




which prefer low growth, had moved in, nibbling the fresh green shoots that
thrust through the ash.

The shoots that survived this thinning process found themselves with
plenty of space in which to grow, and were now fair-sized young trees. The
number of rabbits had consequently declined, for rabbits like open land; so
the grass had its chance to return. Now it, in its turn was being thinned
beneath the continuing spread of the beeches. The few rabbits that hopped
there were thin of flank.

They were also wary. One of them saw the beady eyes watching in the
rushes. It leapt for shelter and the others followed. At once the adult stoats
were covering ground, twin stretches of brown rippling across the open
space. The rabbits bolted down into their warrens. Without pause, the
stoats followed. They could go anywhere. The world - this tiny piece of the
world - was theirs.

Not many miles away, under the same tattered winter sky and by the
banks of the same river, the wilderness had been cleared. In the wilder-
ness, a pattern was still discernible; it was no longer a valid pattern, and so
it faded year by year. Large trees, to some of which a raddled leaf still
clung, marked the position of ancient hedges. They enclosed tangles of
vegetation covering what had once been fields: brambles, lacerating their
way like rusty barbed wire towards the centre of the fields, and elders, and
prickly briars, as well as a sturdy growth of saplings. Along the edge of the
clearing, these unruly hedges had been used as a stockade against further
growth in a wide and ragged arc, thus protecting an area of some few hun-
dred acres which had its longer side against the river.

This rude stockade was patrolled by an old man in a coarse shirt of or-
ange, green, red, and yellow stripes. The shirt furnished almost the only
splash of colour in the entire bedraggled landscape; it had been made from
the canvas of a deckchair.

At intervals, the barrier of vegetation was broken by paths trodden into
the undergrowth. The paths were brief and ended in crude latrines, where
holes had been dug and covered with tarpaulins or wooden battens.

These were the sanitary arrangements of the village of Sparcot.



crocodile s throat and devoured under the weight of undergrowth.
All the houses of Sparcot showed signs of neglect. Some were ruined;

some were uninhabited ruins. A hundred and twelve people lived here.
None of them had been born in Sparcot.

Where two of the roads joined, there stood a stone building that had
served as a post office. Its upper windows commanded a view both of the
bridge in one direction and the cultivated land with wilderness beyond in
the other. This was now the village guardroom and, since Jim Mole insisted
that a guard was always kept, it was occupied now.

There were three people sitting or lying in the old barren room. An old
woman, long past her eightieth year, sat by a wood stove, humming to her-
self and nodding her head. She held out her hands to the stove, on which
she was warming up stew in a tin platter. Like the others, she was wrapped
against a wintry chill that the stove did little to dispel.

Of the two men present, one was extremely ancient in appearance, al-
though his eye was bright. He lay on a palliasse on the floor, restlessly
looking about him, staring up at the ceiling as if to puzzle out the meaning
of the cracks there, or at the walls as if to solve the riddle of their damp
patches. His face, sharp as a stoat's beneath its stubble, wore an irritable
look, for the old woman's humming jarred his nerves. Only the third occu-
pant of the guardroom was properly alert. He was a well-built man in his
middle fifties, without a paunch, but not so starveling thin as his compan-
ions. He sat in a creaking chair by the window, a rifle by his side. Although
he was reading a book, he looked up frequently, directing his gaze through
the window. With one of these glances, he saw the patrol man with the
colourful shirt approaching over the pastures.

"Sam's coming," he said.
He put his book down as he spoke. His name was Algy Timberlane. He

had a thick grizzled beard that grew down almost to his navel, where it had
been cut sharply across. Because of this beard, he was known as Grey-
beard, although he lived in a world of greybeards. But his high and almost
bald head lent emphasis to the beard, and its texture, barred as it was with
stripes of black hair sprouting thickly from the jawline and fading out lower



ter watch that hash of yours, Betty - I m the only one I m wanting to get
indigestion off that grub, girl."

Betty shook her head. It was as much a nervous tick as a negation of
anything that the man with the cudgel might have said. She kept her hands
to the fire, not looking round. Towin Thomas picked up his cudgel and rose
stiffly to his feet, helping himself up against the table. He joined Greybeard
at the window, peering through the dirty pane and rubbing it with his sleeve.

"That's Sam Bulstow all right. You can't mistake that shirt."
Sam Bulstow walked down the littered street. Rubble, broken tiles and

litter lay on the pavements; dock and fennel - mortified by winter - sprouted
from shattered gratings. Sam Bulstow walked in the middle of the road.
There had been no traffic but pedestrians for several years now. He turned
in when he reached the post office, and the watchers heard his footsteps
on the boards of the room below them. Without excitement, they listened to
the whole performance of his getting upstairs: the groans of the bare
treads; the squeak of a horny palm on the hand rail as it helped tug its
owner upwards; the rasp and heave of lungs challenged by every step.

Finally, Sam appeared in the guardroom. The gaudy stripes of his shirt
threw up some of their colour on to the white stubble of his jaws. He stood
for a while staring in at them, resting on the frame of the door to regain his
breath.

"You're early if it's dinner you're after," Betty said, without bothering to
turn her head. Nobody paid her any attention, and she nodded her old rats'
tails to herself in disapproval.

Sam just stood where he was, showing his yellow and brown teeth in a
pant. "The Scotsmen are getting near," he said.

Betty turned her neck stiffly to look at Greybeard. Towin Thomas ar-
ranged his crafty old wolf's visage over the top of his cudgel and looked at
Sam with his eyes screwed up.

"Maybe they're after your job, Sammy, man," he said.
"Who gave you that bit of information, Sam?" Greybeard asked.
Sam came slowly into the room, sneaking a sharp look at the clock as

he did so, and poured himself a drink of water from a battered can standing



reckon old Boss Mole ought to know the Scotsmen are coming, that s all.
Sam's voice relapsed into the irritable whine they all used at times.

Betty turned back to her stove. She said, "Everyone who comes here
brings rumours. If it isn't the Scots, it's herds of savage animals. Rumours,
rumours… It's as bad as the last war, when they kept telling us there was
going to be an invasion. I reckoned at the time they only done it to scare
us, but I was scared just the same."

Sam cut off her muttering. "Rumours or not, I'm telling you what the man
said. I thought I ought to come up here and report it. Did I do right or didn't
I?"

"Where had this fellow come from?" Greybeard asked.
"He hadn't come from anywhere. He was going to Faringdon." He

smiled his sly doggy smile at his joke, and picked up a reflected smile from
Towin.

"Did he say where he had been?" Greybeard asked patiently.
"He said he had been coming from up river. Said there was a lot of

stoats heading this way."
"Eh, that's another rumour we've heard before," Betty said to herself,

nodding her head.
"You keep your trap shut, you old cow," Sam said, without rancour.
Greybeard took hold of his rifle by the barrel and moved into the middle

of the room until he stood looking down at Sam.
"Is that all you have to report, Sam?".
"Scotsmen, stoats - what more do you want from one patrol? I didn't see

any elephants, if you were wondering." He cracked his grin again, looking
again for Towin Thomas's approval.

"You aren't bright enough to know an elephant if you saw it, Sam, you
old fleapit," Towin said.

Ignoring this exchange, Greybeard said, "Okay, Sam, back you go on
patrol. There's another twenty minutes before you are relieved."

"What, go back out there just for another lousy twenty minutes? Not on
your flaming nelly, Greybeard! I've had it for this afternoon and I'm sitting



The advantage lay with Sam, as he sensed. Facing Greybeard more
boldly, he said, "Why don't you take over for twenty minutes if you're so
keen on defending the dump? You're a young man - it'll do you good to
have a stretch."

Greybeard tucked the leather sling of the rifle over his left shoulder and
turned to Towin, who stopped gnawing the top of his cudgel to look up.

"Strike the alarm gong if you want me in a hurry, and not otherwise.
Remind old Betty it's not a dinner gong."

The woman cackled as he moved towards the door, buttoning his baggy
jacket.

"Your grub's just on ready, Algy. Why not stay and eat it?" she asked.
Greybeard slammed the door without answering. They listened to his

heavy tread descending the stairs.
"You don't reckon he took offence, do you? He wouldn't report me to old

Mole, would he?" Sam asked anxiously. The others mumbled neutrally and
hugged their lean ribs; they did not want to be involved in any trouble.

Greybeard walked slowly along the middle of the street, avoiding the
puddles still left from a rainstorm two days ago. Most of Sparcot's drains
and gutters were blocked; but the reluctance of the water to run away was
due mainly to the marshiness of the land. Somewhere upstream, debris
was blocking the river, causing it to overflow its banks. He must speak to
Mole; they must get up an expedition to look into the trouble. But Mole was
growing increasingly cantankerous, and his policy of isolationism would be
against any move out of the village.

He chose to walk by the river, to continue round the perimeter of the
stockade afterwards. He brushed through an encroaching elder's stark
spikes, smelling as he did so a melancholy-sweet smell of the river and the
things that mouldered by it.

Several of the houses that backed on to the river had been devoured by
fire before he and his fellows came to live here. Vegetation grew sturdily
inside and outside their shells. On a back gate lying crookedly in long
grass, faded lettering proclaimed the name of the nearest shell: Thame-
side.



virtue of not being angry. But he longed for a freedom beyond the fly-blown
safety of Sparcot.

After the houses came Toby's trading post - a newer building that, and
in better shape than most - and the barns, ungraceful structures that com-
memorated the lack of skill with which they had been built. Beyond the
barns lay the fields, turned up in weals to greet the frosts of winter; shards
of water glittered between furrows. Beyond the fields grew the thickets
marking the eastern end of Sparcot. Beyond Sparcot lay the immense
mysterious territory that was the Thames valley.

Just beyond the province of the village, an old brick bridge with a col-
lapsed arch menaced the river, its remains suggesting the horns of a ram,
growing together in old age. Greybeard contemplated it and the fierce little
weir just beyond it - for that way lay whatever went by the name of freedom
these days - and then turned away to patrol the living stockade.

With the rifle comfortably under one crooked arm, he made his prome-
nade. He could see across to the other side of the clearing; it was deserted,
apart from two men walking distantly among cattle, and a stooped figure in
the cabbage patch. He had the world almost to himself: and year by year
he would have it more to himself.

He snapped down the shutter of his mind on that thought, and began to
concentrate on what Sam Bulstow had reported. It was probably an inven-
tion to gain him twenty minutes off patrol duty. The rumour about the Scots
sounded unlikely - though no less likely than other tales that travellers had
brought them, that a Chinese army was marching on London, or that
gnomes and elves and men with badger faces had been seen dancing in
the woods. Scope for error and ignorance seemed to grow season by sea-
son. It would be good to know what was really happening…

Less unlikely than the legend of marching Scots was Sam's tale of a
strange packman. Densely though the thickets grew, there were ways
through them, and men who travelled those ways, though the isolated vil-
lage of Sparcot saw little but the traffic that moved painfully up and down
the Thames. Well, they must maintain their watch. Even in these more
peaceful days - "the apathy that bringeth perfect peace", thought Grey-



his pace.
There seemed to be nothing to disturb the cow except a dead rabbit ly-

ing by the brambles. As he drew nearer, Greybeard surveyed the rabbit. It
was freshly killed. And though it was completely dead, he thought it had
moved. He stood almost over it, alert for something wrong, a faint prickle of
unease creeping up his backbone.

Certainly the rabbit was dead, killed neatly by the back of the neck. Its
neck and anus were bloody, its purple eye glazed.

Yet it moved. Its side heaved. Shock - an involuntary superstitious dread
- coursed through Greybeard. He took a step backwards, sliding the rifle
down into his hands. At the same time, the rabbit heaved again and its
killer exposed itself to view.

Backing swiftly out of the rabbit's carcass came a stoat, doubling up its
body in its haste to be clear. Its brown coat was enriched with rabbit blood,
the tiny savage muzzle it lifted to Greybeard smeared with crimson. He
shot it dead before it could move.

The cows plunged and kicked. Like clockwork toys, the figures among
the brussels sprout stumps straightened their backs. Birds wheeled up from
the rooftops. The gong sounded from the guardroom, as Greybeard had
instructed it should. A knot of people congregated outside the barns, hob-
bling together as if they might pool their rheumy eyesight.

"Blast their eyes, there's nothing to panic about," Greybeard growled.
But he knew the involuntary shot had been a mistake; he should have
clubbed the stoat to death with the butt of his rifle. The sound of firing al-
ways woke alarm.

A party of active sixty-year-olds were assembling, and began to march
towards him, swinging cudgels of various descriptions. Through his irrita-
tion, he had to admit that it was a prompt stand-to. There was plenty of life
about the place yet.

"It's all right!" he called, waving his arms above his head as he went to
meet them. "All right! I was attacked by a solitary stoat, that's all. You can
go back."



Charley fell in beside him, sympathetically saying nothing. The fox walked
between them, dainty with its brush held low. The rest of the party stood
about indecisively in mid-field. Some quieted the cattle or stared at the
scattered pieces of stoat; some went back towards the houses, whence
others came out to join them in gossip. Their dark figures with white polls
stood out against the background of fractured brick.

"They're half-disappointed there was not some sort of excitement brew-
ing," Charley said. A peak of his springy hair stood out over his forehead.
Once it had been the colour of wheat; it had achieved whiteness so many
seasons ago that its owner had come to look on white as its proper and
predestined hue, and the wheaty tint had passed into his skin.

Charley's hair never dangled into his eyes, although it looked as if it
would after a vigorous shake of the head. Vigorous shaking was not Char-
ley's habit; his quality was of stone rather than fire; and in his bearing was
evidence of how the years had tested his endurance. It was precisely this
air of having withstood so much that these two sturdy elders - in superficial
appearance so unlike - had in common.

"Though people don't like trouble, they enjoy a distraction," Charley
said. "Funny - that shot you fired started my gums aching."

"It deafened me," Greybeard admitted. "I wonder if it roused the old men
of the mill?"

He noticed that Charley glanced towards the mill to see if Mole or his
henchman, "Major" Trouter, was coming to investigate. Catching Grey-
beard's glance, Charley grinned rather foolishly and said, by way of some-
thing to say, "Here comes old Jeff Pitt to see what all the fuss is."

They had reached a small stream that wound its way across the cleared
land. On its banks stood the stumps of some beeches that the villagers had
cut down. From among these, the shaggy old figure of Pitt came. Over one
shoulder he carried a stick from which hung the body of an animal. Though
several of the villagers ventured some distance afield, Pitt was the only one
who roved the wilds on his own. Sparcot was no prison for him. He was a
morose and solitary man; he had no friends; and even in the society of the
slightly mad, his reputation was for being mad. Certainly his face, as full of



dren, you mark my words.
"There are no gnomes round here, Jeff, or they'd have caught you long

ago," Charley said. "What have you got on your stick?"
Eyeing Charley to judge his reaction, Pitt lowered the stick from his

shoulder and displayed a fine dog otter, its body two feet long.
"He's a beauty, isn't he? Seen a lot of 'em about just lately. You can

spot 'em more easily in the winter. Or perhaps they are just growing more
plentiful in these parts."

"Everything that can still multiply is doing so," Greybeard said harshly.
"I'll sell you the next one I catch, Greybeard. I haven't forgotten what

happened before we came to Sparcot. You can have the next one I catch.
I've got my snares set along under the bank."

"You're a regular old poacher, Jeff," Charley said. "Unlike the rest of us,
you've never had to change your job."

"What do you mean? Me never had to change my job? You're daft,
Charley Samuels! I spent most of my life in a stinking machine tool factory
before the revolution and all that. Not that I wasn't always keen on nature -
but I never reckoned I'd get it at such close quarters, as you might say."

"You're a real old man of the woods now, anyhow."
"Think I don't know you're laughing at me? I'm no fool, Charley, what-

ever you may think to yourself. But I reckon it's terrible the way us town
people have been turned into sort of half-baked country bumpkins, don't
you? What's there left to life? All of us in rags and tatters, full of worms and
the toothache! Where's it all going to end, eh, I'd like to know? Where's it all
going to end?" He turned to scrutinize the woods again.

"We're doing okay," Greybeard said. It was his invariable answer to the
invariable question. Charley also had his invariable answer.

"It's the Lord's plan, Jeff, and you don't do any good by worrying over it.
We cannot say what he has in mind for us."

"After all he's done to us this last fifty years," Jeff said, "I'm surprised
you're still on speaking terms with him."

"It will end according to His will," Charley said.



When they had walked right round the perimeter, they came again to the
Thames at the western boundary, where it entered their land. They stopped
and stared at the water. Tugging, fretting, it moved about a countless num-
ber of obstacles on its course - oh yes, that it took as it has ever done! - to
the sea. Even the assuaging power of water could not silence Greybeard's
mind.

"How old are you, Charley?" he asked.
"I've given up counting the years. Don't look so glum! What's suddenly

worrying you? You're a cheerful man, Greybeard; don't start fretting about
the future. Look at that water - it'll get where it wants to go, but it isn't wor-
rying."

"I don't find any comfort in your analogy."
"Don't you, now? Well then, you should do."
Greybeard thought how tiresome and colourless Charley was, but he

answered patiently.
"You are a sensible man, Charley. Surely we must think ahead? This is

getting to be a pensioners' planet. You can see the danger signs as well as
I can. There are no young men and women any more. The number of us
capable of maintaining even the present low standard of living is declining
year by year. We-"

"We can't do anything about it. Get that firmly into your mind and you'll
feel better about the whole situation. The idea that man can do anything
useful about his fate is an old idea - what do I mean? Yes, a fossil. It's
something from another period… We can't do anything. We just get carried
along, like the water in this river."

"You read a lot of things into the river," Greybeard said, half-laughing.
He kicked a stone into the water. A scuttling and a plop followed, as some
small creature - possibly a water rat, for they were on the increase again -
dived for safety.

They stood silent, Charley's shoulders a little bent. When he spoke
again, it was to quote poetry.

"The woods decay, the woods decay and fall,
The vapours weep their burden to the ground,



coming downstream, though overhanging foliage obscured details. Break-
ing into a trot, Greybeard made for the stone bridge, with Charley following
at a fast walk behind him. From the crown of the bridge, they had a clear
view upstream. A cumbersome boat was dipping into view only some
eighty yards away. By its curved bow, he guessed it had once been a pow-
ered craft. Now it was being rowed and poled along by a number of white-
heads, while a sail hung slackly from the mast.

Greybeard pulled his elder whistle from an inner pocket and blew on it
two long blasts. He nodded to Charley and hurried over to the water mill
where Big Jim Mole lived. Mole was already opening the door as Grey-
beard arrived. The years had yet to drain off all his natural ferocity. He was
a stocky man with a fierce piggy face and a tangle of grey hair protruding
from his ears as well as his skull. He seemed to survey Greybeard with
nostrils as well as eyes.

"What's the racket about, Greybeard?" he asked.
Greybeard told him. Mole came out smartly, buttoning his ancient army

greatcoat. Behind him came Major Trouter, a small man who limped badly
and helped himself along with a stick. As he emerged into the grey daylight,
he began to shout orders in his high squeaking voice. People were still
hanging about after the false alarm. They began to fall in promptly if
raggedly, women as well as men, into a pre-arranged pattern of defence.

The population of Sparcot was a many-coated beast. The individuals
that comprised it had sewn themselves into a wide variety of clothes and
rags that passed for clothes. Coats of carpet and skirts of curtain material
were to be seen. Some of the men wore waistcoats cobbled from fox skins,
clumsily cured; some of the women wore torn army greatcoats. Despite this
variety, the general effect was colourless, and nobody stood out particularly
against the neutral landscape. A universal distribution of sunken cheeks
and grey hairs added to the impression of a sad uniformity.

Many an old mouth coughed out the winter's air. Many a back was bent,
many a leg dragged. Sparcot was a citadel for the ailments: arthritis, lum-
bago, rheumatism, cataract, pneumonia, influenza, sciatica, dizziness.
Chests, livers, backs, heads, caused much complaint, and the talk in an



petrol, machine-guns, and ammunition, they were the produce of another
century, and the relics of a vanished world. But anything arriving by water
was the subject for a general stand to.

Accordingly, a strongly armed party of villagers - many of them carried
home-made bows and arrows -was gathered along the riverside by the time
the strange boat came up. They crouched behind a low and broken wall,
ready to attack or defend, a little extra excitement shaking through their
veins.

The approaching boat travelled sideways to the stream. It was manned
by as unruly a set of landlubbers as ever cast anchor. The oarsmen
seemed as much concerned with keeping the boat from capsizing as with
making progress forward; as it was, they appeared to be having little luck in
either endeavour.

This lack of skill was due not only to the difficulty inherent in rowing a
fifty-year-old, thirty-feet long cruiser with a rotten hull; nor to the presence
aboard of fully a dozen people with their possessions. In the cockpit of the
cruiser, struggling under the grip of four men, was a rebellious pack rein-
deer.

Although the beast had been pollarded - as the custom was since the
animal was introduced into the country by one of the last authoritarian gov-
ernments some twenty years ago - it was strong enough to cause consid-
erable damage; and reindeer were more valuable than men. They could be
used for milking and meat production when cattle were scarce, and they
made good transport animals; whereas men could only grow older. Despite
this distraction, one of the navigators, acting as lookout and standing in the
bow of the boat, sighted the massed forces of Sparcot and called out a
warning. She was a tall dark woman, lean and hard, her dyed black hair
knotted down under a scarf. When she called to the rowers, the prompt-
ness with which they rested on their oars showed how glad they were to do
so. Someone squatting behind one of the baggages of clothing piled on
deck passed the dark woman a white flag. She thrust it aloft and called out
to the waiting villagers over the water.



decided they were under no serious threat from the boat.
"We must stop them and inspect them," Mole said. "Get the pole out.

Move there, you men! Let's have a parley with this shower and see who
they are and what they want. They must have something we need."

During this activity, Towin Thomas had come up beside Greybeard and
Charley Samuels. In his efforts to see the boat clearly, he knotted his face
into a grimace. He dug Greybeard in the ribs with a patched elbow.

"Hey, Greybeard, that reindeer wouldn't come amiss for the heavy work,
would it?" he said, sucking the end of his cudgel reflectively. "We could use
it behind the plough, couldn't we?"

"We've no right to take it from them."
"You're not getting religious ideas about that reindeer, are you? You're

letting old Charley's line of talk get you down."
"I never listen to a thing either Charley or you say," Greybeard said.
A long pole that had done duty carrying telephone wires in the days

when a telephone system existed was slid out across the water, until its tip
rested between two stones on the farther bank. The river narrowed here
towards the ruined bridge farther downstream. This spot had afforded the
villagers a useful revenue for years; their levies on river-going craft sup-
plemented their less enthusiastic attempts at husbandry. It was the one
inspired idea of Big Jim Mole's otherwise dull and oppressive reign. To
reinforce the threat of the pole, the Sparcot men now showed themselves
in strength along the bank. Mole ran forward brandishing a sword, calling
for the strangers to heave to.

The tall dark woman on the boat waved her fists at them.
"Respect the white flag of peace, you mangy bastards!" she yelled. "Let

us come by without spoiling. We're homeless as it is. We've nothing to
spare for the likes of you."

Her crew had less spirit than she. They shipped their oars and punting
sticks and let the boat drift under the stone bridge until it rested against the
pole. Elated to find such a defenceless prize, the villagers dragged it
against the near bank with grapnels. The reindeer lifted its heavy head and
blared its defiance, the dark woman shrieked her disgust.



at his side, he stepped towards the boat.
Already some of the villagers had attempted to board without orders.

Emboldened by the general lack of resistance and keen to get their share
of the spoils, they dashed forward, led by two of the women. One of the
oarsmen, a hoary old fellow with a sou'wester and a yellow beard, fell into a
panic and brought his oar down on to the foremost boarder's head. The
woman went sprawling. A scuffle broke out immediately, despite bellowings
from both parties to desist.

The cruiser rocked. The men holding the reindeer moved to protect
themselves. Taking advantage of this distraction, the animal broke free of
its captors. It clattered across the cabin roof, paused for a moment, and
leapt overboard into the Thames. Swimming strongly, it headed down-
stream. A howl of dismay rose from the boat.

Two of the men who had been looking after the animal jumped in too,
crying to the beast to come back. Then they were forced to look after them-
selves; one of them struggled to the bank, where there were hands to help
him out. Down by the horns of the broken bridge, the reindeer climbed
ashore, its water-smooth coat heavy against its flanks. It stood on the far
shore snorting and shaking its head from side to side, as if troubled by wa-
ter in its ears. Then it turned and disappeared into a clump of willows.

The second man who jumped in was less successful. He could not
reach either bank. The current caught him, sweeping him through the
bridge, across its submerged remains, over the weir. His thin cry rose. An
arm was flung up amid spray, then there was only the roar of green and
white water.

This incident damped the struggles at the boat, so that Mole and Trouter
were able to question the crew. The two of them, standing by the cruiser's
rail, saw that Gipsy Joan had not been bluffing when she spoke of carrying
wounded. Down in what was once the saloon were huddled nine men and
women, some of them nonagenarians by their parched and sunken-eyed
aspect. Their poor clothes were torn, their faces and hands bloody. One
woman with half her face missing seemed on the point of death, while all
maintained a stunned silence more terrible than screaming.



multiplying like rabbits and sweeping the country looking for food. Eat any-
thing, them devils will, fish or flesh or carrion. You lot would do well to move
out of here."

Mole looked round uneasily and said, "Don't start spreading rumours
here, woman. We can look after ourselves. We're not a rabble, we're prop-
erly organized. Get a move on. We'll let you go through unharmed, seeing
that you've got trouble on your hands. Get off our territory as fast as you
can."

Joan looked prepared to argue the toss, but two of her leaders, fearful,
pulled at her arm and urged that they move at once.

"We've another boat coming on behind," one of these men said. "It's full
of our older unwounded people. We'd be obliged if you'd let them through
without holding them up." Mole and Trouter stepped back, waving their
arms. The mention of stoats had turned them into anxious men.

"On your way!" they shouted, waving their arms, and to their own men,
"Pull back the pole and let them get on their way."

The pole came back. Joan and her crew pushed off from the bank, their
ancient cruiser wobbling dangerously. But the contagion of their news had
already been caught by those ashore. The word "stoats" passed rapidly
from mouth to mouth, and people began to run back to their houses, or
towards the village boathouse.

Unlike their enemies the rats, stoats had not declined in numbers. Dur-
ing the last decade, they had greatly increased, both in numbers and dar-
ing. Earlier in the year, old Reggy Foster had been attacked by one in the
pasture and had had his throat bitten out. The stoats had extended an old
occasional habit of theirs and now often hunted in packs, as they did at
Grafton. At such times they showed no fear of human beings.

Knowing this, the villagers began to trample about the bank, pushing
each other and shouting incoherently.

Jim Mole drew a revolver and levelled it at one of the fleeing backs.
"You can't do that!" Greybeard exclaimed, stepping forward with raised

hand.
Mole brought the revolver down and pointed it at Greybeard.



You know the trouble with stoats as well as I do,  Mole said. If they
attack in force, we've not got enough ammunition to spare to shoot them.
We haven't got good enough bowmen to stop them with arrows. So the
sensible thing is to get across the river in our boat and stay there till the
little vermin have gone."

"They can swim, you know," Trouter said.
"I know they can swim. But why should they? They're after food, not

fighting. We'll be safe on the other side of the river." He was shivering.
"Can you imagine what a stoat attack must be like? You saw those people
in that boat. Do you want that to happen to you?"

He was pale now, and looking anxiously about him, as if fearing that the
stoats might be arriving already.

"We can shut ourselves in the barns and houses if they come," Grey-
beard said. "We can defend ourselves without deserting the village. We're
safer staying put."

Mole turned at him savagely, baring his teeth in a gaping snarl. "How
many stoat-proof buildings have we got? You know they'll come after the
cattle if they're really hungry, and then they'll be all over us at the same
time. Who gives orders here anyhow? Not you, Greybeard! Come on,
Trouter, what are you waiting for? Let's get our boat brought out!"

Trouter looked momentarily disposed to argue. Instead, he turned and
began shouting orders in his high-pitched voice. He and Mole brushed past
Greybeard and ran towards the boathouse, calling, "Keep calm, you bloody
cripples, and we'll ferry you all across." The place took on the aspect of a
well-stirred anthill. Greybeard noticed that Charley had vanished. The
cruiser with the fugitives from Grafton was well down the river now and had
negotiated the little weir safely.

As Greybeard stood by the bridge and watched the chaos, Martha came
up to him.

His wife was a dignified woman, of medium height though she stooped a
little as she clutched a blanket about her shoulders. Her face was slightly
puddingy and pale, and wrinkled as if age had bound her skull tightly round
the edges; yet because of her fine bone structure, she still retained some-



years, we ve all caught Mole s sickness.
They turned back towards their house. For once, Sparcot was alive.

They saw men small in the meadowland, with anxious gestures hurrying
their few cows in to shelter. It was against just such emergencies, or in
case of flood, that the barns had been built on stilts; when the cattle were
driven into them and the doors shut, ramps could be removed, leaving the
cattle safe above ground.

As they passed Annie Hunter's house, the desiccated figure of Willy
Tallridge slipped from the side door. He was still buttoning his jacket, and
paid them no attention as he hurried towards the river as fast as his eighty-
year-old legs would take him. Annie's bright face, heavy with its usual com-
plement of rouge and powder, appeared at her upper window. She waved a
casual greeting to them.

"There's a stoat-warning out, Annie," Greybeard called. "They are get-
ting ready to ferry people across the river."

"Thanks for the warning, darling, but I'll lock myself in here."
"You have to hand it to Annie, she's game," Greybeard said.
"Gamey too, I hear," Martha said drily. "Do you realize, Algy, that she's

about twenty years older than I? Poor old Annie, what a fate - to be the
oldest professional!"

He was searching the tousled meadow, looking despite himself for
brown squibs of life riding through the grass, but he smiled at Martha's joke.
Occasionally a remark of hers could bring back a whole world to him, the
old world of brittle remarks made at parties where alcohol and nicotine had
been ritually consumed. He loved her for the best of reasons, because she
was herself.

"Funny thing," he said. "You're the only person left in Sparcot who still
makes conversation for its own sake. Now go home like a good girl and
pack a few essential belongings. Shut yourself in, and I'll be along in ten
minutes. I ought to help the men with the cattle."

"Algy, I'm nervous. Do we have to pack just to go across the river.
What's happening?"



down the street. Two groups of people carting belongings down to the
river's edge had collided; they had lapsed into the weak rages that were
such a feature of life in the village. The result would be a broken bone,
shock, confinement to bed, pneumonia, and another mound in the beggarly
greedy graveyard under the fir trees, where the soil was sandy and yielded
easily to the spade.

Greybeard had often acted as peacemaker in such disputes. Now he
turned away, and made for the cattle. They were as valuable - it had to be
faced - as the rabble. The cattle went protestingly up the ramp into the
barn. George Swinton, a one-armed old heathen who had killed two men in
the Westminster Marches of 2008, darted among them like a fury, hurting
them all he could with voice and stick.

A noise like the falling of stricken timber stopped them. Two of the
barn's wooden legs split to ground level. One of the knot of men present
called a word of warning. Before it was through his lips, the barn began to
settle. Splinters of wood showed like teeth as joists gave. The barn toppled.
It slid sideways, rocked, and collapsed in a shower of ruptured planks. Cat-
tle stampeded from the wreckage, or lay beneath it.

"To hell with this shoddy shower! Let's get ourselves in the boats,"
George Swinton said, pushing past Greybeard. And none of the others
cared more than he. Flinging aside their sticks, they jostled after him.
Greybeard stood where he was as they rushed past: the human race, he
thought, sinned against as well as sinning.

Stooping, he helped a heifer free herself from under a fallen beam. She
cantered away to the grazing land. She would have to take her chance
when and if the stoats came.

As he turned back towards his house, a shot - it sounded like Mole's re-
volver - came from the direction of the stone bridge. It was echoed by an-
other. Starlings clattered up from the roof-tops and soared for safety in the
trees across the river. Greybeard quickened his pace, doubled through the
straggling plot that was the garden of his house, and peered round the
corner of it.



Jim Mole stood on the bridge, pointing his revolver down into the melee.
Whether or not he had hit anyone with his first two shots it was impossible
for Greybeard to see. As he strained his eyes, Martha came up beside him.

"Mole ever the bad leader!" Greybeard exclaimed. "He's brutal enough,
but he has no sense of how to restore discipline - or if he had, he's in his
dotage now and has forgotten. Firing at people in the boats can only make
matters worse."

Someone was shouting hoarsely to get the boat to the bank. Nobody
obeyed and, abandoning all discipline, the two crews fought each other.
Senile anger had overwhelmed them again. The Grafton boat, a capacious
old motor launch, tipped dangerously as the villagers piled in upon its un-
lucky occupants. To add to the clamour, others were running up and down
the bank, crying advice or threats.

"We're all mad," Martha said, "and our bag is packed."
He flashed her a brief look of love. With three overlapping splashes,

three ancient Graftonites fell or were knocked overboard into the water.
Evidently there was some half-formed scheme to appropriate their boat for
use as a second ferry; but as the two craft drifted downstream, the motor
launch capsized.

White heads bobbed amid white water. A great stupid outcry went up
from the bank. Mole fired his revolver into the confusion.

"Damn them all to hell!" Greybeard said. "These moments of unreason -
they overcome people so easily. You know that that packman who was
through here last week claimed that the people of Stamford had set fire to
their houses without cause. And the population of Burford cleared out over-
night because they thought the place had been taken over by gnomes!
Gnomes - old Jeff Pitt has gnomes on his brain! Then there are all these
reports of mass suicides. Perhaps this will be the end - general madness.
Perhaps we're witnessing the end!"

On the stage of the world it was rapidly growing darker. The average
age of the population already stood high in the seventies. Each succeeding
year saw it rise higher. In a few more years… An emotion not unlike exhila-
ration filled Greybeard, a sort of wonderment to think he might be present



Martha?
"I don't know what I'm letting myself in for, do I? You'd better just take

me along."
"At least there's a measure of safety here. I don't know what I'm letting

you in for."
"No weakness now, Mr. Greybeard." On impulse, she added, "May I get

Charley Samuels if he is in? He'd miss us most. He ought to come with us."
He nodded, reluctant to have anyone share his plan, yet reluctant to say

no to Martha. She was gone. He stood there, heavy, feeling the weight of
the past. Yes, Charley ought to come with them, and not only because the
two of them had fought side by side almost thirty years ago. That old battle
brought back no emotion; because it belonged to a different age, it cauter-
ized feeling. The young soldier involved in that conflict was a different being
from the man standing in this destitute room; he even went by a different
name.

A log of wood still smouldered in the grate; but in the hall and on the
stairs, that creaked in the long nights as if gnomes were more reality than
legend, the smell of damp was as thick as twilight. They would leave this
dwelling, and soon it would all decompose like a man's body, into its sepa-
rate glues and dusts. Now he could understand why people set fire to their
own homes. Fire was clean, cleanliness was a principle that man had oth-
erwise lost. An angry pleasure roused in him at the thought of moving on,
though as ever he showed little of what he felt.

He went briskly to the front door. Martha was stepping over the bricks
that marked the old dividing line between their garden and the next. With
her was Charley Samuels, his muffler of grey wool round his head and
throat, his coat tied tight, a pack on his back, the fox Isaac straining at its
leash. His face was the scaly yellow colour of a boiled fowl, but he looked
resolute enough. He came up to Greybeard and gripped his hand. Frosty
tears stood in his eyes.

Anxious to avoid an emotional scene, Greybeard said, "We need you
with us, Charley, to deliver sermons at us." But Charley only shook his
hand the harder.



Nodding in agreement, Greybeard turned back into the hall; he did not
particularly want any sentimentalizing from old Charley.

He picked up the suitcase his wife had packed. Deliberately, he left the
front door of their house open. Martha shut it. She fell into step behind him,
with Charley and the dog-fox. They walked down the relapsed road east-
wards, and out into the fields. They marched parallel with the river bank, in
the general direction of the horns of the old ruined bridge.

Greybeard took it at a good pace, deliberately not easing up for the
older Charley's sake; Charley might as well see from the start that only in
one aspect was this an escape; like every escape, it was also a new test.

He drew up sharply when he saw two figures ahead, making for the
same break in the thicket as he was.

The sighting was mutual. The figures were those of a man and a
woman; the man knotted up his face, snaring his eyes between brow and
cheek to see who followed him. Recognition too was mutual.

"Where are you off to, Towin, you old scrounger?" Greybeard asked,
when his party had caught up. He looked at the wispy old man, cuddling his
cudgel and wrapped in a monstrous garment composed of blanket, animal
hide, and portions of half a dozen old coats, and then regarded Towin's
wife, Becky. Becky Thomas, in her mid-seventies, was possibly some ten
years younger than her husband. A plump birdlike woman, she carried two
small sacks and was dressed in a garment as imposingly disorganized as
her husband's. Her ascendancy over her husband was rarely disputed, and
she spoke first now, her voice sharp. "We might ask you lot the same thing.
Where are you going?"

"By the looks of things, we're off on the same errand as you," Towin
said. "We're getting out of this mouldy concentration camp while we've still
got legs on us."

"That's why we're wearing these things we've got on," Becky said.
"We've been preparing to leave for some time. This seemed a good op-
portunity, with old Mole and the Major busy. But we'd never thought you
might be hopping it, Greybeard. You're well in with the Major, unlike us
folk."



held it steady while he piled their few possessions into it. A previous owner
had equipped the craft with a canopy, which they erected. The bows were
decked in; the canopy covered most of the rest of the length. Three pairs of
paddles lay on the planking of the boat, together with a rudder and tiller.
These latter Greybeard fitted into place. They wasted no time. Their near-
ness to the settlement was emphasized by the shouting they could still hear
upstream.

