
A terrible date in world history

Robin asked Annabel if she wanted to go for a drink, and she didn't reply. Then, a week 

later, just as he was starting to recover from the pain of rejection, she sent him a text message. It 

said: 'Guess so. When? Annabel.' Granted it was curt, and there was no kiss at the end, and every 

word was tinged with disdain, but Robin had a feeling Annabel might be the one. 

He had been looking for the one for a while. He had toyed with internet dating, but the pages 

of insufferably generic profiles left him cold. Every girl was 'just as happy dancing until the early 

hours' as they were 'staying in with a nice bottle of wine'. They all loved chai tea latte and Ingrid 

Bergman and browsing vintage shops, but these days who the hell didn't?

So when he met Annabel for the first time, at a party, and she turned out to be a professional 

dog-walker, and she had just taken up smoking cigars, and her mother was a half-Filipino piano 

virtuoso and her dad had died in a ball of flames working as a stunt pilot, he was pretty well blown 

away. He told her that his friend had a schnauzer that might need extra exercise, and he got her 

number painlessly that way.

Robin spent the whole next day enjoying the feeling of being a man with a date. In the 

evening he considered calling her to arrange the details, but he was scared that the slightest banality 

in his small talk or falsetto waver of his voice might cause her to rethink. Instead he sent her a text 

message saying 'Great! I'll think of something fun to do – Saturday if that's good? R.' And he held 

back from writing a kiss even though he really wanted to kiss her and probably marry her.

The next step was to plan a place to go. Annabel was so intimidatingly interesting that it was 

hard to think of anywhere she might like. Perhaps a bar wasn't the way to go. All week Robin 

scoured the listings, searching for something original. If he could get that right, romance would 

presumably follow.



So it was that when Saturday came he found himself driving Annabel out of London en 

route to the Kelvedon Hatch Secret Nuclear Bunker in Essex, the biggest and deepest bunker open 

to the public in South East England. 

Annabel was sleeping in the passenger seat. While Robin had spent the previous evening 

choosing which shoes to wear and ironing several shirts to choose from, Annabel had been getting 

fucked on Mojitos and ketamine. It was certainly a bit rude, but it fitted her general indifference, 

and Robin decided to find it attractive. She did look very pretty, even as she snored. In fact, her 

sleeping afforded him the pleasant feeling that she was his; a glimpse of a blissful future together 

perhaps, where at weekends she might snooze and he might read a book and stroke her head. 

As they pulled in to the near empty car park, Annabel jerked awake and said “Where are 

we?” in the tone of someone who suddenly suspects they have been lured to the woods to dig their 

own shallow grave. Then she saw the sign, saying ‘Secret Nuclear Bunker’ and said “oh, yeah”, as 

if half-disappointed this wasn't the case.

Robin paid for their tickets and they walked down the long entrance tunnel, descending 80 

feet underground to the lowest floor, where the communication and planning rooms lay. 

“Look  - this is interesting”, said Robin pointing to a sign – “the bunker began life as an 

RAF ROTOR station, went through a brief period as a civil defence centre and was most recently 

active as a regional government HQ.”  When he turned around Annabel had wandered further down 

the corridor. 

He caught up with her but she accelerated away again and barged open the door to the ladies 

toilets with bulging cheeks.

When she emerged 15 minutes later Robin offered her some chewing gum and took her to 

the café, once the bunker’s canteen, to buy her a cup of tea. “I shouldn't have come,” she kept 

saying, “I shouldn't have come I feel awful.”   

“No no don't be silly,” said Robin, touching her hand, “I'm glad you did. Now – shall we 



have a look round?” 

Annabel nodded, and then said, “but I don't want to stay too long. I've got to meet some 

friends later.” 

“Oh no of course”, said Robin, “of course. Me too.”

They swept through the plotting room, the administration rooms, the living accommodation 

and the stores without saying a word to each other. Robin pretended to read the signs, while 

Annabel waited by the exit to each room, silently urging him to hurry up.

He needed to say something to her, anything. But the more time that passed, the more 

pressure there was for it to be brilliant. They walked into a large industrial laundry room. A sign 

said that here the sheltering politicians' bedsheets would have been washed once a week. “Once a 

week,” Robin said, finally breaking the silence, “that's a bit much don't you think? I only do mine 

once a month.” Annabel wrinkled her nose. 

He tried to think of simple questions to ask her that might blossom into normal conversation, 

but his mind had gone blank. And then, just as he was floundering, scrabbling for any way 

whatsoever to liven up the date, the Russians went and did it for him.

