
Last Orders

If it hadn't been for Maria, it wouldn't have happened.  I asked her to organise one thing.  Book

the restaurant.  How difficult is that?  Five people, seven-thirty, as close to Warminster as you can

manage.  I even gave her the name of the Bed and Breakfast I'd booked the week before.  With a bit

of luck, we'd be within walking distance of it, which would mean we could all drink.  

We meet once a year.  It used to be more frequent, when we were recent graduates, but lately

we have scattered ourselves countrywide.  It's to be expected with job changes, promotions, partners

and families.  I'm the only one who's stayed put in our university town.  Perhaps it's because walking

by our old college halls most days keeps memories of student life fresher in my mind, but it's always

me who suggests and coordinates our annual reunion.

I'd pored over a map one evening and decided that the fairest place to meet was somewhere

around the Salisbury Plains.  A rural setting would mark a change from previous reunions in packed,

sweaty nightclubs and trendy, smoky bars.  The others were bound to make comments about me

showing my age, but I liked the idea of walking off the inevitable hangover in the Wiltshire

countryside.  I carried out a little internet research and discovered a cosy B&B cottage able to supply

five rooms just outside of Warminster.  I asked Maria to book the restaurant because she's in the

business as a buyer.  Not that she has any contacts around Salisbury particularly, but if I'd gone

ahead and booked something myself she'd have spent all evening picking holes in my choice and

telling everyone about half a dozen other perfect places, all of which would be hardly a mile away.

I do look forward to seeing them all again, although with each year that passes we grow that

bit further apart in our tastes and lifestyles.  It's funny to think that when we all shared a house I saw

those four every day.  After two years of living and partying and studying with them it was a big

adjustment moving to a cramped bedsit for the first year of my working life.  I am certain that if I were

thrown in a houseshare with them nowadays I'd have to kill them all before the end of the first week.

On the appointed Saturday, we all arrived at Maria's chosen restaurant, and were soon
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toasting our get-together with champagne.  Well, they were.  Since the selected restaurant was some

ten miles from the B&B I'd booked, I offered to drive.  Maria didn't apologise for the inconvenience as

apparently it wasn't a mistake.  She'd heard about this place from a chef friend of hers who was, she

insisted, to be trusted on these matters.  There followed a long oration about her work, which we were

accustomed to sitting through every year.  Dull old Maria, I thought, as I nursed my orange juice while

she ran on.  With a hook nose, ginger hair and freckles, she wasn't exactly a looker.  Distantly, I

recalled how easygoing she was before work saturated her otherwise lonely post-graduate life.

Eddie had drained his glass before Maria had started on which celebrity chefs she'd met since

we last saw her.  When the waitress brought the food he grabbed the opportunity to order a few

bottles of wine.  When the young girl came back to our table and uncorked a bottle for him to sample,

he winked at her as he tasted it and announced his satisfaction, while she blushed and tried to

conceal a flirtatious smile.  Very few women are able to resist Eddie despite his average looks,

drinking habit and total lack of ambition. 

Brett asked Maria questions, encouraging her to elaborate, as we commenced the main

course.  He never could leave things alone.  Eventually Isobel tried to change the subject.  She flicked

her blonde hair behind her slim shoulders and leaned forward.  Fantastic offer on the internet, she

said, flights to New York for under two hundred pounds.  We should all go, she insisted, as though it's

nothing more than a trip to the cinema.  Which, to Isobel, it probably isn't.

The meal over, the last bottle of wine emptied, we all piled into my jeep.  Brett offered to

navigate and the girls sat in the back with Eddie, who was making them giggle like teenagers.  After a

few minutes we turned off the main road onto a narrow lane flanked by farmland.  If we kept going for

another couple of miles we'd come to a crossroads, Brett assured me, and the B&B should be half a

mile from there.  We went four miles without passing a thing.  No farm buildings, no houses, just

forest getting thicker either side of the lane, which became a track after another half mile.

The girls were getting anxious and wanted to turn back.  Brett was convinced his map reading

could get us to the B&B.  There had to be a village within the next few miles, he reasoned, it was just

that this map was inaccurate.  I grinned inwardly and held my tongue.  I had no wish to attempt a
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three point turn and end up in a ditch, so I kept driving.

It was Eddie that saw the lights first, about five minutes later.  Trust him.  Put him in the middle

of any countryside wilderness and he'll find the nearest pub.  

It wasn't the B&B we had been looking for, but we decided to stop in.  Eddie was keen to

indulge in an nightcap, and the others weren't averse to the idea of a last drink beside an open fire in

a charming village pub.  Besides, we could get directions from the locals.  

The Bell Inn looked welcoming from the car park.  Coloured bulbs hung from the eaves, giving

the brown brick building a cheerful border, and the downstairs windows were aglow.  At first it

appeared that the pub stood isolated, without a village to serve, until through the trees I glimpsed

cottages further down the road.  I hoped that one of them might be the B&B, but realised all were

enveloped in darkness.  

We doubled The Bell's custom by walking through the door.  The barman greeted us

enthusiastically, as though he hadn't seen a soul for weeks in fact, but the two old men in flannel

shirts playing Shove Ha'penny looked disgruntled at our arrival, as did a solitary gent with a tankard of

ale for company.  Still, it was a pleasant place to have stumbled across.  It had a certain charm to it.  I

read the chalkboard menu tacked to the wall across from where we were sitting and thought about

coming back to this place for lunch tomorrow before we went our separate ways home.  That was, if

we could find it again.

I went to ask the friendly barman about the whereabouts of the B&B.  As I approached the bar,

I stepped on something hard.  I bent down to pick it up; it was a spent artillery shell.  I turned it over in

my hand and wondered where it had come from.  Maybe they shot out-of-towners if they got too

raucous, I thought, hearing Eddie crack jokes to vociferous laughter.  