Martha and Becky were helped into seats. The men climbed in; Grey-
beard let down the centreboard.

Under his direction, Becky took the steering while the rest of them pad-
dled - awkwardly and with a certain amount of guarded cursing from Towin,
who took off his beloved wrist watch before getting down to work.

They manoeuvred into midstream, the current took them, and they be-
gan to move.

Over against the farther bank, a patch of colour bobbed. A body was
trapped between two chunks of masonry carried down from the broken
bridge. Its head was submerged beneath an ever-breaking wave from the
little weir; but the orange, green, red, and yellow stripes of the shirt left
them in no doubt that it was Sam Bulstow.

An hour later, when they were well clear of Sparcot, Martha began to
sing. The song came quietly at first, then she gave her notes words.

"Here shall he see
No enemy
But winter and rough weather…"
"Towin, you're right with your remark about concentration camps," she

broke off to say. "Everything at Sparcot was getting so worn and - over-
used, grimy and over-used. Here, it could never be like that." She indicated
the growth drooping the bank of the river.

"Where are you planning that we should go?" Charley asked Greybeard.
That was something he had never thought of fully. The dinghy had rep-

resented no more than his store of hope. But without cogitation he said,
"We will make our way down the Thames to the estuary. We can improvise



Nobody mentioned Scots or gnomes or stoats. Martha s brief song was
still with them, and they dared be nothing but optimistic.

After half an hour, they were forced to rest. Towin was exhausted, and
they all found the unaccustomed exercise tiring. Becky tried to take over
the paddle from Martha, but she was too unskilled and impatient to wield it
effectively. After a while, Charley and Greybeard shared the work between
them. The sound of blade meeting water hung heavily between the bushes
that fringed the river, the mist began to veil the way before them. The two
women huddled together on the seat by the tiller.

"I'm still a townswoman at heart," Martha said. "The lure of the country-
side is strongest when I'm away from it. Unfortunately the alternatives to
the countryside are growing fewer. Where are we going to stop for the
night, Algy?"

"We'll be pulling in as soon as we sight a good spot," Greybeard said.
"We must get well away from Sparcot, but we don't want to overtake Gipsy
Joan's crew from Grafton. Keep a good heart. I've some provisions stored
in the boat, as well as what we've brought with us."

"You're a deep one," Towin said. "You ought to have shot Jim Mole and
taken over Sparcot, man. The people would have backed you."

Greybeard did not reply.
The river unfolded itself with a series of bends, a cripple in a rack of

sedges making its way eastwards to liberty. When a bridge loomed ahead,
they ceased paddling and drifted towards it. It was a good Georgian struc-
ture with a high arch and sound parapet; they snuggled in to the bank on
the upstream side of it.

Greybeard took up his rifle.
"There should be habitation near a bridge," he said. "Stay here while I

go and look around."
"I'll come with you," Charley said. "Isaac can stay in the boat."
He gave the anxious beast's leash to Martha, who fondled the fox to

keep it quiet. The two men stepped out of the boat. They climbed up the
bank and crouched among rotting plants.



Deserted, I should say.
As he spoke, they heard a cough from beyond the hedgerow.
They crouched, peering among the haws that hung there, scanning the

field beyond. The field ran down to the river. Though it was drenched in
mist, its freedom from weed and other growth indicated the presence of
some sort of ruminative life. Their breath steamed in the brush as they
scanned the place. The cough came again.

Greybeard pointed silently. In the corner of the field closest to the
house, a shed stood. Clustered against one side of it were sheep, four or
five of them.

"I thought sheep had died out long ago," Charley muttered.
"It means there's someone in the house."
"We don't want an argument with them. Let's pull farther upstream.

We've an hour more daylight yet."
"No, let's look over this place. They're isolated here; they may be glad of

company, if we can convince them we're friendly."
It was impossible to overcome the feeling that they might be covered by

one or more guns from the silent building. Keeping their gaze on the vacant
windows, they moved forward. In front of the house, with ample cover near
by, stood a car of dejected appearance. It had long since slumped into a
posture of defeat as its tyres sagged on to the ground. They ran to it,
crouching behind it to observe the house. Still no sign of movement. They
saw that most of the windows were boarded up.

"Is there anyone there?" Greybeard called.
No answer came. As Charley had guessed, it was a public house. The

old inn sign lay rotting near by, and a name board had curled away from
over the front door and lay across the well-worn steps. On a downstairs
window they read the word ALES engraved there. Greybeard took in the
details before calling again. Still there was no answer.

"We'll try round the back," he said, rising.
"Don't you think we'd be all right in the boat for one night?"
"It will be cold later. Let's try the back."



and drawn.
"He must be sick or dead or something," Charley said. Ducking past

Greybeard and under the window, he reached the back door. With a shoul-
der against it, he turned the handle and charged in. Greybeard followed.

The face of the seated man was as grey as the daylight at which he
stared with such fixity. His lips were ravaged and broken as if by a powerful
poison. He sat upright in an old chair facing the sink. In his lap, still not
entirely empty, lay a can of pesticide.

Charley crossed himself. "May he rest in peace. There's provocation
enough for anyone taking their own life these days."

Greybeard took the can of pesticide and hurled it out into the bushes.
"Why did he kill himself? It can't have been for want of food, with his

sheep still out there. We'll have to search the house, Charley. There may
be someone else here."

Upstairs, in a room into which the dying sun still gleamed, they found
her. She was wasted to nothing under the blankets. In a receptacle by her
bedside was a pool of something that might have been clotted soup. She
had died of an illness, that much was obvious; that she had been dead
longer than the man downstairs was also apparent, for the room was thick
with the odour of death.

"Probably cancer," Greybeard said. "Her husband had no reason to go
on living once she'd gone." He had to break the silence, though breathing
in the room was difficult. Pulling himself together, he said, "Let's get them
both outside and hidden in the bushes. Then we can move in here for the
night."

"We must give them burial, Algy."
"It takes too much energy. Let's get settled in and be thankful we found

a safe place so easily."
"We may have been guided here to give these poor souls decent burial."
Greybeard looked slantingly at the brown object rotting on the pillow.
"Why should the Almighty want that back, Charley?"
"You might as well ask why he wants us here."



those there was plenty of evidence. They found a lamp that contained
sheep fat and smelt villainously, though it burnt well. And Towin found five
bottles of gin in a crate hidden in an unused grate.

"Just what I need for my rheumatics, then!" he said, opening a bottle.
Placing his sharp nose over the mouth, he inhaled eagerly and then took a
swig.

The women piled wood into a range in the kitchen and prepared a meal,
disguising the high taste of the mutton with some of the herbs that lay in
jars in the larder. Their warmth came back to them. Something like the
elderly brother of a party spirit revived between them, and when they had
eaten they settled down for sleep in a cheerful frame of mind.

Martha and Greybeard bedded down in a small parlour on the ground
floor. Since it was evident by many signs that the dead couple had not lived
in a state of siege, Greybeard saw no reason for them to keep a guard;
under Mole's regime they had grown obsessed with such precautions. After
all, as every year went by, man should have less to fear from his fellow
men, and this house seemed to be far from any other settlement…

All the same, he was not easy. He had said nothing to the others, but
before leaving the boat he had felt in the lockers under the decking to get
the two bayonets he had stored there; he wished to arm Towin and Charley
with them; but the bayonets were missing, together with other things he
had stowed there. The loss meant but one thing: somebody else had
known of the whereabouts of his boat.

When Martha was asleep, he rose. The mutton-fat light still burned,
though he had shielded its glow from the window. He stood, letting his mind
become like a landscape into which strange thoughts could wander.

He felt the frost gathering outside the house, and the silence, and turned
away to close his mind again. The light stood on an old chest of drawers.
He opened one of the drawers at random and looked in. It contained family
trinkets, a broken clock, some pencil stubs, an ink bottle empty of ink. With
a feeling of wrong-doing, he pocketed the two longest bits of pencil and
opened the neighbouring drawer. Two photograph albums of an old-
fashioned kind lay there. On top of them was the framed picture of a child.



The fifties group are still pretty youthful,  Greybeard told himself, brac-
ing his shoulders. And despite all the hardships, and the ghastliness that
had gone before, there were plenty of spry sixty-year-olds about. Oh, it
would take a few years yet before… But the fact remained that he was one
of the youngest men on earth.

No, that wasn't quite true. Persistent rumour had it that an occasional
couple was still bearing children; and in the past there had been cases…
There had even been the pathetic instance of Eve, in the early days of
Sparcot, who had borne a girl to Major Trouter and then disappeared. A
month later, both she and her baby were found dead by a wood-gathering
expedition… But apart from that, you never saw anyone young. The acci-
dent had been thorough. The old had inherited the earth.

Mortal flesh now wore only the gothic shapes of age. Death stood impa-
tiently over the land, waiting to count his last few pilgrims. .… And from all
this, I do derive a terrible pleasure, Greybeard admitted, looking down at
the impaled smile in the photograph. They could tear me apart before I'd
confess, but somewhere it is there, a little stoaty thing that makes of a
global disaster a personal triumph. Perhaps it's this fool attitude I've always
taken that any experience can be of value. Perhaps it's the reassurance to
be derived from knowing that even if you live to be a hundred, you'll never
be an old fogey: you'll always be the younger generation.

He beat out the silly thought that had grown in him so often. Yet it re-
mained smouldering. His life had been lucky, wonderfully lucky, for all
mankind's ill luck.

Not that mankind suffered alone. All mammals were nearly as hard hit.
Dogs had ceased to whelp. The fox had almost died out; its habit of rearing
its young in earths had doubtless contributed to its ultimate recovery - that
and the abundance of food that came its way as man's grip on the land
slackened. The domestic pig had died out even before the dogs, though
perhaps as much because it was everywhere killed and eaten recklessly as
because it failed to litter. The domestic cat and the horse proved as sterile
as man; only its comparatively large number of offspring per litter had al-
lowed the cat to survive. It was said to be multiplying in some districts



the sheep shed.
Greybeard shut the drawer with a slam.
Something had disturbed the sheep. They were bleating in fright.
He had a superstitious picture of the dead walking, and blocked it off.

Some sort of animal predator would be a more likely explanation of the
disturbance. He went into the kitchen and peered through the window. The
sky was lighter than he had expected. A chip of moon shone, giving frail
shape to the nearby trees. Putting an ear to the draught pouring through
the broken pane, Greybeard could hear the sheep trotting in their field.
Frost glittered on the pinched sedges outside the door; as he looked at its
tiny lost reflections, he heard the creak-crunch of footsteps moving across
a stretch of grass. He raised his rifle. It was impossible to get out without
making a noise opening the back door.

The footsteps came nearer; a man, all shadow, passed the window.
"Halt or I fire!" Greybeard called. Though the man had disappeared from

his line of sight, he reckoned on the shock of discovery freezing him still.
"Is that you, Greybeard?" The voice came hollow from outside. "Is that

you, Greybeard? Keep your itchy finger off that trigger."
Even as he recognized the voice, Martha came to his side, clutching her

coat about her. He thrust the rifle into her hands.
"Hold this and keep me covered," he whispered. Aloud, he said, "Come

in front of the window with your hands up."
A man appeared in silhouette, his fingers stretched as if to rake the sky.

He gave a cackling laugh. Martha swung the rifle to cover him. Greybeard
flung open the door and motioned the man in, stepping back to let him
pass. The old poacher, Jeff Pitt, walked into the kitchen and lowered his
arms.

"You still want to buy that otter, Greybeard?" he asked, grinning his old
canine grin.

Greybeard took his gun and put an arm round Martha's frail shoulders.
He kicked the door shut and surveyed Pitt unsmilingly. "It must be you who
stole the provisions from my boat. Why did you follow us? Have you a boat
of your own?"



that far. And if your good lady wife would have my company.
"If you come with us, you must give any weapons you possess to my

husband," Martha said sharply.
Cocking an eyebrow to see if he surprised them, Pitt drew an old service

revolver from his coat pocket. Deftly, he removed the shells from it and
handed it across to Greybeard.

"Since you're so mad keen on my company, the pair of you," he said, "I'll
give you some of my knowledge as well as my gun. Before we all settle
down to a cosy night's rest, let's be smart and drive them sheep in here, out
of harm's way. Don't you know what a bit of luck you've chanced on? Them
sheep are worth a fortune apiece. Further down river, at somewhere like
Reading, we should be little kings on account of them - if we don't get
knocked off, of course."

Greybeard slipped the revolver into his pocket. He looked a long time at
the wizened face before him. Pitt gave him a wet-chinned grin of reassur-
ance.

"You get back into bed, sweet," Greybeard said to Martha. "We'll get the
sheep. I'm sure Jeff has a good idea."

She could see how much it went against the grain for him to acknowl-
edge the worth of an idea he felt he should have thought of himself. She
gave him a closed eye look and went through into the other room as the
men left the house. The mutton fat spluttered in the lamp. Wearily, as she
lay down again on the improvised bed - it might have been midnight, but
she guessed that in an hypothetical world of clocks it would be accounted
not yet nine p.m. - the face of Jeff Pitt came before her.

His face had been moulded until it expressed age as much as personal-
ity; it had been undermined by the years, until with its wrinkled cheeks and
ruined molars it became a common face, closely resembling, say, Towin
Thomas's, and many another countenance that had survived the same
storms. These old men, in a time bereft of proper medical and dental care,
had taken on a facial resemblance to other forms of life, to wolves, to apes,
or to the bark of trees. They seemed, Martha thought, to merge increas-
ingly with the landscape they inhabited.





them to this flat; although they were given no choice in the matter, the
premises proved to be satisfactory.

For all the trouble sweeping the country and the world, Martha's chief
enemy at present was boredom. She sat doing endless jigsaws of farms at
blossom time, trappers in Canada, beaches at Acapulco, and listening to
the drizzle of light music from her handbag radio; throughout the sweltering
days she waited for Algy to return.

Few vehicles moved along the Iffley Road outside. Occasionally one
would growl by with an engine note that she thought was familiar. She
would jump up, often to stand staring out of the window for a long time after
she realized her mistake.

Martha looked out on an unfamiliar city. She smiled to think how they
had been buoyed with the spirit of adventure on the drive down from Lon-
don, laughing, and boasting of how young they felt, how they were ready
for anything - yet already she was surfeited of jigsaws and worried by
Algy's increasingly heavy drinking.

When they were in America, he drank a lot, but the drinking there with
Jack Pilbeam, an eager companion, had a gaiety about it lacking now. Gai-
ety! The last few months in London had held no gaiety. The government
enforced a strict curfew; Martha's father had disappeared into the night,
presumably arrested without trial; and as the cholera spread, Patricia,
Algy's feckless old mother, deserted by her third husband, had died in ag-
ony.

She ran her fingers over the window-sill. They came away dirty and she
looked at them. She laughed her curt laugh at an inner thought, and re-
turned to the table. With an effort, she forced herself to go on building the
sunlit beach of Acapulco.

The Cowley shops opened only in the afternoon. She was grateful for
the diversion they offered. To go into the street, she deliberately made her-
self unattractive, wore an old bonnet and pulled coarse stockings over her
fine legs, despite the heat, for the soldiers had a rough way with women.

This afternoon, she noticed fewer uniforms about. Rumour had it that
several platoons were being driven east, to guard against possible attack



enough of war if you haven t, but he said, This is different from war, it s a
case of every man for himself.' You don't know what to do for the best,
really, do you?"

As she trudged back to the flat with her ration of dried and nameless
fish, Martha echoed the woman's words.

She went and sat at the table, folded her arms on it, and rested her
head on her arms. In that position, she let her thoughts ramble, waiting all
the while for sound of that precious truck which would herald Timberlane's
return.

When finally she heard the truck outside, she went down to meet Tim-
berlane. As he opened the door, she clung to him, but he pushed her off.

"I'm dirty, I'm foul, Martha," he said. "Don't touch me till I've washed and
got this jacket off."

"What's the matter? What's been happening?"
He caught the overwrought note in her voice.
"They're dying, you know. People, everywhere."
"I know they're dying."
"Well, it's getting worse. It's spread from London. They're dying in the

streets now, and not getting shifted. The army's doing what it can, but the
troops are no more immune to the infection than anyone else."

"The army! You mean Croucher's men!"
"You could have worse men ruling the Midlands than Croucher. He's

keeping order. He understands the necessity for running some sort of pub-
lic service, he's got hygiene men out. Nobody could do more."

"You know he's a murderer. Algy, how can you speak well of him?"
They went upstairs. Timberlane flung his jacket into a corner. He sat

down with a glass and a bottle of gin. He added a little water, and began to
sip at it steadily. His face was heavy, the set of his mouth and eyes gave
him a brooding look. Beads of sweat stood on his bald head.

"I don't want to talk about it," he said. His voice was tired and stony:
Martha felt her own slip into the same cast. The shabby room was set solid
with their discomfort. A fly buzzed fitfully against the window pane.

"What do you want to talk about?"



tongue.
She went over to the window, her back to him. She thought: I am not

sick; I am vital in my senses; I can still give a man all he wants; I am Mar-
tha Timberlane, born Martha Broughton, forty-three years of age. She
heard his glass shatter in a far comer.

"Martha, I'm sorry. Murdering, getting drunk, dying, living, they're all re-
duced to the same dead level…"

Martha made no answer. With an old magazine, she crushed the fly
buzzing against the window. She closed her eyes to feel how hot her eye-
lids were. At the table, Timberlane went on talking.

"I'll get over it, but to see my poor dear silly mother panting for years,
recalling how I loved her as a kid… Ah… Get me another glass, love - get
two. Let's finish this gin. Sod the whole rotten system! How much longer
are people going to be able to take this?"

"This what?" she asked, without turning round.
"This lack of children. This sterility. This creeping paralysis. What else

do you think I mean?"
"I'm sorry, I've got a headache." She wanted his sympathy, not his

speeches, but she could see that something had upset him, that he was
going to have a talk, and that the gin was there to help him talk. She got
him another glass.

"What I'm saying is, Martha, that it's finally sinking in on people that the
human race is not going to produce any more young. Those little bawling
bundles we used to see outside shops in prams are gone for good. Those
little girls that used to play with dolls and empty cereal packets are things of
the past. The knot of teenagers standing on corners or bellowing by on
motor bikes have had it for ever. They aren't coming back. Nor are we ever
going to see a nice fresh young twenty-year-old girl pass us like a blessing
in the street, with her little bum and tits like a banner. Where are all your
young sportsmen? Remember the cricket teams, Martha? Football, eh?
What about the romantic leads of television and the cinema? They've all
gone! Where are the pop singers of yesteryear? Sure, there are still games
of football going on. The fifty-year-olds creak round as best they can…"



She gave him another measure of gin, and set a glass down on the ta-
ble for herself. He looked up at her with a wry smile, and poured her a
measure.

"Perhaps it's the death of my mother makes me talk like this. I'm sorry,
Martha, particularly when we don't know what's become of your father. All
the while I've been so busy living my life, Mother's been living hers. You
know what her life's been like! She fell in love with three useless men, my
father, Keith Barratt, and this Irishman, poor woman! Somehow I feel we
should have done more to help her."

"You know she enjoyed herself in her own way. We've said all this be-
fore."

He wiped his brow and head on a handkerchief and grinned more re-
laxedly.

"Maybe that's what happens when the mainspring of the world snaps:
everyone is doomed for ever to think and say what they thought and said
yesterday."

"We don't have to despair, Algy. We've survived years of war, we've
come through waves of puritanism and promiscuity. We've got away from
London, where they are in for real trouble, now that the last authoritarian
government has broken down. True, Cowley's far from being a bed of
roses, but Croucher is only a local phenomenon; if we can survive him,
things may get better, become more settled. Then we can get somewhere
permanent to live."

"I know, my love. We seem to be going through an interim period. The
trouble is, there have been a number of interim periods already, and there
will be more. I can't see how stability can ever be achieved again. There's
just a road leading downhill."

"We don't have to be involved in politics. DOUCH(E) doesn't require you
to mix in politics to make your reports. We can just find somewhere quiet
and reasonably safe for ourselves, surely?"

He laughed. He stood up and looked genuinely amused. Then he
stroked her hair with its grey and brown streaks and drew his chair closer.



them are harder hit than we are! I know food is short at present, but next
year, believe me, there's going to be real famine. Your safe place won't
exist then, Martha. In fact there may only be one safe place."

"Abroad?"
"I mean working for Croucher."
She turned away frowning, not wishing to voice again her distrust of the

local dictator.
"I've got a headache, Algy. I shouldn't be drinking this gin. I think I must

go and lie down."
He took her wrist.
"Listen to me, Martha. I know I'm a devil to live with just now and I know

you don't want to sleep with me just now, but don't stop listening to me or
the last line of communication will be cut. We may be the final generation,
but life's still precious. I don't want us to starve. I have made an appoint-
ment to see Commander Croucher tomorrow. I'm offering to cooperate."

"What?"
"Why not?"
"Why not? How many people did he massacre in the centre of Oxford

last week? Over sixty, wasn't it? -and the bodies left lying there for twenty-
four hours so that people could count and make sure. And you-"

"Croucher represents law and order, Martha."
"Madness and disorder!"
"No - the Commander represents as much law and order as we have

any right to expect, considering the horrible outrage we have committed on
ourselves. There's a military government in the Home Counties centred on
London, and one of the local gentry has set up a paternalistic sort of com-
munity covering most of Devon. Apart from them and Croucher, who now
controls the South Midlands and down to the South Coast, the country is
slipping rapidly into anarchy. Have you thought what it must be like farther
up in the Midlands, and in the North, in the industrial areas? What do you
think is going to happen up there?"

"They'll find their own little Crouchers soon enough."



car factories. They should be put on defence at once. I shall tell Croucher
when I see him…"

She lurched away from the table and went to swill her face under the
cold tap. Without drying her face, she rested by the open window, looking
at the evening sun trapped in the shoddy suburban street.

"Croucher will be too busy defending himself from the hooligans in Lon-
don to guard the north," she said. She didn't know what either of them was
saying. The world was no longer the one into which she had been born; nor
was it even the one in which - ah, but they had been young and innocent
then! - they had married; for that ceremony was distant in space as well as
time, in a Washington they idealized because they had then been idealists,
where they had talked a lot of being faithful and being strong… No, they
were all mad. Algy was right when he said they had committed a horrible
outrage on themselves. She thought about the expression as she stared
into the street, no longer listening as Timberlane embarked on one of the
long speeches he now liked to make.

Not for the first time, she reflected on how people had grown fond of
making rambling monologues; her father had fallen into the habit in recent
years. In a vague way, she could analyse the reasons for it: universal
doubt, universal guilt. In her own mind, the same monologue rarely
stopped, though she guarded her speech. Everyone spoke endlessly to
imaginary listeners. Perhaps they were all the same imaginary listener.

It was really the generation before hers that was most to blame, the
people who were grown up when she was born, the millions who were
adults during the 1960's and 70's. They had known all about war and de-
struction and nuclear power and radiation and death - it was all second
nature to them. But they never renounced it. They were like savages who
had to go through some fearful initiation rite. Yes, that was it, an initiation
rite, and if they had come through it, then perhaps they might have grown
up into brave and wise adults. But the ceremony had gone wrong. Too
frenzied by far! Instead of a mere circumcision, the whole organ had been
lopped off. Though they wept and repented, the outrage had been com-



were two men in the vehicle, both wearing the yellow X on their tunics. One
climbed out and walked across the street.

"We've nothing to fear," Timberlane said. He felt in his pocket for the lit-
tle 7.7 mm. automatic with which DOUCH(E) had armed him. "Lock your-
self in the kitchen, love, just in case there's trouble. Keep quiet."

"What do they want, do you think?"
There was a heavy knocking on the door.
"Here, take the gin bottle," he said, giving her a taut grin. The bottle

passed between them, all there was time to exchange. He patted her be-
hind as he pushed her into the kitchen. The knocking was repeated before
he could get down to the door.

A coporal was standing there; his mate leaned from the blister of the
Windrush, half-whistling and rubbing his lower lip on the protruding snout of
his rifle. "Timberlane? Algernon Timberlane? You're wanted up at the bar-
racks."

The corporal was an undersized man with a sharp jaw and patches of
dark skin under his eyes. He would be only in his early fifties - youngish for
these days. His uniform was clean and pressed, and he kept one hand
near the revolver at his belt.

"Who wants me? I was just going to have my supper."
"Commander Croucher wants you, if you're Timberlane. Better hop in

the Windrush with us." The corporal had a big nose, which he rubbed now
in a furtive fashion as he summed up Timberlane.

"I have an appointment with the Commander tomorrow."
"You've got an appointment with him this evening, mate. I don't want

any argument."
There seemed no point in arguing. As he turned to shut the door behind

him, Martha appeared. She spoke direct to the guard.
"I'm Mrs. Timberlane. Will you take me along too?"
She was an attractive woman, with a rich line to her, and a certain

frankness about her eye that made her appear younger than she was. The
corporal looked her over with approval.



someone there in uniform waiting to take you off somewhere, for reasons
unknown? Who invented the situation, that it should be repeated so often?
Perhaps this is what happens after an outrage - unable to regenerate, you
just have to go on repeating yourself." She longed to say some of this
aloud; she was generalizing in the rather pretentious way her father had
done, and generalizing is a form of relief that gains its maximum effect from
being uttered aloud; but a look at Timberlane's face silenced her. She could
see he was excited.

She saw the boy in his face as well as the old man.
Men! She thought. There was the seat of the whole sickness. They in-

vented these situations. They needed them - torturer or tortured, they
needed them. Friend or enemy, they were united in an algolagnia beyond
woman's cure or understanding.

The instant that imperious knocking had sounded at the door, their
hated little flat had turned into a place of refuge; the dripping kitchen tap,
whistling into its chipped basin, had turned into a symbol of home, the lit-
tered pieces of jigsaw a sign of a vast intellectual freedom. She had whis-
pered a prayer for a safe return to the fragmented beach of Acapulco as
she hastened down to join her husband.

Now they moved three feet above ground level, and she tasted the
chemistries of tension in her bloodstream.

In the September heat, the city slept. But the patient was uneasy in its
slumber. Old cartons and newspaper heaved in the gutters. A battery-
powered convertible lay with its nose nestling in a shattered shop front. At
open windows, people lolled, heavy sunlight filling their gasping mouths.
The smell of the patient showed that blood-poisoning had set in.

Before they had gone far, their expectation of seeing a corpse was sat-
isfied, doubly. A man and woman lay together in unlikely attitudes on the
parched grass of St. Clement's roundabout. A group of starlings fluttered
round their shoulders. Timberlane put an arm about Martha and whispered
to her as he had when she was a younger woman.



had once been used as an officers  mess. Occupying one half of it were a
mahogany table and three trestle tables. Men sat at these tables, several of
them with maps and papers before them; only the man at the mahogany
table had nothing but a notebook before him; he was the only man who did
not seem idle. The man at the mahogany table was Commander Peter
Croucher.

He looked solid, fleshy, and hard. His face was big and unbeautiful, but
it was the face of neither a fool nor a brute. His sparse grey hair was
brushed straight back in furrows; his suit was neat, his whole aspect busi-
nesslike. He was little more than ten years older than Timberlane; fifty-
three or four, say. He looked at the Timberlanes with a tired but appraising
look.

Martha knew his reputation. They had heard of the man even before the
waves of violence had forced them to leave London. Oxford's major indus-
try was the production of cars and GEM'S (Ground Effect Machines), par-
ticularly the Windrush. Croucher had been Personnel Manager at the larg-
est factory. The United National Government had made him Deputy District
Officer for Oxfordshire. On the collapse of the government, the District Offi-
cer had been found dead in mysterious circumstances, and Croucher had
taken over the old controls, drawing them in tighter.

He spoke without moving. He said, "No invitation was issued for you
being here, Mrs. Timberlane."

"I go everywhere with my husband, Commander."
"Not if I say not. Guard!"
"Sir." The corporal marched forward with a parody of army drill.
"It was an infringement, you bringing this woman in here, Corporal Pitt.

Supervise her immediate removal at once. She can wait outside."
Martha started to protest. Timberlane silenced her, pressing her hand,

and she allowed herself to be led away. Croucher got up and came round
his table.

"Timberlane, you're the only DOUCH(E) man in the territory under my
control. Dissuade your mind that my motives towards you are ulterior.
That's the reverse of the truth. I want you on my side."



tual benefit of performing my thinking for me, thus utilizing advantageously
one of the advantages of having a terra firma in a university city like Oxford.
The old Town versus Gown battle has been fought and decided, Mr. Tim-
berlane, as you'd know if you hadn't been knocking about in London for so
long. I decided and implemented it. I rule all Oxford for the benefit of one
and all. These blokes are the cream of the colleges that you are seeing
here, all very high-flown intellects. See that gink at the end, with the shaky
hands and cracked specs? He's the University Chichele Professor for War,
Harold Biggs. Down there, that's Sir Maurice Rigg, one of the all-time
greats at history, I'm told. So kindly infer that I'm asking you about
DOUCH(E), not how you'd run operations if you were in my shoes."

"No doubt one of your intellectual ginks can tell you about DOUCH(E)."
"No they can't. That's why it was compulsory you attending here. You

see, all the data I've got about DOUCH(E) is that it's some sort of an intelli-
gence unit with its headquarters in London. London organizations are sus-
pect with me just now, for obvious reasons. Unless you wish to be mistaken
for a spy, etcetera, perhaps you ought to set my mind in abeyance about
what you intend doing here."

"I think you misunderstand my attitude, sir. I wish to inform you about
DOUCH(E); I am no spy. Although I was brought to you like a captive, I had
made an appointment through the patrols to see you tomorrow and offer
you what help I could."

"I am not your dentist. You do not make an appointment with me - you
crave an audience." He rapped his knuckles on the table. "I cavil at your
phoney attitude! Get wise to the reality of the situation - I can have you shot
anywhere in the curriculum if I find you unconstructive."

Timberlane said nothing to that. In a more reasonable voice, Croucher
said, "Now then, let's have the lowdown what exactly DOUCH(E) is and
how it functions."

"It is simply an academic unit, sir, although with more power behind it
than academic units usually have. Can I explain in private? The nature of
the unit's work is confidential."



what was happening. In the nineties, various foundations collaborated in
setting up DOUCH in Washington. There it was decided that in view of the
unprecedented global conditions, a special emergency study group should
be established. This group was to be equipped to function for seventy-five
years, whether man eventually recovered his ability to procreate or whether
he failed to do so and became extinct. Members were enlisted from all over
the world and trained to interpret their country's agonies objectively and
record them permanently.

"The group was called Documentation of Universal Contemporary His-
tory. The bracketed E means I'm one of the English wing. I joined the or-
ganization early, and was trained in Washington in '01. Back in those days,
the organization tried to be as pessimistic as possible. Thanks to their re-
alistic thinking, we can go on functioning as individuals even when national
and international contacts have broken down."

"As has now happened. The President was eliminated by a bunch of
crooks. The United States is in a state of anarchy. You know that?"

"Britain too."
"Not so. We have no anarchy here, don't know the meaning of the word.

I know how to keep order, of that you can be quite convinced. Even with
this plague on, we have no disorder and British justice prevails."

"The cholera is only just hitting its stride, Commander Croucher. And
mass executions are not a manifestation of order."

Angrily, Croucher said, "Manifestations, hell! Tomorrow, everyone in the
Churchill Hospital will be shot. No doubt you will cry out about that also. But
you do not understand. You must expunge the erroneous misapprehen-
sion. I have no wish to kill. All I want is to keep order."

"You must have read enough history to know how hollow that rings."
"It's true! Chaos and civil war are absolutely deterrent to me! Listen to

me, what YOU tell Me Of DOUCH(E) confirms what I had already been
informed. You were not lying to me. So-"

"Why should I lie to you? If you are the benefactor you claim to be I
have nothing to fear from you."



Till I die or get killed.
"Recording?"
"Yes, recording and filming."
"For posterity?"
After a moment of silence, Timberlane said, "All right, we both think we

know where duty lies. But I don't have to shoot all the poor old wrecks in
the Churchill Hospital."

Croucher crunched his peppermint. The eyes in his ugly face stared at
the floor as he spoke.

"Here's a nodule of information for you to record. For the last ten years,
the Churchill has been devoted to one line of research and one only. The
doctors and staff there include some expert biochemists. Their project and
endeavour is trying to prolong life. They are not just studying ger - what do
you call it, geriatrics; they are looking for a drug, a hormone; I am no medi-
cal specialist, and I don't differentiate one from the other, but they are
looking for a way to enable people such as me and you to live to be two
hundred or two thousand years old. Impossible boloney! Waste an organi-
zation chasing phantoms! I can't let that hospital run to waste, I want to
utilize it for more productive purposes."

"The Government subsidized the hospital?"
"They did. The corrupt politicians of Westminster aspired to discover this

elixir of life and immortality and perpetuate it for their own personal advan-
tage. With that kind of nonsense we aren't going to be bothered. Life's too
short."

They stared at each other.
"I will accept your offer," said Timberlane, "though I cannot see how it

will benefit you. I will record whatever you do at the Churchill. I would like
documentary evidence that what you say about this longevity project is
true."

"Documents! You talk like one of those clever fool dons in the other
room. I respect learning, but not pedantry, get that straight. Listen, I'm
evacuating the whole bunch of crooks out of that hospital, them and their
mad ideas; I don't believe in the past - I believe in the future."



would be sane to kill most of them at birth.
"A percentage of the local ones are not killed at birth, motherly love be-

ing such as it is." Croucher turned to the guards who were whispering be-
hind him, and irritably ordered them to be silent. He continued, "I'm round-
ing up all these creatures, whatever they look like. Some of them are minus
limbs. Sometimes they are without intelligence and unspeakably stupid.
Sometimes they are born inside out, and then they die by degrees - though
we have got one boy who survives despite his whole digestive system -
stomach, intestines, anus - being on the outside of his body in a sort of
bag. It's a supremely gruesome sight. Oh, we've got all sorts of miscellane-
ous half-human creatures. They will be incarcerated in the Churchill for
supervision. They are the future." When Timberlane did not speak, he
added, "Admitted, a frightening future, but it may be the only one. We must
labour under the assertion that when these creatures reach adulthood, they
will breed normal infants. We shall keep them and make them breed. As-
sure yourself it's better a world populated by freaks than a dead world."

Croucher eyed Timberlane challengingly, as if expecting him to disagree
with this proposition. Instead, Timberlane said, "I'll come and see you in the
morning. You will place no censorship on me?"

"You will have a guard with you to ensure security. Corporal Pitt that you
met has been detailed for the task. I do not want your reports falling into
hostile hands."

"Is that all?"
"No. I have to consider your own hands as hostile hands. Till you prove

them otherwise, your wife will live here in these barracks as a token of your
goodwill. You will billet here too. You'll find the comfort will be more consid-
erable than your flat was. Your belongings are already undergoing trans-
portation to here from the flat."

"So you are just a dictator, like all the others before you!"
"Be careful - I cannot stomach a stubborn mind! You will soon learn oth-

erwise of me - you'd better! I want you as my conscience. Get that point
clarified in your brain with all just momentum. You have seen I have sur-
rounded myself with the intelligentsia; unfortunately, they superficially do



him into Corporal Pitt s keeping. .As they came up in a business-like way to
take Timberlane, Croucher coughed into a handkerchief, wiped his hand
across his brown and said, "One concluding point, Timberlane. I hope
friendship will originate between us, as far as that's possible. But if you
cogitate trying to escape, I had better inform you that from tomorrow new
restrictive orders are in operation throughout the area in my jurisprudence. I
will stamp out the spread of plague at all costs. Anybody caught trying to
move from Oxford in future will be shot, no questions asked. Barriers will be
erected round the city at dawn. All right, guard, remove him. And expedite
me a secretary and a pot of tea immediately."

Their quarters in the barracks consisted of one large room. It contained
a wash basin, a gas ring, and two army beds with a supply of blankets.
Their belongings arrived in fits and starts from a lorry downstairs. Other
commandeered property arrived spasmodically, until they grew tired of the
echo of army boots. A senile guard sat on a chair in the doorway, fingering
a light machine gun and staring at them with the stony curiosity of the
bored.

Martha lay on one of the beds with a damp towel across her forehead.
Timberlane had given her a full account of the talk with Croucher. They
remained in silence, the man sitting on his bed, resting his head heavily on
his elbow, sinking slowly into a sort of lethargy.

"Well, we've more or less got what we wanted," Martha said. "We're
working for Croucher with a vengeance. Is he to be trusted?"

"I don't think that's a question you can ask. He can be trusted as far as
circumstances allow. He had a way of not seeming to take in all that I was
saying - as if his mind was working all the time on another problem. Per-
haps I got a glimpse of that problem when he visualized a world populated
by monsters. Perhaps he felt he must have someone to rule over, even if it
was only a - a collection of abnormalities."

His wife's thoughts returned to a point they had reached earlier in the
day.

"Everyone is obsessed with the Accident, even if they do not show it
immediately. We're all sick with guilt. Perhaps that's Croucher's trouble,



want to encumber himself with me.
"I can think of a reason. He doesn't want you. He's after the truck. He

probably thinks there is evidence in it he could use."
He squeezed her hand. "It could be that. He might think that as we have

come from London, I have recorded information he could use. Indeed I may
have done. London is his best-organized enemy at present. I wonder how
long they will leave the truck where it is now?"

