, probably yourself included, but it may at least comfort you to discover that the French nation and its people fare peculiarly badly in the catastrophe they did so much to create. How do we know this? Is this, you are wondering, not merely wishful thinking? No, it is a happy fact. And happiness is in short supply in the years following the apocalypse, so make the most of it.

All survival experts agree that if you wish to maximise your chances of making it through a disaster alive, your best bet is to visualise the incident and plan your escape in advance, so that when catastrophe strikes – whether it’s a flash flood or a tractor flip, a pilgrimage stampede or a zoo horror – you’re not paralysed by uncertainty, but instead can calmly and successfully extricate yourself from the jaws of annihilation. This is why zoos advise all visitors to practise kicking a penguin before getting anywhere near the penguin pool, and why airlines provide you with that laminated information card in the seat pocket in front of you: it’s so that in the event of a crash it can fuse to your face and make identifying your remains less distressing for your relatives, and provide them with a clue to your final thoughts in the expression immortalised in your molten death mask. 

Hope for the best, they say, but prepare for the worst. We hope this book helps prepare you for the worst, but part of what you should be prepared for is that it probably won’t. Most of you reading this will not survive the coming apocalypse. You and your friends and loved ones will perish in thousands of bizarre and harrowing ways, the unpleasant details of which we will not linger on, you may rest assured, except when we do, periodically, throughout the text. Yet the fact that you are reading these words gives you, at least, a fighting chance. Arm yourself with the knowledge of the facts laid out in this agonising account of death, failure, carpentry, exploitation, cannibalism, famine and despair – write comments in the margin or in a separate notebook if it helps, make voice notes on your phone, set aside all other work you think you’re ‘meant’ to be doing, tattoo key passages onto your legs and chest, cut yourself off from your friends and family if you have to, because by attending seriously to this book you take an active part in your own salvation, and by ignoring it, or treating it as trivial or false, you jeopardise the deliverance it offers you and deserve every horror that is about to engulf you unpleasantly.

We are all trapped, to use a phrase coined by the actor and Frankie’s bodybuilding mentor, Lou Ferrigno, on ‘spaceship earth’, and that crumpling sound you can hear is the spaceship crumpling, but this book is humanity’s escape pod, and has the marvellous advantage over other lesser spaceship escape pods of not having Richard Branson in it. We mean, of course, he’s not literally inside it. He’s mentioned in it a lot though, probably more than anyone else. We hope this isn’t a problem for you, but we think it’s better to be honest now and manage your expectations. If you genuinely thought, even for a moment, that Sir Richard Branson is literally inside this book then you are fortunate in possessing the kind of detachment from reality that will be an invaluable tool when traversing the apocalypse. In fact, any kind of psychotic dissociation you can instil in yourself now will pay you back handsomely when civilisation hits the fan, and at the back of the book you will find a handy appendix of quick and effective trauma-based reprogramming exercises that will help you unanchor your consciousness at will for no more than the cost of a crème brûlée butane torch.

In bringing you all of these useful tips and momentous data, we do not see ourselves as heroes, even though we obviously are. And though it will bring relief from despair, we do not expect, like the prostitutes of the Titanic, to be honoured by a speech from the King at Whores’ Corner in Putney, nor by the minting of a memorial sixpence. Just knowing that we are the saviours of mankind, and having everyone also acknowledge it, is enough.

Likewise, to classify this book as a sacred text would be understandable, but to do it a miserable disservice. For there is nothing otherworldly about its advice on how to survive the apocalypse: it is rigorously practical and factual, dealing in gritty, down-to-earth realities, albeit future ones. It is perhaps best thought of as a survival handbook, indeed a couple of chapters have been added purely for weight, so that in an emergency you can kill someone with it.

We are immensely proud of this book, even though, as will become clear, most of it we didn’t actually write. We wrote this bit, and suggested some wording for the back cover which was ignored, but the main body of the text we merely transcribed, so if it contains any errors, we are not to be held responsible, although we know that it doesn’t, because it is all true. And important. More important than anything that has or will ever be printed, outside of the Qur’an, and some of the key exegetical literature about the Qur’an.

