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About the Author…

 


I write as a philosophical psychologist with a twist of
comedy; as far as you are concerned, I am either a madman or have a
point.

 


My little stories mean to stretch your imagination and your
awareness. I hope they give you pleasure, food for thought, and
change your perception about you, your world, and your safe little
place in it.

 


I sincerely hope that, if you read my books, they are not what
you were expecting.
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Author Note:

 


A word about my writing, facts, and study material: Trust me
when I say; I get all my facts right before I put pen to paper;
this gives me the privilege to distort them as much as I please
with a clear conscience.

 


All political, religious etc. connotations are fictitious;
offence taken by oneself or on behalf of others is by personal
choice.
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The virus

When is a life
form, not a life form? When it is a virus!

To be a good
virus, it needs several essential attributes. Firstly, it should be
easily transmittable (Bird Flu, Swine Flu) mutated into a human
form, may well be examples. In other words, it needs to stay in its
host long enough to survive the immune system, to grow, and then be
passed on to another host.

Secondly, it
does not need to be too virulent. If it is, it will kill its host
before it has time to be passed on.

Thirdly, it
needs the right conditions, like a highly populated area or an
easily traversed area from population to population. The
twenty-first century will do nicely, with its super-fast transport
system.

A virus is,
basically, a tiny bundle of genetic material, either DNA or RNA,
carried in a shell called the viral coat, which is made up of
pieces of protein. Some viruses have an additional layer around
this coat called an envelope.

That is
basically all there is to viruses.

Viruses are
strange things that straddle the fence between living and
non-living. On the one hand, if they are floating around in the air
or sitting on a doorknob, they are inert. They are about as alive
as a rock.

But if they
come into contact with a suitable host cell, they spring into
action. They infect and take over the cell, like terrorists
hijacking a plane.

Viruses exist
for one purpose only: to reproduce. To do that, they have to take
over the reproductive machinery of suitable host cells.

Upon landing on
an appropriate host cell, a virus gets its genetic material inside
the cell either by tricking the host cell into pulling it inside,
as it would a nutrient molecule or by fusing its viral coat with
the host cell wall or membrane and releasing its genes inside.

Its genetic
material then inserts itself into the host cell’s DNA. The viral
genes are then copied many, many times, using the machinery the
host cell would typically use to reproduce its own DNA.

The virus uses
the host cell's enzymes to build new viral capsids and other viral
proteins. The new viral genes and proteins then come together and
assemble into whole new viruses.

The new viruses
eventually build up to a large enough number that they burst the
host cell like an overfilled water balloon. These, in turn, go on
to double, quadruple, etc., then proceed to invade normal cells,
and the process rapidly escalates until you have millions upon
millions of mutated cells.

Bearing in mind
your respiratory, immune system is fighting like hell to defeat
these invaders by producing anti-bodies, and also bearing in mind
that these anti-bodies are killing your already mutated respiratory
cells, is it any wonder that you basically ‘drown’ (in your own
blood).

Now that you
are educated as to the situation and the possibilities let us
proceed…

For a virus to
become an epidemic, it needs a source, a pathway, and a receptor,
for an epidemic to become a pandemic; it needs ignorance, fear, and
blind panic!

*****

 


The beginning

The ‘source’
was getting very tired when it flew over the English Channel. It
had miscalculated the weather patterns for the time of year,
although they were unpredictable at the best of times. Fighting
against headwinds and torrential rain over France had drained the
energy from its tiny body, but luckily, it came across a hot
thermal, a current of air moving from the continental landmass and
spreading out over the sea.

As the source
approached the little fishing town of Hastings on the southern
coast of Britain, it started to glide and rest for a while; wings
stretched as it ascended high on the warm air over the town.

The ancient
battle. Once fought down there, would pale into insignificance
compared with the army this feathered messenger was bringing.

The source had
been wintering in the south of France with the rest of its flock.
Now it was time to come home to nest. On its way back, it had
stopped to feed at a lake near the French city of Lyon, but this
year there was something different about this regular stop-off
point.

This season
there were very few hostile intruders to the feeding grounds, no
competition for the local wetlands' food.

What it did not
know was it had just missed a general cull of poultry which had
been undertaken by the worried locals. Scores of wild birds,
together with the indigenous flocks from fifty miles radius, had
been the victims of a massacre of unprecedented proportions,
brought about by fear.

As its flight
path eventually led it over the South Downs of England, it was
nearing its familiar spring territory. It was at this point that it
suddenly started to feel unwell. Feeling strangely weak and
exhausted, it had no option but to descend and land.

As it floated
earthwards, it spotted a park near a town. It wearily glided down
and landed by a small lake where some town pigeons had been
feeding, eating morsels thrown down by visitors to the park. It
mingled for a while, flicked its feathers like birds do; defecated,
and then defecated a lot more.

The virus, ‘the
source’ that the wild duck had been carrying, had found a pathway
over the English Channel.

As breadcrumbs,
thrown down by excited, wide-eyed little children, given to them by
loving parents to attract the wildfowl, landed on the excrement
from the wild duck, the local sparrows and pigeons pecked them up,
conveniently becoming the new 'receptors' for the virus. The wild
duck swayed on its legs for a minute, then wandered into a nearby
thicket and quietly… died.

It was a
pleasant afternoon in the centre of Tunbridge Wells. A 'middle
England,' quiet, tranquil little town in the county of Kent. It was
bathing in a sunny spring afternoon.

Shoppers,
unaware of the catastrophic fate that was being forged for mankind
in their local park, were going about their business.

Schoolchildren
were hanging about in the shopping mall as usual after finishing
their studies.

Outside along
the pedestrian shopping precinct, people talked, shouted, and
greeted each other. The noise of their chatter and laughter
traversed the walkway.