The DOUCH(E) truck was a valuable piece of equipment. When national
governments broke down, as foreseen by the Washington foundation, the
trucks became in themselves small DOUCH HQ's. They contained full re-
cording equipment, stores, and sundry supplies; they were fully armoured;
an hour's work would convert them into tracked vehicles; they ran on the
recently perfected charge-battery system, and had an emergency drive that
worked on petrol or any of the current petrol substitutes. This neat packet
of technology, or Timberlane's sample of it, had been left in its garage,
below the flat in Iffley Road. "I have the keys still," Timberlane said, "and
the vehicle is shuttered down. They haven't asked me for the keys."

Martha's eyes were closed. She heard him, but she was too tired to re-
ply.

"We're well placed here to observe contemporary history," he said.
"What DOUCH did not consider was that the vehicles might be an attraction
to the history-makers. Whatever happens, we must not let the truck pass
out of our control."

After a minute of silence, he added, "The vehicle must be our first con-
cern."

With the sudden energy of fury, she sat up on the bed. "Damn and blast
the bloody vehicle!" she said. "What about me?"

She slept fitfully throughout that stuffy night in the barracks. The silence
was fractured by army boots stamping across a parade ground, by shouts,
by the close vibrations of a mosquito or by the surge of a Windrush coming
home. Her bed rumbled like an empty stomach when she turned in it. Night,
it seemed to her, was a padded pincushion - she almost had it in her hand,
so closely did its warmth match the humidity of her palm - and into it, an



she awoke. A guard came in with a breakfast tray, set it down, and de-
parted.

"How are you feeling, my love?"
"I'm better this morning, Algy. But what a noise there was in the night."
"A lot of stretcher parties, I'm afraid," he said, glancing out of the win-

dow. "We're in one of the centres of infection here. I am prepared to give
Croucher guarantees about my conduct if he'll let us live away from here."

She went over to him, cupping his stubby jaws in her hands. "You've
come to a decision, then?"

"I had last night. We took on a job with DOUCH(E). We are after history,
and history is now being made here. I think we must trust Croucher; so we
remain in Cowley to co-operate with him."

"You know I don't question your decisions, Algy. But can we trust a man
in his position?"

"Let's just say that a man in his position does not seem to have any rea-
son to shoot us out of hand," he said.

"Perhaps a woman looks at these things differently, but let's not allow
DOUCH to take precedence over our safety."

"Look at it this way, Martha. In Washington we didn't just take on obliga-
tions; we took on a way of thinking that makes sense when most human
activities no longer do. That may have a lot to do with the way we have
survived as a pair in London while all around us personal relationships are
going to pot. We have a mission; we must serve it, or it won't serve us."

"You put it like that and it sounds fine. Just let's not fall into the trap of
putting ideas before people, eh?"

They turned their attention to the breakfast. It looked like soldier's ra-
tions; because tea was scarce, there was weak beer to drink, and to eat the
inevitable vitamin pills that had established themselves as a national food
since domestic animals were stricken, a grainy bread, and some fillets of a
brown and nameless fish.

Because whales and seals had almost vanished from the sea, and freak
radiation effects seemed to have encouraged the growth of plankton and
minute crustacea, fish had multiplied. Many farmers in coastal areas



tion,  said Martha.
"You needn't be funny," Pitt said sharply. "There happens to be a short-

age of good men round these parts."
"I was not trying to be funny, Mr. Pitt, and I can see from the number of

stretchers busy outside that men are growing shorter all the while."
"It doesn't do to try and make jokes about the plague."
"My wife was attempting to be pleasant," Timberlane said. "Just watch

how you answer her, or there will be a complaint in."
"If you have any complaints, address them to me," Pitt said.
The Timberlanes exchanged glances. The unassuming corporal of the

night before had disappeared; this man's voice was ragged, and his whole
manner highly strung. Martha went over to her mirror and sat down before
it. How the hollows crept on in her cheeks! She felt stronger today, but the
thought of the trials and heat that lay before them gave her no reassurance.
She felt in the springs of her menstruation a dull pain, as if her infertile and
unfertilizable ovaries protested their own sterility. Laboriously, from her pots
and tubes, she endeavoured to conjure into her face a life and warmth she
felt she would never again in actuality possess. As she worked, she studied
Pitt in the glass. Was that nervous manner simply a result of sudden pro-
motion, or was there another reason for it?

"I am taking you and Mrs. Timberlane out on a mission in ten minutes,"
he told Timberlane. "Get yourself ready. We shall proceed to your old flat in
Iffley Road. There we shall pick up your recording van, and go up to the
Churchill Hospital."

"What for? I have an appointment with Commander Croucher. He said
nothing to me about this yesterday."

"He told me he did tell you about it. You said you wanted documentary
evidence of what has been going on up at the hospital. We are going up
there to get it."

"I see. But my appointment -"
"Look, don't argue with me, I've got my orders, see, and I'm going to

carry them out. You don't have appointments here, anyway - we just have
orders. The Commander is busy."



But Pitt is so different, too. Last night he was telling me about his wife,
and how he had been forced to take part in this massacre in the centre of
Oxford…"

"Perhaps his promotion has gone to his head…"
"Oh, it's the uncertainty, Algy, everything's so - nothing's definite, no-

body knows what's going to happen from day to day… Perhaps they are
just after the truck."

She stood with her head against his chest, he stood with his arms round
her, neither saying more until Pitt returned. He beckoned to them and they
went down into the square, the new captain leading and the slack-mouthed
guard following.

They climbed into a Windrush. Under Pitt's control, the motor faltered
and caught, and they moved slowly across the parade ground and through
the gates with a wave at the sentries.

The new day had brought no improvement in Oxford's appearance.
Down Hollow Way, a row of semi-detacheds burned in a devitalized fash-
ion, as though a puff of wind might extinguish the blaze; smoke from the
fire hung over the area. Near the old motor works, there was military activ-
ity, much of it disorganized. They heard a shot fired. In the Cowley Road,
the long straggling street of shops which pointed towards the ancient spires
of Oxford, the façades were often boarded or broken. Refuse lay deep on
the pavements. By one or two of the shops, old women queued for goods,
silent and apart, with scarves round their throats despite the growing heat.
Dust eddying from the underthrust of the Windrush blew round their broken
shoes. They ignored it, in the semblance of dignity that abjection brings.

Throughout the journey, Pitt's face was like brittle leather. His nose, like
the beak of a falcon, pointed only ahead. None of the company spoke.
When they arrived at the flat, he settled the machine to a poor landing in
the middle of the road. Martha was glad to climb out; their Windrush was
full of stale male odours.

Within twenty-four hours their flat had become a strange place. She had
forgotten how shabby and unpainted it looked from outside. They saw a
soldier sat at what had been their living-room window. He commanded a



film show; it ordered all men under the age of sixty-five to report within
forty-eight hours to one of fifteen schools converted into emergency military
posts. Clearly, the newspaper had fallen under the Commander's control.

"Let's get moving. We haven't got all day," Captain Pitt said.
Timberlane tucked the paper into his hip pocket and moved towards the

garage. He unlocked it and went in. Pitt stood close by his side as he
squeezed along the shuttered DOUCH(E) truck and fingered the combina-
tion lock on the driver's door. Martha watched the captain's face; over and
over, he was moistening his dry lips.

The two men climbed into the truck. Timberlane unlocked the steering
column and backed slowly out into the road. Pitt called to the soldier in the
window to lock up the flat and drive his Windrush back to the barracks.
Martha and the slack-mouthed guard were told to climb aboard the truck.
They settled themselves in the seats immediately behind the driver. Both
Pitt and his subordinate sat with revolvers in their hands, resting them on
their knees.

"Drive towards the Churchill," Pitt said. "Take it very slowly. There's no
hurry at all." He cleared his throat nervously. Sweat stood out on his fore-
head. He rubbed his left thumb up and down the barrel of his revolver with-
out ceasing.

Giving him a searching glance, Timberlane said, "You're sick, man.
You'd better get back to barracks and have a doctor examine you."

The revolver jerked. "Just get her rolling. Don't talk to me." He coughed,
and ran a hand heavily over his face. One of his eyelids developed a nerv-
ous flutter and he glanced over his shoulder at Martha.

"Really, don't you think -"
"Shut up, woman!"
With Timberlane hugging the wheel, they crawled down a little dead side

street. Two Cowley Fathers in black habits were carrying a woman be-
tween them, moving with difficulty under her weight; her left hand trailed
against the pavement. They stood absolutely still as the truck came level
with them and did not move until it had gone past. The dead vacant face of



arms down from his face. Seeing how his weapon had changed owners
sobered Pitt.

"Shoot me if you must - think I'd care? Go on, better get it over with. I
shall be shot anyhow when Croucher finds I let you escape. Shoot us all
and be done with it!"

"I never done no one any harm - I used to be a postman. Let me get out!
Don't shoot me," the slack-mouthed guard said. He still nursed his revolver
helplessly on his lap. The sight of his captain's breakdown had completely
disorganized him.

"Why should I shoot either of you?" Timberlane asked curtly. "Equally,
why should you shoot me? What were your orders, Pitt?"

"I spared your life. You can spare mine. You're a gentleman! Put the
gun away. Let me have it again. Shut it in a locker." He was recovering
again, still confused, but cocky and casting his untrustworthy eye about.
Timberlane kept the gun aimed at his chest.

"Let's have that explanation."
"It was Croucher's orders. He had me in front of me - I mean in front of

him, this morning. Said that this vehicle of yours should be in his hands.
Said you were just an intellectual troublemaker, a spy maybe, from London.
Once you'd got the truck moving, I was to shoot you and your lady wife.
Then Studley here and me was to report back to him, with the vehicle. But I
couldn't do it, honest, I'm not cut out for this sort of thing. I had a wife and
family - I've had enough of all this killing - if my poor old Vi -"

"Cut out the ham acting, Mr. Pitt, and let us think," Martha said. She put
an arm over her husband's shoulder. "So we couldn't trust friend Croucher
after all."

"He couldn't trust us. Men in his position may be fundamentally liberal,
but they have to remove random elements."

"You got that phrase from my father. Okay, Algy, so we're random ele-
ments again; now what do we do?"

To her surprise, he twisted round and kissed her. There was a hard gai-
ety in him. He was the man in command. He removed the revolver from the
unprotesting Studley, and slipped it into a locker.



barracks?
Pitt brought a pass sheet out of his tunic pocket, and handed it over. "I'll

have your tunic, too. From now on you are demoted to private. Sorry, Pitt,
but you didn't exactly earn your promotion, did you?"

"I'm no murderer, if that's what you mean." His manner was steadier
now. "Look, I tell you we'll all get killed if you attempt to drive through the
barricades. They've established these big concrete blocks everywhere.
They stop traffic and tip up GEM's."

"Get that tunic off before we talk."
The Cowley Fathers came level with the truck. They stared in before la-

bouring into a public house with their burden.
As Timberlane passed his jacket over to Martha and slipped on Pitt's tu-

nic - it creaked at its rotten seams as he struggled into it - he said, "Food
must be still coming into the town, mustn't it? Food, stores, ammunition -
God knows what. Don't tell me Croucher isn't intelligent enough to organize
that. In fact he's probably looting the counties all round for his supplies."

Unexpectedly, Studley leant forward and tapped Timberlane on the
shoulder. "That's right, sir, and there's a fish convoy coming up from
Southampton due here this morning, 'cos I heard that Transport Sergeant
Tucker say so when we signed for the Windrush earlier on."

"Good man! The barriers will have to go down to let the convoy through.
As the convoy enters, we go out. Which way will it be coming from?"

As they trundled south through the devouring sunlight, the sound of an
explosion came to them. Farther up the road, they saw by a pall of smoke
to their right that Donnington Bridge had been blown up. A way out of the
city had been cut off. Nobody spoke. Like the cholera, the desolation in the
streets was contagious. At Rose Hill, the blocks of flats set back from the
road were as blank as cliffs. The only alleviation to the stark nudity of the
the thoroughfare was an ambulance that crawled from a service road, its
blue light revolving. All its windows were blanketed. It mounted the grass
verge, crossed the main road only a few.yards ahead of the DOUCH(E)
vehicle, and stopped on the opposite verge with a final shudder. As they
passed it, they caught sight of the driver sprawled across the wheel…



idea of his. It helps keep strangers out, as well as us in. He doesn t want
deserters getting away and setting up in opposition, does he? The road
takes a right bend here towards the bridge, and there's a road joins it from
the right. Ah, there's that pub, the Marlborough - that's on the corner!"

"Right, do what I told you. Take a tip from that ambulance we passed.
All right, Martha, my sweet? Here we go!"

As they rounded the bend, Timberlane slumped over the wheel, trailing
his right hand out of the window. Pitt slumped beside him, the other two
lolled back in their seats. Steering carefully, Timberlane negotiated their
vehicle in a drunken line towards the public house Pitt had mentioned. He
let it mount the pavement, then twisted the wheel and released the clutch
while remaining in gear. The truck shuddered violently before stopping.
They were facing Littlemore Bridge, a mere two hundred yards up the road.

"Good, keep where you are," Timberlane said. "Let's hope the South-
ampton convoy is on time. How many vehicles is it likely to consist of,
Studley?"

"Four, five, six. Hard to tell. It varies."
"Then we ought to aim to get through after the second truck."
As Timberlane spoke, he was scanning ahead. The railway line lay hid-

den in its cutting. The road narrowed into two traffic lanes by the bridge. It
was concealed beyond the bridge by the rise of the land but, fortunately,
the road block had been set up on this side of the bridge, and so was visi-
ble from where they waited. It consisted of a collection of concrete blocks,
two old lorries, and wooden poles. A small wooden building near by had
been taken over by the military; it looked as if it might house a machine-
gun. Only one soldier could be seen, leaning by the door of the building
and shading his eyes to look down the road at them.

A builder's lorry stood near the barrier. A man was standing in it, throw-
ing bricks down to another man. They appeared to be strengthening the
defences, and to judge by their clumsy movements they were unused to
the job.

Minutes passed. The whole scene was nondescript; this dull stretch of
road was neither town nor country. Not only did the sunlight drain it of all its



ceeded in frightening herself. Algy -
"Here they come! Watch it now! Lie flat, Martha; they're bound to shoot

as we go through."
He sent them rolling forward, bumping back on to the road. A first lorry,

a big furniture lorry plastered in dust, humped itself over the narrow bridge
from the other side. One soldier came to attend to it; he drew back part of
the wooden barricade to allow the lorry through. It growled forward through
the narrow opening. As it moved down the road towards the DOUCH(E)
vehicle, a second lorry - this one an army lorry with a torn canopy - ap-
peared over the bridge.

Their timing had to be good. Rolling steadily ahead, the DOUCH(E)
truck had to pass that second lorry as close to the bridge as possible. Tim-
berlane pressed his foot down harder. Elms by the roadside, tawdry from
dust, scattered sunlight red and white across his vision. They passed the
first lorry. The driver called something. They sped towards the army lorry. It
was coming through the concrete blocks. The driver saw Timberlane, ges-
tured, accelerated, swung his wheel to the near side. The sentry ran for-
ward, swinging up his rifle. His mouth flapped. His words were lost in the
sound of engines. Timberlane drove straight at him. They roared past the
army lorry without touching it, all four of them instinctively watching and
yelling. Their offside headlight struck the soldier before he could turn. His
rifle went flying. Like a bag of cement, he was flung against one of the con-
crete blocks. Something screamed as they scraped past the barrier: steel
on stone. As they lurched across the bridge, the third vehicle in the convoy
loomed up ahead of them. From the wooden sentry post they had passed,
a machine-gun woke into action. Bullets clattered against the grating
across the back of their truck, making the inside ring like a steel drum. The
windscreen of the vehicle ahead shattered, new rips bloomed sharp across
its old canvas. With a whistle of tyres, it slewed off to one side. The driver
flung open his door, but fell back into the cab as it canted to the other side.
Bumping and jarring, it smashed through railings down the embankment
towards the railway line below. Timberlane had swerved in the other direc-
tion to avoid hitting the lorry. Only the accident that overtook it enabled him



that it all came back easily. The years that followed were less clear, for they
had been dulled by misery and monotony. The death of Studley; the deaths
of several others of that original bunch of refugees; the appearance of Big
Jim Mole, and the quarrels as he distributed them among the deserted
houses of the village; the endless struggle, the fights over women; the
abandonment of hope, convention, and lipstick; these were now like figures
in a huge but faded tapestry to which she would not turn again.

One event in those days (ah, but the absence of children had been a
sharper wound in her mind then!) remained with her clearly, because she
knew it still fretted her husband; that was their bartering of the DOUCH(E)
truck, during the second winter at Sparcot, when they were all light-headed
from starvation. They exchanged it for a cart-load of rotting fish, parsnips
and vitamin pills belonging to a one-eyed wandering hawker. She and Algy
had haggled with him throughout one afternoon, to watch him in the end
drive away into the dusk in their truck. In the darkness of that winter, their
miseries had reached their deepest point.

Several men, among them the ablest, had shot themselves. It was then
that Eve, a young girl who was mistress to Trouter, bore a child with no
deformity. She had gone mad and run away. A month later her body and
the baby's were found in a wood near by. In that vile winter, Martha and
Greybeard had organized lectures, not entirely with Mole's approval. They
had spoken on history, on geography, on politics, on the lessons to be
learnt from life - but as all their subject matter was necessarily drawn from
an existence that died even as they spoke, the lectures were a failure. To
the hunger and deprivation had been added something more sinister: a
sense that there was no longer a place on earth for mind.

Someone had invented a brief-lived phrase for that feeling: the Brain
Curtain. Certainly the brain curtain had descended that winter with a
vengeance.

In January, the fieldfares brought their harsh song of Norway to Sparcot.
In February, cold winds blew and snow fell every day. In March, the spar-
rows mated on the crusted and dirty piles of ice. Only in April did a softer
air return.



cot against the day when Croucher s forces moved to overwhelm them.
Croucher never came to Sparcot. He died from the pandemic that killed

so many of his followers and converted his stronghold into a morgue. By
the time the disease had run its course, large organizations had gone the
way of large animals; the hedges grew, the copses heaved their shoulders
and became forests; the rivers spread into marshland; and the mammal
with the big brain eked out his dotage in small communities.



lying against his tattered backside. Their progress was slow; Pitt s pride in
his rowing was greater than his ability.

In the dinghy, Charley and Greybeard rowed most of the time, and
Martha sat at the tiller facing them.

Becky and Towin Thomas remained sulkily at one side; Becky had
wished to stay at the inn where the sheep were until the liquor and the
winter ran out, but Greybeard had overruled her. The rest of the sheep now
lay between them on the bottom of the boat.

Once, tired of having a man sit idle beside her, Becky had ordered
Towin to get into Jeff Pitt's boat and help him row. The experiment had not
been successful. The boat had almost capsized. Pitt had cursed continu-
ously. Now Pitt rowed alone, thinking his own thoughts.

His was, in its sixty-fifth year of existence, a strange spiky face. Al-
though his nose still protruded, a gradual loss of teeth and a drying of flesh
had brought his jawline and chin also into prominence.

Since his arrival at Sparcot, when he had been happy enough to get
away from Greybeard, the ex-captain of Croucher's guard had led a solitary
life. That he resented the existence into which he was forced was clear
enough; though he never confided, his air was the air of a man long used to
bitterness; the fact remained that he, more effectively than anyone else,
had taken to a poacher's ways.

Though he had thrown in his lot with the others now, his unsocial dispo-
sition still lingered; he rowed with his back to the dinghy, gazing watchfully
back at the ruffled winter landscape through which they had journeyed. He
was with them, but his manner suggested he was not necessarily for them.

Between low banks scourged tawny and white by the frost, their way
crackled continuously as ice shattered under their bows. On the second
afternoon after they had left the inn where they found the sheep, they smelt
wood smoke and saw its haze ahead of them, heavy over the stream. Soon
they reached a place where the ice was broken and a fire smouldered on
the bank. Greybeard reached for his rifle, Charley seized his knife, Martha
sat alertly watching; Towin and Becky ducked out of sight below the deck-
ing. Pitt rose and pointed.



tesque with a tatter of red and violet capillaries running from one cheek-
bone to another over the alp of his nose. His beard and top-knot formed
one continuous conflagration of hair, tied bottom and top below jaw and
above crown, and dyed a deep tangerine. He danced like a skeleton and
motioned to them.

"Are you alone? Can we put in here?" Greybeard called.
"I don't like the look of him - let's press on," Jeff Pitt called, labouring his

boat up through the panes of ice. "We don't know what we're letting our-
selves in for."

The skeleton cried something unintelligible, jumping back when Grey-
beard climbed ashore. He clutched some red and green beads that hung
round his neck.

"Sirrer vine daver zwimmin," he said.
"Oh - fine day for swimming! You have been swimming? Isn't it cold?

Aren't you afraid of cutting yourself on the ice?"
"Warreryer zay? Diddy zay zomminer bout thize?"
"He doesn't seem to understand me any better than I can understand

him," Greybeard remarked to the others in the boats. But with patience, he
managed to penetrate the skeleton's thick accent. His name appeared to
be Norsgrey, and he was a traveller. He was staying with his wife, Lita, in
the barn they saw through the ash trees. He would welcome the company
of Greybeard and his party.

Like Charley's fox, the sheep were all on tethers. They were made to
jump ashore, where they immediately began cropping the harsh grasses.
The humans dragged their boats up and secured them. They stood
stretching themselves, to force the chill and stiffness from their limbs. Then
they made towards the barn, moving their legs painfully. As they became
used to the skeleton's accent, what he had to say became more intelligible,
though in content his talk was wild.

His preoccupation was with badgers.
Norsgrey believed in the magical power of badgers. He had a daughter,

he told them, who would be nearly sixty now, who had run off into the
woods ("when they was a-seeding and a-branching themselves up to



They stared and could see only the pale grey twigs of ash thrusting
black-capped into the air.

Inside the barn, an ancient reindeer lay in the half-dark, its four broad
hooves clumped together. Becky gave a shriek of surprise as it turned its
ancient sullen face towards them. Hens clucked and scattered at their en-
trance.

"Don't make a lot of row," Norsgrey warned them. "Lita's asleep, and I
don't want her wakened. I'll turn you out if you disturb her, but if you're
quiet, and give me a bite of supper, I'll let you stay here, nice and warm and
comfortable - and safe from all those hungry stoats outside."

"What ails your wife?" Towin asked. "I'm not staying in here if there's ill-
ness."

"Don't you insult my wife. She's never had an illness in her life. Just
keep quiet and behave."

"I'll go and get our kit from the boat," Greybeard said. Charley and the
fox came back to the river with him. As they loaded themselves, Charley
spoke with some show of embarrassment, looking not at Greybeard but at
the cool grey landscape.

"Towin and his Becky would have stayed at the place where the dead
man sat in his kitchen," he said.

"They didn't care to come any further, but we persuaded them. That's
right, isn't it, Greybeard?"

"You know it is."
"Right. What I want to ask you, then, is this. How far are we going?

What are you planning? What have you got in mind?"
Greybeard looked at the river.
"You're a religious man, Charley. Don't you think God might have

something in mind for us?"
Charley laughed curtly. "That would sound better if you believed in God

yourself. But suppose I thought he had in mind for us to settle down here,
what would you do? I don't see what you are aiming on doing."

"We're not far enough from Sparcot to stop yet. They might make an
expedition and catch us here."



them as much shrouded in mist as the opposite bank of the Thames; ob-
jectively, many of them held only misery, fear, confusion; but afterwards,
and even at the time, he had known an exhilaration stronger than the mis-
ery, fear, or confusion. A fragment of belief came to him from another ep-
och: Cogito ergo sum. For him that had not been true; his truth had been,
Sentio ergo sum. I feel so I exist. He enjoyed this fearful, miserable, con-
fused life, and not only because it made more sense than non-life. He could
never explain that to anyone; he did not have to explain it to Martha; she
knew; she felt as he did in that respect.

Distantly he heard music.
He looked about him with a tingle of unease, recalling the tales Pitt and

others told of gnomes and little people, for this was a little music. But he
realized it came to him over a long distance. Was it - he had almost forgot-
ten the name of the instrument - an accordion?

He went thoughtfully back to the barn, and asked Norsgrey about it. The
old man, sprawling with his back to the reindeer's flank, looked up keenly
through his orange hair.

"That would be Swifford Fair. I just come from there, done a bit of trad-
ing. That's where I got my hens."

As ever, it was hard to make out what he was saying.
"How far's Swifford from here?"
"Road will take you quicker than the river. A mile as the crow flies. Two

miles by road. Five by your river. I'll buy your boat from you, give you a
good price."

They did not agree to that, but they gave the old man some of their food.
The sheep they had killed ate well, cut up into a stew and flavoured with
some herbs which Norsgrey supplied from his little cart. When they ate
meat, they took it in the form of stews, for stews were kindest to old teeth
and tender gums.

"Why doesn't your wife come and eat with us?" Towin asked. "Is she
fussy about strangers or something?"

"She's asleep like I told you behind that blue curtain. You leave her
alone - she's done you no harm."



colourful countenance into Martha s face.
"I wasn't really thinking," Martha said sweetly.
"You was thinking about seventy, wasn't you?"
"I really was not thinking. I prefer not to think about age; it is one of my

least favourite subjects."
"Well, think about mine, then. An early seventy you'd say, wouldn't

you?"
"Possibly."
Norsgrey let out a shriek of triumph, and then looked apprehensively

towards the blue curtain.
"Well, let me tell you that you'd be wrong, Mrs. Lady - ah, oh dear, yes,

very wrong. Shall I tell you how old I am? Shall I? You won't believe me?"
"Go on, how old are you?" Towin asked, growing interested. "Eighty-

five, I'd say you were. I bet you're older than me, and I was born in 1945,
the year they dropped that first atomic bomb. I bet you were born before
1945, mate."

"They don't have years with numbers attached any more," Norsgrey said
with immense scorn, and turned back to Martha. "You won't believe this,
Mrs. Lady, but I'm close on two hundred years old, very close indeed. In
fact you might say that it was my two hundredth birthday next week."

Martha raised an ironical eyebrow. She said, "You look well for your
age."

"You're never two hundred, no more than I am," Towin said scornfully.
"That I am. I'm two hundred, and what's more I shall still be be knocking

around the old world when all you buggers are dead and buried."
Towin leant forward and kicked the old man's boot angrily. Norsgrey

brought up a stick and whacked Towin smartly over the shin. Yelping,
Towin heaved himself up on his knees and brought his cudgel down at the
old man's flaming cranium. Charley stopped the blow in mid-swing.

"Give over," he said sternly. "Towin, leave the poor old chap his delu-
sions."

"'Tisn't no delusion," Norsgrey said irritably. "You can ask my wife when
she wakes up."



See this red and green necklace I got round my neck? I got it from
Mockweagles. I'm one of the few men who've actually been to Mockwea-
gles. I paid two young cow reindeer for it, and it was cheap at half the price.
Only you have to call back there once every hundred years to renew, like,
or one morning as you open your eyelids on a new dawn - phutt! you crum-
ble into dust, all but your eyeballs."

"What happens to them?" Becky asked, peering at him through the thick
lampglow. Norsgrey laughed.

"Eyeballs never die. Didn't you know that, Mrs. Taffy? They never die. I
seen them watching out of thickets at night. They wink at you to remind you
what will happen to you if you forget to go back to Mockweagles."

"Where is this place Mockweagles?" Greybeard asked.
"I shouldn't be telling you this. There aren't any eyeballs looking, are

there? Well, there's this place Mockweagles, only it's secret, see, and it lies
right in the middle of a thicket. It's a castle - well, more like a sort of sky-
scraper than a castle, really. Only they don't live on the bottom twenty
floors; those are empty. I mean, you've got to go right up to the top floor to
find them."

"Them, who are them?"
"Oh, men, just ordinary men, only one of them has got a sort of second

head with a sealed up mouth coming out of his neck. They live for ever
because they're immortals, see. And I'm like them, because I won't ever
die, only you have to go back there once every hundred years. I've just
been back there now, on my way south."

"You mean this is your second call there?"
"My third. I went there first of all for the treatment, and you have to go to

get your beads renewed." He ran his fingers through the orange curtain of
his beard and peered at them. They were silent.

Towin muttered, "You can't be that old. It isn't all that time since things
fell apart and no more kids were born. Is it?"

"You don't know what time is. Aren't you a bit confused in your mind?
Mind you, I'm saying nothing. All I'm saying is I just come from there.
There's too many vagabonds wandering round like you lot, moving about



curtain. The others sat looking at each other.
"Daft old fool!" Becky said uncomfortably.
"He seems to know a lot of things," Towin said to her. "In the morning,

we'd better ask him about your baby."
She rounded angrily on him.
"Towin, you useless clot you, letting our secrets out! Didn't I tell you over

and over you wasn't to mention it till people saw the state I'm in? Your stu-
pid old clacking tongue! You're like an old woman -"

"Becky, is this true?" Greybeard asked. "Are you pregnant?"
"Ah, she's gravid as a rabbit," Towin admitted, hanging his head.

"Twins, I'd say it is, by the feel."
Martha looked at the plump little woman; phantom pregnancies were

frequent in Sparcot, and she did not doubt this was another such. But peo-
ple believed what they wanted to believe; Charley clasped his hands to-
gether and said earnestly, "If this be true, God's name be praised! It's a
miracle, a sign from Heaven!"

"Don't give us any of that old rubbish," Towin said angrily. "This was my
doing and no one else's."

"The Almighty works through the lowest among us, Towin Thomas,"
Charley said. "If Becky is pregnant, then it is a token to us that He will after
all come down in the eleventh hour and replenish the Earth with his people.
Let us all join in prayer - Martha, Algy, Becky -"

"I don't want any of that stuff," Towin said. "Nobody's praying for my off-
spring. We don't owe your God a brass farthing, Charley boy. If he's so
blessed powerful, then he was the one that did all this damage in the first
place. I reckon old Norsgrey was right - we don't know how long ago it all
happened. Don't tell me it was only eleven years we was at Sparcot! It
seemed like centuries to me. Perhaps we're all a thousand years old, and -"

"Becky, may I put my hand on your stomach?" Martha asked.
"Let's all have a feel, Beck," Pitt said, grinning, his interest momentarily

roused.



Becky and give her advice. Meanwhile, let s follow the ginger chap s exam-
ple and settle down for some sleep."

"You mind that old reindeer don't eat Isaac during the night," Becky told
Charley. "I could tell you a thing or two about them animals, I could. They're
crafty beasts, reindeer."

"It wouldn't eat a fox," Charley said.
"We had one ate our cat now, didn't we, Tow? Tow used to trade in

reindeer, whenever it was they first came over to this country - Greybeard'll
know, no doubt."

"Let's see, the war ended in 2005, when the government was over-
thrown," Greybeard said. "The Coalition was set up the year after, and I
believe they were the people who first imported reindeer into Britain."

The memory came back like a blurred newspaper photo. The Swedes
had discovered that, alone among the large ruminants, the reindeer could
still breed normally and produce living fawns. It was claimed that these
animals had acquired a degree of immunity against radiation because the
lichen they ate contained a high degree of fall-out contamination. In the
1960's, before Greybeard was born, the contamination in their bones was
of the order of 100 to 200 strontium units - between six and twelve times
above the safety limit for humans.

Since reindeer made efficient transport animals as well as providing
good meat and milk, there was a great demand for them throughout
Europe. In Canada, the caribou became equally popular. Herds of Swedish
and Lapp stock were imported into Britain at various times.

"It must have been about '06," Towin confirmed. " 'Cos it was then my
brother Evan died. Went just like that he did, as he was supping his beer."

"About this reindeer," Becky said. "We made a bit of cash out of it. We
had to have a licence for the beast - Daffid, we called it. Used to hire it out
for work at so much a day.

"We had a shed out the back of our little shop. Daffid was kept in there.
Very cosy it was, with hay and all. Also we had our old cat, Billy. Billy was
real old and very intelligent. Not a better cat anywhere, but of course we



down just like this ugly beast here, and tucks Billy under the straw for
safety.

"Then I goes back into our parlour. But no police come, and Tow goes
off fast asleep, and I nod off too, and at midnight I know the old fool has
been imagining things."

"They passed us by!" Towin cried.
"So out I went into the shed, and there's Daffid standing there chewing,

and no sign of Billy. I get Towin and we both have a search, but no Billy.
Then we see his tail hanging out bloody old Daffid's mouth."

"Another time, he ate one of my gloves," Towin said.
As Greybeard settled to sleep by a solitary lantern, the last thing he saw

was the gloomy countenance of Norsgrey's reindeer. These animals had
been hunted by Paleolithic man; they had only to wait a short while now
and all the hunters would be gone.

In Greybeard's dream, there was a situation that could not happen. He
was in a chromium-plated restaurant dining with several people he did not
know. They, their manners, their dress, were all very elaborate, even artifi-
cial; they ate ornate dishes with involved utensils. Everyone present was
extremely old -centenarians to a man - yet they were sprightly, even child-
like. One of the women there was saying that she had solved the whole
problem; that just as adults grew from children, so children would eventu-
ally grow from adults, if they waited long enough.

And then everyone was laughing to think the solution had not been
reached before. Greybeard explained to them how it was as if they were all
actors performing their parts against a lead curtain that cut off for ever
every second as it passed - yet as he spoke he was concealing from them,
for reasons of compassion, the harsher truth that the curtain was also bar-
ring them from the seconds and all time before them. There were young
children all round them (though looking strangely grown up), dancing and
throwing some sticky substance to each other.

He was trying to seize a strand of this stuff when he woke. In the ancient
dawn light, Norsgrey was harnessing up his reindeer. The animal held its
head low, puffing into the stale cold. Huddled under their wrappings, the



No.  Over the cart, a tatty brown canvas was stretched, and tied with
leather thongs back and front so that nobody could see within. The cock-
erel crowed from beneath it. Norsgrey had already gathered up his chick-
ens. Greybeard wondered what of their own equipment might not be miss-
ing, seeing that the old fellow worked so quietly.

"I'll open the door for you," he said. Weary hinges creaked as he pushed
the door forward. He stood there scratching his beard, taking in the frost-
becalmed scene before him. His company stiffed as cold air entered the
barn. Isaac sat up and licked his sharp muzzle. Towin squinted at his de-
funct watch. The reindeer started forward and dragged the cart into the
open.

"I'm cold and stiff; I'll walk with you a minute or two to see you on your
way," Greybeard said, wrapping his blanket more tightly about him.

"As you will. I'd be glad of your company as long as you don't talk too
much. I like to make an early start when the frying's not so bad. By midday,
it makes such a noise you'd think the hedges were burning."

"You still find roads you can travel?"
"Ah, lots of roads still open between necessary points. There's more

travelling being done again lately; people are getting restless. Why they
can't sit where they are and die off in peace, I don't know."

"This place you were telling us about last night…"
"I never said nothing last night; I was drunk."
"Mockweagles, you called it. What sort of treatment did they give you

when you were there?"
Norsgrey's little eyes almost disappeared between folds of his fibrous

red and mauve skin. He jerked his thumb into the bushes through which
they were pushing their way.

"They're in there waiting for you, my bearded friend. You can hear them
twittering and frying, can't you? They get up earlier than us and they go to
bed later than us, and they'll get you in the end."

"But not you?"
"I go and have this injection and these beads every hundred years -"



Tell you one thing - if you get to Swifford Fair, ask for Bunny Jingadan-
gelow."

"Who's he?" Greybeard asked.
"I'm telling you, he's the man you should ask for at Swifford Fair. Re-

member the name - Bunny Jingadangelow."
Wrapped in his blanket, Greybeard stood looking at the disappearing

cart. He thought the canvas at the back stirred, and that he glimpsed - no,
perhaps it was not a hand but his imagination. He stood there until the
winding track carried Norsgrey and his conveyance out of sight.

As he turned away, he saw in the bushes close by a broken-necked
corpse pinned to a post. It had the cocky, grinning expression achieved
only by those successfully long dead. Its skull was patched with flesh like
dead leaves. Thin though the corpse's jacket was, its flesh had worn still
thinner, had shrivelled and parted like moisture drying off a stretch of sand,
leaving the bars of rib salt beneath.

"Left dead at the crossroads as a warning to wrongdoers… like the Mid-
dle Ages… The old-aged Middle Ages…" Greybeard muttered to himself.
The eye sockets stared back at him. He was overtaken less by disgust than
by a pang of longing for the DOUCH(E) truck he had parted with years ago.
How people had underestimated the worth of mechanical gadgetry! The
urge to record was on him; someone should leave behind a summary of
Earth's decline, if only for visiting archeologists from other possible worlds.
He trotted heavily back down the track towards the barn, saying to himself
as he went, "Bunny Jingadangelow, Bunny Jingadangelow…"

Nightfall came that day to the sound of music. They could see the lights
of Swifford across the low flood.

They rowed through a section of the Thames that had burst its banks
and spread over the adjoining land, making water plants of the vegetation.
Soon there were other boats near them, and people calling to them; their
accents were difficult to understand, as Norsgrey's had been at first.

"Why don't they speak English the way they used?" Charley asked an-
grily. "It makes everything so much harder."



We shall have to guard the boats and the sheep,  Martha said, as they
moored against the bridge. "We don't know how trustworthy these people
are. Jeff Pitt, stay with me while the others go to look about."

"I suppose I'd better," Pitt said. "At least we'll be out of trouble here.
Perhaps you and I might split a cold lamb cutlet between us while the oth-
ers are gone."