In the coming apocalypse, this book will render all others (apart from the Qur’an) utterly obsolete; useless except as fuel, bra stuffing or haemostatic dressings after a knife fight. It contains information and advice of a quite extraordinary nature, the nature of which will shock you if you are not already dead. Assuming you are still alive, and doing your best to enjoy the final few moments of relative calm before the ultimate havoc (‘the prepocalypse’, as these rearmost years of civilisation became known) your enjoyment is very likely shadowed at every turn by sinister forebodings and gnawing dread, as you labour vainly to stifle your awareness of the appalling sticky wicket on which humanity finds itself.

Now is not the time to mince words: humankind is in a right old pickle. Of course, people have been in pickles before, and on a variety of sticky wickets, many of them dreadful, and a few of them enormous, far bigger and stickier than any actual pickle, but not since the mad scrabble of the hominids to gain a foothold on the planet has the self-same ghastly pickle contained us all. Even so, there is a crucial difference between the all-encompassing wicket (or ‘pickle’) of today and the sticky plight of a hundred thousand years ago: however grim it must have seemed to our dirty ancestors, huddling and guffing in the half-light, encircled by sabre-tooth tigers and other predatory therapsids (that’s the correct term, we looked it up), their determination to survive and copulate was unencumbered by despair. They copulated with a kind of wild optimism, roaring delightedly as each new position and sex act was invented, forgotten, reinvented, and eventually codified and recorded on the cave wall using an elaborate system of painted hand prints and bison drawings.

That spirit of inventiveness has long since vanished – the last person to do anything truly new in the field of sex was Dodi Fayed, and it cost three people their lives. These days, it’s virtually impossible to copulate at all without a cloud of hopelessness hovering over the sad act like a suicide drone, either ruining or improving it, depending upon your tastes. Indeed, the darker the cloud, the harder we copulate – as anyone who’s ever had to comfort someone in a crematorium lavatory can attest. But even with pharmaceutical support there’s only so many hours per day we can distract ourselves from planetary doom with copulation. Seven seems to be some sort of natural upper limit to anyone who isn’t a competitive cyclist. And even then, when each anxietyplagued bout is done, and we sprawl exhausted onto the unforgiving tarmac of our driveways, one question is screamed into the air by us all: What shall we do?

‘Your duty,’ says Immanuel Kant, ushering us back into the house, but that’s no use at all. The universality of reason, by which we might determine that duty, and which for Kant seemed an immutable fact of human life, has been barged off its philosophical perch by a great post-Enlightenment flourishing of insanity. The annihilation that beckons to us from its caravan window has driven us, by and large, mad. None madder than our so-called ‘elites’, who are attempting to dodge the inevitable by building escape pods to Mars, tunnelling like lunatics under mountains and merging with machines, all the while haunted by the futility of their schemes, none of which is going to work, or even fail in an amusing way. 

We speak here of inevitability, but are we truly doomed? Is the coming catastrophe unavoidable? And if it is, then is it survivable? Until now, questions like these were basically unanswerable, no matter how many terrible podcasts tried to address them. But with this book comes an answer to the question: What shall we do? Stop copulating for a moment, untie everybody, clean yourself up, and read this book. Nothing else matters. Except the Qur’an.

Though prepared somewhat by the ups and downs of TV entertainment, we still found it quite a surprise when we were visited by a time traveller from the apocalypse, and learned that he had chosen us, out of billions alive in our cursed age, to be the recipients of his hard-earned wisdom and survival advice. His name is Alonso Lampe – a brave and resourceful man who learned first-hand the rules and pitfalls of our ruined world – who fought on its rubble, farmed its craters, and made love in its ashes. All honour for the information contained in this book belongs to Alonso, and also to us; perhaps to us especially. Without us, without our crucial trust and belief, Alonso’s information may well have been lost forever and Alonso himself committed to an asylum for the insane.

The main body of this book has been distilled from the transcripts of our many conversations with Alonso, which took place over the spring and summer of 2024. Alonso is perhaps best thought of as a historian and sociologist of the apocalypse, and his remarkable facility to recall arcane and horrifying minutiae of life on a ruined Earth is matched by a wondrous inability to modulate the volume of his voice, which never failed to impress us and anyone within about 40 metres.