A little more worrying was the fact that the barman had never heard of our B&B, though he

admitted that if it was a newish place he was unlikely to be familiar with it.  Before asking him to

recommend somewhere else we could try, I decided to give the B&B a ring.  We couldn't have gone

far off course; perhaps they could direct us from The Bell.  It was almost quarter to eleven: I didn't

want them to think that we weren't on our way.
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My phone registered no signal, so I gestured to the others that I was stepping outside.  Didn't

think the locals would take too kindly to some townie yapping on a mobile in their previously peaceful

drinking establishment anyway.  

Once outside, I peered hard at my phone signal bar, but still nothing.  I walked a few steps

further, eyes fixed on the display.  Bloody things.  Never working when you needed them.  Maybe

someone else's would pick up a network.  I could barely see to call the number on the booking slip in

this light anyway.

It didn't occur to me to wonder why it was so dark.  I suppose I was concentrating on the damn

phone.  But when I turned around to face the pub again, my heart suspended a beat.  The building

before me was shrouded in darkness.  

Until my eyes adjusted to the gloom I wondered if there'd been a power cut.  Then I saw that

the pub had no windows.  Where glass had been a minute ago, there was a gaping hole.  Upstairs

windows contained chicken wire where previously there had been neat curtains.  The Bell Inn sign

was the only feature of the building remaining to suggest that this had once been a public house.  I

stood gaping at the derelict building.  

I called my friends' names, but my own voice was echoed back to me from the cold brick walls.

My heart was thumping in my ears.  There was no other sound.  I was alone.  I looked about, wild with

terror, but the only thing to see was the jeep.  How had this happened?  I had no explanation.  

I remembered the dark cottages through the trees and ran out into the lane that led to them

from the pub.  My phone still registered no signal: perhaps someone would be home, and I could try

calling from a landline.  Who was I going to ring now?  The police?  I could at least give Brett's mobile

a try.  I allowed myself a consolatory half-laugh as I imagined Brett telling me that they were still in the

pub.  If I hadn't been on orange juice all night I'd have blamed it on the wine.  

 By the light of the full moon I reached the first cottage only to see that it was derelict.  No

windows, not even a front door remained.  Half the roof was missing.  I continued running to the next

one.  It was the same, except its roof had been replaced with corrugated iron sheets.  It seemed

pointless going further, at least not without the jeep.  As I jogged back to the pub, I spotted a small
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signpost jutting out from the grass verge.  I peered closely at it, struggling to read in the moonlight.  I

made out the words Live Firing Range Closed to Public: Keep Out.

Upon retrieving a torch from the jeep, I decided to have a look around The Bell.  I had half

expected it to have come back to life as I pelted into the car park, but it stood staring blankly at me

through its chasms.   I switched the torch on and walked toward the door – now merely a gap in the

crumbling brickwork – tasting adrenaline in the back of my throat.  I didn't imagine that my friends

were hiding in the shadows waiting for me to find them, but then I hadn't expected the pub to

disappear either. 

The first thing I noticed was dozens of artillery shells underfoot, just like the one I'd picked up

earlier.  I shone the torch downwards and noticed that they carpeted the concrete floor.  The only sign

of life was a series of muddy bootprints.  Otherwise the place was silent and frozen.  There was no

remnant of a bar, or optics, or chairs and tables, though there was a hole in the wall where the

fireplace had been.  I flashed the torch around where I thought we had been sitting.  The blackboard

was on the wall but it didn't have the menu written on it anymore.  Instead it had scrappy plans and

maps scrawled on it, with arrows indicating strategic points.  I examined it for a few seconds but

couldn't make sense of it.  Wherever the others had got to, it wasn't here.  They had to be outside

somewhere.  Getting desperate, I returned to the car and pondered what to do next.

I must have been distracted checking my phone for the umpteenth time on the offchance of it

finding a signal, because the tap on my shoulder a moment later sent me three feet into the air with

fright.  I whirled around to find Brett laughing at me, the pub once again lit up like a grotto behind him.

He commented that I looked rather pale and asked where I'd been.  He said the others were

concerned: I hadn't eaten something that had disagreed with me, had I?  Or perhaps there was some

problem with the B&B?

I pushed past him, stared at the lively spectacle of the pub, went up and touched the walls to

ascertain their solidity.  All was in order.  I could see Eddie just inside the window, one arm around

Maria, the other around Isobel, barely able to focus on either of them for the amount of whiskey he'd

imbibed.  Not stopping to answer Brett's questions, I hurried inside and felt the genuine warmth from
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the fire on my face, the smell of the beer in my nostrils, and the sense of everything being just as I left

it.  The Shove Ha'penny players looked up, as did the barman, the former with the same look of

irritation, the latter with nothing more than mild curiosity.  The menu was chalked up as before.  Even

if they were playing some elaborate hoax, I thought, they couldn't have written up such a long menu

so legibly in the time it took me to walk out to my car.  I glanced at the clock over the bar: almost

quarter to eleven.

I crossed the pub to the table where Eddie and the girls were still drinking, with Brett close

behind me.  My only concern was to get us all out of there.  Eddie laughed and slurred his words as

he insisted we coudn't leave yet, they hadn't called last orders.  The girls giggled and Brett said

something about it being his round.  No, I repeated, we have to leave now.  Just get in the jeep and

I'll explain everything later.  Someone told me to loosen up, no one made a move to leave, and I

began to lose my rag a little.  The barman sauntered over to collect some glasses and Brett asked

him if we were too late for last orders.  He smiled jovially.  Of course it's not too late, he answered, we

have all the time in the world here.  And I knew that we were never going to leave, no matter what I

said.
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