Greybeard touched his wife's hand.
"I'll see how much the sheep will fetch while I'm about it," he said. They

smiled at each other and he stepped up the bank, into the activity of the
fair, with Charley, Towin and Becky following. The ground squelched be-
neath their feet; smoke rolled across it from the little fires that burned eve-
rywhere. A heartening savour of food being cooked hung in the air. By most
of the fires were little knots of people and a smooth talker, a vendor offering
something for sale, whether a variety of nuts or fruits - one slab-cheeked
fellow offered a fruit whose name Greybeard recalled only with difficulty
from another world: peaches - or watches or kettles or rejuvenation elixirs.
The customers were handing over coin for their acquisitions. In Sparcot,
currency had almost disappeared; the community had been small enough
for a simple exchange of work and goods to be effective.

"Oooh, it's like being back in civilization again," Towin said, rubbing his
wife's buttocks. "How do you like this, eh, missus? Better than cruising on
the river, wouldn't you say? Look, they've even got a pub! Let's all get a
drink and get our insides warm, wouldn't you say?"

He produced a bayonet, hawked it to two dealers, set them bidding
against each other, and handed over the blade in exchange for a handful of
silver coin. Grinning at his own business acumen, Towin doled some of the
money out to Charley and Greybeard.."I'm only lending you this, mind. To-
morrow we'll flog one of the sheep and you can repay me. Five per cent's
my rate, lads."

They pushed into the nearest liquor stall, a framework hut with wooden
floor. Its name, Potsluck Tavern, stood above the door in curly letters. It
was crowded with ancient men and women, while behind the bar a couple
of massive gnarled men like diseased oaks presided over the bottles. As he



totally unregenerate.
An aged couple sat close by him, both of them wearing ill-fitting false

teeth that looked as if they had been hammered into place by the nearest
blacksmith; Greybeard drank in the noisy backchat of their party. They
were celebrating their wedding. The man's previous wife had died a month
before of bronchitis. His playful scurries at his new partner, all fingers under
the table, all lop-sided teeth above, had about it a smack of the Dance of
Death, but the earthy fallen optimism of it all went not ill with the mead.

"You aren't from the town?" one of the knotty barmen asked Greybeard.
His accents, like those of everyone else they met, were difficult to under-
stand at first.

"I don't know what town you mean," Greybeard said.
"Why, from Ensham or Ainsham, up the road a mile. I took you for a

stranger. We used to hold the fair there in the streets where it was comfort-
able and dry, but last year they reckoned we brought the flu bugs with us,
and they wouldn't have us in this year. That's why we're camped here on
the marsh, developing rheumatics. Now they walk down to us - no more
than a matter of a mile it is, but a lot of them are so old and lazy they won't
come this far. That's why business is so bad."

Although he looked like a riven oak, he was a gentle enough man. He
introduced himself as Pete Potsluck, and talked with Greybeard between
serving.

Greybeard began to tell him about Sparcot; bored by the subject, Becky
and Towin and Charley, the latter with Isaac in his arms, moved away and
joined in conversation with the wedding party. Potsluck said he reckoned
there were many communities like Sparcot, buried in the wilderness. "Get a
bad winter, such as we've not had for a year or two, and some of them will
be wiped out entirely. That'll be the eventual end of all of us, I suppose."

"Is there fighting anywhere? Do you hear rumours of an invasion from
Scotland?"

"They say the Scots are doing very well, in the Highlands anyhow.
There was so few of them in the first place; down here, population was so
high it took some years for plagues and famines to shake us down to a sort



I didn t so much mean law as force.
"Well now, you can't have law without force, can you? There's a level

where force is bad, but when you get to the sort of level we are down to,
force becomes strength, and then it's a positive blessing."

"You are probably right."
"I'd have thought you would have known that. You look the kind who

carries a bit of law about with him, with those big fists and that bushy great
beard."

Greybeard grinned. "I don't know. It's difficult to judge what one's own
character is in unprecedented times like ours."

"You haven't made up your mind about yourself? Perhaps that's what's
keeping you looking so young."

Changing the subject, Greybeard changed his drink, and got himself a
big glass of fortified parsnip wine, buying one for Potsluck also. Behind him,
the wedding party became tuneful, singing the ephemeral songs of a cen-
tury back which had oddly developed a power to stick - and to stick in the
gullet, Greybeard thought, as they launched into:

"If you were the only girl in the world,
And I were the only boy…"
"It may come to that yet," he said half-laughing to Potsluck. "Have you

see any children around? I mean, are any being born in these parts?"
"They've got a freak show here. You want to go and look in at that,"

Potsluck said. Sudden bleakness eclipsed his good-humour, and he turned
sharply away to arrange the bottles behind him. In a little while, as if feeling
he had been discourteous, he turned back and began to talk on a new tack.

"I used to be a hairdresser, back before the Accident and until that
blinking Coalition government closed my shop. Seems years ago now - but
then so it is - long years, I mean. I was trained up in my trade by my Dad,
who had the shop before me; and I always used to say when we first heard
about this radiation scare that as long as there were people around they'd
still want their hair cut - as long as it didn't all fall out, naturally. I still do a bit
of cutting for the other travelling men. There are those that still care for their
appearance, I'm glad to say."



enteen, if that.
"And there was this dead gentleman laid out upstairs in his coffin, in the

bedroom. Very calm and prosperous he looked. He'd been a good cus-
tomer, too, in his lifetime. His wife insisted that his hair was cut before the
funeral. He was always a very tidy gentleman, she told me. I spoke to her
downstairs afterwards -a thin lady with ear-rings. She gave me five
shilllings. No, I don't remember - perhaps it was ten shillings. Anyhow, sir, it
was a generous sum in those days - before all this dreadful business.

"So I cut the dead gentleman's hair. You know how the hair and the fin-
ger-nails keep on growing on a man after death, and his had got rather
straggly. Only a trim it needed really, but I cut it as reverently as I could. I
was a churchgoer in those days, believe it or not. And this young lady that
showed me upstairs, she had to hold his head up under the neck so that I
could get at it with my scissors; and in the middle of it she got the giggles
and dropped the dead gentleman. She said she wanted me to give her a
kiss. I was a bit shocked at the time, seeing that the gentleman was her
father… I don't know why I should be telling you this. Memory's a rare
funny thing. I suppose if I'd had any sense in those days, I'd have screwed
the silly little hussy on the spot, but I wasn't too familiar with life then -
never mind death! Have another drink on me?"

"Thanks, I may come back later," Greybeard said. "I want to have a look
round at the fair now. Do you know of anyone called Bunny Jingadange-
low?"

"Jingadangelow? Yes, I know of him. What do you want with him? Go
over the bridge and up the road towards Ensham, and you'll come to his
stall; it's got the words 'Eternal Life' above it. You can't mistake it. Okay?"

Looking round at the party of singers, Greybeard caught Charley's eye.
Charley rose, and they walked out together, leaving Towin and Becky
singing "Any Old Iron" with the wedding party.

"The fellow who's just got married again is a reindeer breeder," Charley
said. "It seems they're still the only big mammal unaffected by the radiation.
Do you remember how people said they'd never do over here when they
were first imported, because the climate was too wet for their coats?"



who stood listening to them seemed sceptical. Trade was dropping off at
this time of evening; people were now after entertainment rather than busi-
ness, and a juggler drew appreciative crowds. So did a fortune-teller -
though that must be a limited art now, Greybeard thought, with all dark
strangers turned to grey and no possible patter of tiny feet.

An old bent man was masturbating in a ditch and drunkenly cursing his
seed before they came to the next stall. It was little more than a wooden
platform. Above it fluttered a banner with the words ETERNAL LIFE on it.

"This must be Jingadangelow's pitch," Greybeard said.
Several people were here; some were listening to the man speaking

from the platform, while others jostled about a fallen figure that was
propped against the platform edge, with two aged crones weeping and
croaking over it. To see what was happening was difficult in the flapping
light of unguarded torches, but the words of the man on the platform made
things clearer.

This speaker was a tall raven figure with wild hair and a face absolutely
white except for quarries of slatey grey under his eyes. He spoke in the
voice of a cultured man, with a vigour his frame seemed scarcely able to
sustain, beating time to his phrases with a pair of fine wild hands.

"Here before us you see evidence of what I am saying, my friends. In
sight and hearing of us all, a brother has just departed this life. His soul
burst out of his ragged coating and left us. Look at us - look at us, my
dearly loved brethren, all dressed in our ragged coating on this cold and
miserable night somewhere in the great universe. Can you say any one of
you in your hearts that it would not be better to follow our friend?"

"To hell with that for a lark!" a man called, clasping a bottle. He drew the
speaker's accusing finger.

"For you it might not be better, I agree, my friend - for you would go as
our brother here did, loaded before the Lord with liquor. The Lord's stood
enough of our dirty nonsense, brethren; that's the plain truth. He's had
more than He call stand. He's finished with us, but not with our souls. He's
cut us off, and manifestly He will disapprove if we persist till our graves in
perpetuating the follies we should have left behind in our youth."



to go together into His presence, for we are the last of His generations, and
it is meet that we should bear ourselves accordingly. What have we to fear
if we are righteous, ask yourselves that? Once before He swept the Earth
clean with a flood because of the sins of man. This time He has taken from
our generative organs the God-given power to procreate. If you think that to
be a more terrible punishment than the flood, then the sins of our century,
the Twenty-First Century, are more terrible sins. He can wipe the slate
clean as many times as He will, and begin again.

"So we do not weep for this Earth we are to leave. We are born to van-
ish as the cattle we once tended have already vanished, leaving the Earth
clean and new for His further works. Let me recall to you, my brethren,
before we sink upon our knees in prayer, the words of the scriptures con-
cerning this time."

He put his fluttering hands together and peered into the darkness to re-
cite: " 'For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth the beasts - yea,
even one thing befalleth them. As the one dieth, so dieth the other, and
they have but one breath. So that a man hath no pre-eminence above a
beast, for all is vanity. All go unto one place, all are of the dust, and all turn
again to dust. Wherefore I perceive that there is nothing better than that a
man should rejoice in the Lord's works, for that is his portion. And who shall
bring him to see what shall be after him?"

"My old missus will be after me, if I don't get home," the jolly man said.
"Good night to thee, parson." He began to straggle up the road, supported
by a crony. Greybeard shook Charley's arm, and said, "This man isn't
Bunny Jingadangelow, for all that he advertises eternal life. Let's move on."

"No, let's hear a bit more yet, Greybeard. Here's a man speaking truth.
In how many years have I heard someone so worth listening to?"

"You stay here then, I'll go on."
"Stay and listen, Algy - it'll do you good."
But Greybeard moved up the road. The parson was again using the

dead man by his platform for his text.
Perhaps that had been one of the ineradicable faults of mankind - for

even a convinced atheist had to admit there were faults - that it was never



were pressed into symbolic service - and not only in mediaeval bestiaries,
by any means.

Such a usage was a distortion, although man seemed unable to ratioci-
nate without it. That had been the trouble right from the beginning. Perhaps
it had even been the beginning, back among those first men that man could
never get clearly defined (for the early men, being also symbols, had to be
either lumbering brutes, or timid noble savages, or to undergo some other
interpretation). Perhaps the first fire, the first tool, the first wheel, the first
carving in a limestone cave, had each possessed a symbolic rather than a
practical value, had each been pressed to serve distortion rather than real-
ity. It was a sort of madness that had driven man from his humble sites on
the edges of the woods into towns and cities, into arts and wars, into relig-
ious crusades, into martyrdom and prostitution, into dyspepsia and fasting,
into love and hatred, into this present cul-de-sac; it had all come about in
pursuit of symbols. In the beginning was the symbol, and darkness was
over the face of the Earth.

Greybeard abandoned this line of thought as he came to the next pitch
along the road. He found himself looking at another banner that said "Eter-
nal Life".

The banner hung across the front of a garage standing drunkenly beside
a dilapidated house. Its doors had fallen off, but were propped inside to
screen off the back half of the garage. A fire burned behind this screen,
throwing the shadows of two people across the roof. In front of the screen,
nursing a lantern in chilled hands, was a shrivel-gummed old girl perched
on a box. She called to Greybeard in a routine fashion, "If you want Eternal
Life, here's the place to find it. Don't listen to the parson! His asking price is
too high. Here, you don't have to give anything, you don't have to give
anything up. Our kind of eternal life can be bought by the syringe-full and
paid for without any trouble over your soul. Walk in if you want to live for
ever!"

"Shot in the arm or shot in the dark, I don't know that I entirely trust you
or the parson, old lady."

"Come in and get reborn, you bag of bones!"



ness. Who are you, anyway? I never seen you before.
One of the shadows flopped more widely across the roof, and a high

voice said, "What's the trouble out there?"
Next moment, a youth appeared.
The effect on Greybeard was like a shock of cold water. Through the

toils of the years, he had arrived at the realization that childhood was now
no more than an idea interred within the crania of old men, and that young
flesh was an antiquity in the land. If you forgot about rumours, he was him-
self all that the withered world had left to offer in the way of a youngster.
But this - this stripling, dressed merely in a sort of tunic, wearing a red and
green necklace like Norsgrey's, exposing his frail white legs and arms, re-
garding Greybeard with wide and innocent eyes…

"My God," Greybeard said. "They they are still being born!"
The youth spoke in a shrill impersonal voice. "You see before you, sir,

the beneficial effects of Dr. Jingadangelow's well-known combined Rejuve-
nation and Immortality course, respected and recommended from
Gloucester to Oxford, from Banbury to Berks. Enrol yourself here for a
course, sir, before you are too late. You can be like me, friend, after only a
few trial doses."

"I believe you no more than I believed the parson," Greybeard said, still
slightly breathless. "How old are you, boy? Sixteen, twenty, thirty? I forget
the young ages." A second shadow flapped across the roof, and a shabby
grotesque with a plantation of warts on his chin and forehead hobbled into
view. He was bent so double that he could scarcely peer up at Greybeard
through his tangled eyebrows.

"You want the treatment, sir? You want to become lovely and beautiful
again like this fine young attractive fellow?"

"You're not a very good advertisement for your own preparation, are
you?" Greybeard said, turning again to regard the youth. He stepped for-
ward to peer at him more closely. As the stunning first effects wore off, he
saw the youth was in fact a flabby and poor specimen with a pasty counte-
nance.



Thick powder on his face furrowed up into tracks of pain, he opened his
mouth and exposed black fangs behind a frontal layer of white paint. Slip-
ping away, he kicked Greybeard fiercely on the shin, cursing as he did so.

"You rogue, you filthy little swindler, you're ninety years old - you've
been castrated!" Greybeard swung angrily on the ancient man. "You've no
right to do such a thing!"

"Why not? He's my son." He shrank back with raised arm in front of his
face. He showed his twisted and pocked jaw, champing with fury. The "boy"
started to scream. As Greybeard turned, he shrieked, "Don't touch my Dad!
Bunny and I thought of the idea. I'm only earning an honest living. Do you
think I want to spend my days haggard and starved like you? Help, help,
murderer! Thieves! Fire! Help, friends, help!"

"Shut your -" Greybeard got no further. The crone moved, leaping from
behind him. She swung her lantern down across the side of his face. As he
twisted round, the old man brought a thick stick down on his neck, and he
tumbled towards the crumbling concrete floor.

Again for him a situation that could not happen. There were young
women sitting at tables, scantily clad, entertaining antique men with physi-
ognomies like ill-furled sails. Their lips were red, their cheeks pink, their
eyes dark and lustrous. The girl nearest Greybeard wore stockings of a
wide mesh net that climbed up to the noble eminence of her crutch; here
they met red satin knickers, frilled at the edges, as though to conceal a
richer rose among their petals, and matching in hue the brief tunic, set off
with inviting brass buttons, which partially hid a bosom of such splendour
that it made its possessor's chin appear undershot.

Between this spectacle and Greybeard was a number of legs, one pair
of which he identified as Martha's. The act of recognition made him realize
that this was far from being a dream and he near to being unconscious. He
groaned, and Martha's tender face came down to his level; she put a worn
hand to his face and kissed him.

"My poor old sweetheart, you'll be all right in a minute."
"Martha… Where are we?"



and he pressed her hand to show how he cherished a woman who could
make even an unpleasant pleasantry. Life flowed back into him.

"Help me up, I'm mended," he said.
Pitt and Charley took a hold of him under his arms. Only a pair of legs

he had not recognized did not move. As he rose, his gaze travelled up
these solid shanks and up the extravagant territory of a coat fashioned from
rabbit skins. The skins preserved the heads of these lagomorphs, teeth,
ears, whiskers, and all; the eyes had been replaced with black buttons;
some of the ears, improperly preserved, were decaying, and a certain efflu-
vium - probably encouraged by the warmth of the room - was radiated; but
the effect of the whole was undeniably majestic. As Greybeard's eyes came
level with those of the coat's wearer, he said, "Bunny Jingadangelow, I
presume?"

"Doctor 'Bunny' Jingadangelow at your service, Mr. Timberlane," the
man in the coat said, flexing his sacrolumbar regions sufficiently to indicate
a bow. "I'm delighted that my ministrations have had such excellent and
speedy effect on your injuries -but we can discuss the state of your indebt-
edness to me later. First, I think you should exercise your circulation by
taking a turn about the room. Allow me to assist you."

He took a purchase on Greybeard's arm, and began to walk him be-
tween the tables. For the moment, Greybeard offered no opposition, as he
studied the man in the rabbit-skin coat. Jingadangelow looked to be
scarcely out of his fifties - perhaps no more than six years older than Grey-
beard, and a young man as men went these days. He wore a twirling
moustache and sideburns, but the rotundity of his chin attained a smooth-
ness now seldom seen or attempted. There was over his face such a set-
tled look of blandness that it seemed no metoposcopy could ever decide
his true character.

"I understand," he said, "that before you tried to attack one of my clients
you were seeking me out to ask my help and advice."

"I did not attack your client," Greybeard said, freeing himself from the
man's embrace. "Though I regret that in a moment of anger I seized hold of
one of your accomplices."



baffled for a moment. Strictly between you and me…  Jingadangelow ma-
noeuvred Greybeard into a corner; he leant forward and said confidentially,
"Of course, the complaints of one's patients are both private and sacred,
but poor old Norsgrey hasn't really got a wife, you know, any more than this
table has; it's a she-badger that he's rather too fond of." He tapped his
forehead again with an ample finger. "Why not? Thin blood needs a little
warmth abed these chilly nights. Poor fellow nutty as a walnut tree…"

"You are broadminded."
"I forgive all human faults and follies, sir. It's part of my calling. We must

mitigate this vale of tears what way we can. Such understanding is, of
course, part of the secret of my wonderful curative powers."

"Which is a way of saying you leech a living out of old madmen like
Norsgrey. He is under the delusion that you have made him immortal."
During this conversation, Jingadangelow seated himself and beckoned to a
woman who hobbled over and set down two drinks before them. The doctor
nodded and waved a pair of plump fingers at her in thanks. To Greybeard
he said, "How strange to hear ethical objections again after all these years -
quite takes me back… You must lead a secluded life. This old chap
Norsgrey, you understand, is dying. He gets noises like frying in his head;
it's a fatal dropsy. So - he mistakes the hope I have given him for the im-
mortality I promised him. It's a comfortable error, surely? I travel, if I may for
a moment indulge in a personal confidence, without any such hope; there-
fore Norsgrey - and there are many like him, luckily - is more fortunate than
I in spirit. I console myself by being more fortunate in worldly possessions."

Greybeard set down his drink and looked about. Although his neck still
ached, good humour filled him.

"Do you mind if my wife and friends join us?"
"Not at all, not at all, though I trust you are not bored with my company

already. I hoped some talk of this and that might precede any business we
might do together. I thought I had recognized a kindred spirit in you."

Greybeard said, "What made you think that?"



I am not a mind reader, but let me cast about.  He expanded his
cheeks, raised his eyebrows, gazed into his glass, and made a very judi-
cious face indeed. "We need our disasters. You and I have weathered,
somehow, the collapse of a civilization. We are survivors after shipwreck.
But for us two, we feel something deeper than survival - triumph! Before the
crash came, we willed it, and so disaster for us is a success, a victory for
the raging will. Don't look so surprised! You're not a man, surely, to regard
the recesses of the mind as a very salubrious place. Have you thought of
the world we were born in, and what it would have grown into had not that
unfortunate little radiation experiment run amok? Would it not have been a
world too complex, too impersonal, for the likes of us to flourish in?"

"You are doing my thinking for me," Greybeard said.
"It is a wise man's role; but so is listening." Jingadangelow quaffed his

drink and leant forward over the empty glass. "Is not this rag-taggle present
preferable to that other mechanised, organized, deodorized present we
might have found ourselves in, simply because in this present we can live
on a human scale? In that other present that we missed by a neutron's
breadth, had not megalomania grown to such a scale that the ordinary sim-
ple richness of an individual life was stifled?"

"Certainly there was a lot wrong with the twentieth-century way of life."
"There was everything wrong with it."
"No, you exaggerate. Some things -"
"Don't you think that if everything spiritual was wrong with it, everything

was wrong with it? It's no good getting nostalgic. It wasn't all drugs and
education. Wasn't it also the need for drugs and the poverty of education?
Wasn't it the climax and orgasm of the Machine Age? Wasn't it Mons and
Belsen and Bataan and Stalingrad and Hiroshima and the rest? Didn't we
do well to get flung off the roundabout?"

"You only ask questions," Greybeard said.
"They are themselves answers."."That is double talk. You are giving me

double talk. No, wait - look, I wish to talk more with you. I can pay you. This
is an important conversation… Let me get my wife and friends here."



captive jackdaws.
The women waved - had he once dreamed of them? - but he took no

notice. Martha had gone. Charley and old Pitt had gone. Seeing that he
was all right, they must have returned to guard the boats. And Towin and
Becky - no, they had not been here… He remembered what he had been
seeking Bunny Jingadangelow for; instead of leaving, he turned back to the
far corner, where another drink awaited him and the doctor sat with an oc-
togenarian hussy on his knee. This woman sat with one hand about his
neck and with the other stroked the rabbit heads on his coat.

"Look, Doctor, I came here to seek you not for myself, but for a couple
who are of my party," Greybeard said, leaning over the table. "There's a
woman, Becky; she claims that she is with child, though she must be over
seventy. I want you to examine her and see if what she says is true."

"Sit down, friend, and let us discuss this expectant lady of yours," Jin-
gadangelow said. "Drink your drink, since I presume you will be paying for
this round. The delusions of elderly ladies is a choice topic for this time of
night, eh, Jean? No doubt neither of you would recall that little poem, how
does it go now? - 'looking in my mirror to see my wasted skin', and - yes -"

But time, to make me grieve,
Part steals, part lets abide,
And shakes my fractured frame at eve
With throbbings of noontide.
"Touching, eh? I fancy your lady has a few throbbings left, nothing

more. But I shall come and see her, of course. It is my duty. I shall naturally
assure her that she is in the family way, if that is what she desires to hear."
He folded his fleshy hands together and frowned.

"There's no chance she might really be about to bear a child?"
"My dear Timberlane - if you will pardon my not using your somewhat

inane sobriquet - hope springs as eternal to the human womb as to the
human breast, but I am surprised to find you seem to share her hope."

"I suppose I do. You said yourself that hope was valuable."
"Not valuable: imperative. But you must hope for yourself - when we

hope for other people we are invariably disappointed. Our dreams have



less of a man like you,
Jingadangelow said, nodding so vigorously that the woman was almost

dislodged from his lap. "The best scientific evidence is empirical. You shall
have empirical evidence. You shall have the full treatment - I'm absolutely
convinced that you could afford it - and you shall then see for yourself that
you never grow a day older."

Squinting at him cunningly, Greybeard said, "Shall I have to come to
Mockweagles?"

"Ah ha, he's clever, isn't he, Ruthie? He's prepared the way for himself
nicely. That's the sort of man I prefer to deal with. I -"

"Where is Mockweagles?" Greybeard asked.
"It's what you might call my research headquarters. I reside there when I

am not travelling the road."
"I know, I know. You have few secrets from me, Doctor Jingadangelow.

It's twenty-nine storeys high, more like a castle than a skyscraper…"
"Possibly your informants have been slightly exaggerating, Timberlane,

but your general picture is of course amazingly accurate, as Joan will tell
you, eh, my pet? But first we should get a few details straight; you will want
your lovely wife to undergo the treatment too?"

"Of course I will, you old fool. I can quote poetry too, you know; to be a
member of DOUCH(E) you have to be educated. 'Let me not to the mar-
riage of two minds omit impediment…' How does it go? Shakespeare,
Doctor, Shakespeare. Ever make his acquaintance? First-class scholar…
Oh, there is my wife! Martha!"

He staggered to his feet, knocking over his glass. Martha hurried to-
wards him, anxiety in her face. Charley Samuels was close behind, carry-
ing Isaac in his arms.

"Oh, Algy, Algy, you must come at once. We've been robbed!"
"What do you mean, robbed?" He stared stupidly at her, resenting the

interruption of his train of thought.
"While we were bringing you in here after you were attacked, thieves got

into the boats and took everything they could lay their hands on."
"The sheep!"



boats themselves.
"My rifle!"
"Luckily Jeff Pitt had your rifle with him."
Charley put the fox down, and it pulled on ahead. They pushed through

the dark, down the uneven road.
There were few lights now. Greybeard realized how late it was; he had

lost the idea of time. Potluck's Tavern had its single window boarded up.
The bonfires were mere smouldering cones of ash. One or two stalls were
being shut by their owners; otherwise, the place was silent. A thin chip of
moon, high overhead, shone on the expanse of flood water that threaded
its way through the darkness of the land. Breathing the sharp air steadied
the pulse in Greybeard's head..

"That Jingadangelow's behind all this," Charley said savagely. "He has
these travelling people in the power of his hand, from what I've seen and
heard. He's a charlatan. You shouldn't have had anything to do with him,
Greybeard."

"Charlatans have their ambivalences," Greybeard said, recognizing the
preposterousness of the words as soon as they were out. Hurriedly, he
said, "Where are Becky and Towin?"

"They're down by the river with Jeff now. We couldn't find them first go
off, then they turned up. They were busy celebrating."

As they came off the road and padded over soggy ground, they saw the
trio huddled by the river bank near by the dinghy, carrying a couple of lan-
terns. They all stood together, not saying much. The celebration was over.
Isaac padded unhappily in the mud, until Charley took pity on him and lifted
him into his arms.

"It would be best if we leave this place straight away," Greybeard said,
when examination proved that though the two boats were indeed all that
was left to them, they were intact. "This is not the place for us, and I am
ashamed of my part in this evening's events."

"If you'd taken my advice, you'd never have left the boat in the first
place," Pitt said. "They're just a lot of crooks here. It's the loss of the sheep
that grieves me."



set on this idea of going down the river, as you know.  In the moonlight, he
smiled his injured wolf's grin and shuffled his feet.

"I need rest in my condition," Becky said. She spoke more boldly than
her husband, glaring at them through the sickly light. "I've had enough of
being in that little leaking boat. We'd be better off with these friends of
ours."

"I'm sure that's not true, Becky," Martha said.
"Why, I should catch my death of cold in that boat, me in my condition.

Tow agrees with me."
"He always has to," Pitt observed.
There was a silence as they stood together but separate in the dark.

Much lay between them they could never express, currents of liking and
resentment, affinity and aversion: vague but not the less strong for that.

"All right, if you've decided, we'll continue without you," Greybeard said.
"Watch your belongings, that's all I say."

"We don't like leaving you, Greybeard," Towin said. "And you and
Charley can keep that bit of money you owe me."

"It's entirely your choice."
"That's what I said," Becky said. "We're about old enough to take care of

ourselves, I should reckon."
As they were shaking hands all round, bidding each other good-bye,

Charley started to hop about and scold.
"This fox has picked up all the fleas in Christendom. Isaac, you're letting

them loose on me, you villain!"
Setting the fox down, he ordered it towards the water. The fox under-

stood what was required of it. It moved backwards into the flood, slowly,
slowly, brush first and then the rusty length of its body, and finally its head.
Pitt held a lantern so that they could see it better.

"What's he doing? Is he going to drown himself?" Martha asked anx-
iously.

"No, Martha, only humans take their own lives," Charley said. "Animals
have got more faith. Isaac knows fleas don't like cold water. This is his way



You re taking a lot of rubbish, Towin Thomas,  she said.
They stood waving as the boats moved slowly away, Towin with his

cheeks screwed up to see the particular outline merge with the general
gloom.

"Well, there they go," Charley said, pulling on his paddle. "She's a
sharp-tongued one, but I'm sorry to leave them in such a thieves' den."

They were towing Jeff Pitt's little boat, so that he could be in with them.
He said, "Who's the thieves? It might have been Jingadangelow's men took
our property. On the other hand, I reckon it might just as well have been old
Towin. I never did trust him, crafty old blighter."

"Whoever it was, the Lord will provide for us," Charley said. He bent his
back and guided his paddle deeper into the sedgy waters.



boy Charley, and his two sisters, Ruth and Rachel. He read to them from
the thousands of obsolete theological books with which the second floor of
the old shop was stocked, or from the works of obsolete and morose poets
which sold no better than the theology.

Much of this dead stock thus inevitably passed into Charley's mind. He
could quote it at any later time of life, without knowing who wrote it or when,
remembering only that it came from what his father had designated "a gilt-
tooled thirty-two-mo" or a "tree'd calf octavo".

All men think all men mortal but themselves;
Themselves, when some alarming shock of fate
Strikes through their wounded hearts the sudden dread.
But their hearts wounded, like the wounded air,
Soon close; where passed the shaft, no trace is found.
As from the wing no scar the sky retains;
The parted wave no furrow from the keel;
So dies in human hearts the thought of death.
Even with the tender fear which Nature sheds
O'er those we love, we drop it in their grave.
It was a lie. When Charley was eleven, an alarming shock of fate set the

thought of death in his heart for ever. In his eleventh year, came the radia-
tion sickness - the result of that deliberate act men called The Accident. His
father died of cancer a year later.

The shop was sold. Mrs. Samuels took her children to live in her home
town, where she got a secretarial post. Charley went to work when he was
fifteen. His mother died three years later.

He took a series of unskilled jobs while trying to act as father to his sis-
ters. That had been in the late eighties and early nineteen-nineties. Com-
pared with what was to come, it was - morally and economically - a fairly
stable time. But work became harder to get. He saw his sisters established
in good jobs while he was unemployed.

It was the outbreak of war that had the final shaping of him. He was
twenty-nine. This madness added to madness, as nations bled themselves
fighting over the few children who survived, decided him that there had to



very discreetly, and they still worked in the afternoon at a nearby shop.
Charley closed down part of his mind, settled in with them, and defended
them where and when he could.

He became the glorified chucker-out of their thriving establishment. For
under the Coalition and later the United governments, hard times came
with a vengeance. The world was crumbling into senescence and chaos.
But what the sisters supplied remained a necessity. They flourished until
the cholera stalked through England.

Charley prised his sisters away from their stricken town and headed into
the country with them. Rachel and Ruth did not protest; they had seen
enough from their vantage point to scare them. A client dying on the stairs
precipitated them into the little car Charley bought with his war savings.

Outside the town, the car expired. They found a nylon stocking rammed
into the oil sump. They began to walk, carrying their bundles on their backs
on a road that led - though they did not know it - to Sparcot.

Many other refugees went by that way.
It was a gruesome exodus. Among the genuine travellers were bandits

who set upon their fellows, cut their throats, and took their belongings. An-
other robber went that way; it crept through the blood, burst out on the
brow, was interested only in taking life. It stole up on Ruth in the first night
and on Rachel in the third, and left them face upwards in the mounds of
humus over which Charley raised crosses made with sticks from the dusty
hedgerows.

When he limped into the doubtful shelter of Sparcot (helping a woman
called Iris whom he would find strength to marry eighteen months later),
Charley was a man turned in on himself. He had no wish to interest himself
in the world again. In his wounded heart, the sudden dread had found a
permanent billet.

Both he and Timberlane had changed so much that it was not surprising
recognition was only gradual. In that first Sparcot year of 2029, they had
not seen each other for over a quarter of a century - since 2001, when the
war still engulfed the world and they were both in the Infantop Corps. Then



unconscious; the flies that buzzed incessantly about his eyes and about the
wound on his thigh did not trouble him.

He was carried by Sergeant Timberlane, a bronzed young man of
twenty-six. Timberlane wore a revolver, had various pieces of equipment
strapped about him, and carried a tall stick with which he helped himself
along as he followed the path leading down to the valley bottom.

The dry season ruled Assam. The trees, which were no more than nine
feet high, stood as if dead, their leaves limp. The river in the valley bottom
had dried out, leaving a sandy chaung along which wheeled vehicles and
GEM's could move. The dust the vehicles had disturbed had settled on the
trees on either side of the chaung, whitening them until they bore the ap-
pearance of a disused indoor television lot. The chaung itself dazzled in the
bright sun.

Where the trees ceased to grow, Timberlane stopped, hoisting the
wounded child more firmly on to his shoulder. Charley bumped into him.

"What's the matter, Algy?", he asked, coming back into weary wakeful-
ness. As he spoke, he stared at the child's head. Because it had been
shaved, the hair showed only as fine bristles; little flies crawled like lice
among the bristles. The boy's eyes were as expressionless as jelly. Upside
down, a human face is robbed of much of its meaning.

"We've got visitors." The tone of Timberlane's voice brought Charley in-
stantly back on to the alert.

Before they went over the mountain, they had left their sectional hover-
craft below a small cliff, hidden from the air under a camouflage net. Now a
tracked ambulance of American design was parked below the cliff. Two
figures stood beside it, while a third investigated the hovercraft.

This tiny tableau, embalmed in sunlight, was broken by the sudden
chatter of a machine-gun. Without thinking, Timberlane and Charley went
flat on their stomachs. The Naga boy groaned as Timberlane rolled him
aside and swept binoculars up to his eyes. He ranged his vision along the
shabby hillside to their left, where the shots had come from. Crouching
figures sprang into view, their khaki dark against dusty white shrubs, their
outlines hardening as Timberlane got them in focus.



heels, and pitched out of sight among the dusty foliage.
"Here goes!" Charley muttered. The dust on his face, most of it turned

into mud by sweat, crinkled as he slapped the barrel of the natterjack into
place. He gritted his teeth and pulled the firing lever. A little nuclear shell
went whistling over the scrubby hillside.

"And another, fast as you can," Timberlane muttered, kneeling over the
natterjack and feeding in a magazine. Charley switched over to automatic,
and kept the lever squeezed for a burst. The shells squeaked like bats as
they headed for the target. On the hillside, little brown figures scampered
for safety. Timberlane brought up his revolver and aimed at them, but the
range was too great for accuracy.

They lay and watched the pall of smoke settle across the slope. Some-
one out there was screaming. It looked as if only two of the enemy had
escaped, beating a retreat over the brow of the hill.

"Can we chance going down?" Charley asked.
"I don't think they'll bother us. They'll have had enough."
They dismantled the gun, shouldered up the child, and continued warily

down the slope. As they approached the waiting vehicles, the surviving
member of the ambush came to meet them. He was a willowy man of no
more than thirty, with dark eyebrows that almost met in the middle and fair
hair cropped close. He came forward with a pack of cigarettes extended
towards them.

"You boys came along in very good time. I'm obliged for the neat way
you received my reception committee."

"It's a pleasure," Timberlane said, shaking the man's hand and taking a
cigarette. "We first got acquainted with that little section over the other side
of the hill, at Mokachandpur, where they shot up the rest of our fellows.
They're very personal enemies. We were only too glad to have the chance
of another pot at them."

"You're English, I guess. I'm American, name Jack Pilbeam, Special
Detachment attached to Fifth Corps. I was on my way through when we
saw your craft and stopped to see if everything was okay."



over the hill. The other two were a pair of girls, sisters. Pretty kids, wild as
mountain goats, no abnormalities. Girls got killed when the shells were
slinging about, blown to bits before our eyes."

"More are getting killed than saved," Pilbeam said. He was kneeling by
the crumpled figure in the shadow of the ambulance. "My two buddies are
both done for - well, they weren't really buddies. I'd only met the driver to-
day, and Bill was just out from the States, like me. Guess that doesn't make
it hurt any less. This bastard war, why the hell do we fight when the world's
way down on its reservoir of human life already? Help me get 'em into the
agony wagon, will you?"

"We'll do more than that," Timberlane promised. "If you're going back to
Wokha, as I presume you must be, we'll act as escort to each other, just in
case there are any more of these happy fellows perched up on the ridges."

"Done. You've gotten yourself company, and don't think I don't need it.
I'm still trembling like a leaf. Tonight you must come on over to the PX and
we'll drink to life together. Suit you, Sergeant?"

As they loaded the two bodies, still warm, into the ambulance, Pilbeam
lit himself another cigarette. He looked Timberlane in the eyes.

"There's one consolation," he said. "This one really is a war to end war.
There won't be anyone left to fight another."

Charley was the first to arrive in the PX that evening. As he entered the
low building, exchanging the hum of insects for the hum of the refrigeration
plant, he saw Jack Pilbeam sitting over a glass at a corner table.

The American rose to meet him. He was dressed now in neatly creased
olive drabs, his face shone, he looked compact and oddly more ferocious
than he had done standing by the dying jungle. He eyed Charley's Infantop
flash with approval.

"What can I get you to drink - Charley, isn't it? I'm way ahead of you."
"I don't drink." He had long since learned to deliver the phrase without

apology; he added now, with a sour smile, "I kill people, but I don't drink."
Something - perhaps the mere fact that Jack Pilbeam was American,

and Charley found Americans easier to talk to than his own countrymen -
made him add the explanation that carried its own apology. "I was eleven



Pilbeam s were clear and bright eyes that looked more attractive than
his rather tight mouth. "Then you should get through the next few decades
okay. Because there's going to be a lot of self-denial needed. What hap-
pened to Peggy?"