The other
things that were traversing the precinct were flying mostly
un-noticed just above the shoppers’ heads.

Birds were
darting this way and that, mostly pigeons, intermixed with a few
sparrows. They were scavenging for food, any titbit discarded
either by people eating at the various tables outside coffee shops
or from the various hungry youths, masticating on a burger or roll
as they walked along.

The birds
settled and pecked at these, and anything else edible, thrown
carelessly on the ground.

Because it was
warm and sunny, there were many people about this particular day,
doing what any town dweller or visitor did on a hot day.

'Ice creams and
Ice lollies for the infants, cool, soft drinks for the not so
young, and cold beers for the adults.' All accompanied by their
crisps, peanuts, sweets, hotdogs, etc.

All, of course,
eaten outside.

Today, all
types of birds came, feeding in this haven of pickings; they always
did when food was this plentiful.

In the late
evening, a few town pigeons, together with some sparrows, which
earlier had been feeding by a lake, and had also spent the late
afternoon enjoying the rich pickings along the precinct, began to
roost for the night.

The pigeons
settled on the rooftops and window ledges; the sparrows duly
perched in the trees that lined the precinct.

Some particular
sparrows roosted in a tree that stood directly opposite the Marks
and Spencer store, and as the early spring sun was slowly setting,
the birds were choosing their individual roosts for the night.

Altogether, ten
birds were infected, the same ten birds that had been pecking at
the faeces’ tainted breadcrumbs in the local park before returning
to the town centre: five pigeons, and five sparrows!

On the first
morning, the ‘pigeon lady’ as she was known, came and fed the birds
along the precinct. Other birds came from other roosts and nesting
places to enjoy the pickings.

As they pecked
the bread and seeds thrown down on the ground by the lonely old
lady, they also ingested particles of droppings from the other
birds, and so it spread, subtly, by deadly, unseen means.

From the
initial ten birds, fifty were infected; thirty of these were from
other roosts in the surrounding area, whereupon they introduced the
deadly, invisible host to their broods.

By lunchtime, a
very good proportion of the bird population of the town of
Tunbridge Wells was infected, and, as the evening arrived, so did
the returning flocks to their roosts.

Early on the
morning of the third day, the street cleaner,' the sweeper man' as
he was known by the local children, was walking behind his
motorised brush sweeper. As he was slowly trundling along the
precinct, his machine was scooping up the last evening's
self-indulgent remnants, carelessly abandoned by the evening’s
semi-drunk citizens and late shoppers.

Following his
machine, he failed to notice the five dead birds lying under the
roosting tree. A call and a wave from an acquaintance distracted
him.

The birds were
duly brushed up into the machine, along with a plastic bottle, a
pile of fries, and a half-eaten hotdog.

If the sweeper
man had noticed, he would have seen that his machine had just
brushed up five dead sparrows, these, being much smaller than that
of the pigeons who had feasted with them the day before.

A sparrow,
having a tiny body mass of that compared with a pigeon, their
'faster' pulsating, metabolic rate, and, consequently, their
defence mechanisms, had assimilated the virus and its consequences
much faster.

After finishing
his deliberations with his acquaintance, the sweeper man came back,
passing the tree for his second run. He looped the machine in a
circle around the tree to sweep up the dried bird droppings. He
revved the engine to speed the rate of the brushes, grinding at the
hardened excrement littering the paving slabs.

This sent a
cloud of fine particles into the air as the brushes from the
machine spun furiously, frantically scrubbing the pavement around
the tree.

As fate would
have it, at that precise moment, a young lady walked by, clutching
in one hand, a folder, in the other, a white, lace handkerchief.
Mary was her name, Mary Grant, and she had a bad cold, or was it
flu?

She breathed in
some of the particulates and sneezed as the dried faecal dust cloud
floated gently past her already sensitive nose, and, in doing so,
unwittingly sealed the fate for a fair percentage of the entire
world's population!

She breathed in
again and sneezed a second time. The virus had a source, and it had
a pathway, now it had a receptor… a quite different type of
receptor.

Approximately a
hundred years before, Mary’s namesake took an unwelcome host to
America; at that time - it was typhoid fever. Mary Mallon was her
name, and she was an unsuspecting ‘carrier’ of the disease. She had
arrived in America from Cooks Town, Ireland, as an immigrant.

In America, she
gained such employment as a cook, scullery maid, cleaner, and
childminder. At each establishment she worked for in the 'New
World, ' typhoid broke out.

This strange
coincidence went on for some time until the common denominator was
found by a sharp medical pathologist.

The common
denominator he discovered was an Irish employee by the name of Mary
Mallon. Mary, who was by now quite aware of these 'coincidental'
events, used to change jobs whenever there was a death in the
household where she had gained employment.

When the health
authorities finally caught up with her, she spent the rest of her
life quarantined, although sadly, not before quite a few
unsuspecting people were taken to their graves.

Unfortunately
for the present-day Mary, her host was not typhoid, and its
intention was definitely not to stay and spread to a few luckless
people. Its aim was to spread very quickly and to kill even
faster.

It is the way
some pathogens work, the way they survive, the way they propagate.
It is as though they have intelligence, yet unproven by our
conceited thinking. They have a sense of purpose, an aim to
survive, to live, as any life form on this planet has, be the life
form big or small or even minuscule.

With such life
forms and, unfortunately, for us, their hosts, their food, their
means of propagation, are just walking, talking Petri dishes, and
nothing more. Their introduction and consequential colonisation
would be by 'Bio-aerosol,’, a biological aerosol.

These particles
of 'life' are exceedingly small and range in size from less than
one micrometre (0.00004") to one hundred micrometres (0.004").
Bio-aerosols react to air currents and are move quickly or slowly,
depending on the environment.
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