We recorded all our meetings with Alonso, and made back-ups of the recordings after losing the first three when Frankie had his phone stolen at an orgy. Most of our early meetings took place in the bar of the Ibis Hotel, Shepherd’s Bush, but if Alonso got hungry, or the receptionist got annoyed at him banging the table and yelling, we would shift our operations to Fogg’s Restaurant in the Ibis Hotel, Shepherd’s Bush.

Alonso’s ability to eat three or four lunches on the trot was astonishing, but he explained to us that his heightened appetite was one of the side effects of time travel, another of which was a barely controllable thirst for white wine, over a certain price. Being from the future, and living most of his life in the dismal, post-apocalyptic wastelands of a ruined Earth, Alonso found Shepherd’s Bush in 2024 reassuringly familiar, but even then we sometimes had to stop him masturbating in the hotel reception, and were sternly reminded by hotel staff that if we wanted to engage in that sort of behaviour we should go to Fogg’s Restaurant.

That Alonso appreciated the gravity of his mission from the future was clear from the number of times he’d pass out sobbing in the restaurant lavatory. He had a solemn duty, he’d tell us upon waking, to impart the reality of the post-apocalyptic world to a doomed humanity so as to tip the scales of existence in humanity’s favour, and then he’d bang his forehead against the mirror, like a budgerigar. Sometimes when chatting we would lightly guide him in his recollections, steering him as best we could away from his obvious fixation on sexual details, but in this we’ve not always been successful.

Alonso’s memory of these early, traumatic days of the Collapse is sketchy, and if we pressed for details he would become angry and press his fingers into his temples and wiggle his thumbs about. ‘It was an absolute sodding nightmare,’ he would say, ordering another bottle of New Zealand Chardonnay. ‘Let’s just leave it at that. Okay?’ If ever we suggested a cheaper bottle of wine, such as an entry-level Chenin Blanc, he’d remind us that ‘a doctor from the future’ had advised him that regular exposure to the buttery vanilla and peach notes of the Chardonnay were essential for his mental health, and to be fair they did seem to help calm him, eventually. What became clear is that anyone who, by some miracle, got through that first harrowing year of civilisational collapse was scarred for life, which mostly meant for another month or so.

Early on in our conversations with Alonso, we asked him why he’d approached the two of us, in particular, with his extraordinary story, and he explained: ‘I had to approach you, because I knew you would be the ones to write it.’ He dived a hand into his duffle bag and whipped out a scrap of paper, torn from a book, which had the words ‘a scrap of paper, torn from a book’ printed on it, in a typeface we found attractive. He then, with another flourish, laid before us the cover of this very book you hold now, with our names on it – a book we would write in the future! 

We said it would have made more sense if he’d shown us this before the torn scrap of paper and he agreed. He then explained in logically cogent detail all about time travel, and quantum relativity, and how changing the future in the past changes the past in the future or something – unfortunately this was one of the conversations which we recorded on the phone Frankie lost at an orgy, but it all made perfect sense at the time. We asked if he had any plans to meet up with his former self, but he told us sternly that such a meeting would be a ‘terrible idea’ for the space-time continuum, so no. But then he winked and said ‘just kidding,’ so maybe he meant yes.

In the course of our talks, we learned of Alonso’s own traumatic journey from the rubble mines of Catalonia, up through the Cursed Wastelands (presumably France) to the Cursed Isles (presumably the UK) across the Cursed Sea to a territory known variously as: The Appalling Place; The Irredeemable Land; The Blasted Country; The Last Redoubt; The Haunted Plains; The Unjust Desert; and New Hell; which we assumed at first, reasonably enough, was Northern Ireland, but turns out to have been the corpse of America. He described to us in detail the five-year mission he undertook to explore this shattered continent, from a starting point on a gas station forecourt that seems to be all that was left of Boston across to the remains of Anchorage, Alaska, which consisted of a locked metal shed and a scorched pelvis. Some years previously, he told us, the famous post-collapse anthropologist, Oswald Bastible, had set out on a similar mission to cross the continent, visit forbidden territories, and document new social formations, in his book Tribes of the Blighted Lands, which is eight pages long and ends mid-sentence.

As Alonso zig-zagged from village to village, thunderdome to thunderdome, he experienced a whole cavalcade of new political, social, and genetic possibilities being explored by our miserable descendants, mostly to no avail. His journey ended, as far as we can understand it, somewhere out at sea in the great deadness of the Pacific, among a people who possess weird technology and strange wisdom, and who dispatched him back in time to deliver his important message.