Charley looked at his hands. "We lost touch. One fine spring day, she
died of leukaemia. I heard about it later."

After drinking deep, Pilbeam said, "That's life, as they always say about
death." His tone robbed the remark of any facetiousness it might have had.

"Although I was only a kid, I think the - Accident sent me quietly mad,"
Charley said, looking down at his boots. "Thousands - millions of people
were mad, in a secretive way. Some not so secret, of course. And they've
never got over it, though it's twenty years ago. I mean, though it's twenty
years ago, it's still present. That's why this war's being fought, because
people are mad… I'll never understand it: we need every young life we can
get, yet here's a global war going on… Madness!"

With a sombre face, Pilbeam saw that Charley drew out a cigarette and
lit it; it was one of the tobacco-free brands and it crackled, so fiercely did
Charley draw on it.

"I don't see the war like that," Pilbeam said, ordering up another Ken-
tucky Bourbon. "I see it as an economic war. This may be because of my
upbringing and training. My father - he's dead now - he was senior sales
director in Jaguar Records Inc., and I could say 'consumer rating' right after
I learnt to say 'Mama'. The economy of every major nation is in flux, if you
can have a one-way flux. They are suffering from a fatal malady called
death, and up till now it's irremediable - though they're working on it. But
one by one, industries are going bust, even where there's the will to keep
them going. And one day soon, the will is going to fail."

"I'm sorry," Charley said. "I don't quite grasp what you mean. Economics
is not my field at all. I'm just -"

"I'll explain what I mean. God! I may as well tell you: my old man died
last month. He didn't die - he killed himself. He jumped from a fifty-second
floor window of Jaguar Records Inc. in up-town L.A." His eyes were
brighter; he drew down his brows as if to hood them, and put one clenched



can you do, except sweat it out?
"There are other industries all round you just as badly hit. One of my

uncles is an executive with Park Lane Confectionery. They may hang on a
few more years, but the whole lot is going unstable. Why? -Because it was
the under-twenties consumed most of their candies. Their market's dead -
unborn. A technological nation is a web of delicately balanced forces. You
can't have one bit rotting off without the rest going too. What do you do in a
case like that? You do what my old man did - hang on for as long as you
can, then catch a down draught from the fifty-second floor."

Charley said gently, envying Pilbeam his slight drunkenness as he
sipped his Bourbon. "You said something about someone's will going to
fail."

"Oh, that. Yup - my father and his pals, well, they go on fighting while
there's a chance left. They try to salve what's salvable for their sons. But us
- we don't have sons. What's going to happen if this curse of infertility
doesn't wear off ever? We aren't going to have the will to work if there's
nobody to -"."Inherit the fruits of our labours? I've already thought of that.
Perhaps every man has thought of it. But the genes must recover soon - it's
twenty years since the Accident."

"I guess so. They're telling us in the States that this sterility will wear off
in another five or ten years' time."

"They were saying the same thing when Peggy was alive… It's a cliché
of the British politicians, to keep the voters quiet."

"The American manufacturers use it to keep the voters buying. But all
the time the industrial system's going to pox - sorry, Freudian slip; I've had
too much to drink, Charley, and you must excuse me - the system's going
to pot under them. So we have to have a war, keep up falling production,
explain away shortages, conceal inflation, deflect blame, tighten controls…
It's a hell of a world, Charley! Look at the guys in here - all buying death on
the credit system and richly, ripely, aware of it…"

Charley gazed about the colourful room, with its bar and its groups of
smiling, greying soldiers. The scene did not appear to him as grim as Pil-
beam made it sound; all the same, it was even betting that in each man's



He cut off his thoughts, ashamed of their easy cynicism. Oh Lord,
though I die, let me live!

He had lost the thread of Pilbeam's discourse. It was with relief that he
saw Algy Timberlane enter the canteen.

"Sorry I'm late," Timberlane said, gratefully accepting a Bourbon and
ginger on ice. "I went into the hospital to look at that kid we brought in from
Mokachandpur. He's in a feverish coma. Col. Hodson has pumped him full
of mycetinin, and will be able to tell if he will pull through by morning. Poor
little fellow is badly wounded - they may have to amputate that leg of his."

"Was he all right otherwise? I mean - not mutated?" Pilbeam asked.
"Physically, in normal shape. Which will make it all the worse if he dies.

And to think we lost Frank, Alan, and Froggie getting him. It's a damn
shame the two little girls got blown to bits."

"They would probably have been deformed if you had got hold of them,"
Pilbeam said. He lit a cheroot after the two Englishmen had refused one.
His eyes looked more alert, now that Timberlane had joined the party. He
sat with his back straighter and talked in a more tightly controlled way.
"Ninety six point four per cent of the children we have picked up on Opera-
tion Childsweep have external or internal deformities. Before you came in,
Charley and I were on the stale old subject of the madness of the world.
There's the brightest and best example this last twenty years affords us -
the Western World spent the first fifteen years of it legally killing off all the
little monstrosities born of the few women who weren't rendered out-and-
out sterile. Then our - quote - advanced thinkers - unquote - got the idea
that the monstrosities might, after all, breed and breed true, and restore a
balance after one generation. So we go in for kidnapping on an interna-
tional scale."

"No, no, you can't say that," Charley exclaimed. "I'd agree that the legal
murder of - well, call them monstrosities -"

"Call them monstrosities? Without arms or legs, without eyeholes in
their skulls, with limbs like those bloated things in Salvador Dali's paint-
ings!"



bly lines and consume their goods… Hence this stinking war, as we quarrel
over what's left! Heck, a mad world, my masters! Drink up, Sergeant! Let's
have a toast - to the future generation of consumers - however many heads
or assholes they have!"

As Timberlane and Pilbeam laughed, Charley rose.
"I must be going now," he said. "I've a guard duty at eight tomorrow

morning, and I have to get my kit cleaned. Good night, gentlemen."
The other two filled up their glasses when he had gone, instinctively set-

tling more closely together.
"Bit of a weeping Jesus, isn't he?" Pilbearn asked.
"He's a quiet fellow," Timberlane said. "Useful to have around when

there's any trouble, as I discovered today. That's one thing about these
religious boys - they reckon that if they are on God's side, then the enemy
must be on the devil's, and so they have no qualms about giving it to 'em
hot and strong."

Pilbeam regarded him half smiling through a cloud of cigar smoke.
"You're a different type."
"In some ways. I'm trying to forget there will be a funeral service for our

boys tomorrow - Charley's trying to remember."
"There'll be a burial in our lines for my buddy and the driver. It'll delay

my getting away."
"You're leaving?"
"Yup, going back to the States. Get a GEM down to Kohima, then catch

an orbit jet home to Washington, D.C. My work here is done."
"What is your work, Jack, or should I not ask?"
"Right now, I'm on detachment from Childsweep, recruiting for a new

world-wide project." He stopped talking and focused more sharply on Tim-
berlane. "Say, Algy, would you mind if we took a turn outside and got a little
of that Assamese air to my sinuses?"

"By all means."
The temperature had dropped sharply, reminding them that they were

almost ten thousand feet above sea level. Instinctively they struck up a
brisk pace. Pilbeam threw down the end of his cheroot and ground it into



dear to you and full of life.
"You sound as if you know something about it."
"Something. Like thousands of other people, my father committed sui-

cide too. I was a child at the time. I don't know whether that makes it better
or worse… You were close to your old man?"

"No. Maybe that's why I kick against it so hard. I could have been close.
I wasted the opportunity. To hell with it, any way."

A katabatic wind was growing, pouring down from the higher slopes
above the camp. They walked with their hands in their pockets.

In silence, Pilbeam recalled how his father had encouraged his idealism.
"Don't come into the record business, son," he had said. "It'll get by

without you. Join Childsweep, if you want to."
Pilbeam joined Childsweep when he was sixteen, starting somewhere

near the bottom of the organization. Childsweep's greatest achievement
was the establishment of three Children's Centres, near Washington, Kara-
chi, and Singapore. Here the world's children born after the Accident were
brought, where parental consent could be won, to be trained to live with
their deformities and with the crisis-ridden society in which they found
themselves.

The experiment was not an unqualified success. The shortage of chil-
dren was acute - at one time, there were three psychiatrists to every child.
But it was an attempt to make amends. Pilbeam, working in Karachi, was
almost happy. Then the children became the subject of an international
dispute. Finally war broke out. When it developed into a more desperate
phase, both the Singapore and the Karachi Children's Centres were
bombed from orbital automatic satellites and destroyed. Pilbeam escaped
and flew back to Washington with a minor leg wound, in time to learn of his
father's suicide.

After a minute's silence, Pilbeam said, "I didn't drag you out into the
night air to mope but to put a proposition to you. I have a job for you. A real
job, a life's job. I have the power to fix it with your Commanding Officer if
you agree -"



We ll fly your girl out to Washington. Money s no bother, believe me. At
least let me tell you about the deal. You see, sociologically and economi-
cally, we live in very interesting times, provided you can be detached
enough to view it in that light. So a universities study group with corporation
and government backing has been set up to study and record what goes
on. You won't have heard of the group - it's new and it's being kept out of
the news. It calls itself Documentation of Universal Contemporary History -
DOUCH for short. We need recruits to operate in all countries. Come back
to my billet and meet Bill Dyson, who's i/c the project for S.E. Asia, and
we'll give you the dope."

"This is crazy. I can't join. You mean you'd fly Martha out of England to
meet me?"

"Why not? You know the way England is going - way back into the
darkness, under this new government and wartime conditions. You'd both
be better off in America for a while, while we trained you. That's a big con-
sideration, isn't it?" He caught the look on Timberlane's face and added,
"You don't have to make up your mind at once."

"I can't… How long do I have to think about it?".Pilbeam looked at his
watch and scratched his skull with a fingernail. "Till we've got another drink
down our throats, shall we say?"

On the dusty airstrip at Kohima, two men shook hands.
"I feel bad about leaving like this, Charley."
"The C.O. must feel even worse."
"He took it like a lamb. What sort of blackmail Pilbeam used, I'll never

know."
A moment of awkward silence, then Charley said, "I wish I was coming

with you. You've been a good friend."
"Your country needs you, Charley, don't kid yourself." But Charley only

said, "I might have been coming with you if I'd been good enough."
Embarrassed, Timberlane climbed the steps to the plane and turned to

wave. They took a last look at each other before he ducked inside.
The orbit jet blasted off through the livid evening, heading on a transpo-

lar parabola for the opposite side of the globe. The sun bumped over the



rest of the apparatus may never have the strength to build them back up
again. In which case, young men like you and this reprobate Pilbeam rep-
resent the ultimate human generation. That's why we need you; you'll rec-
ord the death throes of the human race."

"Sounds to me as if you want journalists," Timberlane said.
"No, sir, we require steady men with integrity. This is not a scoop, it's a

way of life."
"Way of death, Bill," Pilbeam corrected.
"Bit of both. As the Good Book reminds us, in the midst of life we are in

death."
"I still don't see the object of the project if the human race is going to

become extinct," Timberlane said.
"Whom will it help?"
"Good question. Here's what I hope's a good answer. It will help two

sorts of people. Both groups are purely hypothetical. It will help a small
group we might imagine in, say, America thirty or forty years from now,
when the whole nation may have broken up in chaos; suppose they estab-
lish a little settlement and find that they are able to bear children? Those
children will be almost savages - feral children, severed from the civilization
to which they rightly belong. DOUCH records will be a link for them be-
tween their past and their future, and will give them a chance to think along
right lines and construct a socially viable community."

"And the second group?"
"I imagine you are not a very speculative man, Mr. Timberlane. Has it

ever crossed your mind that we are not alone in this universe? I don't mean
just the Creator; it's difficult to imagine he would make any human company
except Adam. I mean the other races who live on the planets of other stars.
They may one day visit Earth, as we have visited the Moon and Mars. They
will seek an explanation for our 'lost civilization', just as we wonder about
the Martian lost civilization of which Leatherby's expedition found traces.
DOUCH will leave them an explanation. If the explanation also packs a
moral they can use, so much the better."



versation. The whole thing was still unreal to him. When he said good-bye
to Charley Samuels, the look of dismay on his friend's face had shaken him
almost as much as the C.O.'s instant co-operation with Childsweep. He
peered down through the window. Far below, cumulus made a tumbled bed
of the Earth. He was in Cloud Cuckoo Land.

Down below in that tenebrific world, a million years' doubtful dynasty
was coming to an end, with the self-immolation of the reigning house. He
was not sure how he would relish recording its death throes.

There were mild autumnal sunshine and a military escort to greet them
at Bolling Field. Half an hour - to Pilbeam's sore irritation - passed in the
Inspection Block before Health and Security checks cleared them.

They were driven with their kit by electric truck to a little grey private bus
which awaited them outside. On its side were painted the letters DOUCH.

"Looks good," Timberlane exclaimed. "Now for the first time I believe I'm
not the victim of some elaborate hoax."

"Didn't think you'd find yourself putting down in Peking, did you?" Dyson
said, grinning his comfortable grin.

"And be sure never to climb into a bus labelled OICH or DUCA, however
canned you are," warned their military escort, helping Timberlane with his
bags. "They stand for Oriental Integration and Cultural Habitation or some-
thing like it, and DUCA is a flamboyant organization run by the Post and
standing for Department of Unified Child Assistance. They keep awful busy,
even without any actual children to assist. Washington is a rash of initials
and organizations - and disorganization - right now. It's like living up to here
in alphabet soup. Jump in, fellows, and we'll go see a traffic jam or two."

But somewhat to Timberlane's disappointment, they kept to the east of
the grey river he had glimpsed as they came in to land, and crawled into
the part of town Pilbeam informed him was Anacostia. They pulled up in a
trim street of new white houses before a block he was told was home. It
proved to be swarming with decorators and echoing with the sound of car-
penters.

"New premises," Pilbeam explained. "Up until a month ago, this was a
home for mentally deranged juvenile delinquents. But that's one problem



to the disorder of the times. Internally, all big cities were in the toils of la-
bour problems; the conscription of strikers into the armed forces had
served only to spread trouble to those bodies. The war was not a popular
one, and not only because the enthusiasm of youth was missing.

Externally, the cities were under enemy bombardment. The so-called
"Fat Choy" raids were the enemy's speciality: detection-baffled missiles that
dropped in from spatial orbits, disintegrating above ground and scattering
"suitcases" of explosive or incendiaries. It was the first time the American
population had experienced aerial attack on their home ground. While
many city dwellers evacuated themselves to smaller towns or country areas
- only to straggle back later, preferring the risk of bombardment to an envi-
ronment with which they had little sympathy - many country folk entered the
cities in search of higher wages. Industry complained loudly; but as yet it
was agriculture that was hardest hit, and Congress was busily passing laws
that would enable it to order men back to the land.

The one happy feature of the whole war was that the enemy's economy
was a deal more insecure than America's; the number of Fat Choys had
noticeably decreased over the last six months. As a result, the hectic night
life of the wartime capital had accelerated.

Timberlane was able to see a good deal of this night life. The DOUCH
officials had good contacts. Within a day, he was supplied with all neces-
sary documents enabling him to survive in the local rat race: stamped
passport, visa, alien curfew exemptions, police file card, clothing purchase
permit, travel warrant within the District of Columbia, and vitamin, meat,
vegetable, bread, fish, and candy ration cards. In every case except that of
the travel warrant, the restrictions seemed liberal to all but the local inhabi-
tants.

Timberlane was a man who only rarely indulged in self-examination. So
he never asked himself how strongly his decision to throw in his lot with
DOUCH was influenced by their promise to reunite him with his girl friend. It
was a point on which he never had to press Dyson.

Within four days, Martha Broughton was flown out of the little besieged
island off the continent of Europe and delivered to Washington.



which had accompanied her throughout all her schooldays, in subjecting
her to taunts against which she had readily defended herself, had been
instrumental in sharpening her wit. By her twenty-first birthday, a fuzz cov-
ered her skull; now her beauty would not have been despised in any age.

Timberlane was one of the few people outside her family who knew of
the internal scars that were the unique mark of her own age.

Pilbeam and Timberlane showed her to a women's hostel a couple of
blocks from the new DOUCH headquarters.

"You're having an effect on Algy already," Martha told Pilbeam. "His
long English a's are eroding; he told the taxi driver to pahss another car,
instead of parss. What's next to go?"

"Probably the English middle class inhibition against kissing in public,"
Timberlane said.

"My God, if you call me public, I'm getting out of here," Pilbeam said
good-naturedly. "I can take a hint as well as anyone - and a drink. You'll
find me down in the bar when you want me."

"We won't be long, Jack."."We won't be very long, Jack," Martha
amended.

As the door closed, they put their arms about each other and stood with
their lips together, feeling the other's warmth through mouth and body.
They remained like that, kissing and talking, for some while. Finally he
stood back on the other side of the room, cupped his chin in his hand in a
judicious gesture, and admired her legs.

"Ah, the cute catenary curve of your calves!" he exclaimed.
"Well, what a lovely transatlantic greeting," Martha said. "Algy, this is

wonderful! What a marvellous thing to happen! Isn't it exciting? Father was
furious that I so much as contemplated coming - preached me a long ser-
mon in his dee-eepest voice about the flightiness of young womanhood -"

"And no doubt admires you madly for sticking to your guns and coming!
Though if he suspects the American male will be after you, he's right."

She opened her night bag, setting bottles and brushes out on the
dressing-table, and never taking her eyes off him. As she sat down to at-
tend to her face, she said, "Any fate is better than death! And what is going



on me?
"Other forms of wrestling perhaps; not that. No, I suspect you are out

here for one very good reason. But we'll ask Jack Pilbeam about that. Let's
go and join him - he's a hell of a good chap; you'll like him."

"I do already."
Pilbeam was in one comer of the hostel bar, sitting close with an atten-

tive redhead. He broke away reluctantly, swung his mack off the back of a
chair, and came towards them, saluting as he did so.

"All play and no work makes Jack a dull boy," he said. "Where do we
take the lady now, and is it anywhere we can take a friendly redhead?"

"Having restored the ravages of travel, I'm in your hands," Martha said.
"And she doesn't mean that literally," Timberlane added.
Pilbearn bowed. "I have the instructions, the authority, and the inclina-

tion, to take you anywhere in Washington, and to wine and dine you as
long as you are here."

"I warn you, darling, they play hard as well as work hard. DOUCH will do
its best for us before dumping us down to record the end of the world."

"I can see you need a drink, you grumpy man," Pilbeam said, forcing his
smile a little. "Let me just introduce the redhead, and then we will move
along to a show and a bottle. Perchance we could jemmy our way into the
Dusty Dykes show. Dykes is the Slouch Comedian."

The redhead joined the party without too great a feigning of reluctance,
and they moved into town. The blackouts which had afflicted the cities of
other nations in earlier wars did not worry Washington. The enemy had the
city firmly in its missile sights, and no lighting effects would change the
situation. The streets were a blaze of neon as the entertainment business
boomed. Flashing signs lit the faces of men and women with the stigmata
of illness as they pushed into cabarets and cafés. Black market food and
drink were in plentiful supply; the only shortage seemed to be parking
spaces. These hectic evenings became part of a pattern of fierce work and
relaxation into which the DOUCH personnel fitted. It was only on her third
night in Washington, when they were sitting in the Trog and watching the
cabaret that included Dusty Dykes - the comedian for whom Pilbeam failed



Pilbeam winked at his green-eyed friend. You d better ask Algy that,
honey baby."

"I'm terribly persistent, Jack. I do want an answer."
"Go and ask Bill Dyson - it's really his pigeon. I'm just the DOUCH play-

boy - Warm Douche, they call me. And I may have to be off on my travels
again, come Wednesday."

"Oh, cherry pie, but you said -" the green-eyed girl protested. Pilbeam
laid a cautionary finger on her lustrous lips.

"Shhh, my sweetie - your Uncle Sam must come before your Uncle
Jack. But tonight, believe me, Uncle Jack comes first - metaphorically
speaking, you understand."

The lights dimmed, there was a drum roll followed by an amplified hic-
cup. As silence fell, Dusty Dykes floated in on an enormous dollar note and
climbed down on to the floor. He was an almost menacingly ordinary little
man, wearing a creased lounge suit. He spoke in a flat, husky voice.

"You'll see I've abandoned my old gimmick of not having a gimmick. It's
not the first time this country's economy has taken me for a ride. Good
evening, ladies and gentiles, and I really mean that - it may be your last. In
New York, where I come from - and you know state tax is so high there I
needed a parachute to get away - they are very fond of World End parties.
You rub two moralities together: the result's a bust. You rub two busts to-
gether: the result is always a titter. The night Senator Mulgravy went, it was
a twitter." At this, there was a round of applause. "Oh, some of you have
heard of senators? Friends told me when I arrived -friends are the people
who stand you one drink and one afternoon - they told me Washington D.C.
was politically uneducated. Well, they didn't put it like that, they just said
nobody went to photograph the African bronzes in the White House any
more. I said, remember, it isn't the men of the state that counts, it's the
state of the men. At least they're no poorer than a shareholder in the con-
traceptive industry."

"I can't hear what he's saying - or else I can't understand it," Martha
whispered. "It doesn't sound particularly funny to me either," Timberlane
whispered.



instead. Like the man said, there s no innocence any more, just undetected
crime. In the State of Illinois alone, there were enough sex murders last
month to make you all realize how vicarious your position is.

"The future outlook for the race is black, and that's not just a pigment of
my imagination. There were two sex criminals talking over business in Chi-
cago the other day. Butch said, 'Say, Sammy, which do you like best, mur-
dering a woman or thinking about murdering a woman?' 'Shucks, I don't
know, Butch, which do you prefer?' 'Thinking about murdering a woman,
every time!' 'Why's that, then? 'That way you get a more romantic type of
woman.' "

For some minutes more the baby-faced little man stood there under the
spot in his slept-in suit, making his slept-in jokes. Then the light cut off, he
disappeared, and the house lights rose to applause.

"More drinks," Pilbeam said.
"But he was awful!" Martha exclaimed. "Just blue!"
"Ah, you have to hear him half a dozen times to appreciate him - that's

the secret of his success," Pilbeam said. "He's the voice of the age."
"Did you enjoy him?" Martha asked the green-eyed girl.
"Well, yes, I guess I did. I mean, well, he kind of made me feel at home."
Twice a week, they went over to a small room in the Pentagon, where a

blond young major taught them how to programme and service a POLYAC
computer. These new pocket-sized computers would be fitted in all
DOUCH recording trucks.

Timberlane was setting out for one of the POLYAC sessions when he
found a letter from his mother awaiting him in his mail. Patricia Timberlane
wrote irregularly. This letter, like most of them, was mainly filled with do-
mestic woes, and Timberlane scanned it without a great deal of patience as
his taxi carried him over the Potomac. Near the end, he found something of
more interest.

"It's nice for you to have Martha over there in Washington with you. I
suppose you will marry her - which is romantic, because it is not often peo-
ple marry their childhood sweethearts. But do make sure. I mean you're old
enough to know that I made a great mistake marrying your step-father.



queues down-town, and the crazy sales as the detritus of fallen financial
empires was thrown on to the market, but in the wave of murders and sex-
ual crimes which the law found itself unable to check. This wave rose to
engulf Martha and Timberlane.

The morning after the letter from Patricia Timberlane arrived, Martha
appeared early in Timberlane's room. Clothes lay scattered over the carpet
- they had been out late on the previous evening, attending a wild party
thrown by an Air Strike buddy of Bill Dyson's.

Wearing his pyjama trousers, Timberlane stood shaving himself in semi-
gloom. Martha went over to the window, pulled the curtains back, and
turned to face him. She told him about the flowers that had been delivered
to her at the hostel.

He squinted at her and said, "And you say you got some yesterday
morning, too?"

"Yes, just as many - crates full of orchids, the same as this morning.
They must have cost hundreds of thousands of dollars." He clicked off the
spiteful buzz of his razor and looked at her. His eyes were dull and his face
pale.

"Kind of slouch, eh? I didn't send them to you."
"I know that, Algy. You couldn't afford them. I have looked at the price of

flowers in the shops - they're dear in the first place, and they carry state
tax, entry tax, purchase tax, and what the hostel matron calls GDT, General
Discouragement Tax, and goodness knows what else. That's why I de-
stroyed yesterday's lot - I mean, I knew they weren't from you, so I burnt
them and meant to say no more about it."

"You burnt them? How? I've not seen a naked flame on anything bigger
than a cigar lighter since I got here."

"Don't be so dumb, darling. I pushed them all down the disposal chute,
and anything that goes down there gets burnt in the basement of the hos-
tel. Now this morning, another lot, again with no message."

"Maybe the same lot, with love from the fellow in the basement."
"For God's sake, don't go slouch on me, Algy!"



watch out. Those older men, who are the rich men, have always been used
to - well, to making hay while the sun shines. Now that the sun is going
down - they will be more anxious to get at the last of the hay. Do you take
my meaning?"

"Dusty Dykes himself couldn't have put it better. Thanks for the warning,
Matron. I'll watch my step."

"Meanwhile, I'll phone a florist," Pilbeam. said. "There's no reason why
you shouldn't pick up a cool couple of thousand from this slob's amorous-
ness. Small change is mighty useful."

Pilbeam was due to leave Washington the next day. The order had
come through Dyson for him to go to another theatre of war - this time,
central Sarawak. As he put it himself, he could do with the rest. During the
afternoon, he was down in town collecting more kit and an inoculation when
the Fat Choy alert sounded. He phoned through to Timberlane, who was
then attending a lecture on propaganda and public delusion.

"Thought I'd tell you I'm likely to be delayed by this raid, Algy," Pilbeam.
said. "You and Martha better go on to the Thesaurus without me and get
the drinks moving, and I'll meet you there as soon as I can. We can eat
there if we have to, though the Babe Lincoln down the block gives you less
synthetics."

"It's chiefly calorie intake I'm having to watch," Timberlane said, patting
his waist line.

"See how your sensuality output reacts this evening - I've met a real
scorcher here, Algy, name of Coriander and as plastic as funny putty."

"I can't wait. Is she married or single?"
"With her energy and talent, could be both."
They winked at each other's images in the vision screens and cut off.
Timberlane and Martha caught a prowling taxi-cab into town after dark.

The enemy attack consisted of two missiles, one of which broke into suit-
cases over the now almost derelict slaughter and marshalling yards, while
the other, causing more damage, broke over the thickly populated Cleve-
land Park suburb. On the sidewalks, police uniforms seemed to predomi-



his legs, and a red face was thrust from the driver s window and began to
curse him. A crunching noise sounded from behind, and the red face turned
towards the rear to curse even more ferociously. As a cop came running
up, Timberlane grabbed his arm.

"My girl's been kidnapped. Some chap just drove off with her."
"Happens all the time. You sure have to watch them."
"She was made away with!"
"Go and tell it to the sergeant, Mac. Think I haven't got troubles? I've got

to get this tin real estate rolling again." He jerked a thumb at an approach-
ing prowl car. Biting his lip, Timberlane made his way towards it. At eleven
o'clock that night, Dyson said, "Come on, Algy, we're doing no good here.
The police'll phone us if they get a lead. We must go and find a bite to eat
before my stomach falls apart."

"It must have been that devil that sent her the flowers," Timberlane said,
by no means for the first time.

"Surely the flower shop could give the police a lead."
"They got no change from the manager of the flower store. If only you

recalled the taxi number."
"All that I can remember is that it was mauve and yellow, with the words

Antelope Taxis across the boot. Hell, you're right, Bill - let's go and get a
bite to eat."

As they left the police station, the superintendent said sympathetically,
"Don't worry, Mr. Timberlane. We'll have your fiancée tracked down by
morning."

"What makes the man so confident?" Timberlane asked grumpily, as
they climbed into Dyson's car. Although both Dyson and Jack Pilbeam, who
had been down at the station earlier, had done all they could, he felt un-
fairly eager to annoy them. He felt so vulnerable in what was, however
much he liked it, a strange country. Trying to button down his emotions, he
remained silent as he and Dyson went to a nearby all-night stall and wolfed
down hamburgers with chillies and mustard; the hamburgers were synthetic
but good.



sheet of paper bearing the words:
"If you want your girl back, take a look in God's Sufferance Press. Go

alone, for her sake. Then call off the cops."
Suddenly, he wanted no breakfast. He almost ran to the hall phone

booth and thumbed through the appropriate volume of the phone directory.
There it was, under an old-style non-vision number: God's Sufferance
Press, and its address. Should he ring first or go straight round ? He hated
the feeling of indecision that flooded him. He dialled and got the discon-
nected tone.

Hurrying back to his room, he wrote a hasty note to Pilbeam, giving the
address to which he was going, and left it on the pillow of his unmade bunk.
He pocketed his revolver.

He walked down to the end of the street, picked up a taxi from the
regular rank, and told the driver to take it as fast as he could. Once over the
Anacostia bridge, they hit tight traffic, as the capital moved in to do its day's
work. Even swamped as it was by wartime congestion, Washington kept its
beauty; as they filtered past the Capitol, the sward about it now peppered
with emergency office buildings, and swung westwards along Pennsylvania
Avenue, the white stone caught a flush from the clear sky. The perma-
nence and proportion of the buildings gave Timberlane a little reassurance.

Later, as they headed north, the impression of dignity and justice was
broken. Here the unsettlement of the times found expression. Name- and
sign-altering was in full swing. Property changed hands rapidly, office fur-
niture vans and military lorries delivered or removed furniture. And there
were other buildings standing unaccountably silent and empty. Sometimes
a whole street seemed deserted, as if its inhabitants had fled from a
plague. In one such street, Timberlane noticed, stood the travel offices of
overseas airlines and the tourist bureaux of Denmark, Finland, Turkey; the
shutters were up; private travel had closed down for the duration, and the
big airliners were under United Nations' charge, flying medical aid to war
victims. Some districts showed evidence of suitcase damage, though an
attempt had been made to cover the desolation with large advertisement



issuing such periodicals as The Children s Sunday Magazine, The Boys
Bugle, Girls' Guidance, more popular lines such as Bible Thrills, Gospel
Thrills, Holy Adventures, and the educational line, Sufferance Readers. A
torn bill slid across the porch and wrapped itself round Timberlane's leg. He
turned away. On the opposite side of the road, a large block of flats rose.
He surveyed their windows, trying to see if anyone was watching him. As
he stood there, several people hurried by without looking at him. There was
a side alley flanked by a high wall. He went down it, treading through rub-
bish. He slid one hand to his revolver, and held it ready for action in his
pocket. With pleasure, he felt a primitive ferocity grow in his chest; he
wanted to smash somebody's face in. The alley led to a waste lot at the
back. In the middle distance, framed between two shoulders of wall, an old
black man with round shoulders flew a kite, leaning dangerously back to
watch its course over the rooftops.

Before Timberlane reached the lot, he came on a side door into the
Press. It had been broken open; two of the little squares of glass in its up-
per half were shattered, and it stood ajar. He paused against the wall, re-
membered procedure for army house-to-house fighting, kicked the door
open, and ran through it for cover. In the gloom, he peered cautiously
about. Not a movement, or a whisper of movement. Silence. The Big Acci-
dent had decimated the rat population. It had been almost as hard on cats,
and human hunger for meat had probably accounted for most of the rest of
the feline population; so that if rats came back, they would be more difficult
than ever to check. But as yet this gaunt building obviously needed no cat.

He was in a broken-down store. An ancient raincoat on a peg spoke
mutely of desertion. Piles of children's religious reading stood about gath-
ering dust, their potential purchasers either dead or forever unborn and
unconceived. Only the footprints across the floor to an inner passage were
new.

He followed the prints across the room, into the passage, and along it to
the main hall, conscious of the sound of his own footsteps. Above grimy
swing doors, through which dim figures could be seen passing in the street,



the corridor and threw open a door. It slammed back on its hinges, knock-
ing over an ancient blackboard and easel. This was some kind of editorial
room, by the look of it. He stared out of the window down on to the waste
lot; he looked for the old negro flying a kite, recalling him almost as one
recalls a friend. The old man had gone, or could not be seen.

Nobody could be seen, not a human, not a dog.
God, this is what it's like to be left alone in the world, he sub-vocalized.

And another thought followed: Better get used to it now, youngster; one day
you may be left alone in the world. He was not a particularly imaginative
man. Although for almost all the years of his life he had been confronted
with the knowledge of the extinction mankind had unleashed upon itself,
the optimism of youth helped him to believe either that conditions would
right themselves naturally (nature had recovered from so many outrages
before) or that one of the lines of research being pursued in a score of
countries would turn up a restorative (surely a multi-billion-dollar-a-year
programme could not be entirely wasted). The level-headed pessimism of
the DOUCH project had brought his wishful thinking to a standstill.

He saw in sober fact that his kind might have reached the end of its
time. Year by year, as the living died, the empty rooms about him would
multiply, like the cells of a giant hive which no bees visited, until they filled
the world. The time would come when he would be a monster, alone in the
rooms, in the tracks of his search, in the labyrinth of his hollow footsteps.

Over the room, as over the face of an inquisitor, was written his future.
Its wound was inescapable, for he had found it for himself. He opened his
mouth, to cry or suck in air, as though someone had flung him under a cas-
cade. Only one thing, one person, could make that future tolerable. He ran
out into the corridor, flaying the echoes again.

"It's me - Timberlane! Is anyone here, for God's sake?"
And a voice near at hand called, "Algy, oh, Algy!"
She lay in a composing room among a litter of broken and discarded

flongs. Like the rest of the building, it bore every sign of a long desertion.
Her captors had tied her to the supports of a heavy metal bench on which



After a while, Martha was able to tell her story. The taxi-driver who had
whipped her away from the front of the Thesaurus Club had driven her only
a few blocks into a private garage. She thought she might be able to iden-
tify the spot. She remembered that the garage had a motor boat stored
overhead. She was frightened, and fought the taxi-driver when he tried to
pull her out of the car. Another man appeared, wearing a white handker-
chief over his face. He carried a chloroform-impregnated pad. Between
them, the men forced the pad over Martha's nose and mouth, and she be-
came unconscious.

She roused to find herself in another car, a larger one. She thought they
were travelling through a suburb or semi-country; there were trees and low-
lying houses flashing by outside, and another girl lying inertly by her side.
Then a man in the front seat saw she was rousing, leant over, and forced
her to breathe more chloroform.

When Martha woke again, she was in a bedroom. She sprawled over a
bed, lying against the girl who had been in the car with her. They both
roused and tried to pull themselves together. The room they were in was
without windows; they thought it was a large room partitioned into two. A
dark woman entered and led Martha into another room. She was brought
before a man in a mask, and allowed to sit on a chair. The man told her
that she was lucky to be chosen, and that there was no need to be fright-
ened. His boss had fallen in love with her, and would treat her well if she
would live with him; the flowers had been sent to her as a token of the hon-
esty of his intentions. Angry and frightened though she was, Martha kept
quiet at this point.

She had then been taken to the "boss" in a third room. He wore a dom-
ino. His face was thin, and deficient in chin. His jaw looked grey in the
bright light. He rose when Martha entered and spoke in a gentle husky
voice. He told her he was rich and lonely, and needed her company as well
as her body. She asked how many girls he required to overcome his loneli-
ness; he said huffily that the other girl was for a friend of his. He and his
friend were shy men, and had to resort to this method of introduction; he
was not a criminal, and he had no intention of harming her.



You re lovely, with those legs and breasts and eyes of yours. But you re
only flesh and blood, like me. A little thing like a scalpel could cut right into
you and make you unfit for nice things. I often say to my friends, 'Even the
loveliest girl can't stand up to a little scalpel.' I'm sure you'd rather do nice
things, a girl like you, eh?"

Martha repeated shakily that she was going to get married.
Again he sat in silence, not moving. When he spoke again it was with

less interest, and on a different tack.
He said he liked her attractive foreign accent. He had a large bombproof

shelter underground, stocked with two years' supplies of food and drink. He
had a private plane. They could winter in Florida, if she would sign an
agreement with him. They could do nice things.

She told him he had ugly thumbs and fingers. She would have nothing
to do with anyone with hands like that.

He rang a bell. Two men ran in and seized Martha. They held Martha
while the man in the domino came down off his dais and kissed her and ran
his hands under her clothes and over her body. She struggled and kicked
his ankle. His mouth trembled. She called him a coward. He ordered her to
be taken out. The two men dragged her back into the bedroom and held
her down on the bed, while the other girl cried in a corner.

In outrage, Martha screamed as loudly as she could. The men put her
out with another chloroformed pad.

When she came back to her senses, it was the cold air of night that
roused her. She was being hustled into the deserted Sufferance Press
building and tied to the bench.

She had been frightened and sick all night. When she heard someone
below, she had not dared to call out until Timberlane had uttered his name,
fearing the kidnappers had come back for her.

"That vile, loathsome creature! I'd tear his throat out if I got hold of
him… Darling - you're sure that's all he did to you?"

"Yes - in an obscure way, I felt he'd got the thrill he was after - some-
thing in my fear he needed - I don't know."



Do you think so? I m sure I d be okay on an identification parade, if
they'd let me look at their thumbs. I keep wondering - I've been wondering
all night - whatever happened to the other girl. What happens if you give in
to a man like that, I don't know."

Suddenly she burst into tears and wrapped her arms about Timberlane's
waist. He helped her to her feet, and they sat side by side on frames in
which leaden sentences were set backwards on and upside down. He put
his arm round her and wiped her face with his handkerchief. Her painted
eyebrows had come off, smeared across her forehead; licking the handker-
chief, he cleaned their remains away.