 

Mere metres above, the surface of the Earth flashed red. Every city disappeared under 

expanding concentric circles of blinding light and boiling air. Great orange domes inflated and 

sprouted white fungal clouds as bomb after bomb bloomed, Joyously shooting skywards while 

flattening the civilisations beneath. In Beijing evening swimmers were cooked in water like green 

beans, Boys playing in the Rio slums were crisped like the fritters on the street vendor's carts. The 

whole planet baked and burned. Back in London Robin's cat miaowed his last as a monumental 

blast of heat and pressure swept outwards, reaching way beyond Epping in tube zone 6 and even 

past Chalfont and Latimer in zone 8 and Amersham in zone 9.       

Nuclear holocaust. What were the chances!



Down in the concrete bowels of Essex, the noise of the world ending rumbled faintly, adding 

to the sounds of the air filters. The floor and walls vibrated just a little so that the lines of the 

laundry room softened and blurred. “Did you just feel that?” said Annabel. “Like a sort of 

...earthquake?” 

They looked at each other and walked quickly through into the next room, a large 

maintenance area. The long lamps running across the ceiling flickered off and on. An elderly 

volunteer working at the bunker came jogging into the room, his mouth gurning slightly at the 

effort, his legs jarring with each step. “It's happened,” he said, “by God it's happened -an attack. I've 

shut the air locks. Eileen is starting the generator – it should work – it should work.”

The elderly volunteer lead them back to the café, where a dozen other people were sitting 

down and standing up and sitting down again, holding their heads in their hands, or looking 

pathetically at their signal-less mobile phones. Robin and Annabel stood staring for several minutes 

as in their heads they wrestled with the appalling new reality of the world. The elderly volunteer, 

who had been in the army during the 60s and 70s, helpfully explained the dismal truths about 

nuclear blasts.

Annabel hugged Robin and softly whimpered into his shirt. He held her tightly, buried his 

mouth and nose in her hair. “My family,” she said, “my family.” 

“I know,” said Robin, “I know.” 

She exploded with tears. “My family,” she said again. “And David, oh Jesus no David.”

“David?” said Robin, “who's David?”  

He was about to complain that she had led him to believe she was single and unattached, but 

it didn't seem the right time to get jealous - David was probably now not much more than a hot blob 

of radioactive mud. Annabel broke away from his chest and went to sit in a corner. 

Robin spent a couple of minutes mourning. “So long mum,” he said out loud. “So long sis.” 

He remembered how unflappable they both were and felt courage in his heart.

 He looked over at Annabel and started to think that maybe things could be worse. Wasn't it 



every man's dream to be hermetically sealed in a bunker with a beautiful woman while the 

competition were incinerated outside?

He fetched a cup of tea, dosed it with sugar and brandy and took it over. “For the shock,” he 

said. She took it and he sat down. 

“I'm glad you're here,” she said. “I'm so glad I'm not alone.” She put down the tea down and 

hugged him again. 

“I'm glad you're here too,” Robin said. And in a move he probably should have saved for the 

second date, he lunged for a kiss.

“Robin,” she said pulling away, “what the fuck are you doing?”

“I don't know,” he said, “I thought it might make you feel better. I thought we ought to get to 

know each other better.”

“You dick,” she said, “you absolute moron. Look I don't fancy you and everyone I love has 

just been obliterated, what made you think it was a good time to try to pull me?”

For the first time, he disliked her a little. 

“What do you mean you don't fancy me?” he said. “What do you mean?! We might be the 

only fertile humans left! We might have to repopulate the entire planet!” 

“I'm not repopulating anywhere with you!” 

“Well why did you come if you didn't fancy me? I could have asked someone else. I could 

have brought a girl who was willing to repopulate!”

Annabel screamed and ran from the room. 

Robin wandered through the bunker. An informative sign explained that in the event of an 

attack, the emergency generators could provide enough air and electricity for three months. 

Anything could happen in three months, perhaps Annabel might still be the one? Probably not, he 

had to concede. What with the bombs and everything, it really had been the most disastrous date in 

world history. 



He stopped again in one of the communications rooms, and watched an elderly volunteer 

trying to establish radio contact with the outside world.

Robin imagined all the couples above who would have died together, kissing as they 

disintegrated, their lips literally melting together, the vapours of their bodies blending intimately as 

they were whisked away, and he felt incredibly alone. 

But of course there was no point dwelling on it. He looked at the lights flashing around the 

radio sets, and he heard the elderly volunteer dialling through the frequencies searching for 

survivors, and he wondered if somewhere, in another secret underground nuclear bunker, was the 

girl for him.