For Alonso, the initial impetus for the trip was to find his wife, who – in the tightening economic conditions that preceded the initial Collapse – had been sold into slavery by her Pilates instructor. Alonso was heartbroken that he’d never had the chance to tell Cynthia (his wife) how much he hated her, and that he’d known for several years that she’d been cheating on him with Javier (her Pilates instructor), and also to confess that he’d used a home surveillance kit to catch their lovemaking on camera, and produced a series of ‘caught-on-camera’-style DVDs of their lovemaking, and a limited edition ‘best of’ compilation on Blu-ray which turned out to be his biggest seller and helped pay for his holiday of a lifetime to visit the wildlife dioramas in the L. C. Bates Museum in Maine, which he never got to take because – much to his annoyance – society collapsed while he was in the minicab to the airport. By the time he did finally get to the L. C. Bates Museum in Maine, some years later, it had been plundered by diorama thieves and the only thing he could find was a stuffed owl, which a few months later he bartered for a live owl, which he killed and stuffed and kept as a poignant memento of the stuffed owl he’d once owned.

We were mildly interested to hear that DVDs were still being used in the future. Alonso explained that by approximately 2060 these formats had become popular again, partly because of hipsterism, which even the apocalypse had failed to eradicate, and partly because AI algorithms knew so much about you that they’d always play what they thought you wanted to see the moment you sat down. They generally chose some kind of moronic titillation, usually a blizzard of pornography starring deepfakes of your friends and co-workers. People pretended to find this ridiculous, but they also resented how accurate it all was.

As Alonso trudged on, he cheered himself with daydreams of one day finding Cynthia, chained to a filthy restaurant sink, gutting sardines in her underwear, weeping as she kicked away the starving cats who pestered night and day, or skivvying for a hard-hearted cobbler who fed her on leather trimmings and tanning oil. He had the whole thing planned out: the tearful reunion, the purchase of her freedom, the tender lovemaking (which would be inspired by Javier’s innovative oral technique in Yoga Slut Vol.16: Guess Who’s ‘Coming’ To ‘Dinner’), the hearty breakfast, the whispered plans for a new life together, the click of the handcuffs, the confusion, the questions, the viewing of Best of Yoga Slut Special Collectors Blu-Ray Edition on a portable Blu-ray player (which he’d have to source from somewhere beforehand, along with a copy of the film), followed by the triumphant selling back into slavery, hopefully for a profit but even a 20% discount on shoe repairs would be acceptable, and the tearful farewells. 

Alonso dreamed also of locating Javier. Not for revenge, but because on the way to the airport he’d dislocated his shoulder due to the complex demands he’d placed on his rotator cuff by wrestling a minicab driver out of his car while stripping him of his jacket and pushing him into a throng of rioters. 

Alonso first made himself known to us in January 2024, around the time of the Bangladeshi general election, which we’d both been following keenly on social media. He first approached Charlie:

If I recall correctly, Alonso first made contact in the queue at The Fragrance Shop in the W12 Shopping Centre in Shepherd’s Bush. I’d been working that day on the reboot of It’s a Royal Knockout, which was being helmed by Princess Anne, who insisted that everyone in the writing room below the rank of executive producer wear full equestrian tack. I tried to argue that the job of a writer was unduly hampered by our mouths having a bit in it, but no one could understand what I was saying, except Princess Anne, who it turned out could understand every muffled word, like a dentist. When I finished my impassioned but largely inaudible speech she gave a slow, sarcastic hand-clap and then destroyed my arguments using cold, Germanic logic and by punching her fist through a window. I’d been specially assigned the job of writing links for Prince Edward, or the Duke of Edinburgh, as nobody called him, and he sat in on most of the writing sessions. We didn’t realise this at the time, and generally mistook him for a curtain or a shadow. I’d made the premise of all my jokes that Edward was a rarity in his family for being neither a sex criminal nor a shapeshifter, but it turns out this infuriated him, as he hates being thought of as not a proper royal.