Having her so close, seeing her, helping her restore herself, he broke
into a flurry of words.

"Listen, Martha, when I was kicking my heels down at the police station
last night, I put your question to Bill Dyson - you know, about why they had
gone to the trouble of flying you over here from England. At first he tried to
kid me that it was just because he and Jack were sentimentalists. I wouldn't
wear that, so he came out with the truth. He said it was a DOUCH regula-
tion. At the end of this course, they're going to put me back in England, and
if things get as bad as they expect, I shall be on my own, cut off from their
support.

"Currently, they're predicting the rise of authoritarian régimes in Britain
and America at the cessation of hostilities. They think international commu-
nications will soon be a thing of the past. Survival will be tough, and will
grow steadily tougher, as Bill pointed out with some relish. SO DOUCH
require me - and the Japanese, German, Israeli and other operators in
training - to be married to what they call 'a native' - a girl who has been
brought up in the local ways, and will therefore have inbred knowledge of
local conditions. As Dyson put it, 'Environmental know-how is a survival
factor'.

"There's a lot more to it, but the essence of it is that they wanted you
around so that I would not get too interested in any girl I met here and
wreck my bit of the project. If I married an American girl, I would be
dropped like a hot potato."



directed towards setting me with the DOUCH truck in that doubtfully privi-
leged 50 per cent. And in their materialistic way, they've grasped something
that I'm sure my religious pal, Charley Samuels in Assam, would endorse -
that the one possible thing that will make that funereal future tolerable is
the right sort of partner." He broke off. Martha was laughing with a sound
like suppressed sobs.

"Algernon Timberlane, you poor lost soul, this is a dickens of a place to
propose to a girl!"

Nettled, he said, "Am I really so damned funny?"
"Men always have to spell things out to themselves. Don't worry, it's

something I love. You remind me of father, honey, except that you're sexy.
But I'm not laughing at your conclusions, really I'm not. I came to the same
conclusion long ago in my heart."

"Martha, I love you desperately, I need you desperately. I want to marry
you just as soon as possible, and I never want us to be apart again, what-
ever happens."

"My sweet, I love you and need you just as much. Why else do you think
I came out to America? I'll never leave you, never fear. "

"I do fear. I fear mightily! When I thought I was alone in this morgue just
now, I had a vision of what it will be like to grow old in a world grown old.
We can't stop growing old, but at least let's do it together and make it toler-
able."

"We will, we will, darling! You're upset. Let's get out of here. I think I can
walk now, if you give me your arm."

He held away from her, grinning, with his hands behind his back.
"Are you sure you don't want a good look at my thumbs first , before you

commit yourself?"
"I'll take a rain check on them, as Jack would say. Walk me as far as the

window just to see how I make out. Oh, my legs - I thought I'd die, Algy…"
As she hobbled across the dirty floor on Timberlane's arm, Fat Choy si-

rens began to scream across the city. Their hollow voices came distantly,
but from all round. The world was making itself felt again. Mingling with
them came the lower note of police car sirens. They got to the window,





an old and broken lock; a boat had
foundered there and blocked the navigable stream, and no doubt would

continue to do so until the spring
flood water broke it up. They unloaded the boats there, pushing or car-

rying them and their few possessions
to a point where they could safely launch them again.
The country here was particularly wild and inhospitable. Pitt thought he

saw gnomes peering at them
from bushes. All four of them thought they saw stoats climbing in the

trees, finally deciding that the animals
were not stoats but pine martens, an animal hardly ever seen in these

parts since the Middle Ages. With bow
and arrow they killed two of the creatures that afternoon, eating their

flesh and preserving their fine pelts,
when they were forced to make a camp in the open, under trees. Wood

for burning lay about in plenty, and
they huddled together between two fires, but it was an ill night for them

all.
Next day, when they were under way again, they were fortunate enough

to see a pedlar fishing on the
bank. He bought Pitt's little rowing boat from them, for which he gave

them money and two sails, one of
which they used that night to make themselves a tent. The pedlar of-

fered them tinned apricots and pears, but
since these must have been at least a dozen years old, and were very

expensive, they did not buy. The little
old man, made garrulous by solitude, told them he was on his way to

join Swifford Fair, and that he had
some medicines for Doctor Bunny Jingadangelow.
After they left the pedlar, they came to a wide sheet of water, patched

with small islands and banks of
rushes. Under the drab sky, it appeared to stretch on for ever, and they

could not see their proper course



It was dry under the sail, and the weather had turned milder, but a
sense of depression settled on them as

they watched shawls of water and cloud embrace the landscape. Grey-
beard husbanded a small fire into life,

which set them all coughing, for the smoke would not disperse. Their
spirits only recovered when Pitt

appeared, shrunken, withered, weathered, but triumphantly bearing a
pair of fine beaver on his back. One of

the beavers was a giant, four feet long from whiskers to tail. Pitt re-
ported a colony of them only a hundred

yards away; the few that were about had shown no fear of him.."I'll catch
another pair in the morning for breakfast," he said. "If we've got to live like
savages, we may as

well live as well as savages."
Although he was not a man ever to grumble extensively, Pitt found few

consolations in their way of life.
Whatever his success as a trapper of animals - and he derived satisfac-

tion from outwitting and slaying them -he
saw himself as a failure. Ever since he had proved himself unable to kill

Greybeard, a dozen years before,
he had lived an increasingly solitary life; even his gratitude to Greybeard

for sparing him was tempered with
the thought that but for him he might now be controlling his own body of

soldiers, the remains of Croucher's
command. He nourished this grievance inside himself, though he knew

there was no real substance in it.
Earlier experience should have convinced him that he could never fulfil

the proper duty of a soldier.
As a child, Jeff Pitt used to make his way through the outskirts of the

great city in which he lived to a
stretch of common land beyond the houses. This land merged with

moorland, and was a fine place for a boy



they were in short trousers and the world was at peace.
Sometimes Jeff and Dicky played soldiers, using bits of stick for rifles.

Sometimes they tried to capture
lizards with their cupped hands; these were little brown lizards that gen-

erally escaped, leaving their
wriggling bloody tails in the boys' palms. Sometimes they wrestled.
One day, they wrestled so absorbedly that they rolled down a bank and

into a luxuriant bed of nettles.
They were both badly stung. However much it hurt, Jeff would not cry

before his friend. Dicky blubbered all
the way home. Even a ride on Jeff's bike could not silence him com-

pletely.
The boys grew up. The steel-cowled factories swallowed young Jeff Pitt,

as they had swallowed his
brothers. Dicky obtained a job in an estate office. They found they had

nothing in common and ceased to
seek each other's company.
The war came. Pitt was conscripted into the air force. After some haz-

ardous adventures in the Middle
East, he deserted, together with several of his fellows. This was like a

token to other units in the area, where
dissatisfaction with the cause and course of the war was already rife.

Mutiny broke out. Some of the
mutineers seized a plane on Tehran airport and flew it back to Britain.

Pitt was on the plane.
In Britain, revolution was gathering momentum. In a few months, the

government would collapse and a
hastily established people's government sue for peace with the enemy

powers. Pitt found his way home and
joined the local rebels. One moonlit night, a pro-government group at-

tacked their headquarters, which was in
a big Victorian house in the suburbs. Pitt found himself positioned be-

hind a concrete bench, his heart



ger than a beaver.
Cramped in the tent, they ate well and slept well that night, and sailed

throughout the next day. They saw
no living person. Man had gone, and the great interlocking world of liv-

ing species had already knitted over
the space he once occupied. Moving without any clear sense of direc-

tion, they had to spend another two.nights on islands in the lake; but since
the weather continued mild and the food plentiful, they raised very

little complaint, beyond the unspoken complaint that beneath their rags
and wrinkles they regarded

themselves still as modern man, and modern man was entitled to
something better than wandering through a

pleistocene wilderness.
The wilderness was punctuated now and again by memorials of former

years, some of them looking all
the grimmer and blacker for lingering on out of context. The dinghy bore

them to a small railway station,
which a board still announced as Yarnton Junction. Its two platforms

stood above the flood, while the
signal-box, perched on its brick tower, served as a look-out across the

meads.
In the broken and ruined waiting-room, they found a reindeer and calf. In

the look-out lived a hideously
deformed old hermit, who kept them covered with a home-made bomb,

held menacingly above his head,
while he spoke to them. He told them that the lake was formed by a

conflux of overflowing streams, among
them the Oxford Canal and the Evenlode. Only too keen to get rid of

them, the old fellow gave them their
general direction, and once more the party moved forward, aided by a

light and steady wind. It was after
some two hours that Charley got up excitedly and pointed ahead, crying,

"There they are!"



said. Oxford too will have changed. We may find only deserted ruins.
She shook her head without

speaking.
"I wonder if old Croucher has still got a warrant out for our arrest," Pitt

said. "I wouldn't want to get shot
as soon as we stepped ashore."
"Croucher died of the cholera, and I don't doubt that Cowley then pro-

ceeded to turn itself first into a
battleground and then a cemetery, leaving only the old city," Greybeard

said. "Let's hope we get a friendly
welcome from whoever's left. A roof over our heads tonight would be a

change for the better, wouldn't it?"
The scenery became less imposing as they drifted south towards the

city. Rows of poor houses stood in
the flood, their desolation only emphasized by the sunlight. Their roofs

had caved in; they resembled the
carcasses of enormous crustacea cast up on a primaeval beach.

Dwarfed by them, an ancient creature
swathed in furs watered a couple of reindeer. Further on, the stir they

made on the water threw wavering
reflections into the roofs of empty timber yards. The heavy silence was

broken a little later by the crunch of a
vehicle. Two old women, as broad as they were long, bundled together

to drag a cart behind them, its wheels
grinding up the sunlight as they pulled it along a quayside. The quayside

ended by a low bridge.
"This I recognize," Greybeard said, speaking in a hushed voice. "We

can tie up here. This is Folly
Bridge."
As they climbed ashore, the two old women came up and offered the

hire of their cart. As always when it
met strangers, Greybeard's party had difficulty in understanding their

accent. Pitt told the crones they had



wooden gates of the college, they paused. Untended, the college walls
were crumbling. Several windows had

fallen out or were boarded up, and the shattered stone lying at the foot
of the walls spoke of the action of

heat and frost and the elements. Greybeard shrugged his shoulders and
marched under the tall archway..In contrast to the ruination through which
they had passed, here was habitation, the bustle of people, the

colour of market stalls, the smell of animals and foods. The spirits of the
three newcomers rose within them.

They found themselves in a great quad, which had housed many past
generations of undergraduates; wooden

stalls had been set up, several of them forming small enclosed buildings
from which a variety of goods were

being sold. Another part of the quad was railed off, and here reindeer
stood, surveying the scene from under

their antlers with their customary look of morose humour.
A bald-headed shred of manhood with a nose as thin as a needle

skipped out of the lodge at the gate and
asked them, as they were strangers, what they wanted. They had a deal

of difficulty making him understand,
but eventually he led them to a portly fossil of a man with three chins

and a high complexion who said they
could rent, for a modest fee, two small basement rooms in Killcanon.

They entered their names in a register
and showed the colour of their money.
Killcanon turned out to be a small square within Christ Church, and their

rooms a larger room subdivided.
But the needle-nosed messenger told them they might burn firewood in

their grates and offered them fuel
cheap. Mainly from weariness, they accepted the offer. The messenger

lit the fires for them while Jeff Pitt
walked back to collect Charley and the fox and make arrangements for

the boat.



seem to learn each other a bit still. You ll see them going about with
books in their pockets, if you watch out.

Students here is what we mean by what lesser colleges calls Fellows.
For a tip, I'd introduce you to one of

them."
"We'll see. There may be time for that tomorrow."
"Don't leave it too long, sir. There's a local legend that Oxford is sinking

into the river, and when it's gone
under, a whole lot of little naked people what now live under the water

will come swimming up like eels and
live here instead."
Greybeard contemplated the ruin of a man. "I see. And do you give this

tale much credence?"
"You what you say, sir?"
"Do you believe this tale?"
The old man laughed, casting a shuffling side glance at Martha. "I ain't

saying I believe it and I ain't
saying I don't believe it, but I know what I've heard, and they do say that

for every woman as dies, one more
of these little naked people is born under water. And this I do know be-

cause I saw it with my own eyes last
Michaelmas - no, the Michaelmas before last, because I was behind

with my rent this Michaelmas - there
was an old woman of ninety-nine died down at Grandpont, and very

next day a little two-headed creature all
naked floated up at the bridge."
"Which was it you saw?" Martha asked. "The old lady dying or the two-

headed thing?"
"Well, I'm often down that way," the messenger said confusedly. "It was

the funeral and the bridge I
mainly saw, but many men told me about all the rest and I have no

cause to doubt 'em. It's common talk."



No, I don t think so. A form of consolation, rather. This old fellow with a
nose like a knitting-needle

nurses a crazy dream about little naked things taking over Oxford; it in
some way consoles him for the

dearth of babies. Charley's religion is the same sort of consolation. Your
recent drinking companion, Bunny

Jingadangelow, had retreated into a world of pretence."
She sank wearily down on to the bed of blankets and stretched. Slowly

she removed her battered shoes,
massaged her feet, and then stretched full length with her hands under

her head. She regarded Greybeard,
whose bald pate glowed as he crouched by the fire.
"What are you thinking, my venerable love?" she asked.
"I was wondering if the world might not slip - if it hasn't already - into a

sort of insanity, now that
everyone left is over fifty. Is a touch of childhood and youth necessary to

sanity?"
"I don't think so. We're really amazingly adaptable, more than we give

ourselves credit for."
"Yes, but suppose a man lost his memory of everything that happened

to him before he was fifty, so that
he was utterly cut off from his roots, from all his early achievements -

wouldn't you classify him as insane?"
"It's only an analogy."
He turned to her and grinned. "You're a bugger for arguing, Martha Tim-

berlane."
"After all these years we can still tolerate each other's fat-headed opin-

ions. It's a miracle!"
He went over to her, sitting on the bed beside her and stroking her thigh.
"Perhaps that's our bit of madness or consolation or whatever - each

other. Martha, have you ever
thought -" he paused, and then went on, screwing his face into a frown

of concentration. "Have you ever



grandchildren by now, but for
the Accident, and nothing can ever make up for that."
Next morning, they were roused by the sound of animals, the crowing of

cocks, the pad of reindeer
hooves, even the bray of a donkey. Leaving Martha in the warm bed,

Greybeard rose and dressed. It was
cold. Draughts flapped the rug on the floor, and had spread the ashes of

the fire far and wide during the
night.
Outside, it was barely daylight and the puddingy Midland sky rendered

the quad in cold tones. But there
were torches burning, and people on the move, and their voices sound-

ing - cheerful sounds, even where their
owners were toothless and bent double with years. The main gates had

been opened, and many of the
animals were going forth, some pulling carts. Greybeard saw not only a

donkey but a couple of horses that
looked like the descendants of hunters, both fine young beasts and

pulling carts. They were the first he had
seen or heard of in over a quarter century. One sector of the country

was now so effectively insulated from
another that widely different conditions prevailed.
The people were on the whole well-clad, many of them wearing fur

coats. Up on the battlements, a pair of
sentries clouted their ribs for warmth and looked down at the bustle be-

low..Going to the lodge, where candles burned, Greybeard found the
treble-chinned man off duty. His place

was taken by a plump fellow of Greybeard's age who proved to be a son
of the treble chins; he was as

amiable as his father was fossilized, and when Greybeard asked if it
would be possible to get a job for the

winter months, he became talkative.



manor house. They provided shelter and defence when defence was
needed, as it had been in the past. The

bigger colleges owned most of the town about them. They remained
prosperous, and for the past ten years

had lived peaceably together, developing agriculture and rearing live-
stock. They did what they could to

provide drainage to fight the nearby floods that rose higher every spring.
And in one of the colleges at the

other end of the town, Balliol by name, the Master was looking after
three children who were shown

ceremonially to the population twice a year.
"What age are these children? Have you see them?" Greybeard asked.
"Oh, yes, I've seen them all right. Everyone's seen the Balliol children. I

wouldn't miss them. The girl's a
little beauty. She's about ten, and was born of an imbecile woman living

at Kidlington, which is a village
away in the woods to the north. The two boys, I don't know where they

come from, but one had a hard time
before he got here, and was displayed by a showman in Reading, I

heard tell."
"These are genuine normal children?"
"One of the boys has got a withered arm, a little arm that finishes off

with three fingers at his elbow, but
you wouldn't call that a proper disfigurement, and the girl has no hair

and something a bit funny with her ear,
but nothing really wrong, and she waves very pretty to the crowd."
"And you've actually seen them?"
"Yes, I've seen them in 'The Broad', where they parade. The boys don't

wave so much because they're
older, but they're nice fresh young chaps, and it's certainly good to see a

bit of smooth flesh."
"You're sure they're real? Not old men disguised, or anything like that?"



from one of the stalls the previous evening; then she and Greybeard told
Charley and Pitt where they were

going, and headed for Norman Morton's rooms.
In Peck, the furthest quadrangle of the college, a fine two-storey stable

had been built, with room to house
beasts and carts. Morton had his suite of rooms facing this stable. In

some of these rooms he lived; in others,
he kept animals.
He was a tall man, broad-shouldered and stooped, with a nervous nod

to his head and a countenance so
lined it looked as if it had been patiently assembled from bits of string.

Greybeard judged him to be well into
his eighties, but he showed no sign of intending to give up good living

yet awhile. When a servant ushered.Martha and Greybeard into his pres-
ence, Mr. Norman Morton was engaged with two cronies in sipping a hot

spiced wine and demolishing what looked like a leg of mutton.
"You can have some wine if you talk interestingly," he said, leaning back

in his chair and pointing a
patronizing fork at them. "My friends and I are always happy to be en-

tertained by the tales of travellers, lies
though they generally are. If you're going to lie, have the kindness to

make them big 'uns."
"In my childhood," Martha said, nodding gravely to the other gentlemen,

whose mouths worked busily as
they returned the gesture, "hosts were expected to entertain visitors, not

vice versa. But in those days, seats
of learning housed courtesy rather than cattle."
Morton raised a pair of feathery eyebrows and put down his glass.
"Madam," he said, "forgive me. If you dress like a cowherd's woman,

you must be used to being mistaken
for a cowherd's woman, don't you know. To each his or her own eccen-

tricity. Allow me to pour you a little



The three men bowed their heads in mock-reverence at mention of the
Dean.

"What is your story, then, strangers?" Morton asked, in a more unbut-
toned fashion.

Greybeard spoke briefly of their years in London, of their brush with
Croucher in Cowley, and of their

long withdrawal at Sparcot. However much the Fellows regretted the
absence of palpable lies, they

expressed interest in the account.
"I remember this Commander Croucher," Morton said. "He was not a

bad chap as dictators go.
Fortunately, he was the sort of illiterate who preserves an undue respect

for learning. Perhaps because his
father, it was rumoured, was a college servant, his attitude to the Uni-

versity was astonishingly respectful. We
had to be inside college by seven p.m., but that was no hardship. I recall

that even at the time one regarded
his régime as one of historical necessity. It was after he died that things

became really intolerable. Croucher's
soldiery turned into a rabble of looters. That was the worst time in our

whole miserable half-century of
decline."
"What happened to these soldiers?"
"Roughly what you'd expect. They killed each other, and then the chol-

era got the rest of them, thank
heaven, don't you know. For a year, this was a city of the dead. The

colleges were closed. Nobody about. I
took over a cottage outside the city. After a time, people started drifting

back. Then, that winter or the next,
the flu hit us."
"We missed serious flu epidemics at Sparcot," Greybeard said.
"You were fortunate. You were also fortunate in that the flu missed very

few centres of population, by all



can easily calculate that in the
decade since then the population must have shrunk to a mere six mil-

lion, estimating by the old death rate.
Given another decade -"."Thank you, no more statistics, Vivian," Morton

said. To his visitors, he added, "Oxford has been
peaceful since the flu epidemic. Of course, there was the trouble with

Balliol."
"What happened there?" Martha asked, accepting another glass of the

home-made wine.
"Balliol thought it would like to rule Oxford, don't you know. There was

some paltry business about
trying to collect arrears of rent from their city properties. The townspeo-

ple appealed to Christ Church for
assistance. Fortunately we were able to give it.
"We had a rather terrible artillery man, a Colonel Appleyard, taking ref-

uge with us at the time. He was an
undergraduate of the House - ploughed, poor fellow, and fit for nothing

but a military life - but he had a
couple of mortars with him. Trench mortars, don't you know. He set

them up in the quad and began to
bombard - to mortar, I suppose one should say, if the verb can be used

in that application - Balliol."
Gavin chuckled and added, "Appleyard's aim was somewhat uncertain,

and he demolished most of the
property in between Balliol and here, including Jesus College; but the

Master of Balliol ran up his white flag,
and we have all lived equably ever after."
The three Students were put in a good humour by this anecdote, and

ran over the salient points of the
campaign among themselves, forgetting their visitors. Mopping his fore-

head, Gavin said, "Some of the
colleges are built like little fortresses; it is pleasant to see this aspect is

to some extent functional."



Coypu is an animal?  Martha asked.
"A rodent, madam, of the echimyidae family, hailing from South Amer-

ica, now as much a native of
Oxford as Gavin or I - and I fancy will continue to be so long after we are

put to rest, eh, Gavin? You might
not have seen the creature on your travels, since it is shy and conceals

itself. But you must come and see our
menagerie, and meet our tame coypus."
He escorted them through several odorous rooms, in which he kept a

number of animals in cages. Most of
them ran to him, and appeared glad to see him.
The coypus enjoyed a small pool set in the stone slabs of a ground floor

room. They looked like a cross
between a beaver and a rat. Morton explained how they had been im-

ported into the country back in the
twentieth century to be bred on farms for their nutria fur. Some had es-

caped, to become a pest throughout
much of East Anglia. In several concentrated drives, they had been al-

most exterminated; after the Accident,
they had multiplied again, slowly at first and then, hitting their stride like

so many other rapid-breeding
creatures, very fast. They spread westwards along rivers, and it now

seemed as if they covered half the
country.
"They will be the end of the Thames," Morton said. "They ruin any wa-

tercourse. Fortunately, they more
than justify their existence by being both very good to eat and to wear!

Fricasseed coypu is one of the great
consolations of our senility, eh, Vivian? Perhaps you have observed

how many people are able to afford their
old bones the luxury of a fur coat."
Martha mentioned the pine martens they had seen.



supported a house full of nagging women, his wife, his wife s two hoary
old sisters, their mother, and two

daughters, one prematurely senile, the other permanently crippled with
arthritis. Of this unhappy crew of

harridans, Mrs. Flitch was, perhaps because the rule in her household
was the survival of the fiercest,

undoubtedly the fiercest. She took an instant spite to Greybeard.
Flitch led him round to an outhouse, shook his hand, and engaged him

for what Norman Morton had said
would be a fair price. "Oi knows as you will be a good man by the way

the missus took against you," he
declared, speaking in a broad Oxfordshire that at first barely escaped

incomprehensibility.
He was - not unnaturally in the circumstances - a morose man. He was

also a shrewd and enterprising
man, as Greybeard saw, and ran an expanding business. His farm was

at Osney, on the edge of Meadow
Lake, and he employed several men on it. Flitch had been one of the

first to take advantage of the changing
natural conditions, and used the spreading reed beds as a supply of

thatch materials. No brick or tile was
made in the locality; but several of the better houses thereabouts were

handsomely covered in a deep layer of
Farmer Flitch's thatch.
It was Greybeard's job to row himself about the lake, harvesting armful

after armful of the reeds. Since he
used his own boat for this, Flitch, a fair dealer, presented him with a gi-

gantic warm and waterproof nutria
coat, which had belonged to a man who died in debt to him. Snug in the

coat, Greybeard spent most of his
daylight hours working slowly about the lake, feeling himself absorbed

between the flat prospect of water



get the lesson he had gained at
Sparcot, that serenity came not from the external world, but from within.

If he needed reminding, he had
only to cut reeds in his favourite bay. From there he had a view of a

large burial place, to which almost every
day a grey knot of mourners came with a coffin. As Flitch drily remarked,

when Greybeard commented on
the graveyard, "Ah, they keep a-planting of 'em, but there ain't any more

of 'em growing up."
So he would then go home to Martha, often with his beard coated with

frost, back to the draughty room in
Killcanon that she had succeeded in turning into a home. Both Charley

and Pitt lived outside Christ Church,
where they had secured cheaper and more tumbledown lodgings;

Charley, whom they saw most days, had
secured a job of sorts in a tannery; Pitt had returned to his old game of

poaching and made little attempt to
seek out their company; Greybeard saw him once along the south bank

of the lake, a small and independent
old figure.
On the darkest mornings, Greybeard was at the great college gate at

six, waiting for it to be opened to go
to work. One morning, when he had been working for Flitch for a month,

a bell in the ruinous Tom Tower
above his head began to toll.
It was New Year's Day, which the inhabitants of Oxford held in festival.
"I don't expect any work off you today," Flitch said, when Greybeard

showed himself at the little dairy.
"Life's short enough as well as being long enough - you're a young man,

you are, go and enjoy yourself."
"What year is it, Joe? I've lost my calendar and forgotten where we are."
"What's it matter where we are? I barely keep the score of my own

years, never mind the world's. You go



liol or Magdalen, now they do
recognize Christmas still."
"Are you a religious man, Joe?"
Flitch pulled a face. "I leaves that sort of thing to women."
Greybeard tramped back through the miry streets to Martha. He saw by

the look in her face that there was
some excitement brewing. She explained that this was the day when the

children of Balliol were displayed in
'The Broad', and she wanted to go and see them.
"We don't want to see children, Martha. It'll only upset you. Stay here

with me, where it's cosy. Let's look
up Tubby at the gate and have a drink with him. Or come and meet old

Joe Flitch - you don't have to see his
womenfolk. Or -"
"Algy, I want to be taken to see the children. I can stand the shock. Be-

sides, it's a sort of social event, and
they're few and far enough between." She tucked her hair inside her

hood, eyeing him in a friendly but
detached way. He shook his head and took her by the arm.
"You were always a stubborn woman, Martha."
"Where you are concerned, I'm always as weak as water, and you know

it."
Along the path known as the "Corn", presumably from a ploughed-up

strip of wheatland along one side of
it, many people were flocking. Their appearance was as grey and

seamed as that of the ruined buildings
below which they shuffled; they sucked their gums against the cold and

did not chatter much. They gave way
falteringly to a cart pulled by reindeer. As the cart creaked level with

Martha and Greybeard, someone called
her name.
Norman Morton, with a scholastic gown draped over a thick array of

furs, rode in the cart, accompanied



in a few years, is a matter beyond the power of the Master to decide.
The cart trundled to a convenient position before the battered fortress of

Balliol, with its graceless
Victorian façade. The ultimate effectiveness of Colonel Appleyard's

mortar fire was apparent. The tower had
been reduced to a stump, and two large sections of the façade were

patched rather clumsily with new stone.
A sort of scaffold had been erected outside the main gate and the col-

lege flag hung over it.
The crowd here was as large as Martha and Greybeard had seen in

years. Although the atmosphere was
more solemn than gay, hawkers moved among the numbers assembled,

selling scarves and cheap jewellery
and hats made of swans' feathers and hot dogs and pamphlets. Morton

pointed to one man who bore a tray
full of broadsheets and books.
"You see - Oxford continues to be the home of printing, right to the bitter

end. There is much to be said
for tradition don't you know. Let's see what the rogue has to offer, eh?"
The rogue was a husky broken-mouthed man with a notice pinned to his

coat saying "Bookseller to the
University Press", but most of his wares were intended, as Morton's

friend Gavin remarked, turning over an
ill-printed edition of a thriller, for the rabble..Martha bought a four-page

pamphlet produced for the occasion and headed, HAPPY NEW YEAR
OXFORD 2030!! She turned it over and handed it to Greybeard.
"Poetry seems to have come back into its own. Though this is mainly

nursery-pornographic. Does it
remind you of anything?"
He read the first verse. The mixture of childishness and smut did seem

familiar.
"Little man Blue
Come rouse up your horn,



frames and rotten breath of the
crowd about them. They were back when the world was cleaner, in that

heady Washington they had known.
One of Bill Dyson's wedding presents to them was a permit for them to

travel throughout the States. They
took part of their honeymoon in Niagara, rejoicing in the hackneyed

choice, pretending they were American,
listening to the mighty fall of waters.
While they were there they heard the news. Martha's kidnapper was

found and arrested. He proved to be
Dusty Dykes, the low comedian Jack Pilbeam had taken them to see.

The news of the arrest made headlines
everywhere; but next day there was a mighty factory fire in Detroit to fill

the front pages.
That world of news and event was buried. Even in their memories, it

lived only flickeringly; for they
formed part of the general disintegration. Greybeard closed his eyes

and could not look at Martha.
The parade began. Various dignitaries, flanked by guards, marched

from the gates of Balliol. Some
mounted the scaffold, some guarded the way. The Master appeared, old

and frail, his face a dead white
against his black gown and hat. He was helped up the steps. He made a

speech as brief as it was inaudible,
subsiding into a fit of coughing, after which the children emerged from

the college.
The girl appeared first, walking pertly and looking about her as she

went. At the cheer that rose from the
crowd, her face lit; she climbed the platform and waved. She was com-

pletely hairless, the structure of her
skull knobbly through her pale skin. One of her ears, as Greybeard had

been warned, was swollen until it



who cheered so easily today might by
next year be after his blood, if the wind but changed direction. So he

waved and smiled, and never smiled
with his eyes.
That was all. The children went in amid cries from the crowd, among

which were many wet cheeks.
Several old women wept openly, and hawkers were doing a beneficial

business in handkerchiefs.
"Extremely affecting," said Morton harshly..He spoke to the driver of

their cart, and they began to move off, manoeuvring with difficulty through
the

crowds. It was obvious that many of the spectators would hang about
yet awhile, enjoying each other's

company.
"There you have it," Gavin said, pulling a handkerchief from a pocket to

mop his sebaceous brow. "So
much for the miracle, the sign that under certain conditions the human

race might renew itself again. But it is
less easy for humans to build up from scratch than it is for most of our

mammals. You only need a pair of
Morton's stoats or coypu or rabbits, and in five years, given moderate

luck, you have a thriving little horde of
them, eh, Morton? Human beings need a century to reach anything like

similar numbers. And then they need
more than moderate luck. Rodents and lesser animals do not kill each

other as does homo sapiens. Ask
yourself how long it is before that girl we've seen comes of rapeable

age, or the older boy, out after a bit of
fun, gets set on by a group of coffin-bearers and beaten to death with

stinking crutches."
"I suppose the purpose of this yearly exhibition is to make people famil-

iar with the children, so that they
are less likely to be harmed?" Martha said.



The stringy old countenance worked into something like a smile. He
winked at Martha.

"I ban what I see fit - I, and Gavin, and Vivian here. We exercise our
wisdom, you see, for the common

good. We have banned many things more important than Christmas, let
me tell you."

"Such as?"
"The Dean for one," Student Vivian said, displaying false teeth in a rare

grin.
"You ought to have a look in the cathedral," Morton said. "We have con-

verted it into a museum, where
we keep a lot of banned things. How about it, gentlemen, shall we take

a turn round our museum, since the
day is fine?"
The other two Students, Gavin and Vivian, assenting, the little party

made their way across to the east
side of the market quad, where the cathedral formed a part of the col-

lege.
"Wireless - the radio, don't you know - is one of the things we do not like

in our quiet little gerontocracy,"
Morton said. "It could not profit us, and might upset us, to have news of

the outside world. Who wishes to
learn the death rate in Paris, or the extent of famine in New York? Or

even the state of the weather in
Ireland?"
"You have a wireless station here, then?" Greybeard asked.
"Well, we have a truck that broadcasts -" he broke off, fiddling with a

large key in the cathedral door.
Pushing together, he and Vivian got the door open.
They entered together into the gloom of the cathedral.
There, standing close to the door, was their DOUCH(E) truck.
"This truck belongs to me!" Greybeard exclaimed, running forward, and

pressing his gloved hands over



man Morton and the other Students.
"Gentlemen, this truck was issued to me as a solemn obligation by a

group whose motives would
immediately win your sympathy - a study group. I was forced to ex-

change it for food at a time when we and
the rest of Sparcot were starving. I must ask you to be good enough to

return it to me for my further use."
The Students raised eyebrows and exchanged looks.
"Let us go through to my rooms," Morton said. "There perhaps we can

discuss the matter, and draw up
agreements if need be. You understand there is no question of your re-

ceiving the truck as a gift?"
"Quite so. I am asking for its return as my right, Mr. Morton."
Martha squeezed Greybeard's arm as they made their way out of the

cathedral and locked the door. "Try to
be tactful, darling," she whispered.
As they walked along, Gavin said, "You are newcomers here, but you

will have observed the guard we
keep posted along the walls. The guard is perhaps hardly necessary;

certainly it is hardly efficient. But those
old men are pensioners; they come here when there is nowhere else for

them to go, and we are bound in all
charity to take them in. We make them earn their keep by doing guard

duty. We are not a charity, you
understand; our coffers would not allow us to be; whatever our hearts

said. Everyone, Mr. Greybeard,
everyone would come here and live at our expense if we let them. No

man wishes to labour once he is past
his half-century, especially if he has no future generations who may

profit by his labours."
"Precisely so, Gavin," Vivian agreed, tapping his stick along the worn

flags. "We have to make this place



Not necessarily,  Morton said, bending before a bright fire and stretch-
ing out thin hands towards it. "We

could, if the point were conceded that it was your vehicle, charge you a
parking fee… A garaging fee, don't

you know. Let me see - the Bursar would have a record somewhere, but
we must have kept the vehicle in our

luxurious ecclesiastical garage for seven or eight years now… Say a
modest fee of three shillings per diem,

er… Vivian, you are the mathematician…"
"My head isn't what it was."
"As we are aware…"
"It would be a sum of approximately four hundred pounds."
"That's absurd!" Greybeard protested. "I could not possibly raise that

amount, or anything like it. How did
you acquire the vehicle, I would like to know."
"Your labouring pursuits are telling on you somewhat, Mr. Greybeard,"

Morton said. "We raise glasses
but never voices in this room. Will you drink?"
Martha stepped forward.
"Mr. Morton, we would be delighted to drink." She placed a coin on the

table. "There is payment for it."
Morton's lined face straightened and achieved such a considerable

length that his chin was lost inside his
coat.."Madam, a woman's presence does not automatically make of this

room a tavern. Kindly pocket money
you are going to need."
He poked his tongue round his upper gum, smiled sourly, raised his

glass, and said, in a more reasonable
voice than he had used before, "Mr. Greybeard, it was in this manner

that the vehicle in which you are so
interested came into our possession. It was driven here by an aged

hawker. As friend Gavin will remember,



If the truck is valueless to you, why not simply give it to me?
"Because it is one of our assets, we hope an asset about to be realized.

Suppose the garaging dues to be
roughly as Vivian has estimated, four hundred pounds; we would let you

take it away for two hundred
pounds. How's that?"
"But I'm broke! It would take me… you know how little I earn with Joe

Flitch… It would take me four
years to put that amount by."
"We could allow you reduced garage rates for the period, could we not,

Gavin?"
"If the Bursar were agreeable we might, yes."
"Precisely. Say a shilling a day for four years… Vivian?"
"My head is not what it was. An additional seventy-five pounds, do I

make it?"
Greybeard broke into an account of DOUCH(E)'s activities. He ex-

plained how often he had reproached
himself for letting the truck go to the hawker, although the exchange had

saved half Sparcot from starving.
The Students remained unmoved; Vivian, in fact, pointed out that since

the vehicle was so valuable, and
since he had not clearly established his ownership, they really ought to

sell it to him for a thousand pounds.
So the discussion closed, with the college men firm in their demand for

money.
Next day, Greybeard went to see the venerable Bursar, and signed an

agreement to pay him so much every
week, until the garage fee was settled.
He sat in their room that night in a gloomy mood. Neither Martha nor

Charley, who had come round with
Isaac to see them, could raise his spirits.
"If everything goes well, it will take us all but five years to clear the

debt," he said. "Still, I do feel honour



soon go.
He looked her in the eye.
"That's what I'm afraid of," he said.
The days yielded one to another. The months went by. Winter gave way

to spring, and spring to summer.
The summer gave way to another winter, and that winter to a second

summer. The Earth renewed itself; only
men grew older and were not replenished. The trees grew taller, the

rookeries noisier, the graveyards fuller,
the streets more silent. Greybeard embarked upon the Meadow Lake in

most weathers, drawing the swathes.of green reed into his boat, taking
each day as it came, not fretting that a time would soon come when people

would no longer have the energy to thatch or want thatch.
Martha worked on among the animals, helping Norman Morton's assis-

tant, the gnarled and arthritic
Thorne. The work was interesting. Most mammals were now bringing

forth normal young, though the cows,
of which they possessed only a small herd, still threw miscarriages as

often as not. As healthy beasts were
reared, they were auctioned in the quad market alive, or slaughtered

and sold as meat.
To Martha it seemed that a kind of eclipse overtook Greybeard's spirit.

When he came back from Joe
Flitch's in the evening, he rarely had much to say, though he listened

with interest to her store of gossip
about the college, acquired through Thorne. They saw less of Charley

Samuels, and very little of Jeff Pitt. At
the same time, they were slow to make new friends. Their putative

friendship with Morton and the other
Students withered directly the financial deal was struck.
Martha let this altered situation make no difference to her relationship

with her husband. They had known



They kissed each other.
"Joe Flitch is having a row with his wife. He sent me home early so that

he could get on with it in peace,
so he said. And there's another reason why I'm back - it's my birthday."
"Oh, darling, and I've forgotten! I hardly ever think of the date - just the

day of the week."
"It's June the seventh, and I am fifty-six, and you look as beautiful as

ever."
"And you're the youngest man in the world!"
"Still? And still the handsomest?"
"Mmm, yes, though that's a very subjective judgement. How shall we

celebrate? Are you going to take me
to bed?"
"For a change, I'm not. I thought you'd like a little sail in the dinghy, as

the evening's fine."
"Darling, haven't you had enough of that dinghy, bless you? Yes, I'd

love to have a sail, if you want to."
He stroked her hair and looked down at her dear lined face. Then he

opened his left hand and showed her
the bag of money there. She stared questioningly at him.
"Where did you get it, Algy?"
"Martha, I've done my last day's reed-cutting. I've been mad this last

year and a half, just slaving my life
away. And what for? To earn enough money to buy that bloody obsolete

truck stuck in the cathedral." His
voice broke. "I've expected so much of you… I'm sorry, Martha, I don't

know why I did it - or why you didn't
hit me for it, but now I've forgotten the crazy idea - I've withdrawn my

money from the Bursar, the best part
of two year's savings. We're free to go, to leave this dump altogether!"
"Oh, Algy, you… Algy, I've been happy here. You know I've been happy

- we've been happy, we've been
quiet together. This is home."



oh, some sort of a materialist
trap. There will be other communities by the sea which we can join. It

will be all different there… Don't
weep, Martha, don't weep, my creature!"
It was almost dusk before their possessions were packed and they

slipped through the tall college gateway
for the last time, heading back down the hill towards the boat and the

river and the unknown..VI. London
To her surprise, Martha found her limbs tremble with delight in the free-

dom of being once more upon the
river. She sat in the dinghy clutching her knees, and smiled and smiled

to see Greybeard smiling. His
decision to move on was not so spontaneous as he represented it. Their

boat was well provisioned and fitted
with a better sail than previously. With deep pleasure, Martha found that

Charley Samuels was coming along
too; he had aged noticeably during their time in Oxford; his cheeks were

shrunken and as pale as straw; Isaac
the fox had died a couple of months before, but Charley was as much a

dependable man as ever. They did
not see Jeff Pitt to say good-bye to; he had vanished into the watery

mazes of the lake a week before, and
nobody had seen him since; whether he had died there, or gone off to

seek new trapping grounds, remained a
mystery.
For Greybeard, to have river water flowing beneath his keel again was a

liberation. He whistled as they
sailed downstream, passing close to the spot where, back in Croucher's

day, Martha and he had shared a flat
and bickered and worried and been taken to Cowley barracks. His mood

was entirely different now, so much
that he had difficulty in remembering the person he then was. Much

nearer to his heart - ah, and clearer in



recently on the world that the world had yet to grasp its full power. The
child was a pawn.

Moreover, the child had a long road of sorrow, perplexity, and struggle
before him. Why then could the

man look back down the perspective of forty-nine years and regard that
little boy boxed in by events with an

emotion more like envy than compassion?
As the car stopped, Jock Bear, the teddy bear in tartan pyjamas, rolled

off the rear window ledge and on to
the car seat. Algy picked him up and put him back.
"Jock must be sick too, Mummy. He's rolling about like anything back

here."
"Perhaps he'll feel better when we've looked at the house," Patricia

Timberlane said. She raised what was
left of her eyebrows at her friend Venice, who was sitting in the front

with her. "I know I shall," she said.
She climbed out and opened the rear door, helping her son to the

ground. He was tall for a boy of seven,
but the sickness had left him thin and lifeless. His cheeks were sallow,

his skin rough. With nursing him and
being ill herself, she felt as bad as he looked. But she smiled encourag-

ingly, and said, "I suppose Jock
wouldn't like to look round the new house?"
"I just told you, Mum, he's sick. Gosh, when you're sick, you don't want

to do a thing except die, like the
way Frank did. So if it's all the same to you, he'll hang around in the

car."."As you wish." It still hurt to be reminded of the death of her older boy
Frank after many months of the

sickness.
Venice came to her rescue.
"Wouldn't you like to play outside, Algy, while Mummy and I look over

the house? There's an



money troubles.
The attraction of the house was that it was small, yet had a fairly long

strip of ground behind, which led
down to the river and a little landing stage. The place would suit them

both; Arthur was a keen gardener, she
loved the river. It had been so lovely, earlier in the summer, when both

she and Algy were feeling a little
better, to bundle up in warm clothes and sail on one of the pleasure

steamers from Westminster Pier, up or
down the river, watching the city slide past. On the river, the feebleness

of convalescence had taken on
almost a spiritual quality.
She unlocked the front door and moved in, with Venice behind her. Algy

trotted off round the back of the
house.
"Of course, it looks a bit ghastly at present," Patricia said, as they

walked through the echoing rooms.
"The last owners were nuts on white paint - so colourless! But when it's

redecorated, it'll be a different
proposition. I thought we might knock this wall down - nobody wants a

breakfast-room nowadays - and then
there would be this lovely view down to the river. Oh, I can't tell you how

glad I'll be to get out of
Twickenham. It's a bit of London that gets worse every year."
"Arthur still seems to like it," Venice said, observing her friend closely as

Patricia peered out of a
window.
"Arthur's… well, I know that we're closer to the factory than we should

be here. Oh, of course times are
difficult, Venice, and this beastly radiation sickness has left everyone a

little depressed, but why doesn't
Arthur buck up a bit? It may sound awful, but he bores me so much

nowadays. He's got this new young



man - kind, intelligent, doesn t snore. I also love him because he goes
away a lot, and that eases the

relationship. Which reminds me, he'll be back from his medical confer-
ence in Australia this evening. We

mustn't be too long here. I must get back and do something for dinner."
"You do change the subject, don't you?"
Through the kitchen window, they had a glimpse of Algy running in long

grass, on a pursuit no one else
would ever know about. He ran behind a lilac tree and studied the fence

which divided this garden from the
next. The strangeness of the place excited him; he had spent too long in

the familiar enclosure of his
bedroom. The fence was broken at one point, but he made no attempt

to get into the next garden, though he
thought to himself how enjoyable it would be if all the fences fell down in

every garden and you could go.where you liked. He ran a stick experimen-
tally along the fence, liked the result, and did it again. A small girl

of about his own age appeared on the other side of the gap.
"You'll knock it down better by pushing it," she said.
"I don't want to knock it down."
"What are you doing, then?"
"You see, my Daddy's going to buy this house."
"What a mouldy shame! Then I sha'n't be able to creep into the garden

and play any more. I bet your
mouldy old father will mend the fence."
Leaping to his father's defence, Algy said, "He won't, because he can't

mend fences. He's not a handyman
at all. He's completely useless." Catching a clearer glimpse of her

through the bushes, he said, "Gosh, you're
bald, what's your name?"
"My name is Martha Jennifer Broughton, and my hair will all grow on

again by the time I'm a big girl."



Death s Door.
The girl came closer to her side of the fence.
"Did you actually see Death's Door?"
"Jolly nearly. It was very boring on the whole. It uses up your re-

sources."
"Did Dr. MacMichael say that?"
"Yes. Often. That's what happened to my brother Frank. His resources

got used up. He went right through
Death's Door."
They laughed together. In a mood for confidences, Martha said, "Aren't

Doctor MacMichael's hands
cold?"
"I didn't mind. After all, I'm seven."
"That's funny, I'm seven too!"
"Lots of people are seven. I ought to tell you my name's Algernon Tim-

berlane, only you can call me Algy,
and my father owns a factory where they make toys. Shall we have to

play together when I come to live
here? My brother Frank who got buried says girls are stupid."
"What's stupid about me? I can run so fast that nobody catches me."
"Huh, I bet! I bet I could catch you!"
"I tell you what, then - I'll come in your garden, 'cause it's a good one; it

hasn't got flowers and things like
ours has, and we'll play Catch."
She climbed through the broken fence, lifting her skirts daintily, and

stood in his garden looking at him.
He liked her face. He could smell the sweet smell of the afternoon; he

saw the pattern of sunlight and
shadow fall across her head, and was moved.
"I'm not supposed to run fast," he said, "because I've been ill."."I thought

you looked pretty awful. You ought to have some cream on your cheeks
like I do. Let's play



days. I want his advice on this
primitive brute of a cooker. Is Keith driving him?"
"Your luck's in, my girl: yes, he is. You go and let them in and I'll slip out

and collect Algernon. We
really ought to be off."
Venice let herself out of the back door and called Algy's name. Her own

children were older than the
Timberlanes', and had escaped most of the effects of the sickness;

Gerald, in fact, had suffered no more than
a seeming cold, which was all the external evidence of the sickness

most adults showed.
Algy did not answer her call. As she walked over the unkept lawn, a little

girl in a red outfit ran before her
and disappeared behind a lilac tree. Half in fun, Venice ran after her; the

girl wriggled through a gap in the
fence and stood there gazing challengingly at Venice.
"I sha'n't hurt you," Venice said. She suppressed an exclamation at the

sight of the child's bald head. It
was not the first she had met. "Have you been playing with Algy? Where

is he? I can't see him."
"That's because he drowned in the river," the girl said, clasping her

hands behind her back. "If you won't
be cross, I'll come back and show you."
She was trembling violently. Venice held out a hand to her.
"Come through quickly and show me what you're talking about."
The girl was back through the gap in an instant. Shyly, she took Ven-

ice's hand, looking up to judge her
reaction to the move.
"My nails weren't affected, only my head," she said, and led the way

down to a landing stage that jutted
into the river along the end of the garden. Here her courage failed her,

and she broke into a storm of tears.



herself. Even then, the girl
continued to cry, for the shape of the paper was sinister.
"Now you run along home to tea," Venice said. "Algy can't be far away. I

will find him - perhaps he ran
round to the front garden and went indoors - and perhaps in a little while

you will be able to play with him
again. Would you like that?"
The girl looked into her face with immense swimming eyes, nodded, and

dashed away towards the hole in
the fence. As Venice straightened up and began to walk back towards

the house, Patricia Timberlane came
out of the back door with two men. One of the men was her husband,

Arthur, a man who at forty-odd gave
all the appearance of having forgotten his more youthful years. Venice,

who liked him - but she was far less.choosy than Patricia with her likes and
dislikes, and tended to be friendly to anyone who seemed friendly to

her - had to admit that Arthur cut a glum figure; he was a man saddled
with troubles who had never decided

to meet them either stoically or with a sense of defiance.
Patricia held her husband's arm, but it was towards the other man that

she most frequently glanced. Keith
Barratt, Arthur Timberlane's co-director, was a personable man with a

too shallow jaw and tawny hair
brushed back untidily. Keith was only five years younger than Arthur, but

his manner - particularly his
manner with Pat, Venice thought cattily - was more youthful, and he

dressed more like a man about town.
As Venice went towards them, answering their greetings, she saw a

glance like a bird of sweet ill-omen
fly between Patricia and Keith. She saw in it - heavily, for there was pain

enough - that trouble was nearer
than she had thought.
"Venice likes the house, Arthur," Patricia said.



partner s name Ah-ha-hart. Come off it! A lovely afternoon like this and
you talk like that. Wait till you get

that MR report and see if things aren't just as bad for everyone. Come
Christmas, trade will improve." In

explanation, he said to Venice, "We've had Moxan, the market research
people, in, to find out what exactly

has hit our trade; their report should be with us tomorrow." He pulled a
funny face and slit his throat with a

knife-edged forefinger.
"The report should have been in today," Arthur said. He stood with his

hands in his pockets and his
shoulders hunched, looking about at surroundings and sky as he spoke,

as if tired of talk. "There's a touch of
autumn in the afternoons already. Where's Algy, Pat? Let's be getting

home."
"I want you to have a look at the boiler before we go, darling," Patricia

said.
"We'll talk about the boiler later. Where's Algy? The boy's never about

when you want him."
"He's hiding somewhere," Venice said. "He's been playing games with

the little girl from next door. Why
don't you two look for him? I really ought to be getting along, or I'll never

be ready for Edgar. Keith, be a
darling and give me a lift home, will you? It's not much off your route."
"But enchanted," Keith said, and made an effort to look as though he

meant it. They said their farewells
and went round to the front drive. Keith's car had brought him and Ar-

thur over from the factory, as Patricia
had the Timberlane car. When Venice settled in beside him, Keith drove

away in silence; though far from
being a sensitive man, he lost some of his assurance with her, knowing

that she did not greatly approve of
him.



We haven t bought the place yet,  Arthur said morosely. His reluctance
to disappoint her made him

speak more grudgingly than he intended. She did not seem to be able to
understand that their business

slipped nearer disaster every day..What Arthur most resented was that
this trouble, into which his firm slipped more deeply even as he

spoke, should come as a barrier between Pat and him. He had seen
clearly, a while ago, that they failed to

make a very united couple; at first he had almost welcomed the financial
crisis, hoping it would bring them

more closely together, for Patricia had listened sympathetically enough
to his woes before they married.

Instead, there seemed something deliberate in her lack of understand-
ing.

Of course, the miserable business with the boys had upset her. But after
all, she knew Sofftoys and its

workings. She had been a secretary in the firm before Arthur married
her, a little irresponsible slip of a thing

with a good figure and twinkling eyes. Even now, he could recall his
surprise when she agreed to marry him.

He told himself he was not like most men: he did not forget the good or
the bad things in his past life.

It was the good things that sharpened his present miseries.
Plodding through the grass, he shook his head and repeated, "We

haven't bought the place yet."
They reached the summer-house, and he pushed the door open. The

summer-house was a tiny semi-rustic
affair with an ornamental barge-board hanging low enough to catch a

tall man's head, and one window set in
its riverside wall. It contained two folded garden chairs leaning across

one corner, a rotted awning of some
kind, and an empty oil drum. Arthur glanced round it in distaste, closed

the door again, and leant against it,



I hope Algy hasn t fallen in the river and drowned,  she said, dropping
her eyes before his gaze. "But

perhaps he's gone back to the house. Let's go back and see."
"Pat, never mind about the boy. Look, I'm sorry about all this - I mean

about life and things being difficult
lately. I love you very much, darling. I know I'm a bit of a duffer, but the

times we live in -"
She had heard him use that phrase "I know I'm a bit of a duffer" in apol-

ogy before, as if apology was the
same as reform. She lost track of what he was saying under a memory

of the Christmas before last, when she
had induced him to give a party for some of their friends and business

acquaintances. It had not been a
success. Arthur had sensed it was not succeeding, and - to her dismay -

had produced a pack of cards and
said to a knot of his junior employees and their wives, with a host's hol-

low geniality, "Look, I can see the
party's not going too well - perhaps you'd like to see a few card tricks."
Standing there in the cool afternoon, she blushed dull red again at her

embarrassment and his. There were
no shames like social shames, suffered before people who would al-

ways try to smile. He was pathetic to
think that naming the truth altered it in any way.
"Are you listening, Pat?" Arthur said. He still leant against the door, as if

trying to keep something
trapped inside. "You don't seem to listen to me these days. You know I

love you. What I'm trying to say is
this - we can't buy Mayburn, not at present. Business is too bad. It

would be unwise. I saw my bank manager
today, and he said it wouldn't be wise. You know we have an overdraft

already. He said times were going to
be worse before they were better. Very much worse."
"But it was all arranged! You promised!"



Are you telling me we re bankrupt?
He wetted his lips.
"It's not as bad as that, of course. You know we have Moxan looking

into matters. But last month's
figures are very poor indeed."
At this she looked angry.
"Well, are things bad or aren't they, Arthur? Why not come out with it

and tell me the truth? You treat me
like a child."
He looked painfully at her, his face puffy, wondering which of half a

dozen things would be best to say to
her. That he loved her for her streak of childishness? That although he

wanted her to share his troubles, he
did not want her hurt? That he needed her understanding? That it made

him miserable to quarrel in this ugly
strange garden?
As always, he had a sense of missing in what he said the complexity he

felt.
"I'm just saying, Pat, last month's figures are very bad - very bad in-

deed."
"Do you mean nobody is buying Sofftoys any more?"
"That's about it, yes."
"Not even Jock Bear?"
"No, my dear, not even little Jock Bear."
She took his arm, and they walked together towards the empty house

without speaking.
When they found Algy was not in the house, other troubles were tempo-

rarily forgotten as they began to
worry about the boy. They called continuously through the bare and

echoing rooms. No answer came back.
Patricia ran out from the house, still calling, running through the bushes,

down towards the river, full of a



and looked in, it remained a desperate
game. He wanted his father to find him and embrace him. He did not

know why he crouched behind the
garden chairs, half-fearing discovery.
Stiff with pins and needles, he remained where he was when the door

closed again. He had overheard the
conversation between his parents, a secret conversation more terrible

for being mainly incomprehensible. It
told him that there existed a tremendous threatening world with which

no one - not even his father - could
come to terms; and that they lived not among solid and certain things

but in a crumbling pastry world. Guilty
and afraid, he hid from his knowledge behind the chairs, anxious to be

found, scared of the finding.
"It was naughty and cruel of you, Algy, do you hear? You knew I would

be worried with the river so near.
And you are not to play with strangers - I told you before, they some-

times have sicknesses about which you
know nothing. You heard us calling you - why didn't you come out im-

mediately?"
He answered only with sobs.."You frightened Mummy very much, and

you are a naughty boy. Why don't you say something? You're
never going to play here again, do you understand? Never!"
"I shall see Martha Broughton again, sha'n't I?"
"No. We're not going to live here, Algy. Daddy's not going to buy the

house, and you're coming home and
going straight to bed. Do you understand?"
"It was a game, Mummy!"
"It was a very nasty game."
Only when they were in the car and driving back to Twickenham did

Algy cheer up and lean over from
the back seat to stroke his father's head.



Their bland voices only infuriated Arthur. He had no faith in the present
government, though it had

replaced, less than a year ago, the previous pro-bomb government. He
had no faith in the people who

supported the government. The shuffle only demonstrated people's
fatuous belief in a political cure for a

human condition, Arthur thought.
Throughout the nineteen sixties and seventies, a period representing

most of his adult life, Arthur had
prided himself on remaining unscared by the dangers of nuclear war-

fare. "If it comes to the point - well, too
bad, but worrying isn't going to stop it coming": that had been his com-

monsense man-in-the-street approach
to the whole thing. Politicians, after all, were paid to worry about such

matters; he was better occupied
fighting his way up Sofftoys Ltd., which he joined in the sixties as a jun-

ior traveller.
The bomb tests were on and off in turn, as the Communist countries and

the Western ones played their
incomprehensible game of ideology; nobody kept count of the detona-

tions, and one grew bored with the
occasional scares about increasing radiation in the northern hemisphere

and overdoses of strontium in the
bones of Lapp reindeer or the teeth of St. Louis schoolchildren.
With a sort of rudimentary space travel developing in the sixties and

seventies, and Mars, Venus,
Mercury, and Jupiter being examined, it had seemed only natural that

the two leading powers should
announce that they were conducting a series of 46 controlled" nuclear

detonations in space. The American
"rainbow bomb" in the early sixties proved to be the first of many. Peo-

ple - even scientists - grumbled, but



contracting to a lesser degree. Visually, the effect of this perturbation
was small, apart from some spectacular

displays of aurora borealis and australis down into even equatorial lati-
tudes. Vitally, the disturbance was

much greater. The biosphere received two thorough if brief duckings in
hard radiation.

Long-term results of this ducking could not as yet, barely a year later, be
predicted. But the immediate

results were evident. Although most of the world's human population
went down with something like a dose

of influenza and vomiting, most of them recovered. Children suffered
most severely, many of them -.depending on how much they had been
exposed - losing their hair or their nails, or dying, as Frank

Timberlane died. Most of the women pregnant at the time of the distur-
bance had borne miscarriages.

Animals, and in particular those mammals most exposed to an open
sky, had suffered similarly. Reports

from the dwindling game reserves of Africa suggested that the larger
wild animals had been severely hit.

Only the musk ox of Greenland and the hardy reindeer of Scandinavia's
north (where earlier generations of

the creature had presumably reached some sort of immunity to cosmic
and other fast-travelling particles)

seemed to be almost entirely unaffected. A high percentage, some
authorities put the figure at 85 per cent, of

domestic dogs and cats had been stricken; they developed mange or
cancer, and had to be put down.

All of which pointed to a moral that they should have learnt long before,
Arthur thought: never trust a

bunch of lousy politicians to do your thinking for you. Obviously they
should have had sense enough to

explode their ruddy bombs on the moon.



haven t you, upsetting him and telling him we wouldn t be going to live at
Mayburn?"

"Someone had to tell him sometime, Arthur. I didn't think you'd have the
courage to."

"Oh, don't let's bicker like this, Patty, darling. You know I'm upset still
about poor little Frank dying."

"First it's the firm, then it's Frank! Really, Arthur, you must think I don't
fret about the same things, but

someone has to keep the house and things going."
"Don't let's quarrel. Everything's miserable enough as it is."
"I'm not quarrelling, I'm telling you."
He looked forlornly at her, pursed up his face, and shook his head, un-

certain whether to be pathetic or
defiant, and achieving an ineffectual mixture of the two. "I only wanted a

bit of comfort, else I wouldn't have
spoken."
"Pity you did, then," she said sharply. "I can't bear you when you make

that foolish face at me, Arthur, I
really can't." She walked over to the wall and switched the big screen on

again. "Why don't you go up and
say good night to Algy? He wants a bit of comfort too."
"I'm going out. I'm sick of everything."
He marched into the hall and struggled into his heavy blue serge over-

coat. She turned her eyes away from
the pathos of his struggle, thinking that anything she said would only

provoke an argument. As he opened
the front door, she called, "Don't forget that Edgar and Venice will be

round in about half an hour."
"I'll see you later," he said. She had no reason not to believe him.
Lying on the desk, sprawling over a chaotic bed of papers, brochures,

and files, was a teddy bear. It was a
special teddy bear. It wore a black eyeshade and a wee tartan kilt and

sporran. It carried bagpipes under one



worked on sales commission alone
before Arthur changed that. Percy was a good representative. He was

coming to see Arthur in the morning;
meanwhile, he made the situation clear. Nobody was buying his toys;

the retailers and the wholesale trade
had cut purchases to absolute zero because their outlets were clogged;

the customer was not interested in
Sofftoys any more. Even his oldest friends in the trade now winced

when they saw Percy's face at the door.
Percy thought some dreaded rival must somehow have scooped the

market in baby toys.
"But who, who?" Arthur asked himself in anguish. From the trade and fi-

nancial papers, he knew that
conditions in the toy trade were bad generally. That was all he knew. Fi-

nance and industry fluctuated
between boom and slump, but there was no thing new in that, except

that the fluctuations had become more
violent in the last six months. He spread the letters back on his desk,

shaking his head over them.
He had done all that could be done, at least until Moxan came up with

their wretched report. Working
with Keith, he had cut production to a minimum, had postponed until

nearer Christmas the puppet film series
that would advertise Jock Bear on ICV, had cancelled deliveries, had

squeezed creditors, had cut overtime,
had killed the contract with Straboplastics, had shelved their plans for

the Merry Mermaid Rattle. And had
dropped the idea of moving house…
He went to a metal file and turned up the last letter from Moxan, check-

ing the name of Gaylord K.
Cottage - not, he thought sourly, that it was a name one would normally

forget; Cottage was the bright young



room with his jacket off. A hank of
hair swung over his brow, his tie sagged under one ear. Arthur hardly

took in his appearance beyond
realizing that he looked less debonair than on his visits to Sofftoys.

When he spoke, to Arthur's relief, he
sounded less the unsympathetic and chromium-plated young man than

he had done at their last meeting.
"Your report's up in Process, Mr. Timberlane," he said. "The slight delay

was beyond our control. I am
full of apologies that we didn't get it to you earlier, but you see - oh God,

the thing's a bloody bust! Look,
Mr. Timberlane, I must talk to someone about this. You'd better listen

before complete government
censorship clamps down."
He stared keenly at Arthur. Either the colour on the line was bad or he

was very pale.
Inside his blue serge coat, Arthur felt small and cold.
"I'm listening, but I don't know what you mean about censorship, Mr.

Cottage. Of course I feel very
sympathetic about your personal troubles, but -"
"Oh, this isn't just personal, friend, not by a long chalk. Look, let me light

a cigarette…" He reached for a
packet on his desk, lit up and inhaled, then said, "Look, your firm's bust,

flat, finished! You can't have it
plainer than that, can you? Your fellow director - Keith Barrett, was it? -

was all wrong when he said he
thought you'd been scooped by another toy firm. We've done our re-

search, and you're all in the same boat,
every firm from the biggest to the smallest. The figures prove it. The fact

is, nobody's buying kiddy toys."
"But these summer season slumps come and -"



leant forward until his nose
blurred out of focus.
"You know what it means," he said, pressing his cigarette down into an

ashtray, billowing smoke from his
lungs into the screen. "It means one thing - ever since that accident with

the van Allen belts a year ago last
May, there haven't been any kids born at all. You can't sell because

you've got no consumers."
"I don't believe it! I can't believe it!"
Cottage was fumbling stupidly in his pocket and playing with his ciga-

rette lighter.
"Nobody will believe it until they get it officially, but we've checked with

the General Register Office at
Somerset House, and with the General Registry up in Edinburgh. They

haven't given a thing away - but from
what they didn't say, our figures help us to draw the correct conclusions.

Our overseas connections all report
the same thing. Everywhere it's the same thing - no kids!"
He spoke almost gloatingly, leaning forward with his eyes slitted against

the lights of the visiphone.
Arthur switched off the vision. He could not bear to look at Cottage or to

let Cottage see him. He held his
head in his hands, dimly aware of how cold he was, of how he trembled.
"It's a general bust," he said. "The end of the world."
He felt the coarseness of his cheeks.
"Not quite as bad as that," Cottage said from the blank screen. "But I'll

bet you a fiver that we'll not see
normal trading conditions again till 1987."
"Five years! It's as bad as the end of the world. How can I keep afloat

for five years? I've got a family. Oh,
what can I do? Jesus Christ…" He switched off as Cottage began to

launch into another dose of bad news,



the car into gear and grasped the
steering wheel as it bounded forward towards the road.
Patricia had hardly poured Venice and Edgar their first drink when the

front-door bell sounded. She went
through to find Keith Barratt smiling on the doorstep. He bowed gallantly

to her.
"I was driving by the factory and saw Arthur's car parked in the yard, so I

thought you might like a bit of
company, Pat," he said. "This bit of company, to be exact."
"Venny and Edgar Harley are here, Keith," she said, using a loud voice

so that what she said could be
heard in the livingroom. "Do come in and join us."
Keith winced, spread his hands in resignation, and said in exaggeratedly

refined tones, "Oh, but
absolutely delighted, Mrs. Timberlane.".When he had been provided

with a drink, he raised it and said to the company, "Well, here's to happier
days! The three of you look a bit gloomy, I must say. Have a bad trip,

Edgar?"
"There is some reason for gloom, I should say," Edgar Harley said. He

was a tubby man, the sort of man
on whom tubbiness sits well. "I've been telling Venny and Pat about

what I turned up in Australia. I was in
Sydney dining next to Bishop Aitken the night before last, and he was

complaining about a violent wave of
irreligion sweeping Australia. He claimed that the churches had only

christened a matter of seven children
seven! - during the last eighteen months, in the whole of Australia."
"I can't say that makes me feel too desperately suicidal," Keith said,

smiling, settling himself on the sofa
next to Patricia.
"The bishop had it wrong," Venice said. "At this conference Edgar went

to, they told him the real reason



what damage this - er, accident
has caused. It's a tricky subject for several reasons, the chief one being

that the effects of exposure to
different types of radioactive emissions are not clearly understood, and

that in this case, the exposure is still
going on."
"I don't understand that, Ed," Venice said. "You mean the van Allen

belts are still expanding and
contracting?"
"No, they appear to be stable again. But they made the whole world ra-

dioactive to some extent. There are
different sorts of radiation, some of which entered our bodies at the

time. Other sorts, long-lived
radio-isotopes of strontium and cesium, for example, are still in the at-

mosphere, and soak into our bodies
through the skin, or when we eat or drink or breathe. We cannot avoid

them, and unluckily the body takes
these particles in and builds them into our vital parts, where they may

cause great damage to the cells. Some
of this damage may not yet be apparent."
"We ought to all be living in shelters in that case," Keith said angrily.

"Edgar, you put me off this drink. If
this is true, why doesn't the government do something, instead of just

keeping quiet?"
"You mean why doesn't the United Nations do something," Patricia said.

"This is a world-wide thing."
"It is too late for anyone to do anything," Edgar said. "It was always too

late, once the bombs were
launched. The whole world cannot go underground, taking its food and

water with it."
"So what you're saying is that we're not going to have just this tempo-

rary dearth of kids around, but we're
going to have lots of cases of cancer and leukaemia, I suppose?"



his eyes and stomach both rather
prominent, as if he was winding himself up to say more. He looked

about the comfortable commonplace
room, with its Italian cushions and Danish lamps, and said, "The effects

of radiation must always strike us as
freakish, particularly in the present case, when we have been subjected

to a wide spectrum of radiations of.comparatively mild dosage. It is our
misfortune that mammals have proved most susceptible to them, and of

mammals, man.
"Obviously it won't mean anything to you if I go into it too deeply, but I'll

just say that just as the
destructive force of radioactive material may concentrate on one kind or

phylum of life, so its full fury may
focus on a single organ - because, as I said, bodies have efficient

mechanisms for capturing some of these
materials. The human body captures radioactive iodine and uses it as

natural iodine in the thyroid gland. A
sufficient dosage will thus destroy the thyroid gland. Only in the present

case, it is the gonads which are
destroyed."
"Sex rearing its ugly head," Keith exclaimed.
"Perhaps for the last time, Keith," Edgar said quietly. "The gonad, as

you seem to know, is an organ that
produces sexcells. The still-births, miscarriages, and monstrosities born

since May last year show that the
human gonads have collectively sustained serious damage from the ra-

diation to which we have been and are
still subjected."
Venice stood up and began walking about the room.
"I feel as if I were going mad, Edgar. Are you sure of your facts? I mean

this conference… You mean to
say that no more babies will be born anywhere?"



belts may indeed be unstable and
easily activated by slight radioactive overloads from either the sun or the

Earth. He suggested that the same
contractions that have hit us now also took place at the end of the Cre-

taceous Era; it's a bit fanciful, but it
would explain the sudden extinction of the ancient orders of land, sea,

and air dinosaurs. They died off
because their gonads were rendered ineffective, as ours are now."
"How long before we recover? I mean, we will recover?" Venice said.
"I hate to think I'm like a dinosaur," Patricia said, conscious of Keith's

gaze upon her.
"There's one ray of comfort," Keith said brightly, holding up a finger of

promise to them. "If this sterility
stunt is going on all over the world, it won't half be a relief to countries

like China and India. For years
they've been groaning about their population multiplying like rabbits!

Now they'll have a chance to thin the
ranks a bit. Five years - or let's be generous and say ten years - without

any more kids born, and I reckon that
a lot of the world's troubles can be sorted out before the next lot start

coming!"
Patricia sprawled on the sofa beside him, clutching his lapel.
"Oh, Keith darling," she sobbed, "you're such a comfort always!"
They were so engrossed in talk that they did not hear Doctor Mac-

Michael's knock at the front door. He
hesitated there a moment, hearing their voices within and reluctant to

enter. Keith Barratt had left the door
slightly ajar. He pushed it open and stepped dubiously into the hall.
On the stairs, half hidden in the darkness, a small figure in pyjamas

confronted him.
"Hello, Toad, what are you doing there?" the doctor asked affection-

ately. As he went over to Algy, the



going to say I was sorry to him for what I did wrong.
MacMichael stared at the toes of his shoes. "I'm sure he'd forgive you,

Toad, whatever it was - and I don't
suppose it was anything too terrible you did."
"Daddy and I think it was pretty terrible. That's why it's important for me

to see him. Do you know where
he is?"
The old doctor did not reply for a moment, as he stood by the boy's bed

watching him climb between the
sheets with the bear in tartan pyjamas. Then he said, "Algernon, you are

getting a big lad. So you mustn't
mind too much if you don't see your father for - well, for a little while.

There will be other men about, and
we will help you if we can."
"All right - but I must see him again soon, because he's going to teach

me to do the Four Ace trick. I'll
teach you when I've learnt, if you like."
Algy snuggled himself down between the sheets until there was little

more than a tuft of hair, a nose, and
a pair of eyes showing. He looked hard at the doctor, standing there

anxious and familiar in an old mac.
"You know I'm your friend, Algernon, don't you?"
"You must be, I suppose, because I heard Mummy tell Aunt Venny that

you saved my life. I almost ran
out of resources, didn't I? But would you like to do something real im-

portant for me?"
"Tell me what it is, and I'll try."
"Would you think I was mad if I whispered?"
Doctor MacMichael went close to the bed and bent his head over the

pillow.
"Shoot, pal," he said.
"You know that bald girl, Martha Broughton? We were going to live next

to her till I mucked things up.



thermometers.
Doctor MacMichael smoothed the hair of the boy's head and left the

room. He waited at the top of the
stairs to master his emotions, straightened his tie, and then went down

to tell the others about the car crash.



cerned, its flora and fauna had never
entirely regained the richness they enjoyed before the Pliocene. During

that period, the glaciers descended
over much of the northern hemisphere, driving life southward before

them. But the ice retreated again; life
followed it back towards its northern strongholds. Towards the end of

the Pleistocene, like the opening of a
giant hand, a stream of life poured across the lands that had recently

been barren. The ascendancy of man
had only momentarily affected the copiousness of this stream.
Now the stream was a great tide of petals, leaves, fur, scales, and

feathers. Nothing could stem it, though
it contained its own balances. Every summer saw its weight increasing

as it followed paths and habits
established, in many cases, in distant ages before homo sapiens made

his brief appearance.
The summer nights were short. They retained something of the translu-

cence of the day, only losing the
last of their warmth as light seeped once more across the landscape, so

that the sigh of cool air that brought
dawn ruffled the pelts of animals and the feathers of innumerable birds

as they woke to another day of living.
The rousing of these creatures provided the first sounds to be heard

every morning in a tent pitched so
near the water that it was reflected on the surface.
When Greybeard and his wife Martha and Charley Samuels rose at this

time, it was to find themselves on
the edge of a widening Thames dissolved in mist. The new day drew

from the land a haze into which a
myriad ducks scattered. As the day advanced, the mist became orange-

tinted before it thinned, to reveal the
duck flying overhead or sailing in convoy on the burnished water.



by adamant necessity: their little warm-blooded morsels of fledgelings,
with a high metabolic rate to sustain,

would starve to death if left without food for eight hours; so their parents
had flown to more northerly

latitudes, where the hours of daylight at this time of the year lingered
long over the feeding grounds.

The humans were of all the living things in this region of mist and water
the least bound to such natural

necessities. But they, unlike the proliferating bird-life about them, had no
instinctual means of determining

their direction, and within three days of leaving Oxford, their journey to-
wards the river mouth was snared in

a maze of waterways..Their way might be difficult to find, but a sense of
leisure filled them, and they felt no compulsion to get

out of an area so abundantly stocked with food. Herons, geese, and
duck went into a series of soups and

stews at which Martha excelled herself. Fish seemed to ask only to be
pulled from the river.

In these activities, they had few human rivals. Those few came mostly
from the north side of the flood,

from the settlements that still remained outside Oxford. They saw stoats
hunting again - though not in packs

- and an animal they took to be a polecat, making off through reeds with
a mallard in its jaws. They saw otter

and coypu and, at the place where they camped on the third night, the
spoor of some sort of deer that had

come down to the water's edge to drink.
Here, next morning, Greybeard and Martha stood over their fire poach-

ing fish with mint and cress when a
voice behind them said, "I'm inviting myself in for breakfast!"
Floating towards them over the water, his oars raised and dripping water

from the rowlocks, was Jeff Pitt
in a much-mended rowing-boat.



helped secure his boat. He climbed
stiffly out and shook them both by the hand, which he managed to do

without looking them straight in the
face.
"You can't leave me behind, you know," he said. "We belong together. It

may be a long time ago,
Greybeard, but I've not forgotten you could have killed me that time

when I was supposed to shoot you."
Greybeard laughed.
"The idea never even entered my head."
"Ah, well, it's because it didn't that I'm shaking your hand now. What you

cooking there? Now I'm with
you, I'll see you don't starve."
"We were intending to fob off starvation with salmon this morning, Jeff,"

Martha said, hitching her skirt
to squat over the open stove. "These must be the first salmon caught in

the Thames for two hundred years."
Pitt folded his tattered arms and looked askance at the fish. "I'll catch

you bigger 'uns than that, Martha.
You need me about the place - older we get, more we need friends.