It was lunchtime, and I’d gone there to pick up a bottle of Dylan Blue by Versace as an apology gift for our runner, for making fun of his tattoos. I knew that he wore Dylan Blue because I’d asked him what that fucking smell was a few days earlier. I was just about to pay when a voice behind me said ‘Have you considered Black Orchid by Tom Ford?’ I turned round, and a grubby, distressed-looking guy in a tattered jacket was looking at me, his hands shaking slightly as he held out a tester bottle of Black Orchid by Tom Ford. ‘I know it says “for women” on the box but it’s actually unisex.’ He heavily stressed the word ‘box’, for reasons that seemed tantalisingly unclear. I let him squirt me, because I thought he might be a violent drug addict. Indeed, as it was the middle of the day in the W12 Shopping Centre in Shepherd’s Bush, this had an air of statistical inevitability. The scent was oddly sweet. Unpleasantly so. ‘I knew you wouldn’t like it,’ he said. ‘I know lots of things about you.’ And with that, he slipped the tester bottle into his jacket pocket and made off. I thought about saying something to the cashier at The Fragrance Shop, but then decided not to, because it would have involved speaking to her.

Approximately a week later he approached Frankie:

It was lunchtime and I was striding briskly around Shepherd’s Bush Green. I like to get my step count up during the day, so that my girlfriend – who checks my step count diligently before bed – won’t realise that I spend my evenings dogging. We’ve been going through a rough patch lately, with a lot of arguments about the dog being overweight. I wore a hat and sunglasses so as not to be recognised, having committed several petty crimes in the area that month. I’d been working with Charlie on a TV pilot called Pranking Prank the Prankers, on which we pranked the unsuspecting cast of a fake prank show called Prank the Prankers, which pranked the unsuspecting cast of a fake prank show, The Prankers. We thought the pilot had been commissioned for Channel 4 before finding out we’d been victims of a Channel 4 prank show The Commissioner which had been commissioned after Channel 4 had been pranked by the Sky Comedy prank show The Production Company, which had been pitched to them by the cast of Channel 5 prank show, The Sky Prankers, which had just been cancelled, resulting in a chain reaction of cancellations which left an estimated two thousand people unemployed.

I was just reflecting bitterly on this loss, and how much pressure it placed on my new TV Pilot, called TV Pilot, following the comic misadventures of a transvestite pilot, when Alonso lurched in front of me outside Specsavers and gripped me weakly by the arm. I’m used to being approached in public and have a failsafe system for categorising my fans. I quickly assessed him as Category D: fuckable, and probably won’t go to the papers. He had a straight, alert kind of bearing that suggested he’d been in the forces. Clean shaven that morning, I doubted he was homeless. His shoes suggested a man of great prosperity who had fallen on hard times. He asked me why I was telling him all this and I didn’t know. He seemed mildly disgruntled at being Category D. ‘I have travelled back in time’ he gasped. ‘You have to warn people …’ He spoke these last words in a small, choked voice, then crumpled forward into my arms, which are surprisingly strong and held him as easily as if he’d been a sex doll.

Sensing there was something in his story; possibly a book, and maybe even a TV series, I invited Alonso to meet us both that evening in a room I had been staying in at the nearby Ibis. Alonso arrived late, looking dishevelled and smelling terrible – Sauvage by Dior, or something similar. He had a noticeable twitch, and was breathing heavily. I gave him a quick medical examination, despite having no experience of that kind of thing. A lot of people have seen someone do one in a movie, but I haven’t. Removing my finger from his ear, I urged him to sit down. Calmed by the silence, Charlie slowly retracted his head from the minibar, where he’d hidden for safety, and joined us on the bed, whereupon Alonso, luckily for all mankind, began to tell us his story.

We’re sure Alonso wouldn’t mind us describing him, although he gets anxious when people look at him without complimenting his hair, which he cuts himself, usually a little bit most days, with whatever cutlery he has to hand. He collects the trimmings in a polythene bag, in case he ever needs to plant evidence against himself at a crime scene. He keeps the bag tucked away in his Army surplus cargo shorts, moving it from pocket to pocket two or three times a minute in order to avoid suspicion, sometimes slipping it down into one of his football socks, or up into his waistcoat. He’s thin in the face, thinner than the photograph behind the till at JD Sports makes him look, but his neck is really quite chubby, yet dry: if his head is thrown back to check that a wine bottle has been properly drained, as it often is, the back of his neck can look uncannily like an overcooked Cumberland sausage, while the rest of the time it looks more like a tray of sausages.

He has a small but sharply pointed pot belly, which sticks out like a policeman’s helmet, and large, muscular hands which are always on the move – fidgeting and pinching and being slapped away and trapped in car windows. We witnessed their strength on one of our walks around Westfield shopping centre when he darted into JD Sports and pulled the soles off a pair of Adidas running shoes to try and secure a discount. He rarely smiles, and when he does it’s with the resignation of a lobster in a restaurant fish tank. Alonso seems slightly shorter than average, especially when standing, although he assures us that he was considered ‘really quite tall’ by post-apocalyptic standards, having been born before the Great Stunting, and ‘above average when it comes to looks’ – a phrase which he later admitted borrowing from one of Charlie’s reviews on Puntanet. He spoke in a strange futuristic patois, which was quite hard to follow at first, as well as later on. It was peppered with weird and irritating neologisms which we’re not recording here in case they catch on.

Once heard, his voice is not easily forgotten or described. His syntax is confused, a symptom no doubt of the chaotic post-temporality of the future, and his sentences, while rich in detail, rarely come to a meaningful conclusion: they meander, criss-cross and contradict themselves – one moment he’d be telling us how to construct a serviceable guillotine from a small tree trunk, a bicycle chain and a sharpened hub cap, when all of a sudden we’d realise he was saying how he liked a good thick barbecue sauce on his ribs. If he flared his nostrils mid-sentence, it was a sure sign that such a swerve was about to occur, or that he wanted another look at the menu. His words were liberally interspersed with tongue clicks and lip smacks, especially when he was eating ribs, with each click changing the meaning of the word directly preceding it or following it in a way which we could never quite pin down and Alonso himself was reluctant to clarify.

Alonso refused to have his photo taken, and flew into a screaming rage one evening at the Spaghetti House in the Westfield shopping centre when he realised that we’d hired a sketch artist to capture his likeness from the next table; what little the artist had managed to capture was smudged beyond recognition by Alonso’s tagliatelle.

During the daytime, unless we were showering, Alonso kept a large dark-blue woollen snood pulled up over his mouth, although he didn’t call it a snood, preferring a term from his own age – ‘briptino’ – which he said meant ‘snood’. The fact he kept his briptino over his mouth made it hard for us to understand what he was saying, and it’s possible it wasn’t ‘briptino’, but since the word hasn’t come into general use in our age, it doesn’t much matter, and anyone who makes it through the apocalypse will find out, although they’ll probably have other things to worry about. Whether or not that’s exactly the word he used, the fact that we think it might have been ‘briptino’ is certainly increasing the probability that it will come to be known as a ‘briptino’, and will therefore be the word that Alonso will have used, so at this stage it makes sense to press forward with ‘briptino’ and let the future align with our guess. 

Alonso’s briptino made it hard for him to eat, especially his beloved marmalade, but he refused to remove it during breakfast, because he was at his most shy before 9 a.m. when he began medicating. He tended to bring his toast slices up and underneath the briptino, or he would lean forward, leaning down towards the plate, stretching the bottom of the briptino around it like a funnel. His briptino had been made with thick, loose wool so he could easily poke through cigarettes and bottlenecks.

We’re not entirely sure how old Alonso is, and he’s thrown out various figures himself, especially on dating apps, but his early adulthood seems to have roughly coincided with the Decalendaring of Europe and the adoption of the Mayan Long Count in the autumn of 30030098120030002003022001193000. He was born at the southern tip of the Spanglican Empire, in what was known at the time as Gibraltar. His father, he says, had moved there to work on the submarines until being made redundant from the Royal Navy when a nuclear strike vaporised the sea, in what was generally held to be one of the worst and last weekends in Gibraltar’s history: something which he outlined to us in a series of deeply upsetting drawings on his napkin at Caffè Bonego, the Macedonian restaurant on Goldhawk Road opposite Majestic Wine, where he ordered the Balkan-style beef kebabs and a side portion of cabbage rolls. 
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[image: All images are illustrations. This illustration is of a man tied to a chair within a small room. The man is wearing goggles and a t-shirt, and a bucket is positioned beneath the chair. One man stands either side of the seated man, one wearing a military uniform and the other in casual clothing holding a syringe.]

Those who survived the parachute jump were put into the Chinese Army’s notorious brainwashing programme.
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