Where's old Holy Joe Samuels, then?"
"Just taking a morning walk. He'll be back, and horrified to see you

standing here, no doubt."
When Charley returned and finished slapping Pitt on the back, they sat

down to eat their meal. Slowly the
heat mist thinned, revealing more and more of their surroundings. The

world expanded, showing itself full of
sky and reflections of sky.
"You see, you could be lost here easy enough," Pitt said. Now the first

pleasure of reunion was over, he
lapsed into his customary grumbling tone. "Some of the lads I know

back in Oxford used to be free-booters



produced a square of paper, which he unfolded and handed to Grey-
beard. Greybeard recognized the paper; it

was one of the broadsheets distributed during the last exhibition of the
Balliol children. On its back, a map

was drawn in ink.."It shows you what this region's like now, according to
these pals of mine, who explored most of it," Pitt

said. "Can you understand it?"
"It's a good map, Jeff. Although there are names missing here, it's easy

to identify the old features. Barks
must be a corruption of the old Berkshire."
Martha and Charley peered at the map with him. Marked on the south-

ern tip of the Sea of Barks was
Goring. There, on either side of the old river, two ranges of hills, the

Chilterns and the Berkshire Downs,
met. The river had become blocked at that point and, rising, had flooded

all the land north of it, where a sort
of triangular trough was formed between the two ridges of hills and the

Cotswolds.
Charley nodded. "Although it's far from being a sea, it's easily twenty

miles across from east to west, and
perhaps fifteen the other way. Plenty of room to get lost on it."
Martha traced the edge of the so-called sea with a finger and said, "A lot

of towns must have been
submerged in it, Abingdon and Wallingford among them. This makes

Meadow Lake appear a mere pond! If
the water level is still rising, I suppose in time the two stretches of water

will meet, and then Oxford itself
will sink."
"Don't things change fast when they're under God's care rather than

man's," Charley said. "I've been
reckoning up. It must be about fourteen years since I arrived at Sparcot,

and before then the country was



can t call this England any more - it s reverted to God. It s His country
now, and it's the better for it."

"Nice of Him to put up with us," Pitt said sarcastically. "Though He won't
have to do that much longer,

will He?"
"It's terribly anthropomorphic of me, but I can't help feeling He'll find it

the slightest bit dull when we've
all gone," Martha said.
They moved off after their meal. As they had done a couple of years

before, they all travelled in the
dinghy and towed Pitt's boat. The wind was hardly strong enough to

move them over the silent waters.
They had been travelling only a brief while before they saw in the hazy

distance the spires and roofs of a
half-drowned town. The church steeple stood out cleanly, but most of

the roofs were concealed by plants
which had taken root in their blocked gutters. This vegetation would pre-

sumably be an important factor in
causing the buildings to slide beneath the surface. For a while the stee-

ple would remain; then the slow
crumbling of its foundations would cause it, too, to disappear, and the

finger of man would no longer be
evident on the scene.
Pitt hung over the side of the dinghy, and peered into the "sea".
"I was wondering what happened to the people that used to live down

there," he said uneasily, "and
wondering if they might perhaps still be carrying on their life under the

water, but I don't see any of them
looking up at us."
"Here, Jeff, that reminds me," Charley said. "What with you arriving, it

went clean out of my mind, but
you know you used to reckon there was goblins in the woods."



me. And I stuck my hand out and
made the sign of the cross at them and they disappeared."
"You ought to have loosed an arrow at them - they'd have gone faster,"

Pitt said. "Or p'raps they thought
you were going to give 'em a sermon."
"Charley, you can't believe they really were gnomes," Greybeard said.

"Gnomes were things we used to
read about as children, in fairy tales. They didn't really exist."
"P'raps they come back like the polecat," Jeff Pitt said. "Those books

were only telling you what used to
be in the times before men grew so civilized."
"You're sure these weren't children?" Greybeard demanded.
"Oh, they weren't children, though they were small like children. But

they'd got - well, it was difficult to
see, but they seemed to have muzzles like old Isaac's, and cat's ears,

and fur on their heads, though I thought
they had hands like us."
There was silence in the boat.
Martha said, "Old Thorne, for whom I worked in Christ Church, was a

learned man, though a bit soft in
the head. He used to claim that as man was dying off, a new thing was

coming up to take his place."
"A Scotsman perhaps!" Greybeard said laughing, recalling how Towin

and Becky Thomas had believed
that the Scots would invade from the north.
"Thorne was vague as to what this new thing would be, though he said it

might look like a shark with the
legs of a tiger. He said there would be hundreds of it, and it would be

very grateful to its creator as it moved
in and discovered all the little people provided for its fodder."
"We've got enough trouble from our own creator without worrying about

rival ones." Pitt said.



made this by late afternoon, when the shadow of the boat hung away to
one side, and tied up beside a boat

already moored in a crudely made inlet.
Much of this land bore signs of cultivation, while farther up the slopes

they saw poultry and ducks
confined in runs. Some old ladies who had been standing among the

poultry came down to the water to
inspect the new arrivals, told them this was called Wittenham Island,

and grudgingly agreed that they could
stay where they were for the night if they made no trouble. Most of the

women had with them tame otters,
which they said they had trained to catch fish and fowl for them.
They became slightly more friendly when they realized that Greybeard's

party had only peaceful
intentions, and proved eager to gossip. It soon emerged that they were

a religious community, believing in a
Master who appeared among them occasionally and preached of a

Second Generation. They would have
tried to make converts had not Martha tactfully changed the subject by

asking how long they had lived on the
island..One woman told Martha that they came from a town called Dor-

chester, retreating to these hills with their
menfolk when their homes and land were besieged by the rising waters

some seven years earlier. Now their
old home lay completely under the Sea of Barks.
Much of what this old woman had to say was difficult to understand. It

was as if the mist which spread
over the water at this season had also spread between human compre-

hensions; but it was not hard to
understand that small groups cut off from their neighbours should in-

creasingly develop an accent and a
vocabulary peculiar to themselves. What was suprising was the rate at

which this process operated.



years speeding by; he reckoned he
was two hundred years old, or some such age. I've been thinking about

him lately, and at last beginning to
understand how he felt. There's been so much change, Algy, I begin to

wonder quite seriously if we haven't
been living for centuries."
"It's a change in pace. We were born into a hectic civilization; now

there's no civilization left, and the
pace has altered."
"Longevity's an illusion?"
"Man's the thing that's stopped, not death. Everything else but us - the

whole bag of tricks - goes on
unabated. Now let's get to sleep, sweet. I'm tired after the rowing."
After a moment, she said, "I suppose it's not having any children. I don't

mean just not having them
myself, but not seeing any around me. It makes a life terribly bare… and

terribly long."
Greybeard sat up angrily.
"For God's sake, woman, shut up about not having kids. I know we can't

have kids - we're too old for it
anyhow, by now - it's the cardinal fact of my life as much as it is yours,

but you don't have to go on about it!"
"I don't go on about it, Algy! I doubt if I mention it once a year."
"You do mention it once a year. It's always about this time, late summer,

when the wheat's ripening. I wait
for you to say something."
In a moment he had repented his anger, and took Martha in his arms.
"I didn't mean to snap," he said. "Sometimes I'm scared at my own

thoughts. I wonder if perhaps the
dearth of children hasn't caused a madness we don't identify because

it's unclassified. Is it possible to be sane
in a world where only your own senility greets you on every side?"



Charley gets some crazy idea
about seeing gnomes?"."Perhaps a woman looks at it differently. What I

regret most is the reservoir of something in me - love, I
suppose - that I sense has never found its object."
He stroked her hair tenderly and answered, "You're the most loving per-

son who has ever lived. Now do
you mind if I go to sleep?"
But it was Martha who slept. Greybeard lay there for a while, listening to

the distant sounds of
night-feeding birds. Restlessness took him. He pulled the end of his

beard gently from under Martha's
shoulder, slipped on his shoes, unlatched the tent flap, and climbed

stiffly outside. His back was not so
flexible these days.
Because of its impenetrability, the night seemed more stifling than it

was. He could not explain his
unease. He seemed to hear the sound of an engine - he could only

visualize the steamer that his mother had
taken him on from Westminster Pier in his early childhood, before his

father had died. But that was im-possible.
He indulged himself by thinking about the past and about his mother. It

was wonderful how vivid
some of the memories seemed. He wondered if his mother's life - she

must have been born - so long ago! - in
the nineteen-forties - had not been more thoroughly ruined by the Acci-

dent than was his own. He could
hardly recall the days before the Accident happened, except for a few

snapshots like that cruise from
Westminster Pier, so that he existed only within the context of the Acci-

dent and its aftermath, and was
adapted to it. But how could a woman adapt? Rather owlishly, he

thought, as if it were a discovery, women
are different.



What s the matter, Algy?  Martha asked, wakening.
"There was a steamer somewhere out on the pond. Charley heard it

too."
"We may see it in the morning."
"It sounded like the ones mother used to take me on. Standing there

looking out into nothing, I thought
how I've wasted my life, Martha. I've had no faith -"
"Sweetie, I don't think this is a good time for an inquest on your life.

Daylight in say twenty years time
would be more suitable."
"No, Martha, listen, I know I'm an imaginative and an introspective sort

of chap, but -"
Her small laugh stopped him. She sat up in bed, yawned, and said,

"You are one of the least introspective
men I ever knew, and I have always rejoiced that your imagination is so

much more prosaic than mine. May
you always have such illusions about yourself - it's a sign of youth."
He leant over towards her, feeling for her hand.
"You're a funny creature, Martha. Sometimes you make me wonder how

much two people can ever know
each other, if you know me so little. It's amazing how you can be so

blind when you've been such a
wonderful companion for thirty years or three hundred years or however

long it really is. You're so admirable
in many ways, whereas I've been such a flop."
She lit the lamp by their bed and said gravely, "At the risk of getting

chewed to death by mosquitoes, I
must put on a light and look at you. I can't stomach disembodied miser-

ies. Love, what is this you're saying
about yourself? Let's have it before we settle down."."You must have

seen clearly enough. It is not as if I chose to marry a foolish woman, as
some men chose

to do. I've been a flop all through my life."



picked up by an undertaker called Carter, and we lived with him for
some weeks."

"I remember about Carter. Your mother had a talent for picking men
whose jobs were prospering."

"She also had a talent for picking impossible men. Poor woman, I sup-
pose she was very much a ninny.

Uncle Keith - Barrett - turned up one day and took us away from Carter.
He and mother had rows for weeks

after that. It was all so undignified… Perhaps that was what helped me
in my teens to try and behave in a

dignified way myself.
"Then there was the war. I ought to have refused to go - you know I was

morally convinced of its
wrongness. But I compromised, and joined the Infantop. Then there was

the business of joining DOUCH.
You know, Martha, I think that was the slobbiest thing I ever did. Those

DOUCH fellows, old Jack and the
others, they were dedicated men. I never believed in the project at all."
"You're talking nonsense, Algy. I remember how hard you worked, in

Washington and London."
He laughed. "Know why I joined? Because they offered to fly you out to

Washington to join me! That
was it! My interest in DOUCH was purely subsidiary to my interest in

you.
"It's true I did the job fairly well during the after-war years, when the

government collapsed, and the
United made peace with the enemy. But look at the chance I missed

when we were in Cowley. If I hadn't
been so concerned about us, we could have been in on a important bit

of history.
"Instead, we nipped off and vegetated all those dreary years at Sparcot.

And what did I do there? Why, I



rubbish tonight. You re too big a man to puddle about in silly self-
deception. Don't you see that what you've

just told me is a potted history of your integrity?"
"The lack of it, you mean."
"No, I don't. When you were a child, your life was not under your control.

Both your mother and Keith
were idiots - I saw that even as a small girl - and they were quite disori-

ented by the crisis of their times. For
that you cannot blame yourself.
"You spent the war first trying to save children, then trying to do some-

thing constructive about the future.
You married me, when you might have been having the sort of de-

bauches most men of your age were
enjoying all over the world. And I suspect you have remained faithful to

me ever since. I don't think that
shows any lack of character.
"As for your feebleness at Cowley, you can go and ask old Jeff what he

thinks to that one! You sold the
DOUCH(E) truck after infinite painful debate with yourself, and saved

the whole community at Sparcot
from starving. As for getting it back again, why should you? If there is a

future for any humans, they'll be.looking ahead, not back; DOUCH was a
great idea when it was conceived in the year 2000. Now we can see

it's irrelevant.
"But what's never been irrelevant to you is other people me, among oth-

ers. You've always put me first.
I've seen it; as you say, I'm not a fool. You put me before your job in

Washington and in Cowley. Do you
think I minded? If more people had put their fellow human beings before

abstractions last century, we
shouldn't be where we are now." She stopped abruptly. "That's all, I

think. End of lecture. Feeling better,
Greybeard?"



stood peering into the mist; he went behind them, laying a hand on his
wife's shoulder. This morning the

mist was thick as milk. Behind, the hillside was lost. Summoned by the
throbbing of the engine, the women

of the religious community were materializing and shuffling down to line
the bank.

"The Master is coming! The Master is coming!" they cried.
The throbbing engine stopped. The sound of it died across the water.

They strained their eyes to see.
A phantom river steamer appeared, gliding forward in silence. It seemed

to have no substance, to exist
merely in outline. On its deck, people stood motionless, staring over the

sea. The old women on shore, those
of them that were capable of it, sank to arthritic knees and cried, "The

Master comes to save us!"
"I suppose there must still be depots of coal about, if you know where to

look," Greybeard said to Martha.
"Presumably there's not a coal mine left in action. Or maybe they fuel it

with wood. We'd better be wary but
it hardly looks as if its intentions are hostile."
"I know now how savages feel when the missionaries turn up with a

cargo of Bibles," Martha said. She
was looking at a long banner draped along the steamer's railings which

bore the words: REPENT - THE
MASTER COMES! And beneath, in smaller letters, The Second Gen-

eration Needs Your Gifts and Prayers.
Donations Wanted To Further Our Cause.
"Looks as if the Bibles have a price tag," Greybeard observed. A group

of people on the steamer came
forward and removed a section of rail; they lowered a small boat into the

water, obviously with the intention
of coming ashore. At the same time, a loud-hailer opened up with a pre-

liminary rasp and began to address



bosis. They became less insubstantial
as, emerging from the mist, they reached the bank and climbed ashore.
Martha clutched Greybeard's hand.
"Do you recognize one of those women? The one spitting into the water

now?"
"It can't be! It looks like old - what was her name?"."We left her at what-

ever that place was - Becky! It is, it's Becky Thomas!"
Martha hurried forward. The women of the island were jostling to get

into the boat. Carried in their arms
or in baskets were provisions, presumably offerings to lay before the

Master. Becky stood to one side,
watching the proceedings apathetically. She looked even dirtier than

she had in her Sparcot days, and much
older, though her body remained plump. Her cheeks were sunken and

her nose sharp.
Regarding her, Martha thought, "She's of Algy's and my parents' gen-

eration. Amazing how some of them
still survive, despite those gloomy predictions we used to hear about

everyone dying young. Becky must be
eighty-five if she's a day."
Arid, stabbingly, "What'll be left of the world if Algy and I ever reach that

age?"
As Martha approached her, Becky changed her position and stood with

her hands on her hips. On one
scrawny wrist, Martha noted, was strapped the battered old non-

functioning watch that had once been
Towin's pride. Where was he?
"Hello, Becky," she said. "It's a small wet world. Are you taking a sum-

mer cruise?"
Becky showed little excitement at meeting up with Martha again, or at

seeing Greybeard, Charley, and
Pitt as they came over to speak to her.



can I conceive. If you want children,
Martha, you'd better bring a gift to the Master and see what he can do

for you. He works miracles, he does."
"What's happened to old Towin then, Becky?" Charley asked. "Isn't he

on the boat with you?"
She wrinkled her face into a frown.
"Old Towin Thomas was a sinful man, Charley Samuels, and I don't

think of him no more. He wouldn't
believe in the Master, or take the Master's cures, and as a result, he

died of a malignant cancer that wasted
him away until he didn't weigh above a stone and a half. Frankly, it was

a blessing when he passed over. I've
followed the Master ever since then. I'm now coming up for my two hun-

dred and twenty-third birthday. I
don't look a day over a hundred, I reckon, do I?"
Greybeard said, "That line sounds familiar. Do we know this Master of

yours, then, Becky? It's not Bunny
Jingadangelow, is it?"
"You were always free with your tongue, Greybeard," Becky said. "You

mind how you address him,
because he doesn't use that old name now."
"It sounds as though he still uses the old tricks, though," Greybeard

said, turning to Martha. "Let's go
aboard and see the old rascal."
"I've no wish to see him," Martha said.
"Well - look, we don't want to be stuck here on this sea in this mist. We

could be lost here till autumn
comes, and by then we ought to be well on our way down river. Let's go

and see Jingadangelow and get him
to give us a tow. It's obvious that the captain of the ship must know his

way about."
They did as he said, and ferried themselves out to the steamer in Pitt's

boat. They climbed aboard,



in shorts - were material tributes to his godly qualities, vegetables, let-
tuces with plushy fat hearts, ducks,

fish, eggs, a fowl with its neck newly wrung.
Jingadangelow himself still affected his curling moustache and side-

burns. The rotundity that once
afflicted only his chin now covered new territory; his body was corpulent,

his face assumed the pasty and
lop-sided podginess of a gibbous moon, and was of a hitherto unprece-

dented blandness - though it gathered a
good percentage of its area into a scowl as Greybeard entered. Becky

had evidently passed on the news of his
visit.
"I wanted to see you because I always thought you had a rare gift of in-

sight," Greybeard said.
"That is perfectly true. It led me to divinity. But I assure you, Mr. Grey-

beard, since I gather that you still
call yourself by that undistinguished sobriquet, that I have no intention of

exchanging gossip about the past. I
have outlived the past, as I intend to outlive the future."
"You are still in your old Eternal Life racket, I see, though the props are

more elaborate."
"You observe this handbell? I have merely to ring it to have you re-

moved from here. You must not insult
me. I have achieved sanctity." He rested a podgy hand on the table by

his side, and pouted in discontent. "If
you haven't arrived to join my Second Generationists, just what do you

want?"
"Well, I thought - I came to see you about Becky Thomas and this preg-

nancy of hers. You've no -"
"That's what you told me last time we met, centuries ago. Becky's no

business of yours - she's become one
of the faithful since her husband died. You fancy yourself a bit as a

leader of men, don't you, without actually



Two old women doddered in, both dressed in a parody of a toga, one of
them run to a gross corpulence

and with protruding eyes which took in only the Master.
"Priestesses of the Second Generation," Jingadangelow said, "tell me

the objects of my coming."
With a singsong delivery, in which the thinner woman led by about half a

sentence, they replied, "You
came to replace the God that has deserted us; you came to replace the

men who have left us; you came to
replace the children that were denied us."
"There's nothing physical in all this, you understand, Greybeard," Jin-

gadangelow said parenthetically.
"You bring us hope where we had only ashes; you bring us life where

we had only sorrow; you bring us
full wombs where we had only empty stomachs."
"You'll agree the prose, in its pseudo-biblical way, is pretty telling."
"You make the unbelievers die from the land; you make the believers

survive; and you will make the
children of the believers into a Second Generation which shall re-furnish

the earth with people."."Very good, priestesses. Your Master is pleased
with you, and particularly with Sister Madge, who puts

the thing over as if she believes what she's saying. Now, girls, recite
what you must do for all this to come to

pass."
Again the two women assumed the recitative. "We must put away all sin

in ourselves; we must put away
all sin in others; we must honour and cherish the Master."
"That is what one may term the qualifying clause," Jingadangelow said

to Greybeard. "All right,
priestesses, you may go now."
They fell to holding his hand and patting his head, begging to be allowed

to stay, and mouthing pieces of
jargon to him.



kept this up ? Centuries, and
centuries to come yet! But I give 'em hope - that's the great thing.

Funny, eh, to give people something you
don't have yourself."
A knock came at the door, and a tatterdemalion man lost in a grey jer-

sey announced that all the
Wittenham women were safely ashore and the boat was ready to move

on.
"You and your party had better leave," Jingadangelow told Greybeard.
It was then that Greybeard asked for a tow. Irritably, Jingadangelow said

it should be done, if they could
be all ready to sail almost at once. He would tow them as far as Hag-

bourne in exchange for a certain levy of
work from Pitt, Charley, and Greybeard. After some consultation, they

agreed to this, and put together their
belongings; most of these were stowed in the dinghy or Pitt's boat, while

the rest came with them on to the
steamer, where they were allotted an area of deck space. By the time

they were under way, the mist had
cleared. The day remained brooding and heavy.
Pitt and Charley became involved in a game of cards with two of the

crew. Martha and Greybeard took a
walk round the deck, which bore the scars of the seats on which holiday

makers had once sat to view the old
river. There were few people aboard: perhaps nine "priestesses" to

minister to Jingadangelow's wants, and a
few crewmen. There was also a couple of idle gentlemen who lounged

in the shade at the stern and did not
speak. They were armed with revolvers, evidently to repel any attack

that might be made on the boat, but
Greybeard, disliking their looks, felt some relief that he had his rifle with

him.



ways been a theory of mine that
unbelievers are born whereas saints are made; but in the hope of con-

verting you, perhaps you'd like to see
one of my miracles?"
"Are you still going in for castration?" Martha asked, standing where she

was.."Heavens, no! Surely the transformation which I have undergone is
sufficiently apparent to you, Mrs.

Greybeard? Crude trickery has no part in my make-up. I want to show
you a genuine sample of the Second

Generation." He lifted a drape from a window in the door, and motioned
them to look through into the next

room.
Greybeard caught his breath. His senses rose up in him like music.
On a bunk, a young girl was sleeping. She was naked, and a sheet had

fallen back from her shoulders,
revealing most of her body. It was smooth and browned, moulded most

delicately. Her arms, folded under
her, cradled her breasts; one knee was tucked up so that it almost

touched her elbow, revealing the scut of
pubic hair between her legs. She slept with her face into the pillow, her

mouth open, her rich brown hair in
disarray, scowling in her sleep. She might have been sixteen.
Martha pulled the curtain down quietly over the glass panel and turned

to Jingadangelow.
"Then some women are still bearing… But this child belongs to none of

those you have aboard?"
"No, no, how right you are! This one is just a poor old prophet's conso-

lation, as you might say. Your
husband looks moved. May I hope that after this evidence of my poten-

tialities we may welcome him into the
fold of the Second Generationists?"
"You sly devil, Jingadangelow, what are you doing with this girl? She's

perfect - unlike those rather sad



mouthpiece of your husband in your
old age, Mrs. Greybeard. I thought when we met so many centuries ago

that you had a mind of your own."
Greybeard grabbed the front of his toga.
"Who's that girl in there? If there are more children, then they must be

saved and treated properly and
helped - not used as whores for you! By God, Jingadangelow -"
The Master staggered backwards, grasped his hand bell, rang it vio-

lently, and struck Greybeard over the
side of the face with it.
"You're jealous, you dog, like all men!" he growled.
Two priestesses came in at once, screamed at the sight of the scuffle,

and made way for the two men who
had been sitting at the stern of the ship. They seized Greybeard's arms

and held him.
"Tie him up and throw him overboard!" Jingadangelow ordered, tottering

back into his chair. He was
panting heavily. "Let the pike have a go at him. Tie the woman up and

leave her on deck. I will speak with
her when we reach Hagbourne. Move!"
"Stay where you are," Pitt said from the door. He had an arrow notched

at his bow and aimed at
Jingadangelow. His two remaining teeth gleamed behind the feathered

Right. Charley stood by him,
watching the corridor with his knife in his hand. "If anyone moves out of

turn, I'll shoot your Master without
one second's hesitation."
"Get hold of their guns, Martha," Pitt advised. "You okay, Greybeard?

What do we do now?"
Jingadangelow's henchmen showed no disposition to fight. Greybeard

took their two revolvers from



I felt the power coming back to me, just as when I was a young man,
Pitt said, looking at no one.

"Standing there with my bow, I suddenly knew I could kill a man again.
Gor… It's a miracle…"

They looked at him without understanding.
Greybeard said, "Let's be practical. We could not manage this ship. Nor

could we get it out of the Sea of
Barks."
"Martha's right," Charley said. "We've no moral right to pinch their boat,

scoundrels though they may be."
Jingadangelow straightened himself up and adjusted his toga. "If you've

all finished arguing, kindly leave
my cabin. I must remind you that this room is private and sacred. There

will be no more trouble, I can assure
you of that."
As they left, Martha saw a wild dark eye regarding them through a rent

in the curtain over the far window.
When Hagbourne appeared late that afternoon, it emerged not out of

the mist but from curtains of heavy
rain, for the morning mist had been dispersed by a wind that brought

showers with it. They died away as the
steamer was secured along a stone quay, and the line of the Berkshire

Downs rose behind the small town.
The town Jingadangelow called his base appeared almost deserted.

Only three ancient men were there to
greet the steamer and help tie it up. The disembarkation that followed

lent some life to the dreary scene.
Greybeard's party detached their own boats warily from the steamer's

crew. Jingadangelow did not give
the appearance of a fighting man. What they did not expect was the ap-

pearance of Becky, who came up as
they were loading their belongings into the dinghy.



Second Generation. I didn t come to talk to you anyhow.  She turned her
back pointedly on him and said to

Greybeard, "The Master always carries true forgiveness in his heart. He
bears you no malice, and would like

to give you shelter for the night. There is a place he has empty that you
could use. It's his offer, not mine, or I

wouldn't be making it. To think you struggled with him, laying hand on
his person, you did!"

"We don't want his hospitality," Martha said firmly. Greybeard turned to
her and took her hands, and said

over his shoulder to Becky, "Tell your Master we will be glad to accept
the offer of shelter for the night. And

see that we get someone with a civil tongue to take us to it."
As she shuffled back up the gangplank, Greybeard said urgently to

Martha, "We can't just leave without
finding out more about that young girl of Jingadangelow's, where she

comes from and what's going to
happen to her. The night looks stormy in any case. We are surely in no

danger, and will be glad of dry billets.
Let's bide here.".Martha arched what would, in a different lifetime, have

been her eyebrows. "I admit I don't understand the
interest that untrustworthy rascal holds for you. The attractions of that

girl, Chammoy, are altogether more
obvious."
"Don't be a silly little woman," he said gently.
"We will do as you wish."
A flush spread from his face over the dome of his head. "Chammoy has

no effect on me," he said, and
turned to instruct Pitt about the baggage.
The quarters that Jingadangelow offered them proved to be good. Hag-

bourne was an untidy ruin of drab
twentieth-century houses, many of them council-built; but at one end of

the town, in a section Jingadangelow



had lived.
This vigorous young forest, still dripping from the recent rain, brushed

against the stone walls of the barn
to which the party was directed. The front and rear walls of the barn

were, in fact, broken in, with the result
that the floor was muddy. But a wooden stair led up to a small balcony,

on to which two rooms opened, snug
under a still effective roof. They had recently been lived in, and held the

offer of a comfortable night. Pitt
and Charley took one room, Martha and Greybeard the other.
They made a good meal of a pair of young ducks and some peas Mar-

tha had bought off one of the women
on the boat, for the priestesses had proved not adverse to a haggle in

their off-hours. A search for bugs
revealed that they were unlikely to have company during the night; with

this encouragement, they retired
early to their room. Greybeard lit a lantern and he and Martha pulled off

their shoes. She began to comb and
brush her hair. He was pulling the barrel of his rifle through with a piece

of cloth when he heard the wooden
stairs creak.
He stood up quietly, slipping a cartridge into the breach and levelling the

rifle at the door.
The intruder on the stairs evidently heard the click of the bolt, for the

voice called, "Don't shoot!"
Greybeard heard Pitt next door call out a challenge. "Who's that out

there, you devils?" he shouted. "I'll
shoot you dead!"
"Greybeard, it's me - Jingadangelow! I wish to speak to you."
Martha said, "Jingadangelow and not the Master!"
He extinguished their lantern and threw open the door. In the protracted

twilight, Jingadangelow stood



The hawker of eternal life had put on flesh recently; the timbers creaked
under his tread as he pulled

himself up on to the platform. Greybeard stood aside, and Jingadange-
low entered their room. On seeing

Martha, he made the jerk at his hips that was a portly substitute for a
bow. He placed his lantern on a stone

shelf set in the wall and stood there, pulling at his lip and observing
them, breathing heavily as he did so.

"Is this a social call?" Martha asked.."I've come to make a bargain with
you," he said.

"We don't make bargains; that's your trade, not ours," Greybeard said.
"If your two toughs want their

revolvers back, I'm willing to return them in the morning when we leave,
provided you can guarantee their

good behaviour."
"I didn't come to discuss that. You needn't use that sharp tone just be-

cause you have me at a slight
disadvantage. I want to put a straightforward proposition to you."
Martha said coolly, "Dr. Jingadangelow, we hope to be moving early in

the morning. Do please come
directly to what you have to say."
"Is it something to do with that girl Chammoy?" Greybeard asked.
Muttering that someone would have to help him up again, Jingadange-

low sank to the floor and sat there.
"I see I have no option but to lay some of my cards upon the metaphori-

cal table. I want you both to listen
generously, since I have indeed come to unburden myself. May I say I'm

sorry you don't receive me in a more
friendly way. Despite that little spot of trouble on the boat, my regard for

you is unchanged."
"We are interested in hearing about the girl in your possession," Martha

said.



civilizations crumbled, back in the
twentieth century A.D., you will remember that many specialists gave

conflicting diagnoses of what was
going to happen when the full effects of the space bombs were upon us.

Some thought that everything would
return to normal within a few years, others that accumulating radioactiv-

ity would wipe all life of every kind
from this sinful but rather desirable world. As we who have the benefit of

surviving now know, both these
views were mistaken. Am I right?"
"Right. Proceed."
"Thank you, I will. Other specialists suggested that the radio-activity

from the big accident might be
absorbed into the soil in the course of years. I believe this prediction to

have come to pass. And I further
believe that with it, some younger women have recovered the power to

bring forth young.
"Now, I have to confess that I have come across no fertile women my-

self, although in my new calling I
have been vigilant for them. So I have been forced to ask myself, 'What

would I do if I were a woman of
approximately sixty summers who discovered she could produce what

we call the Second Generation? This
is rather a theoretical question; how would you answer it, madam?"
Martha said slowly, "If I were to have a baby? I should be delighted, I

suppose. At least, I have spent a
number of years supposing I would be delighted. But I should be reluc-

tant to let anyone see my child.
Certainly I should be reluctant to come forward to someone like you and

declare my secret, for fear that I
would be forced into - well, some form of compulsory breeding."
Jingadangelow nodded magisterially. As talking soothed him, his man-

ner acquired more of its old



adults in the neighbourhood to spoil and protect them. Deeper knowl-
edge of humanity will persuade you.otherwise. The rancorous envy of
those people without children would be insupportable, and aged parents

would be unable to ward off the tangible effects of that envy. Babies
would be stolen by motherhood-mad

harridans, by crazy sterile old men. Young children would be the con-
stant prey of the sort of blackguards I

was forced to associate with some eighty years ago, when I travelled
with an itinerant fair for my own

protection. By the time the children - boys or girls - reached their early
teens, one can only draw back aghast

at the thought of the sexual indignities to which they would be exposed -
"

"Chammoy's experience must bear out all you say," Greybeard cut in.
"Leave out the hypocrisy,

Jingadangelow, and get to the point."
"Chammoy needed my protection and my moral influence; besides

which, I am a lonely man. However,
my point is this: that the biggest menace any child could face would be -

human society! If you wonder why
there are no children, the answer is that if they exist, they hide from us

in the new wilds, away from men."
Martha and Greybeard looked at each other. They read in each other's

eyes an acknowledgement of the
likelihood of this theory. In its support, they could recall the persistent

rumours, dating back at least ten
years, that there were gnomes and small human-like shapes in the bush

that vanished when a man went near.
And yet… It was too much to swallow at one time; in their minds and

bodies they were dry of the belief in
living children.
"This is all part of your madness, Jingadangelow," Greybeard said

harshly. "Your mind is obsessed with



You are both reasonable people, and it has been a great delight to
come across you again after all these

centuries, despite that unfortunate incident this morning, for which I
fancy you were even more to blame

than I - but, no, let's forget that. The truth is, that seeing you made me
yearn for intelligent company - not the

company of the fools that surround me now." Jingadangelow leant for-
ward and addressed himself solely to

Greybeard. "I am offering to give up everything and come along with
you, wherever you go. I shall follow

your lead implicitly, of course. It's a great and noble renunciation. I make
it purely for my soul's sake, and

because I am bored with these imbeciles who follow me."
In the brief silence that followed, the fat man looked anxiously at his lis-

teners; he tried a smile on Martha,
thought better of it, and switched it off.
"You collected the fools who follow you, and you must put up with

them," Greybeard said slowly. "That's
something I think I learned from Martha not a million years ago: however

you envisage your role in life, all
you can do is perform it as best you can."
"But this Master role, good heavens, it is not my only role. I wish to

leave it behind."
"I don't doubt you have a dozen roles you can play, Jingadangelow, but

I'm equally sure that the essence
of you lies in your roles. We don't want you with us - I have to be brutally

frank. We are happy! For all that
everyone has lost since the terrible accident back in 1981, one thing at

least we have gained - there is no
longer need for the hypocrisies and shams of civilization; we can be our

natural selves. But you would cause
dissent among us, because you carry the old rigmarole of mask-wearing

into these simple days. You're too



there are children on the downs near here - Chammoy was one of them.
The three of us could hunt them out

and instal ourselves as teachers. They'd look after us while we taught
them all our old knowledge. Convince

this hard-hearted man of yours, I beg you."
She said, "You heard what he said. He's the boss."
Jingadangelow sighed.
Almost to himself he said, "In the end, we're all alone. Consciousness -

it's a burden."
Slowly, he helped himself to his feet. Martha also rose. A tear forced it-

self from his right eye and rolled
with some command down his cheek and over the expanse of his chin,

where a crinkle diverted it down
towards his neck.
"I offer you my humility, my humanity, and you reject it!"
"At least you have the chance of getting back to your divinity."
He sighed and produced the effect of bowing without, in fact, doing

more than bend his knees slightly.
"I trust you will all be gone early in the morning," he said. Turning, he

moved out of the door, shut it
behind him, and left them in darkness.
Martha worked her hand into her husband's.
"What a splendid speech you made him, sweet! Perhaps you are imagi-

native after all. Oh, to hear you say
as you did, "We are happy!" You are truly a brave man, my beloved

Algy. We should take the untrustworthy
old fraud with us, if he could regularly provoke you to such eloquence."
For once, Greybeard wanted to silence her teasing sweetness. He

strained his ears to the sounds
Jingadangelow made, or had ceased to make. For after a few steps

down the creaking wooden stair,
Jingadangelow had paused, there had been a muffled noise Greybeard

failed to interpret, and then silence.



dim and flickering light. They
appeared to have four legs and two arms each, and to stand at a half-

crouch. Their ears stood up sharp on
their skulls; they had snouty muzzles and long chins. They leapt about

the human staggering in their midst.
An onlooker might have been forgiven for mistaking them for mediaeval

representations of the devil.
All the hairs in Greybeard's beard crackled with a flow of superstitious

fear. Purely by reflex action, he
brought up his rifle and fired.
The noise was overwhelming. A further section of the wall at the far end

of the barn fell inwards into the
mud. At the same time, the dancing figures with the lantern uttered a cry

and fell. The light crashed amid
scampering feet and went out.
"Oh God, oh Martha, bring a light!" Greybeard called, in a sudden alarm.

He went lumbering down the
dark stair as Pitt and Charley ran on to the balcony. Charley carried their

lantern.
With a whoop of excitement, Pitt loosened an arrow at the escaping fig-

ures, but it fell short and remained
quivering, upright in the dirt. He and Charley followed Greybeard down

to the ground with Martha close.behind, bringing her lantern. Jingadange-
low leant against the safest wall, weeping out his shock; he seemed

physically unharmed.
On the floor, huddled under a pair of badger skins, lay a small boy. One

of the skins was fastened low
about his body, providing him with an additional pair of legs; the other

was fixed so that its mask covered
the boy's face. In addition, his lean body was smeared with coloured

paint or mud. In his belt was a small
knife. The rifle shot had gone through his thigh. He was unconscious

and losing blood rapidly.



thing more of you. Shut your noise
up and get out of here."
Jingadangelow pulled himself erect. "Do you imagine I'd care to stay?"
He staggered out of the barn into the befoliaged night as Martha applied

a tourniquet to the boy's leg. As
she tightened it, the child's eyes opened, gazing up at the pattern of

shadows on the roof. She leant over and
smiled down at him.
"Whoever you are, it's going to be all right, darling," she said.
The dinghy was off early next morning, with Pitt's boat trailing behind it.

Pitt sat in it alone, nodding to
himself, sometimes grinning and rubbing his nose. When they left Hag-

bourne, the day was overcast, but as
they moved on the next stage of the journey that they hoped would one

day take them to the mouth of the
river, the sun broke through the clouds and the wind freshened.
The mouldering strip of harbour, with the Second Generation steamer

tied up alongside it, was deserted.
To their relief, none of Jingadangelow's party had appeared to give

them a send-off, hostile or otherwise.
When they were some way out, a solitary figure appeared on the shore

and waved to them; they were too far
away to identify it.
Greybeard and Charley shipped their oars as the breeze took the sail,

and the former went to sit at the
tiller beside Martha. They looked at each other but did not speak.
His thoughts were heavy. The fraudulent Master was right in at least

one respect: human hands were
turned against children in practice, if not in theory. He himself had fired

at the first child he had seen close
to! Perhaps there was some kind of filicidal urge in man forcing him to

destruction.



haps ideally they should not be
taught not to fear us," Martha said. She laid a hand across his shoulder

as she rose.
Greybeard chewed over the implications of that remark as he watched

her walk forward. She bent over
the improvised stretcher, smiling as she began gently to change young

Arthur's bandage. For a minute her
husband looked at her, her hands, her face, and at the child solemnly

staring up into her eyes..Then he turned his head, resting one hand on his
rifle as with the other he shaded his brow and pretended to gaze ahead at
the horizon where the hills were.






